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    Paranoid Mage


  


   Callum had seen things all his life.  There are monsters and beasts living among people, but he learned very early not to admit such things, not if he didn’t want people to think him crazy.


  It turns out that the supernatural is real, but at thirty Callum has no desire to be part of that secret.  Not that he has a choice when it turns out he is a mage, albeit one that hasn’t cast any spells in all his life.  There are requirements, duties, and education that the powers that be insist he be subject to.


  To hell with that. 
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  Chapter 1 – Revelation


  For some reason, there was one of them at the funeral.


  Ever since Callum Wells was young he’d seen things.  People.  Things that were people, or people that were things.  The not-quite-human.  They were not very common, but not so vanishingly rare that he could write it off as imagination.  He’d mentioned it, once, as a child, and the doctors had prescribed pills.  Callum Sr., paranoid soul that he was, had stopped his son from taking them after a week when they did no more than make him fuzzy and stupid.


  Callum didn’t mention what he saw again.  But that didn’t mean he stopped seeing them.  Mostly, it was people with the wrong color skin, the wrong ears, the wrong eyes.  The wrong proportions.  Sometimes it was just people that nobody else seemed to notice, walking as if they were invisible.


  It was one of the invisible people who had come by, walking around the edges of the small crowd.  The person in question was a short man, looking entirely human but dressed in bright blue and wearing a beret, which was one reason Callum knew he was neither a mourner nor even visible.  At least some people should have glanced at the flamboyant man but nobody did.  Nor did the man really seem to pay attention to the mourners, instead wandering between them and the coffins and kneeling down to inspect something on one of the nearby gravestones.  He glanced up and made eye contact with Callum.  Immediately Callum relaxed his gaze, looking past the not-person.


  It was a skill he’d had to learn in lieu of the drugs.  People stared off into space a lot, but they didn’t focus on things that weren’t there.  The invisible man frowned at Callum, leaned to one side, and when Callum’s eyes didn’t track him, shrugged and continued onward.  Irrational anger kindled in Callum’s gut at the man’s disrespect.  Even if he was invisible to everyone else, he could have at least waited half an hour for the funeral to be over.  He was lucky Callum was not in as dark a mood as he might have been at his parent’s graves.


  In a way the funeral was a mere formality. There was pain, yes, but it was a dull ache rather than anything sharp.  His parents had been pushing ninety and he’d visited them in hospice for years before they’d finally passed away.  It hadn’t been a surprise, and he’d done most of his mourning before medical science caught up with what was already certain.


  He was aware, and had been since he was young enough to count, that their relative ages meant that his parents had either flouted biological law or were taking care of a grandchild. Considering how much he looked like Callum, Sr., adoption was not a possibility.  His birth certificate claimed Callum Sr. and Mary as his parents, and he’d decided he was fine with that.  


  In the end, it wasn’t important.  He didn’t feel the need to muse on such unweighty matters, especially not during the funeral.  Especially when he was distracted by carefully not looking at the invisible man snooping around the graveyard.


  “Callum?”  He blinked, and looked at Miss Mosley, one of his parent’s friends who was practically an aunt and an octogenarian herself.  She reached out to take his hand and patted it soothingly.  “It’s okay, dear.”


  “Thank you, Miss Mosley,” Callum said, properly going back to ignoring the man crashing the funeral.  “We all knew it was coming, but now that it’s here…”


  “Yes, I know.  When you get to my age, you go to so many funerals.”  Miss Mosely said, a little sadly.


  “Don’t be maudlin,” Callum said.  “I know they’re better off now.”  He wasn’t sure how devout he really was, but at the very least he was a consistent churchgoer.  The wisdom of the faith was at least some comfort.  “Come on, we’ll go to that breakfast place you like.”


  “Oh, you spoil me, dearie,” Miss Mosley said, but didn’t turn down the invitation.  She did, however, stand respectfully and quietly to one side as he set one of the flower arrangements on a different grave.  It was one somewhat older, grave and grief both worn and weathered by time.   


  Selene Wells had died when they’d been married just three years, of one of those terrible incidents of fate.  A brain aneurysm, completely undetectable before the event, had dropped her in her tracks at a restaurant one day.  It wasn’t anyone’s fault, there was nobody to blame, not even himself, but even half a decade later he still felt rather hollow when he thought about her.


  Standing there staring at the gravestone, he realized he was out of family.  Selene had moved down to be with him, and her family hadn’t been thrilled.  When she died, they’d cut contact completely.  He didn’t have any brothers or sisters, and whatever cousins were around were scattered across the country.


  After the breakfast, after the mourners had dispersed, Callum set his jaw and went back to work.  It might not have been the best reaction, but at least he had a current client and could lose himself in the process for a while.  As an architectural consultant, he could more or less make his own hours, but more and more often he found those hours were pretty long.  Longer than most self-made thirty-year-olds might choose.  


  Despite his preoccupation, he made the time in the following weeks to go to the gym or go biking or shooting on a regular basis.  Not that he much felt like it, but in addition to the general caution he’d inherited from Callum, Sr., Selene’s death had made Callum paranoid about his health.  Considering the complaints of some of his clients, who were no older than he was, at the very least staying in shape was doing him favors.


  “Hey!”  The owner of the gym waved as Callum headed toward the equipment.  Though he’d introduced himself as Shahey, Callum was pretty sure that wasn’t his name.  Shahey was maybe five feet tall, but completely covered in red-orange scales and had a reptilian head rather than a humanoid one.  Despite that, his ability to pronounce English was fairly good, though if he listened clearly he could hear the oddness of the different mouth shape creeping in.


  “Mister Shahey,” Callum greeted him, extending his hand and pretending the massive claws the not-human had didn’t bother him, no matter how delicately they were used.


  “Haven’t been in for a while,” Shahey observed, not quite asking a question.


  “Been doing some stuff,” he said, not quite answering.


  “It happens,” Shahey agreed.  “So, could you do me a favor?”


  “Maybe,” Callum answered cautiously.


  “Marie there just started coming in,” Shahey said, tilting his head in the direction of a young woman who wasn’t out of shape but clearly didn’t have much muscle tone.  “Thought maybe you could help her out.”


  Callum gave him a look, but he couldn’t read whatever expression was on the reptilian face.  It was probably something appropriately innocent on whatever human face most people saw, but that was just a guess.  He wasn’t sure if Shahey really needed help, or was trying to set him up with a prospective gym bunny, but it wasn’t that great an imposition.  He headed over to where Marie was fiddling with a hammer lift machine and lifted his hand in greeting.


  “Hey, the gym owner said you could use a bit of orientation?”


  “I could!”  Marie flashed him a smile, which he took with good grace.  He still wasn’t entirely comfortable with flirting, even so many years later.  Maybe someday he would be, but it wouldn’t be that day.


  He was actually a little surprised by the attention Marie paid him, since he considered himself solidly average, though fit.  Callum certainly didn’t have the muscles of some of the regulars.  It was more than a little flattering, and he had to admit it buoyed his mood, at least until Marie crumpled in the middle of a set.


  “Marie!”  He grabbed her on the way down, wincing as he banged himself on the side of the machine, and looked around to ask for help when three people burst through the front door of the gym.  West Virginia was, for all the jokes, a quiet state, and he lived in a quiet town, one that had shifted from mining to biotechnology without much changing size.  Gyms were not generally considered prime targets for robberies and city violence was not something he worried about, so he was completely baffled and blindsided when the three lifted guns and started shooting.  


  He hurled himself behind the equipment, dimly registering that the gunmen weren’t entirely human.  Nor was their target.  Their pistols cracked as they aimed at Shahey, but the bullets just seemed to bounce off his scales.  The lizard-man rounded to face them and opened his jaws, and an instant migraine slammed Callum backward, stars dancing in front of his eyes as there was a sudden thunder.


  Heat scorched his face and when he blinked his vision clear, Shahey was gone.  So were the gunmen.  There was only a curtain of fire on that side of the gym, hot enough that the glass slumped and ran in little puddles.  Callum stared for a moment, then coughed as acrid smoke rolled in.  The sprinklers went off, to no effect, and he realized that everyone had to get out.  He had to get everyone out.  A quick glance around found that everyone was unconscious save for him, and for no apparent reason.  The fire was hot, but not that hot.


  Since there were no more gunmen or guns, Callum dashed to the free weights and simply threw a barbell through the front window.  Despite hurling the thing as hard as he could, the safety glass didn’t shatter dramatically, but it was good enough.  He used a smaller one to sweep the shards before starting to haul bodies, starting with Marie.  


  The fire was clearly not a normal blaze, since it spread faster and was far hotter than any normal fire should be.  By the time he got the second person out he was having to crawl under the smoke.  It had only been a few seconds, and the wall of fire was licking along the ceiling and the floor both.


  Callum knew he should call it in, but there were only five other people in the gym.  Four of them were close enough to the windows that he could pull them outside easily, it was just the last one who was slumped on an elliptical machine in the back.  But the air was hot, too hot, searing his lungs and making him lightheaded as he crawled toward the unconscious woman, but he thought he could handle it.


  Until the too-fast fire brought down the roof.  Or rather, the massive fans and rows of televisions and electrical wiring, plummeting down with a horrendous noise.  The collapse sent a shower of liquid sparks over the ground.  And over him.


  Callum screamed and then swore as a drop seared through his bicep, adrenaline damping the pain enough to keep him moving, coughing and crawling away from the mess.  The woman toppled off the elliptical after a single pull, but he had no idea what to do with her.  He could barely breathe, the smoke filling the air and obscuring the tangle of junk in the way.  If that wasn’t bad enough, his headache was back, migraine lights flashing over his visual field.


  Darkness closed in from the sides but Callum kept crawling.  He could almost see the opening to the outside despite the detritus in the way, and lights flashed across his eyes as he reached out in that direction, envisioning himself there as if by hope alone he could get there.  His vision flashed, and suddenly he was, sucking in fresh air and dropping the poor suffocating woman on the ground next to the other victims.  


  The rough concrete dug into his hands as he tried to lever himself upright, wheezing as he dug for his phone. Part of him found it strange there were no sirens already, but it wasn’t a movie set.  In the real world emergency services took time to arrive.  He was dialing when a voice startled him.


  “What are you doing?”


  Callum twisted around to see the same man who had crashed the funeral, still wearing blue, though a different blue.  He just stared blankly for a moment, his brain still not functioning properly, and the man rolled his eyes and plucked the phone from Callum’s hand.


  “Hey!”  He scrambled to his feet, but a sudden blast of air knocked him over again.


  “Wait there,” the man instructed, and turned to the burning building.  He waved his hands at it and the fire simply went out.  The smoke remained, pouring upward into the air, but the flames themselves were gone.  Callum stared.


  He wasn’t stupid.  Callum was an avid reader of fiction, and he could use the internet just as well as anyone else.  The guess he had never really articulated was that he was seeing the supernatural, but only crazy people claimed that.  Plus, nothing he’d ever seen was doing anything particularly noteworthy.  Sure, there were weird-looking people and sometimes they tramped through public places, but that was the extent of it, at least in his town.  Why bother confronting a person about having scales instead of skin if all they were doing was getting groceries?


  This was the first time he’d seen anything really impossible.  The instant fire, the subsequent extinguishing.  Maybe even the miraculous transportation from one side of the building to another, though at the moment he wasn’t entirely willing to rule out divine intervention.  When impossible things were happening, anything might be true.


  “So what are you?”  The man in blue asked again, reaching out to take Callum’s right hand.  He instinctively jerked back, but the man just frowned.  “No classification?”


  “I⁠—” Callum coughed, and wheezed, his lungs burning.  “I have no idea what you mean.”  It absolutely shattered the rule he’d made to pretend that the things he saw didn’t happen, but it didn’t seem like an important rule at the moment.


  “Really.”  The man was skeptical, leaning over him.  Callum levered himself to his feet, eyeing the stranger warily.  His wits were catching up to him a little bit now that he had oxygen back, and he had some idea of how much trouble he was in.  Whoever and whatever these people were and whatever they were doing, he’d never heard of them or seen any supernatural stuff on the news, so it was all supposed to be secret.  There were at the very least state-level actors involved.


  “Phone?”  Callum said, holding out his hand.  It wasn’t the most important thing, but he did not like other people having his property.  Besides, it was easier to deal with than everything else.


  “Hmm?”  The man glanced down at where he still had Callum’s phone in his hand, and handed it back.  “Don’t go anywhere or call anyone,” he warned, then turned back to the smoking building.  Another gesture sucked out all the smoke, turning it into a solid ball above the man’s palm.  Whereupon he just dropped it on the ground.  Finally, he took out his own phone and dialed someone – not emergency services – giving Callum a skeptical eye before rattling off a report.


  “Dragonfire at Shahey’s Fitness Center, I have a witness and five victims, but it looks like the perp sidestepped.  Witness is unregistered.  Yeah, I know.  No, I’ll wait, but hurry it up.  I don’t have the right focus to glamour something this big.”  The man hung up and frowned at Callum.  “Do you have any idea how much trouble you’re in?”


  Callum decided he’d either gone full on bonkers, or his suspicions were right and he’d somehow gotten involved in a supernatural crime scene.  The weirdness of literally nobody from any of the neighboring buildings coming out to see why the gym was on fire, or now wasn’t on fire, drove it home more than seeing special effects happening in front of his face.  Despite the tautness in his gut and the tremble in his hands, he still had enough brains to recognize he needed to decide on his approach and stick to it.


  “Are you an officer?”  He asked.  “Where’s your badge?”  Callum figured that playing up the ignorance angle not only wouldn’t be hard, but it’d also make them suspect him less.  Or at least tell him more. The man frowned at him and held up his right hand, exposing a tattoo around his wrist, one that looked like a chain with three colored dots on the inside of the wrist.


  “That isn’t a badge,” Callum said, though he had to guess the tattoo was supposed to mean something.  He could act less disingenuous, but the nervousness helped him sell it.  Callum had no idea what was going on, save that it was not something he was supposed to be involved in.


  “Hmph,” the man said.  “Who are your parents?”  Callum blinked at the non-sequitor.  He was very clearly old enough to speak for himself.


  “Look, unless you have a badge or identification or something, I don’t see any reason I should answer any questions without a lawyer.”  For the most part, he was simply channeling cop shows, though anyone knew that the best thing to do was to clam up.  At least, when it came to US authorities.  When it came to magical authorities, he sure didn’t know, but an ignorant American would certainly assume the same applied.


  “Oh, for⁠—” The man took what looked like watchband from inside his pocket and slapped it against Callum’s wrist.  It writhed for a moment and wrapped around his wrist of its own accord, and he yelped and jerked backward, pulling at it for a moment before realizing his enormous headache had suddenly cleared up.  Judging by the intent look the man in blue was giving him, that wasn’t supposed to happen.


  “The hell is this?”  Callum demanded, pulling fruitlessly at the wristband.  It was getting easier to play the outraged citizen, mostly because he only had to act a little.  He really was outraged, though mostly it was fear coiling in his gut.  The best way to keep yourself safe was your own attention to safety and you couldn’t rely on anyone else.  However, Callum had no idea how to keep himself safe from the, presumably, mage.


  “I suspect nothing you’ve seen before,” the man in blue said, eyebrows raised.  “Interesting.”  His phone chirped, and he glanced at it.  “You’ll have to come with me, mister…?”


  “Callum Wells,” he said.  “But like I said, without a badge or something I’m leaving.”  The mage snorted and waved a finger, and the air rushed in to form glowing blue handcuffs around his wrists.


  “How’s that for ‘or something?’”


  Callum just stared.  He lifted his wrists and tugged, staring at the obvious magic.  It really was fascinating, even as he struggled to keep his eyes on it wonderingly and not to ask all the questions he wanted.  If the man thought he wasn’t very bright, it’d make things easier.  What exactly it would make easier he didn’t know, but better to be underestimated than taken seriously.


  “Okay,” he said at last.  “That’s pretty good.”


  “Come on,” the man in blue said.  “We’ll get things explained to you.”


  For a moment Callum was tempted to slug the guy, handcuffs or no, and make a run for it, but there was no telling what magic could do.  The man didn’t look physically impressive, but maybe touching him would set Callum on fire.  He had to play it smart.


  “How long is this going to take?”  He asked, relaxing slightly and noticing that the man in blue did too.  “I have work to get back to.”


  “I have no idea, it depends on what we find out about you,” the man said, steering Callum out and away from the gym and toward a very ordinary-looking blue car.  Apparently mages drove hatchbacks.  Though there was something about it that seemed a little off, when he drew closer.  It clearly was no police vehicle, true, but something definitely set his teeth on edge.


  “What do you mean, what you find out about me?”  Callum obediently got in the passenger seat of the hatchback, which was actually encouraging.  He was clearly some equivalent of under arrest, but it wasn’t so serious he was being handled with any great care.


  “I can’t say more without checking with my boss,” the man in blue said, though Callum was pretty sure that was a lie.  The man in blue didn’t strike Callum as having a boss he was worried about.


  The car jerked into motion and after turning onto the next street the odd midafternoon stillness faded.  Traffic became normal, people were out walking on the sidewalks.  But the man in blue refused any other of Callum’s attempts at conversational gambits.  


  After a while, Callum gave up, trying instead to figure out where they were going and finding his fear turning to excitement.  After thirty years, what he was seeing was finally justified.  He was going to find out something about magic, and even if it was just some mystical nondisclosure agreement, he knew.  He knew!  So what if he was a bit old to be indulging in flights of fancy?  Any man ought to be able to enjoy wonder if he found it.


  Unfortunately, wonder seemed to come in the guise of a bland one-story office building in the laughably small downtown area.  The sign claimed it belonged to some traffic escort company, and there were two trucks with safety lights to prove it.  It gave Callum the same odd feeling as the car, though, and when the man in blue opened the front door, it was obvious it was just a front.


  The reception area was empty, and when they went past the front desk and around the corner, there was a large glowing circle on the ground.  More glowing lines split off in some complicated pattern, swirling and looping about the circle.  Callum whistled at the sight and the man looked from him to the circle and laughed.


  “I suppose it does look unusual, at that.  We’ll just step inside.”  He guided Callum in and extended his hand toward one side of the circle, what vaguely could be described as the back to judge by the density of the decorative lines, and held it there.  A moment later there was a flash and they were suddenly elsewhere.  Teleportation.  It was obvious in hindsight, but he hadn’t had any reason to suspect it before.  The sudden clatter of a busy room washed over them, and Callum looked out past a sort of enclosed booth to something that seemed remarkably like a train station, or an airport.


  Except for things levitating about and lights flashing here and there.


  “This way,” the man said, ushering Callum out of the booth and immediately off to one side, giving him only the slightest glimpse of a long row of teleporters adjacent to the big waiting room.  Halls went this way and that, and dozens of what seemed like offices were spaced around the area.


  His guide brought him out of the public space and put him in an obvious interrogation room. It had a single table and two chairs, and it looked so normal that it was reassuring and disappointing at the same time.  He was expecting more fancy magical stuff, but it looked pretty unadorned.  Which was probably the point.


  The man in blue just left him there, Callum meditated on how to deal with the situation.  Whatever was going on, they were acting like they had legal authority.  But they weren’t public, so it was still, effectively, a black project.  A parallel or hidden authority, hopefully working with the official government but he couldn’t be certain.


  He’d have to go along with things for the moment, but not forever.  Callum didn’t trust shadowy secret agencies worth a damn, whether they were magical or mundane, and even if they were a portal to magic and mystery he was going to disentangle himself as soon as possible.  Not something he could do from inside their headquarters, but provided he was unimportant enough, maybe once they released him.  Assuming they did.


  Of course, that also assumed they weren’t reading his mind, or they weren’t going to put some kind of magical tracking device on him, or any of a number of other things.  Pragmatically, he was at their mercy but it hopefully wouldn’t be that bad.  Practically speaking, unless there was something very strange going on, they wouldn’t waste resources on him.  Probably.  Especially if they styled themselves civilized with official questioning and so on. 


  A variety of options occurred to him, ranging from the prosaic to the extreme, but he didn’t know enough to seriously consider any of them.  Instead he took out his phone, which had no signal, of course, and started listing questions to ask whoever came by to talk to him.  Safe questions.  He certainly wasn’t going to ask why he’d been able to see supernatural things since he was a kid, not without knowing the repercussions of such a thing.  It would be wonderful to know, but handing information to secret organizations was not a smart move.


  ⁠***


  “Carrie is going to have your hide for leaving a magic-blocker on a suspect like that,” Supervisor Tharin observed.  Agent Jahn was one of the more useful agents for the Guild of Arcane Regulation, and he’d been absolutely right about the trouble a dragon-blooded would get into, but sometimes his judgement was odd.  “I’m surprised he’s still conscious.”


  “He didn’t even notice it.  If anything, it seemed to make him feel better,” Jahn replied.


  “But you’re sure he’s not a mundane?”


  “Oh, completely.  The security system knocked out every mundane around, which is one reason I doubt old Scaletooth started things.  He’s pretty good about keeping things quiet.  Mister Wells there not only stayed awake, but I felt him use some kind of magic while evacuating the mundanes.”


  “Laudable.  But he’s not registered.”  Therin pulled up the entry on his computer.  “Callum Wells, Jr., age thirty.  Parents, Callum and Mary Wells, deceased.  No notes or records in our system at all.”


  “He professed complete ignorance, too.  I’m actually inclined to believe him.”  Jahn looked at the scrying window, which showed the suspect entering questions about magic and the supernatural into his phone.  “It’s not just the ignorant act, because I suspect he does have suspicions.  Maybe he saw someone’s glamour slip in the past or something.  But he really didn’t have any idea what this was.”


  Jahn tapped the wrist tattoo that every magic-using or even magic-sensitive human was required to get.  His had pips for wind and fire inside the open circle of a GAR agent, while Therin’s had pips for illusion and kinesis.  The magical tattoos integrated themselves into any major glamour and resisted any minor one, serving to mark everyone inside their world to each other.  Their skills, power level, and authority.


  “So how the hell did an actual mage, however weak, make it to thirty without coming to our attention?  In fact, how did a mage appear from a completely mundane bloodline in the first place?”  Therin frowned at the illusion of Callum sitting in the chair.


  “I’m glad that’s not my worry.”  Jahn shrugged.  “I just bring ‘em in.  I don’t solve mysteries.”


  “Well, he’s also a witness to what went down with Scaletooth, so we’ll start there,” Therin decided.


  “Good luck,” Jahn said dryly.  Therin rolled his eyes and cloaked himself in a subtle glamour that made him look older and more heavyset, grizzled and out of shape rather than young and lethal.  The arcane portal opened itself for him as he stepped into the room, seeming to appear out of nowhere, and Callum jumped.


  “Good afternoon, Mister Wells,” Therin said.  “There are a number of items to go over with you, but I’d like to start with the incident at Shahey’s Fitness Center.”


  “Okay,” Callum said, studying Therin.  There was something a little odd about that look, and Therin understood what Jahn had meant.  It was a touch too knowing, without actually holding the proper understanding someone who had been immersed in the magical world would have.  “There isn’t much to tell, though.”


  “That’s fine,” Therin assured him, taking a seat across from Callum.


  “Well, three men burst in the front door and started shooting.  I dived behind the arm press, and I saw they were shooting at a short man with scales.  They hit him a couple times, and then everything vanished in fire.  I started getting people out, but the shooters and the scaled man were just completely gone.”


  Therin pursed his lips.  That was straightforward, and actually a relief.  Someone attacking the dragonblooded meant that he didn’t have to worry about bringing Scaletooth in.  Or trying to hold him accountable for the cleanup.  The bullets must have had magic disruptors if Scaletooth’s glamour dropped, which meant the attackers didn’t really know what they were dealing with.  Or it wasn’t really meant to hurt him.


  Either way, just knowing that it was an attack using firearms was enough to make a lot of people’s lives much easier.  And a number of agents would have to start work, but that was what agents were for.


  “Anything you can add?”  Therin prompted.  “I’m sure you’ve realized the attackers probably weren’t human.  Can you describe them?”


  “Not really,” Callum said, shaking his head slowly.  “They seemed off, but I didn’t get a good look.”


  “I see,” Therin said.  “Well, that seems straightforward enough.”  Plus, the runes in the table hadn’t triggered.  Detecting lies as such was a tricky business, but it was often possible to establish when someone was putting forth a blatant falsehood.  “Now, the next item of business.  Agent Jahn tells me you profess ignorance of the arcane and the need for mages to register?”


  “Well, yes,” Callum replied.  “I have no idea what’s going on here.”  The runes stayed quiet.  A sufficiently skilled mage or just a very clever person could circumvent them easily enough, but the first was impossible with the suppression bracelet on and the second was unlikely.  Callum hadn’t asked the right questions to be that clever.


  “Mister Wells, I’m sure you’ve at least gleaned the basics.  Magic is real, and so are at least some of the magical creatures you’ve seen in fiction.  Not all of them, heaven knows, but enough.  I’m not going to give you the whole orientation now.  If you were a mundane, you wouldn’t be involved.  I’m sure you noticed that all the other people at the incident were unconscious.”  He waited for Callum to nod before going on.


  “It’s a very simple magical ward most arcane businesses use, but it’s weak enough that anyone with their own magic is unaffected.  Agent Jahn also said he noticed you using a spell – correction, using magic – so it’s clear you’re a mage.”


  “I mean…”  Callum shifted uncomfortably.  “Okay, but I’ve never done anything magical in my life.  I’d think I would know.”  


  “Instinctive magic use might not be obvious.  We don’t have any record of you or your family having any sort of contact with the supernatural, so for the moment I’m willing to believe that you’re not some kind of rogue, just a late bloomer.  Very late.  It’s a good question how you managed to get to this age without something bringing you to our attention.”  Callum just shrugged.


  “What kind of magic do I have?” He asked instead.  A very good question.


  “It will require testing.  Possibly extensive testing.  Unfortunately, we don’t have some magic stone that tells us the full extent of a person’s magical affinities.”


  “Hmm,” said Callum, taking notes on his phone.  “I have a lot of questions, but I guess the first is, what happens now?”


  “We get you registered and tested,” Therin told him.  “Once we know what your magic is and the basic statistics for your magic use, you’ll be in our system and we can figure out what you’ll be doing for your draft.”


  “Excuse me, my what now?” Callum said, a bit of a flash in his eyes.  Therin was taken aback, but of course, he wouldn’t know.


  “Every mage serves the GAR ⁠— that is to say, the Guild of Arcane Regulation, the organization that runs supernatural affairs worldwide ⁠— for a period of time determined by their particular power and specialty,” Therin explained.  “Normally it’s when they’re quite a bit younger, but you started late.”


  “But I have a job and clients,” Callum protested.


  “Mundane ones,” Therin waved it away.  “By the time you’re done with your service you’ll have the skills for a better job anyway.”  Callum was silent for a moment, clearly unhappy, but Therin wasn’t worried.  The man would change his mind once he got into the GAR curriculum.


  “What does this service entail, anyway?” Callum asked after a bit.


  “Oh, education and training, then enforcement like Agent Jahn.”  Therin paused.  “Well, Agent Jahn is employed, not drafted, but it’s kind of the same.  You’ll probably be deployed near one of the portal realms.  That’s where we need personnel the most, anyway.”


  “I see,” said Callum.  “I don’t suppose I have a choice?  Can I just not bother with all this?”


  “Rogue mages are hunted down by the GAR,” Therin told him matter-of-factly.  “Generally executed, too.  Can’t have rogues making trouble now, can we?”




  Chapter 2 – Reality


  Callum knew a hustle when he heard one.  It didn’t matter that the hustle was extremely well organized and claimed to wield authority equal to a national government, it was still a hustle.  Mandatory training and mandatory draft?  That just meant that everyone did things the GAR way or they got killed.  A supernatural dictatorship.  Fantastic.  It was a tyranny he’d never even known existed reaching out to claim control over him, but there was absolutely no way he was going to let it.


  Unfortunately, there was nothing he could do about it yet.  He was not just going to go along with their serve or die requirement, but at the same time, he wasn’t going to tell them that.  So far his decision to be paranoid was paying off, since it was clear that the man talking to him was checking the truth of his statements in some manner.  It was obvious by the way his eyes shifted to examine something after certain questions.


  He also wasn’t very interested in answering any of Callum’s questions.  Once he’d decided what boxes Callum went into, he’d wrapped up the interview and pushed Callum off on some other functionary to take care of after banishing the magic handcuffs.  At least Callum’s new minder had a nametag, reading Coordinator Lee, and she looked as bored as any government bureaucrat.


  “Right this way, Mister Wells,” Lee said, glancing at a tablet.  If anything, the fact that they were using modern technology instead of clipboards was more impressive than the magic.  Over half of Callum’s clients didn’t have any software that had been released in the past decade, even and especially the ones associated with governmental infrastructure.


  “Is there some sort of orientation package I can get or something?”  Callum was operating in the dark, not even knowing how legitimate this so-called agency was.  Or if it was a national or supernational entity, or what.  Not to mention, he had no idea what bits of supernatural existed, what didn’t, what rules there were, and so on.


  “Mm?”  Lee glanced up from the tablet for a moment then back down.  “You’ll have access to materials when you go in for training.  Tests first, though.  We don’t usually test someone as old as you, or as apparently unpracticed.”  Enough scorn leaked through the professional demeanor that Callum felt vaguely insulted, though he wasn’t particularly excited for the tests.  If he’d been ignorant of magic for thirty years, it wasn’t likely anything about what he found would be life-changing.  In fact, it was GAR that insisted on changing his life, not magic.


  “What do these tests entail?”


  “We’ll oversaturate you with mana, put you in a warded box, and see what happens.” Lee said, unconcerned.


  “That sounds safe,” Callum muttered.


  “Most people need help figuring out what magic types they have access to,” Lee told him sourly.  “There’s no way to do that involving conscious control.”  That sounded a bit specious to him, but he wasn’t an expert on magic.  Even if they didn’t sound like they knew what they were doing, they probably did.  He just shrugged and followed Lee.


  The warded box in question was an observation room with heavy glass on all four sides, which meant that anyone nearby could see in.  That didn’t excite him much, but if the tattoos people got identified them anyway, it wasn’t like he had much privacy to begin with.  The tattoo thing bothered him too, considering the history of compulsory identification, but it wasn’t likely he could get out of it.


  Lee gave him a wristband to wear that was nearly identical to the magic-blocker one, only with chunks of what looked like quartz embedded in it.  The headache came back, two or three times worse than before, and Lee shooed him into the room before he could ask about it.  At this point it was clear it was magic-related, which certainly didn’t improve his opinion the matter.


  “We’ll start the test now,” Lee said, her voice coming through the glass far clearer than it should have.  “Don’t try to hold anything back.  The wards should catch any manifestations and tell us what type of magic it is.”


  “What do⁠—” He didn’t get further than that before that sensation of oddness he’d picked up now and again suddenly redoubled, and his headache instantly tipped over into a full-blown migraine.  Spots danced in front of his eyes, and he groaned, pressing the heels of his hands against his temples.  The thought crossed his mind that whatever they were doing might actually kill him instead, as the headache got worse and he could have sworn his head was actually splitting in two.  The lights got brighter and then suddenly a sharp, tearing sensation jolted through his mind, making him scream before pulling him down into darkness.


  For a long time he felt fuzzy and vague, unfocused, like a fever dream he couldn’t wake up from.  He saw no visions, received no insights, but at the very least his headache was gone.  Then a sudden cold current pulled him along and his eyes snapped open.


  “Back with us?  Good.”  Lee’s voice came from somewhere off to the side, and Callum blinked up at what was obviously the ceiling of a medical facility.  He looked around, moving gingerly because of the remnant memories of pain and his head splitting open, but everything felt fine.  He wasn’t hooked to any IVs, he didn’t have any monitoring equipment on him, but there was another mage in the room with some kind of modified asklepian that he assumed was a medic.


  “Yeah.”  Callum found his voice was perfectly fine.  He’d had anesthesia back when he needed his wisdom teeth out, and remembered how rough it’d been on waking up.  It seemed odd to him that he felt focused and whole and hale.  “I feel pretty good, actually.”


  “Thank your healer,” Lee said, and gestured to the medical mage.


  “Thank you,” he told her, and she nodded to him before leaving the room.  He looked at Lee.  “Was whatever happened normal?”


  “Not really,” Lee admitted.  “I’d have to dig into the histories, but I suspect it’s just a consequence of performing the test on someone as old as you.  According to Nurse Taison your casting ability will be impaired for a while, considering the vis overload, but while you were out we went ahead and put on your mage’s mark.”


  Callum blinked at her and then lifted his right hand.  Sure enough, there was a braided tattoo around his wrist with a solid grey-white circle right under the thumb.  Revulsion squirmed through him and anger tightened his lips.  It was just wrong to have something like that put on him without permission.  Even if it was required, just doing it while he was unconscious really drove home the entire system’s contempt for him.  Or for anyone, really.


  “So,” he said shortly, biting off many choice words.  “What does this mean?”


  “Space mage,” Lee told him.  “It’s quite rare, but we can’t tell how powerful you are because of what happened with the test.  Besides, at your age, it’s impossible to know how much capacity you can get by exercising your magic.”  She fluttered a hand.  “I’ll get you the exercises for beginner mages, and the space magic primer.  It’s more meant for children, but…”


  “Yeah, I’m weird.  I get it.”  Lee eyed him, clearly displeased at his words, and her attitude toward him clearly went several notches downward.  He found he didn’t much care, since his attitude toward her was basically as low as it could go.  Callum just shrugged at her.


  “Fine.  We’ll have you report for training in two days.”  She paused a moment.  “Actually, you’ll probably need a tutor.  I’ll see who’s available and we’ll add the costs to your service time.”  Callum ground his teeth, but didn’t say anything about it.  Adding unasked-for costs was one of the oldest scams in the book.


  “Right, so, any chance I can go home and wrap things up there before I’m taken wherever?”


  “Hmm?”  Lee blinked at him.  “Oh, I don’t know.  I’ll have to ask Supervisor Therin.”  She tapped at her tablet again, and Callum heard the messenger ping.  “He says okay, but you’ll need an escort.  Technically you’re still under arrest until you’re through all the orientation and oaths and whatnot.”


  “That’s fine,” Callum lied.  He was already making certain plans.  “Any chance I can get a primer on GAR?  Or is there some secret website that has the information on it?”


  “The escort should be able to show you stuff.  Your mundane access won’t cut it.”  Lee shrugged at him.  “He should be here in a little bit.”


  “Great.”  Callum sat up, then stood, shaking his hands out.  He tried to reach out or do something with his apparently brand-new magical powers, but nothing sprang to mind.  At a guess, his ability to see things he wasn’t supposed to, which apparently involved glamours, was part of it.   How that connected to spatial magic, though, he had no idea.


  He still didn’t want to mention it.  They already thought of him as an anomaly, but a pitiable one.  If he became an interesting one, that might scuttle any chances he had to get away from it all.  And he absolutely intended to.  For some people, losing their entire life and being forced into servitude to some dictatorial secret society might be preferable to death, but he was not about to knuckle under to power-lusting tyrants.


  For some reason he was expecting Lee to get him a stack of hardcovers or the like, but instead she fiddled with her tablet some more and someone came to deliver a thumbdrive that she handed him.  It didn’t have any markings on it to identify the manufacturer, but it looked like an ordinary memory stick.


  “You’re going to need a GAR laptop or tablet or whatever to read from that,” she said.  “Your minder will lend you one.”


  “Great,” he said.  It wasn’t great.  If all magic stuff used a format that could only be read by arcane hardware, that explained why it wasn’t all over the internet, but it also meant he was going to have issues making copies that weren’t traceable by GAR.  He was still toying with the thumbdrive when his escort or minder or, pragmatically, babysitter showed up.


  “Agent Sen, this is Callum Wells.  You’re his officer for the next week or so until we can get him integrated.”  Sen was a young man with Asian features, probably no older than twenty, with the arrogant assurance of youth and inexperience.  Callum disliked him on sight, and it seemed it was mutual.  Sen didn’t even bother to school his face into something polite.


  By the uncomfortable way that he shifted the day bag he was carrying, Sen hadn’t spent much time traveling. Which didn’t really track with a supposed draft, but Callum already had his paranoid suspicions about that so it wasn’t surprising.  Despite all that, Callum didn’t want to start a war with his warrant officer so he extended a hand and looked polite.


  “Agent Sen, good to meet you.”


  Sen mumbled something in reply, his hand limp in Callum’s clasp, and he shifted his day bag from one side to the other as soon as Callum released him.  It wasn’t clear if he was being polite or if he was just aware of Lee standing there watching them both.


  “I’m releasing him from medical,” Lee said, tapping her tablet, and Sen blinked, then turned to Callum.


  “Oh, right.  Follow me.  I’ll take you back to—” He glanced down at his phone, mumbling again.  “Site 227-B.”  Callum suppressed the desire to roll his eyes.  Though by the numbering scheme there was actually a second teleport circle somewhere in his home town of Tanner, which was interesting.  Not that he had any idea how to use that information, but it was better to know than not.


  Sen set out with the stride of someone who has somewhere to be, leading Callum back out through the maze of corridors to the departure station. Callum couldn’t tell if the location was a headquarters or commercial complex or what, and hadn’t even gotten to see outside for the entire time he’d been there.  He had the vague impression that the building sprawled pretty far in every direction, and it was clearly multipurpose since it had an interrogation and medical ward, but he had no idea what else all the offices were used for.


  He could see the row of teleport circles far better as they approached them, and more, behind and above the teleporters there were a number of people at what looked like switchboard stations.  However the teleporters worked, they weren’t fully digitized, as the workers physically moved connections around.  Sen waved his tattooed wrist at the front of the teleportation circle and announced the destination to the operator for their circle before waving Callum into it.


  If he had to guess, these were the public teleporters, and there was some private version somewhere in the back where people could move around without needing to tell their travel plans to all and sundry.  At the same time, the wrist tattoo had to be some form of verification, so it wasn’t completely open to use.


  The second time through, the shift wasn’t as smooth, because he could feel something flowing and snapping as they went from one point to another, reappearing in the fake traffic escort office.  When they exited the blue car was gone, and Sen solved the issue of transportation through the boringly mundane expedient of summoning a rideshare.  A reminder that Sen already had his address, called up from whatever government databases GAR had access to.  Probably all of them.  For obvious reasons he couldn’t press while the driver took them to the suburbs, but once they got out he tried to pry some information out of Sen.


  “So apparently I’ve got spatial magic?  I’m pretty new to all this, what’s a spatial mage wind up doing for the draft?”


  “Hmm?”  Sen gave him a look that made it obvious he had a low opinion of Callum’s intelligence.  “Transportation, mostly.  Space doesn’t have any actual attack so you’ll be a porter.”


  “And what did you do, may I ask?”  Callum opened the door for Sen, ushering him inside.  Fortunately things were fairly clean.  “I have a guest room for you, by the way.  No need to sleep on the sofa.”


  “Well, it’s something,” Sen muttered, then turned to Callum and held up his right hand, showing off a pair of pips.  Red and white.  “Pyromancer, Aeromancer.  I fought.”  Callum nodded like he was impressed, but Sen didn’t have the air that real veterans did.  He seemed spoiled and self-important, not someone who’d faced death and come out alive.  Callum prodded a little more as he showed Sen about, but the mage just produced a laptop from his carry bag.


  “Look up your primers on this,” he said, thrusting the laptop at Callum, before heading back to the guest room.  Since it seemed that Sen didn’t care to actually explain anything himself, Callum took the laptop back to his office and opened it up.  Unsurprisingly, it seemed to run on some proprietary operating system, though the setup was familiar enough that he had things figured out in just a few minutes.  Even if it was, as promised, meant for elementary age children, it was still a primer on how to do magic.  Callum bent to it with a will.


  ***


  “What’s this request?”  Supervisor Therin asked Lee, reading over the report on the new mage.  There wasn’t much.  It was basically the report on a child, for all that Wells was in his third decade.  The magical information was nonexistent, his blood didn’t match any known mage family, his magic type was a basic category rather than full abilities, and even his mundane information was boring.  So he wasn’t expecting to get a request for the healer Archmage to look at the man.


  “Well, I gave him the standard test we do for kids, and that pretty much verified he’d never touched magic before.  But there were some anomalies.”


  “Yes, you mentioned before he lost consciousness.  And?”


  “I didn’t notice it until I went to replace the mana supply.  The ward only blocked the manifestation of three thaums of mana, but the supply bracelet was empty.  Fully charged, it holds a hundred.  Somehow he absorbed ninety-seven thaums, or discharged it in a way the wards didn’t catch.”


  “Hmm, and if he’d never touched magic, his vis pool should have been full, and not that large to begin with.”


  “Yes,” Lee agreed.  “I’m sure it’s connected to how he managed to get to be thirty years old without noticing magic at all.  He’s some kind of medical curiosity.”  Lee’s eyes glinted with avarice.  “I bet I could make my reputation if I got to properly study him.”


  “He has to do his service first, and I doubt you’ll get the grand mages to assign him as your pet,” Therin warned.  “I’ll sign off on your request to get Archmage Fane to look at him, but that’s it.”


  “Excellent.”  Lee smiled happily.  “Keep me informed of where he gets sent for training, please?”


  “I’ll put you on the list,” Therin told her.  He was a little curious himself.  The eastern continental branch of GAR was big, and he had a lot of responsibilities – he wouldn’t have bothered with Wells if things hadn’t involved a dragon-blooded – but the man was rather odd.  Most of the people Jahn delivered with a suppressor cuff were unconscious from the shock.  If it weren’t for Jahn’s testimony, he would have thought the man was a mundane, betraying not the slightest sensitivity for any of the obvious magical warning signs strewn about.


  It wasn’t likely he’d hear from or about Wells again.  The man was thirty; it was doubtful he’d be able to adapt to the world of the arcane.  By the time anything happened, Therin probably would have long forgotten about the man and would just be irritated by pointless notifications.  Still, he added himself as a watcher to the man’s file before continuing on with his day.


  ***


  Callum was pretty pleased with himself.  It had only taken him an hour to start feeling vis following the directions in the book.  Admittedly, that was apparently slow.  He’d found a browser on the laptop which connected to some sort of parallel internet – more likely part of the so-called deep web rather than a wholly separate infrastructure – and done some research between visualization sessions.  The magical internet seemed to be part of a single monolithic site rather than anything independent, but there were forums and posted articles when he clicked around enough.


  Having heard both terms, he’d been confused for a while about the difference between mana and vis until he finally got to the part in the primers that explained it all.  There was ambient magical energy all about, denser in some places than others, and that was mana.  It formed a pervasive atmosphere that mages drew from and sort of metabolized to form their own internal reservoir.  A mage’s own mana was actually called vis, and unlike mana it could have specific aspects, like his spatial talent.


  Mages could manipulate nearby mana, making waves in the ocean, or they could spend their vis and create spells.  There were reasons to do both, the primer claimed, without actually going into detail.  He really wanted to know everything about everything, but the primer had only the most basic of basics.


  He had gleaned that most mage children would already be able to feel their vis by the time they entered what was basically magical kindergarten, but they were encouraged to learn not to cast anything until they were older in some kind of magical potty training.  So he was starting with a serious handicap, and one even more serious than just lacking basic training.  Namely, his inability to see glamours.


  He’d researched it by guessing at truesight, and found very little but discussions of various magical techniques for spotting and disabling glamours.  In hindsight, that was obvious, and he didn’t find anything on naturally being able to pierce them.  Even the fae, who were real, of course, needed effort to pierce them.  However, apparently glamours were often used not just for deception but also communication.  A single one could hide something from mundanes and advertise it to arcanes, thanks to mana-active sight.


  The term itself was confusing because it referred to a number of different things.  When it came to mages, a glamour meant either an audiovisual mask or flat invisibility, or a sign or signal visible only in magesight.  For vampires, there was apparently some degree of mind magic, suggestion, and memory editing involved.  The fae had a combination of illusionary covering and perceptual tricks, making it so people didn’t notice them, and the shifters had some kind of natural projection that made people see beast forms as ordinary animals.


  So far, none of it had much affected him, but he needed to figure out some way to turn off his super-vision or at least also see what normal people did.  Otherwise he would, ironically, be operating blind.  But he was hoping by actually getting practice with vis and mana he’d be able to solve that problem.


  The exercises were incredibly simple, but it was still an absolute thrill to be able to push a pen across his desk without touching it.  It was brute force magic, shoving around mana without using his innate spatial vis, but it was more than he could do before. The sensation was somewhere between advanced visualization and a phantom limb, impossible to describe in prosaic terms but it felt exactly right.  He spent at least ten minutes flinging pens and pencils around his office, telling himself he was honing his skills. 


  Then he got back to work.  Now that he’d proved to himself that magic was real and he could actually do it, he wanted to find out more about the world he was getting himself into.  He didn’t want to accidentally insult a werewolf or something because he wasn’t raised in arcane society and get his face ripped off.   Callum also wanted to find out more about GAR and the draft and other apparent facts of life, because it still didn’t sit well with him.


  Online research was second nature to him, considering his career as a consultant, and the magic internet wasn’t really any different from the mundane one.  It didn’t take him all that long to find the information he wanted.  


  The draft was mostly military, either hunting down troublesome arcanes on Earth or defending the front on one of six so-called portal worlds.  The worlds were strange demiplanes between Earth and some weird multiversal connection that was the primary source of the planet’s mana.  So the arcane community had defended them since time immemorial.


  Sen had been right, that spatial mages were generally employed, in draft or afterward, to transport people and materials and not much else.  What Sen hadn’t mentioned was that the death rate for the draft was a horrifying thirty percent.  That many casualties immediately tripped all kinds of mental alarms.  If they were losing a third of their mages during their draft, then it was a losing battle, and that made no sense at all.


  Callum was no tactical genius, but according to the literature he found there was nothing on the portal worlds that couldn’t be taken care of by emplacing some machine guns and mortars, and the supposed massive incursions could be solved with a nuke.  Or at least military ordnance.


  Beyond that, none of the people he’d seen at GAR seemed at all like they survived a winnowing process where three out of every ten mages died.  In fact, they didn’t think the draft was a big deal, so he started to poke around on the very limited magical internet.  Depressingly, the reason wasn’t even hidden.  It was an open secret that it was political.  The majority of those deaths befell mages that hadn’t signed onto one of the major families or guilds.


  Grand mages and archmages lived hundreds of years.  It didn’t surprise him that they’d taken steps to make sure that everyone lived under their thumb or not at all.  They probably didn’t even need to do anything anymore.  The nature of bureaucracy and infighting meant that the current system would sustain itself solely because people with power had a vested interest.


  Fuck that.


  He’d still been considering spending time as a human packmule, moving people from here to there.  It didn’t sound interesting, but it would give him plenty of time to practice magic and he could probably even keep up with his career, though he’d have to be careful.  Or maybe just work for people on the arcane side of things; mages built buildings too.


  Knowing that he’d have to deal with politics and probably sign his life away to someone else for protection or else face an ‘accident’ made that idea intolerable.  Especially since GAR enforced the system, acting as a global government that kept mages in line.  To some extent, he understood why mages needed some oversight, but whatever well-meaning approach there had been in the beginning was long gone.


  Callum chewed his lip as he considered.  It was one thing to entertain the notion of flouting some magical government that he’d never heard of before that day.  It was another thing to actually do it.  But he only had a day or two before he was supposed to show up, so he had to think about it properly.


  It wasn’t just GAR.  If he wanted to avoid them, he had to drop out of sight for mundane governments too, or at least change his identity.  Callum hadn’t exactly had any criminal contacts, but he knew a guy who knew a guy enough to know the general shape of things.  It was shockingly easy to remain unidentified, so long as the break with the old identity was completely clean.  He couldn’t touch his old money, old contacts, old email accounts, old chat handles.  


  With magic it was surely harder, but if he could trust the official information, the fantasy of tracking people across the world from a drop of blood was just that.  What could be tracked was magical signature, making it effectively useless for normal people.  Or someone who hadn’t been using magic recently.  Or had massively changed their magical style.


  When Callum read that, he regretfully stopped practicing.  He didn’t know or have enough magic to be useful yet, so it was still a liability, but if he let the magical signature fade they’d be stuck with mundane methods of hunting him down.  Callum considered the laptop, then pulled out his phone and started taking pictures.  He couldn’t keep the memory stick, and without the laptop it wasn’t readable, but he could keep the information on it.  He had just about finished when Sen’s voice came through the office door, startling him enough that he nearly dropped the phone.


  “What’s for food around here?”


  Callum hurriedly pocketed the phone and went to open the office door.  Sen looked as annoyed as ever, but apparently mages needed to eat, too.  While he really wanted to go through the exercises to see what magic looked like around Sen, to see if he could actually sense a mage, that was too much risk.


  What he really needed was a good few months to read and practice and get a handle on things himself.  GAR had plenty of knowledge, but it was obvious that they weren’t really trustworthy.  To give them the benefit of the doubt, they probably didn’t actually teach people wrong, but they certainly would sequester anything potentially dangerous or unorthodox.  He wanted his own experience before diving into everyone else’s.


  “We can hit the steakhouse,” Callum offered.  For some reason he didn’t see Sen as a taco person.


  “Very well,” Sen said, looking annoyed.  “That will serve.”  Callum just shrugged and showed Sen to the car.


  “Maybe you could tell me about your experiences in training, and the draft,” Callum suggested, trying to get something out of the man other than vague disapproval.  “I don’t have any idea what it’s all about.”  It was the most base and blatant of flattery, but it worked.  Sen spent the entire trip just talking about how amazing his mentor found him and how good he was at fire and air magic.  When they got out, Callum hesitated before going into the restaurant, considering Sen was still going on about air magic.


  “Is it okay to talk about this stuff in public?”


  “What?”  Sen gave him a look, then seemed to remember Callum was a novice.  “Oh, there’s a basic glamour.”  The young mage waved his hand, but Callum didn’t notice any difference.


  “How does it work so we can talk about arcane things without muting us completely?”


  “It masks the words until we address someone who’s inside the glamour, obviously.”  That fit with what he’d read, but he still wasn’t exactly sure what that seemed like to other people.  He’d have to test it, but probably not immediately.  With a little prompting from Callum, Sen resumed his boasting about the draft and confirmed what Callum had thought.  It wasn’t actually that dangerous.


  The six portal worlds corresponded to the six kinds of supernatural, or rather, vice versa.  Vampires were due to the influence of one portal world, shifters another, fae a third.  Dragonblooded were actual immigrants from a fourth.  The fifth was responsible for sea monsters, and the sixth was apparently completely empty, which he didn’t buy for a minute.  Mages were completely human, though.


  “So the others aren’t human?”  Callum asked, sipping at the beer he’d ordered.  The glamour had worked as specified, with the waitress not even noticing Sen’s description of hurling fireballs from the defenses but having no trouble with their orders. 


  “Well, yes,” Sen said, giving Callum an odd look.  “I keep forgetting you’re new to this.  Vampires were something else before they came through into Portal World Three.  I don’t know what, but the portal made them human look-alike.  Shifters have picked up some kind of magical symbiont from Two.  Fae are the result of some humans colonizing One by accident ages ago, and getting too friendly with the things that came through the other portals there.”


  “So vamps don’t actually have to worry about holy water, crosses, sunlight?”


  “What on earth are you talking about?”  Sen frowned at him.


  “You don’t read much mundane literature, I guess?”


  “Why would I?”


  Callum had to grant that was a decent question.  While there had to be a lot of mages that were part of the normal world, it was clear there were just as many who were so wrapped up in the arcane world they didn’t really think of the mundane one as real.  He had no idea what Sen had been doing before he was tapped to play Callum’s warrant officer, but it clearly wasn’t field work.  He shrugged and changed topics.


  “So where were we?  Dragonblooded?  As in actual dragons?”


  “That’s what they claim.  Dragons don’t come through the portals, though.”  


  “That’s a shame,” Callum remarked, and Sen shook his head.


  “No, it’s good.  They would be extremely dangerous.  Dragonblooded are extremely powerful, and they’re supposedly pale imitations of the real thing.”


  “Oh, well.  Sea monsters?”


  “Five is completely covered in water and there are storms.  Things get through on occasion.”


  “Sounds pleasant.”


  “If you like getting rained on,” Sen said with a scowl.  He was definitely a kid, but he was also far more forthcoming than Callum had expected.  Though nothing Sen said about the portal worlds really made him feel like they were threats.  Annoyances at most. 


  Callum kept revising his plan in his head.  Mostly because he revised Sen’s competence downward.  He was sure the mage could fling fireballs and whirlwinds with the best of them, but Callum doubted he was capable of staying up all night to make sure that his charge didn’t decide to wander off.  That would be a lot easier than trying to incapacitate the mage without killing him.


  He wasn’t quite heartless enough that he was willing to murder Sen to get away.  Plus, pragmatically, that would work against his desire to stay hidden from GAR.  If he vanished, it’d be a black mark for Sen and Callum would go on some sort of watch list, but if he killed an agent, they’d have everyone out for him.


  The question was how much preparation he could get away with.  He had a bug-out bag, containing an assortment of basics for emergencies, but he could probably get away with getting his safe-deposit and maybe a chunk of cash without making Sen suspicious.  Assuming Sen even really knew how money worked.  


  He didn’t know how disconnected the interior of arcane society was from the real world.  For example, Sen completely ignored the flirtatiousness of the waitress, who was almost falling over herself for Sen’s admittedly archetypal good looks.  Callum raised his eyebrows at the man.


  “Already got someone back home?”


  “What?”  Sen paused with a piece of steak halfway to his mouth.


  “The waitress.”


  “Oh.”  Sen glanced around vaguely.  “No, arcanes and mundanes don’t work well together.”


  Callum pressed his lips together.  He’d got along well enough with Selene to get married, so that obviously wasn’t true.  It was just that Sen didn’t care about so-called mundanes.  For that matter, it seemed pretty clear that the supernatural world in general wasn’t all that impressed by the mundane one, for all that they clearly were happy to copy all the nonmagical advancements.


  So far, he hadn’t been impressed by what the supernatural world had to offer.




  Chapter 3 – Escape


  It turned out Sen did know what a bank was, but didn’t care what Callum was doing there.  It was obvious that he mostly put Callum in the mundane category, and the fact that Callum hadn’t been practicing magic didn’t help.  Without the aura of vis about him, or the ability to pick up on the entire spectrum that Sen cared about, Callum might well have been another species.


  “Got any word on when I’m supposed to report, and where?”  Callum asked, nodding at the small tablet Sen barely ever put down.  From the few glimpses Callum had gotten from it, the mage was generally messaging someone or someones, but he could have sworn he saw the guy playing a game on the tablet once.


  “Yeah, I’ll take you back to the eastern headquarters tomorrow afternoon, so make sure you have everything wrapped up.”


  “I will,” Callum lied.


  “Great.  Can’t wait to get out of here.”  Sen went back to fiddling with his tablet.  Callum suppressed a snort.  Although Sen had been quite voluble when he was talking about his own exploits, he’d lapsed back to doing his best to ignore Callum once the topic was exhausted.  Personally, Callum thought Sen had simply remembered he was supposed to be Callum’s warrant officer, and was trying to be aloof for that reason.


  Callum made a show of packing, though he doubted Sen really noticed.  The mage spent most of his time in the guest room, fiddling with the tablet.  Callum really did pack, adding a duffel to his bug-out bag.  Mostly his firearms and survival tools, along with his backup hard drives.  Not the computer itself, of course, since that would be traceable and was easily replaced.


  The one major hole he had in his escape plan was that he didn’t have any alternate identification at hand.  It had never occurred to him that he might need to pretend to be someone else.  But he had enough cash that he could probably make do.  In fact, if he were lucky he’d be able to find someone who made IDs for members of the arcane, since that had to be something that was done fairly often given the ages he’d seen in his primers.  Whether or not he’d be able to find such people without undue problems was another question entirely. 


  He waited until just after two in the morning, going over it again and again in his head, so stressed that he could taste the adrenaline in his own saliva.  It was one thing to contemplate what he was about to do, but it was another to actually commit to it.  He frankly doubted he’d have been willing to make the leap without the casualty figures he’d seen.


  Finally he opened his window, creeping out onto the roof on the opposite side of the house from the guest room.  Getting to ground level was a simple matter of leaning out to grab the birch tree in the yard and shimmying down, making him glad he had gloves.  Then he was on the ground and running.


  Callum kept waiting to hear some sign of alarm behind him, but it was a quiet night as he jogged along the sidewalk.  So far as he could tell, he’d gotten away clean, though that would last only so long.  Eventually Sen would notice, and people would come after him.  He intended to be long gone when they did.


  He continued jogging until he reached the nearest gas station, before calling a rideshare to a twenty-four-hour superstore almost twenty miles away.  They’d be able to track that, but he needed to get further away before dawn came.  At least, he assumed they’d be able to track that.  The truth was that he didn’t know their capabilities, but it was better to be paranoid than get caught.


  The sleepy driver dropped him off, and Callum meandered through the nearly-empty store, picking up the items on his mental list.  Clothes, wig, prepaid phone, electric razor, makeup kit and markers, bicycle.  He borrowed the bathroom and shaved himself bald, using the markers to give himself a fake tattoo of just some abstract lines on the side of his neck.  The makeup went on his wrist, hiding the real tattoo by simply covering it with flesh tones, and a wig changed his hair color from brown to blonde.


  That was where he ditched his old phone, smashing it in the parking lot after reserving a flight out of the country he never intended to keep.  He tossed the remnants in the dumpster, then took off on the bicycle.  Not that biking was a great way to go long distances, but it was better than walking to his next destination.


  While he didn’t intend to fly commercial, he still intended to fly.  There were small airfields everywhere, with pilots who had tiny puddle-jumpers and which didn’t need him to check his luggage.  Or show his ID.  He’d taken rides with his friends when they dusted crops on occasion, which was technically illegal but nobody cared.


  There weren’t many cars on the road at that hour, but he still veered off into the woods every time he spotted headlights, managing to get to the airfields pretty much unseen by the time the sky started to lighten.  Callum ditched the bike out in the woods and walked the rest of the way.  Since it was a small airfield, there was just a security guy who nodded as Callum walked in.  All the stuff he’d read suggested that anyone who used the front door wasn’t really suspicious.


  Most of the pilots headed out around dawn, especially the farm craft, so even early as it was, there was already someone fueling up their single-prop craft.  Callum headed out as if he belonged there, despite feeling the need to spit to get rid of the taste of anxiety in his mouth.  Looking confident was the best way to bluff.


  “Hey, man,” Callum called, waving at the guy.  “You ready to head out?”


  “Yessir.”  The gentleman was on the older side, and he squinted at Callum and his bags.  “I’m guessing you want to deadhead along?”


  “Hey now, I’m not that rude.”  Callum reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of cash, peeling off a few hundreds.  “Planes are expensive, and repairing them is more expensive.”


  “I hear that,” the pilot said, taking Callum’s implicit explanation at face value.  Along with his money.  “You know I’m only headed over to Ayres.  Gonna see my grandson.”


  “Hey, that’s fine with me,” Callum told him.  “Better to go partway than not at all.”


  “Jason Jones,” the pilot said, extending one hand while stuffing the cash into his jeans with the other.


  “Mason Sutherland,” Callum said, having already invented the name on his way over.  It was a good alias in his opinion; not so generic that it sounded fake, but not so memorable it’d stick.  “Thanks for letting me ride.”  It wasn’t exactly allowed for small planes to take passengers as such, but it wasn’t like Callum was leaving records.


  He climbed into the passenger seat of the plane, restricting his gawking as Jason clambered in and started preflight checks.  Callum wasn’t really sure who Jason was clearing the flight with, but he didn’t mention his passenger, claiming he was taking a solo flight to Ayers.  Wherever Ayers was.


  The noise of the prop was loud enough, even through the headset, that Jason didn’t spend much time chatting.  Which was fine with Callum, since he didn’t have much to say.  Instead he spent his time reading through the pictures he’d taken of the magical exercises and the literature on spatial mages, taking notes by hand as the prop plane went west.


  After they landed in Ayers, he asked Jason if he could introduce Callum to someone else for another hop, and two hours later he was on a second plane, headed to Cooperville.  Another place he’d never heard of, but he didn’t actually care exactly where he ended up, just that it wasn’t easy for someone to figure out where he’d gone.


  He didn’t have a specific destination in mind, other than a small town in the Midwest, preferably up north somewhere.  Property was cheap there and he could buy a house outright while leaving enough to live on for a while.  Long enough to figure out a new income stream, anyway.


  After the second hop, he got a ride into town and got another bike, heading to a trucker stop.  It was easy enough to hitch a ride there, easier than with the planes, and far cheaper.  They even let him bring his bike along, and he got the chance to nap while the truck traveled the interstate.


  Three states later, he bid farewell to his last driver and biked to a hotel, paying for an overnight stay.  Then he went and picked up the last bits of his disguise.  He got the weakest reading glasses he could find and a vanity cane, washing the makeup marker tattoo off.  It would take time for the beard stubble to grow, but there wasn’t much he could do about that.  He kept his head shaved, but bought a few more hairpieces to help him change his appearance.  Just in case.


  That accomplished, he went hunting for a fake ID.  Cities had concentrations of everything, including crime and corruption, which was why he normally avoided them.  In this case, though, that would be useful.  Walking through the city streets, there were considerably more nonhumans than he’d seen in his hometown, though they tended to stick together rather than mingle.


  The third super pawn shop he stopped at was staffed by someone seven feet tall and with blue-green skin and tusks.  Despite the man’s size, he still managed to come off as seedy, which was basically what Callum wanted.  He took a moment to wipe the makeup off his wrist to expose the mage tattoo and headed in.


  The ogre or whatever it was eyed him as he made his way to the front and lifted his hand in greeting.  The oversized eyes flicked to his wrist and then back to Callum, looking wary.


  “Yes, sir?”  He asked, maybe a bit more politely than he would have greeted a normal customer.


  “I need a mundane ID,” Callum said, not bothering to be more subtle since there was nobody else in the shop.


  “I don’t do that,” the ogre said.  Callum got out his money roll and peeled off a few hundreds.  He was going to end up spending a few thousand on bribe money, but he’d been making a good wage before he’d had to run.  He could afford it.


  “No, really, I don’t,” the ogre said, eyeing the money.  “But my friend does.  I can call him and have it done in an hour.”


  “How much does he charge?”


  “Two thousand for a new mundane ID,” the ogre said.  Callum raised his eyebrows, betting that was vastly overestimating the cost.


  “Fifteen hundred,” the ogre admitted after a moment.  Callum chuckled and counted out two thousand, pushing it at the ogre.


  “So long as it just takes an hour, and it stands up.”


  “It will,” the ogre said, and leaned forward a little, sniffing.  “You know, you don’t smell like magic.”


  “Exactly,” Callum told him, squashing the panic that statement created.  He had to stay confident.  The ogre nodded thoughtfully and turned to the phone.


  An hour later he had a brand new ID under the name of Chase Hall, and a used arcane laptop.  He was over twenty-four hours overdue to wherever he was supposed to be going, and there was probably a bulletin out for him, but he was pretty sure that it’d be difficult for anyone to track him down.  Not that he was going to stay in the same city that he’d gotten the ID in.


  He shelled out more money for a regular laptop and some prepaid debit cards so he had safe access to the internet.  It took him a few hours of searching to find an area that met his criteria, and had low enough prices for him to buy something outright.  Eventually he settled on a five-acre square with a house, on the outskirts of a small town in South Dakota, and sent a message to the seller asking for a meeting in a few days.  It could have been sooner if he was willing to fly commercial, but he still had his guns with him and that would have caused issues.  


  It’d leave a record, if nothing else.  There was no way that GAR didn’t cooperate with normal authority, even if he found it unlikely that they outright controlled it, so he had to assume anything that could identify him to the government would bring in GAR.  No, he would buy a used car and drive.


  He showered, changed, had to remind himself not to shave the stubble but to keep his head bald, and tried to sleep in the tiny motel room.  It was some low-quality independent thing, which he didn’t much like but had to lump.  Callum was still on edge, every thump and door slam and footstep making him twitch.  Some part of him was expecting tactical mages or the Arcane Bureau of Investigation or whatever they called themselves to break down his door.  He’d done the best that he could to anonymize himself, but it wasn’t like he had experience.  For all he knew, he’d forgotten something obvious and GAR had known where he was the whole time.


  ***


  “How did he get out without tripping your wards?”  Therin frowned at Sen.  The man was a scion of a powerful House, so there wasn’t much in the way of punishment Therin could levy.  In fact, Sen’s assignment to Callum was sort of punishment in and of itself, after he’d burned down half a block the last time he’d been let out into the mundane world.


  “I don’t know.”  Sen shrugged.  “My guess is that he wasn’t as naïve as you thought.  We were only going to be there two days so I just spelled the doors.  That’s policy for mundanes, which Callum was.”  Sen said challengingly, and Therin scowled.  All signs had pointed at Callum just being a strange sort of cripple, but apparently not.  Nobody fled for no reason. 


  “Fine, write up a report and I’ll send it onward.”  Therin didn’t have much hope for Sen’s report to be useful.  In fact, he wouldn’t have been surprised if Sen was lying about setting up wards properly, though he had to admit he wouldn’t have pegged Callum as a flight risk either.  He sent Sen out and then summoned Agent Jahn in.


  “Well?” He asked as Jahn settled into the chair.


  “No magical residue.”  Jahn shook his head.  “I brought in the mundane authorities and they found he reserved a ticket for Laos, but I screened that flight myself.  Only mundanes aboard.  That was the last contact he had with his bank, too.  Everything just cuts off there.”


  “I thought they had enough surveillance that they could find anyone.”  Therin said, irked.  “Blood tracking?”


  “Got Sooz to do it.  He’s definitely not close enough to get a fix.”


  “Which leaves just the whole wide world.”  Therin sighed.  They didn’t get many rogue mages, and those that they did get were the ones who decided they were too powerful for GAR to control.  GAR proved them wrong, every time.  “We have to find him.”


  “I agree,” Jahn said.  “But he caught us all off-guard.  We’ll keep an eye out for spatial mages, since there aren’t many, but Sen said that he didn’t have any magical resonance at all.  It’s possible he just doesn’t want to be a mage.  Which is ridiculous, but might well mean he’ll never appear again.”


  “Archmage Duvall is not going to accept that. She was ready to start tutoring him tomorrow.”


  “If he’d known that, running away wouldn’t surprise me,” Jahn said dryly.  Therin shot him a look, and Jahn shrugged.  He wasn’t wrong, but it wasn’t something agents were supposed to say out loud.


  “It wouldn’t surprise me if she came here to complain.  I’ll be sure to make sure you’re here to help explain how a complete novice mage vanished.”


  “I’m sure I’ll have duties keeping me busy,” Jahn demurred.  Therin glared.


  “Find him,” Therin demanded.  “Surely we have enough contact with the mundane authorities for that.”


  “Yes sir,” Jahn said, completely serious.  “He’s wanted for questioning in connection with a terrorist incident that burned down a local business,” he said, making a vague gesture with one hand to indicate the cover story.  “Which means that basically every authority will get his picture.  If he shows up, it’ll be mage-flagged and we’ll know right away.”


  ***


  The fake ID worked as advertised, and Callum had no trouble paying the eight grand in cash for a small two-door coupe, an older model but one without too much milage.  It wasn’t great, but it really only needed to last him on the interstate.  He made sure to drive slowly, or at least slower than he normally did, mostly sticking to the right lane and tensing up every time he saw a police car.


  Time wasn’t doing anything to make him more confident.  If anything, it felt like he was getting closer to the other shoe dropping.  The one time he did see police lights he nearly swerved off the road, but he wasn’t the target.  The patrol car zipped right by him and disappeared up ahead, leaving him to get his heart rate back under control.


  Traffic thinned out as he got further out into the country, and he finally felt almost relaxed by the time he reached the interstate exit.  The country was flat and bland, but the sheer lack of civilization actually helped.  It didn’t really feel like anyone was watching him when there was nobody else around.


  He had to stay overnight in another motel, but he did sleep marginally better and managed to make it to the property by the middle of the next day, following the GPS of his pay-ahead phone.  It was a little run-down, but snooping around the property showed it had plenty of privacy and no obvious holes or leaks.  To its credit, it did have an internet connection, despite being on the outskirts of the small town of Winut.


  Callum ended up waiting on the porch for the seller, whose car crunched on the gravel drive about an hour after he’d gotten there.  At least, he thought it was the seller, but when he looked up from his laptop the car was actually the sheriff’s.  He had to shove down the instinctive panic, and instead got up to greet the man.  The sheriff rolled down the window and squinted at him.


  “You here about the property?”


  “Yes, I sent a message a couple days ago.” Callum leaned on his cane, squinting at the sheriff.  “Is it yours?”


  “My daughter’s,” he said, opening the door and getting out before offering his hand.  “Sheriff Langley.”  Langley was heroically built, taller than Callum and twice as bulky without any hint of softness. 


  “Chase Hall,” Callum replied, transferring the cane and taking the hand.  He noticed that Langley’s eyes flicked to his right wrist for a moment, where makeup covered up the tattoo he’d never asked for, and it was all he could do not to twitch.  It might have been an overactive imagination, but he thought that Langley was in the know.


  “So what do you think, Mister Hall?  Interested?”


  “Oh, definitely, definitely.  It seems nice and quiet and maybe I could use something to keep me occupied, fixing it up here and there.”


  “You seem rather young to be retired,” Langley noted.


  “Oh, I’m not retired,” Callum demurred.  “I’m just taking a break for health reasons.”


  “Well, this is certainly a quiet enough town.  You’ll be fine, so long as you steer clear of the local wildlife.”  Callum had to wonder if that was a veiled reference to something supernatural or not.  Before he’d been exposed to the arcane, he wouldn’t have thought twice about the warning.


  “I’m no hunter,” Callum said, thumping his cane against the ground.  “Just planning to maybe do some repairs, work on some of my own projects.”


  “Sounds good.  Why don’t I call Jessica – that’s my daughter – and get her down here?  If you’re ready to close the sale.”


  “Sure,” Callum said, though he really didn’t want to spend any more time under Langley’s gaze.  “I mean, we’ll still want an inspector to look at it and all that, but we can start the process rolling.”


  “Fantastic.  She’s been trying to sell this property for a while.  Ever since she got married, you know.  But there aren’t too many buyers out this way.”


  “All the better for me,” Callum told him.  Langley chuckled good-naturedly and took out his phone.


  “Hey, sweetie.  Yeah, your buyer is here already.  Says he’ll take it.  No, I don’t think there will be any problems.”


  ***


  “I’m pretty sure he’s a mage of some kind,” Arthur Langley said.


  “He didn’t smell like a mage to me,” Jessica told her father.  “Plus, no tattoo.”


  “You need to look closer.  You could smell the makeup, right?”


  “Yes…”  Jessica drew out the word, considering.  “Was he covering his mage mark?  That wouldn’t mean anything though, we’d still be able to smell the magic on him.”


  “He noticed me checking for it, and he didn’t say anything, but he was definitely a lot more stressed than he acted.  So, I ran his ID.”


  “Well, it had to be clean if you only think he’s a mage.”


  “Yes, it was incredibly sparse.  I’d say manufactured, but usually those are included in the GAR database too.  His wasn’t.”


  “Hmm.”  Jessica held her plate out, and Arthur transferred a steak from the grill.  “Is it really an issue?  He’s acting like he’s a mundane, and it’s not like he’s anywhere near the pack grounds.”


  “Maybe not, but I’ll have someone keep an eye on him.  We don’t want any GAR interest here.”


  “No.”  Jessica sighed.  The pack had enough problems without bringing mages in to pick over their secrets and, knowing mages, publish them to the world.  One mage was bad enough, even if he seemed to be incognito.


  “The alternative is that he is here for the reasons he said,” Arthur suggested, handing out another steak to Jessica’s cousin.  He growled and carried the plate off to savage the steak — with a fork, at least.  He still had the bad habit of wanting to shift for food, but he was only six.  “He didn’t smell of magic, and if he’s here for his mental health then of course he’d be stressed.”


  “But you don’t believe that.”


  “But I don’t believe that,” Arthur affirmed.


  “You could just send a message to GAR.  Ask them what a mage is doing out here.”


  “Oh, I’m sure they’d like that,” Arthur rolled his eyes.  “Not even through the shifter council, not even for an emergency.  Just, tell us about this random mage that’s old enough to have his own House.”  Jessica felt a chill.


  “Wait, you think he’s an archmage?”  Then she shook her head.  “He’d have to be, if he can block his magic signature that well.”  She shivered.  “I’m not sure I like the idea that I was shaking hands with an archmage.”


  “He’s pretty good at the mundane thing, too.  I’m not sure who it could be; normally they don’t have any truck with the mundane world or even other supernaturals.”  Arthur worked the grill, fat hissing as it dripped into the flames.


  “We can pretend he’s mundane, too, then.  That’s no problem.  Not that anyone should be hunting across a mage’s yard either.  Gerry.”


  “It was just the one time!”  Jessica’s husband protested.  “They didn’t even notice!”


  “Says you,” Jessica grinned, elbowing him.  “That you came to join with our pack says otherwise.”


  “I just got tired of the city,” Gerry grumbled.


  “Maybe this Chase did, too,” Jessica suggested.


  “What’s a mage going to do out here?”  Gerry asked, rhetorically.


  Jessica just shrugged.





  Chapter 4 – Learning


  Callum estimated he had about two years’ worth of money after he paid for the house, give or take.  Someone without any debts could be incredibly frugal, and barring any major surprises he was confident he could stretch his capital.  He still had no idea what he’d do when things started getting low, but that wasn’t something he could afford to worry about in the near term.  The immediate goals were to learn magic, and get rid of the damned tattoo.  Considering the tattoo was magic, he couldn’t do the second without the first.


  Moving in didn’t take much time, considering he’d left everything behind, but it still took some work to rearrange the house how he liked it.  In the spaces between buying furniture and kitchenware and adding them to the place, he read the literature he’d copied from front to back several dozen times.  Once he had an actual office and a place to relax so he could concentrate, he dove into the exercises in earnest.


  The first thing was learning to reach out and find magic, to start integrating it into his sensorium.  There was a lot of emphasis on mana sight, but it was obvious it wasn’t anything visual.  The ogre had talked about smelling magic, so it was clearly either synesthesia at work or just a shorthand for some other sense that they didn’t have good words for.  His bet was the latter, and he made himself a poor man’s sensory deprivation tank with his bathtub.


  Unfortunately for him, there wasn’t much concentrated magic around for him to focus on.  There was some in his tattoo, which was kind of irritating, but the main thing he had to use for practice was actually the arcane laptop.  He found out while doing the sensing exercises there was a little blob of something inside the device.  A bit of work with a screwdriver popped the cover and showed that there was a small crystal with glittering etchings on it in addition to the normal computer innards.  Some kind of magic dongle was his guess, but he didn’t know enough to do more than look.


  According to the spatial literature he’d copied, space mages were good at teleportation, portals, and enchanting things to be larger on the inside.  That was it.  Nothing else.


  Callum didn’t believe it at all.  


  There was no possible way spatial magic hadn’t been thoroughly explored and exploited and every edge case figured out.  Likely, all the more advanced stuff was locked behind GAR training, and what he had was aimed at kids, maybe even preteens, to let them know what they were in for.  Unfortunately, poking around on the arcane internet showed him that anything advanced was proprietary, locked behind apprenticeship or guild or house status.  


  Spatial magic, specifically, was always appended with an exhortation to contact Archmage Duvall.  Which Callum was not about to do, but the fact that she was always and only the one who was listed showed how monolithic things were.  Still, there was enough foundational information available that he could have something to work with, so he did.


  The first thing, in his estimation, was to reconcile mana sense with his glamour blindness.  Considering that he’d had it for his whole life, he didn’t think he’d be able to unlearn whatever it was that let him see right through glamours, but he could try and see them with his mana sense, working backward in a way.  Most people used mana sense to pierce glamours, not see them, but he had to work with what he was given.


  To have something to see, he started in on magical workings.  To his great surprise, it was actually quite easy to grasp his own mana.  He figured it would take ages to go from vaguely shoving vis at things to structuring it, but it clicked almost instantly.  When he started to try and move it around himself, he realized why.


  One reason he’d gone into architecture was that he had an excellent, instinctive grasp of spaces and relations.  Three dimensions were generally difficult for the human brain, but he’d never had any issues, being able to hold all the relations in his head.  It’d made things a breeze, but he’d never felt it was particularly supernatural.  Now he knew differently.


  That sense was linked in with his magic.  It wasn’t magic itself, not really, but he’d been exercising that part of his brain all his life, so maybe he wasn’t as far behind as he thought.  Though obviously he had to work hard to get anywhere near where a mage would normally be at his age.  One didn’t advance through an entire lifetime’s education in just a few months.


  Once he had it figured out, he was able to cast his senses out into his surroundings, a sort of sphere of perception that wasn’t quite visual.  It was more tactile, though even that comparison wasn’t exactly right.  He could tell what everything was, and see right through it with a little bit of effort, but couldn’t see colors or painted images or anything like that.  Magic stood out quite clearly with that sense, though the range was pretty limited.


  “So, threads and fields.”  He took a bite of a bagel as he made notes based on the most advanced instruction he could find for free.  Which wasn’t much.  Mages were incredibly secretive, even within the context of their own magical network.  That, or everything about certain topics was censored.  Callum didn’t know how much was due to culture and how much was due to oversight.  He didn’t dare to make an account to post, since he wasn’t really a registered mage.


  “Threads are structure, fields are fill.”  Annoyingly, mage children were taught wrong to start with, only so they could be taught correctly later.  The lies-to-children involved things like how vis was guided into a structure, and unformed vis was a waste.  Probably to make sure that they didn’t learn sloppy habits.  When they were older, they were told that unformed vis was actually important, and filled the spaces between structured threads for large-scale effects.


  He had to wonder how many kids could never unlearn those lies and were terrible mages because of it.


  The simple “spells” started out with abstract geometry.  Things like fireball were fairly easy to shape, though of course he couldn’t make them due to his vis type.  Putting spatial vis into the same shape didn’t really do much; even mana was better at shoving things about.  But he kept at it, tossing space balls off his back porch until he was exhausted, then repeating until he was satisfied with the shape.  Then he started doing it without using his hands.


  In theory, magic was completely mental.  In practice, it was far easier to make gestures that corresponded to some degree with the way he wanted the vis to go.  There were a bunch of recommendations for beginning magic users to make things easier, but they built bad habits.  Which was fairly usual, actually.  The same was true with math and science and writing and any number of mundane topics, sacrificing accuracy for ease of understanding and forcing people to relearn things.


  Some cynical part of him pointed out it was possible there was an even more advanced way of doing things, considering how purposefully hidden and constrained everything was.  The masters of this supernatural tyranny had no reason to let the general public know about the really juicy stuff.  His early experiments showed why space wasn’t considered an offensive school though; making a wad of space vis didn’t result in fires or ice or anything that the more elemental types of vis did.


  In theory, he ought to be able to teleport easily enough, though only for short distances.  That was what had happened in the gym, though he had no idea how he’d done it and he didn’t trust so-called magical instincts.  If he was pulling things through space, he’d rather start with something that wasn’t likely to kill him.


  According to his primer, teleports and portals needed some kind of anchor at each end.  That was how the circles he’d gone through to teleport into the GAR headquarters worked.  Though those apparently had more than just an anchor; they had the whole teleportation framework built into them, along with some way to make it so people could just push mana into them to make it work.  He marked that as something to figure out in the far future and went back to fiddling.


  When it came to manual teleports, he found it was easy enough.  The structure shown in the primer wasn’t exactly complicated, and with the exercises that showed him how to push out spatial vis in the first place, it wasn’t long before he could form them.  It seemed there had to be a connection between the source and the anchor, so he didn’t quite understand long-distance teleportation yet, but after less than a week he was able to teleport rocks across the yard.


  He had a bit of a cheat, though.  Not that he was any more skilled than the next mage, but he’d been working with buildings so long that he could just snap the idea of a room around whatever he wanted.  Or rooms.  Callum didn’t know if it was particularly relevant as practice, but once he managed to get one rock to shuttle its way between porch and yard, he started doing it with three, then five.


  The hum of a motor and the crunch of tires on gravel made him stop his magical juggling.  Just the sound of someone arriving made him feel a little panicked, like a guilty kid hearing his mother coming.  He was out back, facing out into the woods for a reason, but it still wouldn’t be a good thing if he was too obvious about what he was doing.  The divide between mundane and arcane was enforced, and someone would notice if he crossed it.


  “Mister Hall?”  Someone called from the front, and Callum had to remind himself that was his name.


  “I’m on the back porch!” He called back, quickly teleporting his cane to his hand with a grin.  That really wasn’t a trick he was going to get tired of.


  The sound of footsteps preceded Jessica and her husband, Gerry.  They’d been by a few times, apparently just as good neighbors, but he couldn’t shake his conviction that they knew about the supernatural world.  Gerry, especially, had the habit of sniffing as if he smelled something, or was trying to.  Or maybe he just had allergies.


  “Hello, Mister Hall,” Jessica said, offering him a wave as the two of them appeared around the corner of the house.  “How are you settling in?”


  “You can call me Chase,” he told them, levering himself to his feet with the help of his cane and offering each of them his hand.  As usual, their eyes flickered to his right wrist.  “So far it’s delightful.”  Which it was.  It hadn’t started getting cold yet, so he couldn’t speak to how the house was in the winter, but it was a comfortable place despite its wear.  “I was just putting together a list of repairs to make.  Might as well, you know?”


  “Yes, I know the old girl is a bit worn.”  Jessica patted the porch column.  “It’s nice that she’s not moldering away, though.”


  “So what brings you by?”  Callum asked, since this time they hadn’t brought food with them.


  “Well, the kids will be going back to school soon, which means you might get some people cutting through your property.  They know they’re not supposed to, but they might anyway.”


  “Oh, I think we’ve all been that age,” Callum chuckled.  “It’s fine, but the wooded parts are pretty overgrown.  I haven’t gotten around to clearing them yet.”


  “I wouldn’t worry about it,” Gerry said.  “Kids around here tend to be pretty good with the outdoors.  Speaking of which, do you do any hunting?”


  “Not for years,” Callum said.  “Isn’t this place off-limits for hunting anyhow?”  There were reminders about that pasted on half the signs between his house and the town center where he got his groceries.


  “It’s restricted,” Gerry said, nodding to him.  “Just wanted to make sure you know.  We don’t have many people moving in so I wanted to be sure you knew.”


  “Believe me, I’ll be mostly staying at home,” Callum told them.  He felt like they were hinting at whatever supernatural goings-on were afoot, but he really didn’t care much so long as they didn’t bother him.  Or report him to the authorities.  “You don’t mind if I do target shooting in the yard though, right?”


  “Just be careful not to do it when kids are around!”  Gerry cautioned him.


  “Of course, of course.  I’ll be sticking to the yard, anyway.”  They’d reminded him in a sideways way that he hadn’t kept up with his shooting.  He preferred to practice at least a little, though he’d never had to shoot anything in earnest.


  “I think we’re good then,” Gerry said.  “Just wanted to swing by while we were in the neighborhood.”


  “Don’t be too much of a stranger,” Jessica said.  “I don’t see you in town much.”


  “I know, I know,” Callum replied.  “Still trying to catch up with myself, you know?”


  “Oh, of course,” Jessica agreed.  “We’ll be seeing you around, then.”  She waved as she and her husband went back around the house.  Callum frowned and cast his senses around, following them without looking, but also noticing that there was a bunch of what he could only describe as mana residue over the back yard.  His vis use had disturbed the ambient environment, and maybe left a few fragments of itself around, which would probably be detectable to other people.


  He needed to figure out how to, if not completely hide, at least suppress the signature of magical use nearby.  There was no way that anyone could miss the presence of it in the yard, if they had the sensitivity in the first place, which meant that his cover was probably broken.  Though to be fair, he was almost certain they’d suspected from the outset.


  Callum cast his senses inside the house and teleported his pistol and holster to himself, grabbing them out of the air and belting them on.  While he didn’t think to ask for concealed carry when he was getting his fake ID, the point was moot while he was on his own property, so it was better to be carrying.


  He puttered around the back yard for a little bit, finding himself unable to concentrate, before deciding he needed to do something with his time.  He did have a list of supplies he needed for repairs, so he went into town to find what he could at the hardware store.  By the time he returned home, nearly two hours later, he was feeling a little more settled and sat down to work on his magic again, with an eye toward secrecy.


  Ultimately, his solution was just to draw from civil engineering and make vis-sinks that would absorb any stray vis he left lying around.  He was fortunate enough to find mention of a vortex pattern for drawing in mana, and rendered in vis on a few steel stakes and a crowbar, it went a long way toward erasing the disruptions.  It seemed to him that little tiny bits of vis were left behind after he dismissed his constructs, disrupting the mana field, and once they were gone it returned to normal on its own.  It took him more than a few tries to make it work, forming the whirling pattern in threads inside the metal and holding them, but eventually he got a few to work.  By then he was exhausted enough from using his magical talents that he needed to take a nap.


  By the time he woke up, the yard was clean, so he just had to worry about the vis that was starting to build up in his own body making trouble as he walked around.  As a stopgap he used the same vortex pattern on a ball bearing and stuck it in his pocket, but a more reliable way to shield himself went on his list.  In fact, weaponization got sent to the top of the queue.  The official literature didn’t have anything useful, but he had more than a few ideas.


  Since he had to fix things around the house anyway, he decided he’d practice with wood and nails.  While he was fairly certain teleportation didn’t run the risk of violating the Pauli exclusion principle, since he could pop rocks back and forth all day, there was no telling what would happen if he tried to teleport into a solid.


  For safety’s sake, he went down into the unfinished basement and stretched his senses up to the porch above.  Callum snapped a cage around one of the nails and guided a thread to his target board before pushing.  While the official literature didn’t mention it, he had found it was easy enough to alter the orientation of things on the target end, so he could drive the nail in properly.


  There was considerably more resistance than when he was teleporting in air, the anchor expanding the space and working against the enclosing material.  The simple fact that the process was slowed down made him understand what was going on more, and why, for example, teleporting things didn’t cause vacuum implosions to mark every movement.


  As befitted space mana, it wasn’t so much the item that was being transferred as the space.  The source of the teleport collapsed the surrounding space before it rebounded, generating a little bit of low pressure but not much, whereas the target expanded the space before it collapsed back.  Teleporting in an atmosphere only had to worry about the resistance of space and atmosphere, but teleporting into a solid had to deal with the material straining against warped space.


  It wasn’t impossible, and with a little more strain the nail appeared in the board, no muss and no fuss.  It was probably more effort than hammering them in manually, but it was good practice.  Flesh was probably easier than wood, assuming that there weren’t other complications, and being able to teleport things directly past someone’s skin would be horrifically effective.


  Another approach was to swap the two spaces.  He’d been fiddling with the swap when it came to multiple teleports, juggling stones around, but with air it didn’t matter much.  When it came to wood, it was nearly impossible.  Where the teleport was just displacing matter, a swap needed to actually shear it off.  After exhausting himself just swapping a nail for a thin column of wood, he knew he had to rethink things.


  For example, taking a closer look at his teleports showed that by using a generic box of a structure he was including bits of the ground when he moved things.  They didn’t move, of course, but even trying to made the whole process a lot more difficult than it should have been.  It was also, as he repeated the same teleport a dozen times in a row, the main source of the vis “pollution” he was cleaning up.  It wasn’t being sloppy with shaping vis into the forms themselves, but rather, imprecise targeting.


  Callum spent the next couple weeks using his vis to repair his house while paring down the mismatch between his actual target item and the shape that enclosed it.  With his spatial sense he could actually figure out the genuine form of an object, which meant less vis use, more efficient teleports, and easier teleport forcing.  It also meant he figured out telekinesis.


  It wasn’t real telekinesis.  That was the domain of force mages.  His poor-man’s version did most of the same thing by dragging the space around the item in question.  Which started out just dropping things as they slid away due to gravity, but gravity was a function of space.  He had to look up spatial tensors and heavily reference the illustrations, but it gave him a start.


  Gravity magic was its own separate class, at least according to the GAR site, but he knew gravity was basically a result of space warping to begin with.  It took him a couple dozen attempts, but he finally managed to flex the vis inside one of the simple box constructs in the right way to mimic the effect.  Nulling gravity and dragging space around was a pretty effective way of floating things.  The only problem was, like everything else, it drew from his mana and his total capacity was pretty paltry.  Or so he guessed; unlike most mages he hadn’t been casting spells for decades.  


  The pseudo-telekinesis was also inertialess, which was interesting, but meant he couldn’t fling anything anywhere.  As soon as he dropped the spatial field, whatever he was holding would drop straight down no matter how fast it seemed to have been moving before.  On the up side, he could move big and heavy things just as fast as light ones, and with not much more effort.


  He seriously doubted nobody else had realized space mages could affect gravity, but at the same time it wasn’t likely anyone would look at a gravity mage and think that he was a space mage in disguise.  Which meant he had a way to cover his ability to work magic.  The only problem was altering his tattoo.


  Gravity was blue-black, so he’d have to alter the dot on his wrist.  Which was, of course, illegal, but he didn’t much care since he didn’t really consider GAR as having any authority over him to begin with.  The magic involved in the tattoo itself didn’t care about his opinions though, and might well give him major issues if he couldn’t crack it.  He really wanted to get rid of the damn thing, because he didn’t know what it did and he didn’t trust it didn’t have a kill command or something buried in it.


  The other option was to get rid of the tattoo entirely.  Some careful probing showed that the magic was bound into the ink, but it seemed to be completely confined to the tattoo itself.  At least, until he poked at the little dot that represented his magic type, and then he noticed that it was pulling in a little thread of his vis.  Nausea washed over him at the sight of the thing feeding on him, feeding on him like a parasite, and he actually gagged before he swallowed and then spit to get rid of the taste.


  “Okay, fuck that,” he said aloud and reached out to wrap the little dot in a spatial bubble before shoving all his vis at it in a bid to teleport it out.  It shouldn’t have hurt too much, considering it was just a small blob of ink, but agony lanced through him.  Callum toppled off his porch chair but didn’t stop pushing, and there was a disturbing tearing sensation in his wrist before a tiny bit of flesh dropped onto the painted planks of the porch.


  “Gotcha,” Callum said between breaths, wobbling as he stood up and made his way inside to get some matches and kindling.  He got both from beside the fireplace, dumping it into the firepit in the back yard and starting a blaze.  Whatever the dot had been doing, pulling it out of his wrist seemed to have stopped it, because the magic dissipated as the fire burned, sucked away into his clean-up vortices.


  He inspected his wrist and found that it was very thoroughly bruised, but otherwise intact.  The tattoo’s magic seemed mostly intact as well, but if there were subtle changes that registered what he’d done, he didn’t know what to look for.  The big change was that he no longer had a colored dot linked to it, just an empty space.  Something to deal with later.  The rest of the tattoo would have to go eventually, unless it was absolutely necessary for dealing with the supernatural.


  His magical muscles were definitely sore as well after that feat, but they recovered after a few days and he felt all the better for it.  More confident, at least, that he wasn’t feeding anything by spending vis all the time.  His magical endurance was also clearly improving, as between the efficiency improvements in his technique and general practice he was able to move things around for most of the day without exhausting himself.


  With that much experience under his belt, he thought that he’d try for portals.


  Obviously, the little bit of free literature had no specific instructions on how to make them, except for cautions to not think of them as tunnels.  There were just hints and implications about the structure of portals but nothing concrete.  It was irritating but not surprising.  What was encouraging was that portals were supposed to be one of the two near-instinctive things a spatial mage could make, so it wouldn’t be very far different from what he could already do.


  Callum knew that he was missing some fundamental interaction that let things work at a distance.  Some fourth-dimensional shortcut or something that let far away spatial workings interact with each other.  Still, he didn’t have to crack that immediately, since he did figure out portals.  Short range ones, anyway.


  It wasn’t too much different from the teleports, as he just slid magic around until it felt right, but the major difference was that the entry and exit had to match perfectly, which was extremely difficult in three dimensions.  Even if the actual portals were, effectively, completely two-dimensional, the magic that made them was not.  He still had to link them with a thread of vis for that match to happen, which probably wasn’t quite right. But wrong or not, it worked.


  The final result was a frame of vis on each end and a surprisingly mana-free region in the middle where the two spaces had been brought together.  Callum squinted at the quarter-sized hole in the air, which didn’t look like much since the other end was five feet away.  It seemed stable enough, but the edges made him wary.  Since the whole thing seemed completely flat, he was afraid of infinitely sharp edges.  He definitely didn’t want to dismember himself on his own portal.  


  He teleported himself a bunch of pebbles to test the portal by simply throwing them at it, and found that the edges worked rather like the edges of a teleport.  They were squishier than they seemed, tending to push the pebbles in toward the portal plane while distending a little bit to help them pass.  When he picked up a branch and swiped the whole thing at the portal, the magic actually broke.  While the concept of an infinitely sharp blade was neat, he was glad that he didn’t have to worry about severing a limb by making the wrong movement with a portal.


  Dropping the portal while a stick was pushed partway through was another matter.  The connection destabilized and smeared out as it collapsed, tearing the stick in half and mangling it rather than severing it cleanly.  So that was a little bit dangerous, but still, he had working portals.  That felt good enough that he decided to finally take a break and even go into town.  After siphoning the mana disruptions off, of course.


  For the most part he’d been a hermit, cooking his own food and even avoiding getting into discussions online, under any pseudonym.  But Jessica and Gerry came by every once in a while, and he did go into town enough to see what was there, so he was aware of the small café there.  It was a combined coffee and sandwich shop more than anything, and he was pretty sure the person who owned it was a Langley.


  “Hello there!”  The girl at the counter chirped as he walked into the café, the small bell above the door jangling.  Her nametag proclaimed she was Clara.  “I don’t think I’ve seen you here before!”  If he had to guess, he would have said Clara wasn’t more than fifteen or sixteen, which raised the question of why she wasn’t in school, but it really wasn’t his business.


  “It’s my first time,” Callum admitted, walking up to the counter.  He eyed the menu, surprised to find there were fewer sandwiches and more steaks than was usual for a café.  Not a bad surprise, by any means, since he could always make his own sandwiches but the art of the grill had always eluded him.  “I’m not sure if this is a late lunch or early dinner, so what do you recommend?”


  “The steak tips,” Clara said with assurance.  “You can always take those home with you and have the rest later.”


  “Sure,” he replied, and glanced around as Clara busied herself getting his food.  There were a few elderly folks entrenched at a corner table, not even eating anything but rather playing some board game he didn’t recognize.  One of them caught him looking and gave him a squinty-eyed stare, and he had to suppress a laugh.


  When he extended his spatial senses, he got a surprise.  The café had more of a basement than he would have expected, with multiple fully enclosed rooms, but it didn’t seem to be used for storage.  It was furnished, instead, though the enclosed rooms were empty.  He was still trying to get a sense of what it was when his extended senses caught something approaching the rear of the café.


  It was an animal at least three feet at the shoulder, vaguely doglike but clearly not, with a faint bit of magic clinging to it.  It took him a moment, but he realized he was looking at one of the things he’d occasionally seen around that most people saw as a dog or a cat.  He didn’t have enough experience to know what the magic was or what it did, but before he could investigate further the animal changed.  There was a ripple in the mana around it that was intense but extremely contained, and blocked his ability to see what was happening inside.


  The disruption vanished, pulled inside the person that was standing where the beast had been only a few moments ago.  Callum fought to keep his eyebrows from ascending to his false hairline.  It was one thing to see shifters referred to, it was another to see them in person, as it were.  The person stepped into the rear of the café, and a few minutes later a young man bearing a striking resemblance to Sheriff Langley stepped up behind the counter.  He squinted at Callum.


  “You’re Chase Hall, right?”  It wasn’t a hostile question, just a curious one.


  “That’s me,” Callum admitted easily.  “Let me guess, you’re Sheriff Langley’s brother?”


  “Close,” the man said with a smile.  “Cousin.  Jeff Langley,” he introduced himself, offering Callum a hand.  Callum took it, and saw that Jeff’s eyes flickered down to his right wrist.  Since the shifters didn’t have a mage tattoo, he had to wonder how they identified themselves normally, or if they bothered to at all.  The impression he got from the literature online was that shifters and vampires had their own internal politics, but how exactly that interacted with mages was still a mystery.


  “This your café?  It’s pretty nice,” Callum said, by way of small talk.  Shifter or not, Jeff Langley seemed to be an ordinary business owner, and his good nature didn’t seem at all put on.  Magic senses didn’t help him distinguish truth from lies any more than his normal sense did, but his gut didn’t give him any warnings when he looked at Jeff, or really, any of the Langleys.


  “Mine and my wife’s,” Jeff said affably.  “That’s my little girl in the kitchen.”  He hiked his thumb in the direction Clara had gone.


  “I’m not little!”  Clara’s voice came floating out from the back, and Jeff laughed.  Callum just shook his head.  They really were ordinary folk.


  “What about you?  You’re old enough to have someone at home,” Jeff observed.


  “I had one once,” Callum said, some of his good humor slipping.  “I’m not ready to try again.”  It came out as fairly light, but Jeff nodded and dropped the subject.


  “Well, you know, you’re welcome to come by anytime.  You don’t have to stay out in that old shack of Jessica’s.”


  “I’ll probably be stopping by more often now,” Callum admitted.  “I’ve been sorting through some stuff, you know how it is.”


  “Sure,” Jeff said.  “Winut’s a nice quiet place, so it’s probably a good choice for that!”


  “That’s why I’m here,” Callum agreed.


  ***


  “He actually came by your café?  Did he do anything?”  Jessica asked, pouring lemonades for everyone.


  “He just ordered the steak tips.  It’s weird, though.  You said that you smelled magic in his yard before, but he was completely clean.  Though you’re right, he’s definitely covering up a mage mark.  I was tempted to recommend him one of the shifter brands so it wouldn’t be obvious from scent.”  Jeff took the lemonade and sipped it, watching Clara race around on all fours with the pups.


  At that age, the natural glamour that made people see them as wolves or dogs or sometimes even cats wasn’t quite developed, and it was obvious to anyone that looked closely that they weren’t anything that existed in the natural world.  In Winut that wasn’t too much of a worry, since half the population was shifters, but only half.  Besides which, packs could only get so large before they started bickering and had to split, so not everyone could stay.


  “The only mage I’ve run across that didn’t reek of magic was an archmage,” Arthur Langley said, frowning at his lemonade glass.  “But he was terrifying anyway.  Mister Hall practically seems like a mundane, if a wary one.”


  “If he’s not making trouble, I don’t think we should worry about him,” Jessica said, dropping into the chair next to Gerry.  “Though I smelled Jeanine lurking near his yard.  You need to warn her off that, Arthur.  If he is a mage, he’s a weird one, and I doubt the Midwest Alpha is going to go to bat for us against GAR if he hurts her.”


  “I’ll have to call another pack meeting,” Arthur said with a frown.  “I don’t think we need surveillance anymore, just as well since school and hunting season is on us, but you’re right.  Anyone who gets near him in beast form is just asking for trouble.”


  




  Chapter 5 – Trouble


  “I am not happy.”  Archmage Duvall scowled at Agent Jahn, who didn’t look happy either.  “You’ve had a month, and my space mage is still missing.”


  “I’m sorry, Archmage,” Jahn said.  “We have the mundane authorities trying to find him, and I’ve distributed his signature to every local GAR office.  I’ve even asked the vampire and shifter councils to keep an eye out for a renegade space mage, but you know how it is with them.”  Serena’s scowl grew more ferocious for a moment.  There was no love lost between supernatural groups.


  “And the fae?” She asked, almost rhetorically.


  “They very much don’t care.  Unless he goes after one of theirs, of course, and why would he?  How would he?  Absolutely nobody has reported someone asking for apprenticeship, and how would he find them anyway?  We’ve even tracked all the spatial magic questions on the online forums to existing students.  Archmage, I suspect he’s either dead or has decided not to practice magic.”


  “Nobody decides to not use their magic,” Duvall said scornfully.  “No, he’s important somehow.  What about his parents?  Family?  Who are they?”


  “There is one oddity,” Jahn said after a moment.  “His birth certificate says that he was born to Maria and Callum Wells.  But they would have been almost sixty years old at the time.  Not a problem for a mage, but impossible for mundanes.”


  “And you haven’t brought the parents in yet?”  Duvall asked dangerously.


  “They’re dead.  I was actually, by complete coincidence, at their funeral, tracking a gravehound.  No, they were mundanes, who spent their last few years in hospice.  I tried matching their genetics when that came to light, but like I said, I was tracking a gravehound.  There weren’t any remains left in that graveyard.”


  “That seems too coincidental,” Duvall turned to him.  “Who set it loose? When?  Why?”


  “So far as I could tell, it had been there since before the Wells family moved there.  If it was some fae pet, it was turned loose ages back.”


  “That is an awful lot of excuses,” the Archmage said, narrowing her eyes at Jahn.


  “It’s the reason I came to see you.  We’ve hit a dead end, and we’ll have to wait until he makes a mistake.  The moment he makes a single noise, we’ll get him, but if he’s holed up in the mountains somewhere, we can’t spare the resources to track him down.”


  “He was supposed to be my apprentice,” Duvall growled.


  “I’m afraid you’ll have to use your own resources,” Jahn said apologetically.  “GAR has put the case in abeyance.”


  “We shall see about that,” Duvall said, and vanished suddenly, teleporting as only a spatial mage could.  Jahn let out a breath and shook his head.  Archmages were temperamental at best, and Duvall was worse than average.  He didn’t envy Callum when Serena caught up with him.  She was a lot scarier than GAR.


  ***


  “Hey, Clara.”  Callum waved at the girl behind the counter.  He definitely spent more time in town than before, but not that much more.  Partly it was just an excuse to bike a few miles every day, partly it was because the people were genuinely nice, and partly he was curious about shifters.  


  He wouldn’t say so outright, of course.  Beyond the fact that he was pretending to be mundane, he genuinely didn’t know the protocols that were supposed to exist.  The magical internet had references to agreements between mages and shifters, but no details, and it wasn’t even clear if by mages people meant GAR or something else, like mage Houses or small guilds.


  “Hello, Mister Hall!  Your usual?”


  “Eh, surprise me,” he told her, finding a small table and sitting down.  While the past few weeks had been good for exercising his spatial sense and his magical stamina, he hadn’t really been able to figure out some of the more complicated tricks that were mentioned in the forum posts for mage students.  Gravity, telekinesis, portals, and teleportation were really good and useful, but he knew it wasn’t enough.  He needed good shields and wards and reactive spellwork, but he’d hit a wall in figuring out anything but the most brute-force approach.


  The biggest breakthrough he’d had, if it could be called such, had to do with the siphons he’d made to clean up his distortion of the local mana.  They kept pulling in his vis but didn’t do anything with it, eventually dissipating in four or five hours, vis returning back to mana.  He could overload it, as he’d found out when the enchantment on one of the metal stakes failed.  The stored vis blasted outward and polluted everything nearby, making a mess that was far worse than the one he was trying to clean up.  It probably wouldn’t be any fun to be caught in either, so he was glad to know before the one on the ball bearing he kept in his pocket got too energetic.


  If they held vis, it stood to reason that he could use them like a poor man’s vis batteries.  Being very, very careful, he’d tried pulling in a little bit of the accumulated vis, and it did give him a little bit of a rush as he absorbed it into himself.  So he could use it as a battery, but he would have to feed it himself and, given that the enchantment wasn’t stable over long periods, it was of very limited usefulness.


  He had thought he might be able to use them to augment his ability to hold a shield, but the only thing he could come up with was incredibly hungry.  It was basically just a thin wall of high gravity shear, and while it did deflect bullets, it sure didn’t stop them.  Considering a real shield was supposed to have a low enough cost that it could be kept up semi-permanently, he knew he was doing it wrong, but something was better than nothing.  Someday he’d get to see real spellwork and update his own accordingly.  Someday.


  Hanging out in the café, he did get to see shifters shifting more often than not.  The expanded basement was clearly some kind of safehouse, and half the time when a shifter was down there, they were in a beast or halfway form.  He felt a little guilty for playing voyeur, though the times when that would be more literal than not he definitely cut out the spatial sense.  He was curious, but not that curious.


  Annoyingly, he couldn’t use spatial sense to hear or to see color.  He could sense the vibrations of people talking, if he really strained himself, but he couldn’t translate it.  Yet.  He wasn’t actually sure it was possible, but being able to eavesdrop by simply reaching out passively would be fantastic.


  Another thing he didn’t know, since he didn’t have another mage to ask, was whether his use of spatial sense was perceptible or if it was some passive interpretation of the world’s normal ambient levels of energy.  So far none of the shifters had seemed to notice, but that didn’t mean anything.  It would be a mistake to think that shifters and mages saw magic the same way.


  He followed Clara with his spatial sense as she brought out the steak he’d ordered, thanking her as she put it down on his table.  She gave him a smile before beelining for where some other kids had come in the door, all about her age.  Weirdly, they were all fairly respectful, too, or at least the ones who were shifters were.  If anything, he could distinguish between shifter and mundane teens by which ones were moody, rude, and hormonal.


  “She makes good steaks, doesn’t she?”  Arthur Langley slid into the chair opposite Callum, holding his own version of what Callum had ordered.  “I’m pretty sure she’s going to take over one day.”


  Callum had been paying some attention to the people in the room, but he hadn’t realized the man approaching him was the Sheriff.  He’d seen the car outside, but thought nothing of it.  The man still made him twitchy, just a little, if only because Arthur Langley was a Sheriff and Callum was pretty sure that he was a wanted man in both supernatural and mundane worlds.


  “They’re delicious,” Callum said after he swallowed the bite he was chewing on.  “I think she’s distracted by more normal teenager things right now though.”


  “Ha!  Yes, I suppose she is.”  Arthur glanced back at the group of chattering teens.  “I don’t miss that age, you know?”


  “In hindsight, it was mostly terrible,” Callum agreed with a little amusement.  “Actually, kids around here seem better-adjusted than in most places I’ve been.  So far as I can tell they don’t even cross through the woods in my yard.”


  “We have a big emphasis on respecting territory here,” Arthur said, and Callum wondered how the shifters ever kept secrets with that kind of innuendo.  Or maybe he was just hearing it because he already knew what they were.


  “So what brings you over?”  Callum asked, changing the topic.  He very much doubted Arthur just wanted to say hello.  The sheriff raised his eyebrows at Callum, then shrugged.


  “Just that I’ve seen a few strange faces around here and there.  If you run across anything unusual, call me right away, would you?”  Callum blinked at Arthur.  He had a decent handle on the subtext up to that point, or at least he thought he did, but he had no idea what Arthur might be trying to warn him about.


  “I was a strange face once,” he mused instead.  “Did you warn people about me?”


  “Tell you the truth, I did a little,” Arthur said with a laugh.  “But I could tell you weren’t from a big city, like the folk I’m talking about.”


  “If something happens, you’ll be the first to know,” Callum promised, still completely in the dark about whatever Arthur was trying to say.  He really wanted to press Arthur on the details but didn’t want to break their little détente of pretending they didn’t know about supernatural secrets.


  The most charitable option was that someone, from the supernatural or mundane world, was poking around looking for Callum and Arthur was giving him a heads up.  But it didn’t really sound like that.  It almost seemed like Arthur was worried there might be general incidents, which could really be anything.  The content available on the supernatural internet was heavily censored, so while he had a general idea of what kinds of things were out there, the specifics of the politics and factions were completely opaque to him.  For all he knew, Arthur was warning him about shifter politics, and it was all internal.


  Either way, it sounded like it’d be best to stay holed up in his house for a while.  Even more than usual, that was.  It would be a good excuse to go back over his notes and think of a different angle of attack for figuring out magical techniques, maybe dynamic ones like the siphon.  He’d downloaded books on fluid dynamics and hydrodynamics and circuit theory to try and get reference material, but actually digging into it was proving rough going.  Spaces and geometry was one thing, quaternions and differential equations were another.


  He stopped by the grocery store and got supplies before biking back home, feeling an itch between his shoulder blades as he pedaled along the country roads.  Callum stretched out with his senses but didn’t find anything.  Considering he could reach a good hundred meters with his spatial senses by that point, he put down the itch to warning-induced paranoia and just closeted himself in his house.


  For lack of anything better to do, he had a routine he went through with his spatial magic, juggling six glasses full of water through teleports around the house without spilling anything or making any sound.  He was up to almost one hundred sequential teleports without running into any issues, and slowly pushing forward.


  When it came to practicing with portals, he just blew bubbles on his porch and used moving portals to nest them inside each other without popping anything.  His success rate was only middling, but he was pretty proud of how fast he could make and move them.  He didn’t have any practical applications yet, but all the literature he could find harped on control, so he couldn’t go wrong with improving his.


  Something woke him in the middle of the night, his spatial senses catching a quick movement out at his limits, but by the time he focused it was gone, leaving him with a thudding heart and an unexplained thrill of panic in his spine.  It took him a long time to go to sleep after that, his spatial sense twitching at every random rabbit and mouse.


  By lunchtime the next day he’d more or less forgotten it, buried in college-level textbooks and trying to teach himself things that might or might not have relevance to magic.  At least, until a car out on the road slowed and turned into his driveway.  Even though he couldn’t see the details of a car’s paint job with his spatial sense, he recognized the car itself. Even if he hadn’t recognized the car, there was no mistaking Arthur Langley at the wheel, now that he had fixed the man’s profile in his mind.


  Callum frowned and glanced around, but nothing betrayed anything untoward, and while he’d been absently doing his teleportation exercises in the background, the siphon patterns he’d put in the ball bearings scattered all about the house swept things clean fairly quickly.  He forced himself to wait until he could hear the crunch of gravel before standing up and going to the door, opening it to wait for the sheriff.  Considering the man’s frown and the fact that he had a partner along for once, it wasn’t likely to be good news.


  “Afternoon, sheriff.”  Callum nodded to him, assuming it was official business.  “What brings you by?”


  “Duty, I’m afraid,” Arthur said.  Behind him the deputy, Perdy by his nametag, got out a pad and a pencil.  “Now, don’t get mad, I have to ask these questions.  Where were you this morning at 3 AM?”


  “Asleep.  Did something happen?”  It was a stupid question.  Obviously something had, and Arthur wasn’t going to tell him immediately.


  “And you don’t have any corroboration for that?  A home security system, maybe?”


  “Do I need a lawyer?”  Callum asked, raising his eyebrows.


  “No, no.  You’re not really a suspect, under the circumstances.  It’s just that it’d be nice to be able to tell certain people I’m completely certain, you know?”


  “Ah,” Callum said.  “I do have a home security system, as it happens, but it’s just door logs, not cameras.”  Nor was it something he was going give up without a warrant.  He hadn’t gone anywhere that early in the morning unless he had sleep-teleported, and that wouldn’t have shown up anyway.


  “Right,” Arthur said, when it became clear Callum wasn’t volunteering anything further.  “Well, what’s going on is there was a murder up the street.  Someone broke into James Hardy’s house.  I don’t suppose you saw anything?”


  “What.”  Callum didn’t really know James Hardy, just saw the man in the café occasionally.  Still, it was a bizarre shock, especially coming after Arthur’s warning.  “No, I didn’t,” he said, then thought of the thing that had startled him awake.


  “Think of something, Mister Hall?”  Arthur asked, noticing something even though Callum could have sworn he hadn’t changed his expression.


  “Well, something woke me up last night, like a large animal or something.  I wasn’t sure what it was, and I just went back to sleep afterward.  I can’t tell you anything else, though.  It was gone just as soon as I was out of bed.”


  “Thank you, Mister Hall.  That might be helpful,” Arthur said, which surprised him.  Callum vaguely remembering something was not exactly damning evidence.  “Got that, Perdy?”


  “Yessir,” the deputy replied.


  “Well, I’m glad I could be of some service,” Callum said, a trifle bewildered.  It had to be some sort of weird supernatural thing, but he just couldn’t ask.  Even if he was willing to break character, he didn’t have any way to cast a glamour spell and he didn’t know if Perdy was mundane or shifter.


  “We may have more questions for you later, and don’t erase your security recordings,” Arthur warned.  “I doubt we’ll need them, but if I do, I’ll be back with a warrant.  Come on, Perdy.”


  Perdy scurried after the sheriff, while Callum watched them go.  He had the feeling trouble was brewing.


  ***


  “You will not kill in my town,” Arthur snarled at the bulky man sitting across from him.  “This is Winut pack territory, not yours.”


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Mister Langley,” the vampire said in a bored tone.  “If one of your pet mundanes had a tragic accident, that’s your issue.”


  “He was killed by a vampire,” Arthur ground out.  “They tried to make it look like something else, but I went myself and there’s no mistaking the scent.”


  “I fail to see why that’s my issue.  I’m not responsible for whatever strays you’ve foolishly let live here without remanding them to a proper nest.”  The vampire was both bored and smug.  “Unless you’re accusing one of my vampires without any evidence of the fact.”


  “There were no vampires before you came along,” Arthur growled.  “I know it was one of yours and I intend to bring them to account.”


  “I’d like to see you try.”  At least, the vampire showed a flicker of emotion.  A feral gleam came and went in his slate-gray eyes.  “If the Winut pack wants to challenge us, by all means, I will accept.”


  Arthur really did want to.  He wanted to drive the nest out of Winut, back to where they’d come from.  Alpha Chester, who had dominion over the entire Midwest, had warned him that they’d hopped there from Minneapolis, having been supposedly kicked out of Sioux Falls a few days prior.  The problem was the Winut pack was neither large nor old, and there were a dozen vampires in the nest.  If it came to a proper fight, only Arthur could hold his own.


  The vampire he was talking to, Victor, wasn’t even the leader of the nest.  Just the face.  Arthur was pretty sure he’d been chosen for maximum irritability, though the few times he’d met vampires they’d all been as condescending.  It seemed to be a feature of the race.


  “We will see,” he managed, and walked out of the room.  The damn vamps had taken over the motel across from the café, buying the mundane owner out with some money and light mind control, and were flaunting the fact.  Being so close to pack property was an absolute provocation.


  If the vampires attacked the pack, they’d have to deal with Alpha Chester, given that there wasn’t any agreement about a nest in Winut.  But if the vampires defended themselves, Alpha Chester would have to grit his teeth and take it.  It was politics, and politics was the worst.


  Arthur Langley walked past at least fifteen men with heavy armor and weaponry on his way out of the motel, the vampire’s assurance against intruders given their daylight lethargy.  It would have been so much easier if they actually did burst into flames in the sun but, like many things, that weakness had been exaggerated.  Their disregard for human and supernatural life had not.


  He stalked across the way and into the café, giving Clara a tilt of his chin to have her keep serving while he went down to the saferoom.  As soon as he closed the door he relaxed some of his iron self-control and slipped into his war form, stomping down the stairs as an eight-foot-tall beast man and growling.  He stopped when he saw Jessica and Gerry waiting for him on the couch.


  “No good?”  Jessica asked rhetorically, and held up the phone she was holding.  “Alpha Chester,” she said.  He sighed and closed his eyes, forcing himself to shift back to human form, a swirl of magic pulling him back into the smaller, more manageable size before he stepped forward to take the phone.


  “Yes, Alpha?”


  “They’re obstructing,” Chester’s bass voice rumbled through the phone.  “I’m going to be sending you a pair of troubleshooters anyway, but they can’t officially help in a challenge.”


  “They killed one of the mundanes here in town!”  Arthur snapped.  “They’re just going to keep doing it, since we don’t have the numbers to stop them!”


  “You think I don’t know that?”  Chester’s growl doused Arthur’s rage in an instant.  Of course Chester was just as infuriated as he was.  “But without proof, GAR will side with them and then we’ll all be in trouble.  I swear, this has the stink of something bigger than just a rogue nest, but I’ll be damned if I can figure out what.”


  “But why Winut?  There’s literally nothing here.  That’s why I established a pack here!”


  “It’s not just Winut.  There’s at least five other towns that are seeing similar issues, and that’s just the shifters.  I’m still feeling out the fae, but they’ve dropped some hints.”


  “What’s the point of the rules if they just come and do what they want anyway?”


  “If you can catch them at it, we can destroy them,” Chester said, but he didn’t answer Arthur’s question.  “Keep a sharp eye out, and keep safe.”


  “I will,” he said, and handed the phone back to Jessica.  She started chatting with her great-uncle again and Arthur looked at Gerry.


  “Alpha Chester is sending two of the Wolfpack down here.  Go make sure nobody bothers them when they arrive.”


  “Yes, Alpha,” Gerry said, and leaned over to give Jessica a kiss on the head before mounting the steps to the café above.  Arthur frowned and paced.  He had people watching the motel, but that wasn’t enough.  The nest wasn’t a bunch of weakling, newly-crossed vampires.  They were powerful.


  The question wasn’t whether they’d kill someone else tonight.  The question was who.


  ***


  Callum scoured the boards every morning for hints to shields or enchanting, but either the mods were very quick on the draw, or the students knew better than to discuss things in public.  Since he refused to register any account, he couldn’t spark any discussion either, though considering nobody else did, any such post would stand out.  


  He had been hoping he could generate some income by using his spatial magic to make enchanted items and sell them, but there was nothing to be found on how to do that.  The siphons he made counted as enchantments, barely, but they were weak and they faded fairly quickly.  Anything useful and permanent was beyond him, so he worked out his frustration by going and doing some target shooting in his back yard.


  Callum still had plenty of time before his funds ran out if things kept on as they did, but with the murder he was feeling twitchy and worried he’d have to abandon Winut soon enough.  Considering how much of his money he’d sunk into the house, that wasn’t good.  Maybe he shouldn’t have bought it, and just stayed at a hotel, but then he wouldn’t have had a place to practice.


  At least with his spatial sense his shooting was improving.  He didn’t even need to see to aim, though that was basically irrelevant, since he still needed to properly brace the gun to shoot.  If for some reason he needed to use a gun in absolute darkness it might come in handy, and it might be a nice party trick if he wanted to shoot behind him, but in practical terms it wasn’t that great.


  Though maybe that thought was just from his mood making him grumpy.  It took him a good ten minutes to realize he’d just been stewing on the subject of the murder and trouble and potentially having to leave, and not actually doing any shooting.  That made him shake his head and put away his firearms and targets.  He was going to go stir-crazy if he just sat around and dwelled on things.


  Instead, he decided to head into town to try and clear his head.  Instead of biking he actually took his car, feeling slightly more protected, though he pushed his senses out to catch anything untoward.  If he were willing to teleport, the bicycle would have made more sense.  He could teleport himself and the bike easily enough, but a whole car might be too much.


  Either way, he didn’t sense anything weird until he passed by the café, and noticed that the hotel was full up.  Though, considering the murder, they could be reporters or law enforcement or something.  He pondered going to the café for a moment, then decided he wasn’t actually hungry, merely nervous, then continued on to the hardware store.  If nothing else, he could get some more supplies for testing things like his siphons.


  He slipped inside and started browsing through their metal miscellany when he spotted Jessica and Clara Langley staring at mallets and hammers.  He hadn’t really marked either of them as being the home-improvement type, but you never could tell.  In smaller towns, people tended to be more handy.


  “Going to take over the maintenance as well as the cooking?”  Callum asked, heading their way.  Jessica turned to look at him but Clara actually jumped, whipping around to look at him before letting out a breath.


  “Don’t scare me like that, Mister Hall!”  Clara scolded.  Callum lifted his hands in a gesture of surrender.


  “You’re twitchy about the murder, too, huh?”  He asked, after Clara gave a little nod of her head.


  “Isn’t everyone?  Poor Joan, she went to our church, you know?”  Jessica shivered.


  “Wait, Joan?  I was talking about James Hardy.”  Callum blinked.  He’d been going to church himself, but hadn’t been doing so for long enough to know many people there.


  “There was a second murder last night,” Clara confided in a low voice.  “Miss Joan Gruber.  You didn’t hear?”


  “No, I’ve been at my house all morning.”  Part of him wished that he’d stayed.  One murder was bad enough, but two in two days sounded like a serial killer.  Maybe even a supernatural serial killer, given his knowledge of the inhabitants of Winut.  “What happened?”


  “I don’t know,” Jessica said, clearly lying and not covering it particularly well.  “But Arthur thinks it’s the same person who killed James.”


  “Well, that’s terrible,” he said, and winced at how understated that sounded.  It was horrendous.  “Got any leads?”


  “Maybe,” Jessica said.


  “It’s police stuff,” Clara added.  “We don’t get told these things.”


  “We’re thinking of forting up, maybe even closing the café for a while.”


  “That would be a shame.  I’d understand, but it’d still be a shame.”  Callum shook his head.  “You know, if there’s anything I can do to help, just say the word.” 


  “Thank you, Mister Hall,” Jessica said after a moment.


  “Sure, anytime,” he told her, and went back to his own browsing, though it was hard to keep his mind on it.  If things were getting worse, chances were that he’d be forced to skip town sooner rather than later.  On the other hand, something so blatant would probably be resolved quickly.  He didn’t believe that two people could be killed in a small town like Winut without anyone knowing what was going on.  Callum surely didn’t, but someone had to.


  He paid cash for another box of ball bearings and some more nails, then got in his car and drove back home.  Under the circumstances, he skipped the café.  By the time he got home, he felt the need to burn off some nervous energy and got out his exercise equipment.  He hadn’t been keeping up as religiously as he had previously, partly because there was no gym in a place as small as Winut, but he had a good excuse to work out his frustrations.


  Once he’d managed to tire himself out, and probably make himself sore enough to regret it in the morning, Callum found he had no patience for reading the textbooks he’d downloaded, and defaulted to playing around with his magic.  If nothing else, the wonder of being able to drag things through the air and teleport them around the house never really waned.


  Eventually, he ended up reading an old scifi book he’d gotten in the used book section of Winut’s local bookstore, twitching every time he caught an animal pass through his spatial perceptions.  Considering how far he’d gotten it to extend, it frayed his nerves something awful.


  When dawn arrived, he was actually on the verge of dozing off when a car came barreling down the road and swerved into his driveway, sliding to a halt in a spray of gravel.  That woke Callum up instantly, and he hastily threw on some pants and a shirt while Jessica got out of the car and ran to the door.  He almost tripped going down the stairs as Jessica hammered on the door with more than normal strength, and had to teleport his cane into his hand at the last instant before he jerked it open.


  “They’ve taken Clara,” she blurted before he could even begin to ask.  “You have to help.”




  Chapter 6 – Violence


  “What.”  Callum blinked at her.  He was fuzzy from lack of sleep, but he was pretty sure that wasn’t why he was confused.  “Who took Clara now?”


  “The vampires!  They got her to walk into the nest and now they have her and⁠—”  Jessica took a shuddering breath.  “You said you’d help.”


  “I don’t⁠—” he said, and stopped.  Jessica was one of the two people who’d actually been around when he’d slipped up and allowed some magic leakage, so it wasn’t like he could convince her he wasn’t a mage.  Besides, as much as he’d prefer not to get involved there was no way in hell he could live with himself if he walked away and left Clara in the clutches of vampires.  Not that he knew anything about vampires other than what he read in fiction, which was apparently wrong, but they were clearly bad news.


  “You said they have her,” he continued after a moment.  “Not that they killed her?”  Jessica nodded mutely.


  “Okay, give me a minute.”  He was not equipped for a magical slugfest with supernaturals, but he could teleport.  While he had no idea if he could manage to smuggle someone out past anything magically complicated, he was confident enough that he could spirit away someone even if they were tied to a chair or cuffed.  Though the thought made him add teleporting handcuffs on and off people to his list of exercises.


  Callum left the door open so as not to be impolite and got his hat and coat from the rack to ward off the early autumn chill.  When he stuck his hands in the pockets he teleported his ad-hoc vis storage ball bearings into the left, and a number of ball bearing siphons to the right.  They were practically the same thing, just that his batteries had the vortex bit erased, leaving only the accumulated vis behind, paltry though it was.  It made him aware of just how woefully undergeared he was.  Not that he had any idea how to make casting implements, but it would have been nice to have something.


  “So what⁠—” he began, and almost stumbled as Jessica grabbed his arm and started hauling him toward her car.  He couldn’t even use his cane like he normally would.  She definitely had abnormal strength.  He weighed something around one-seventy with his muscle, not a huge guy, but Jessica had a grip like iron.


  “Hey,” he protested, making preparations for a teleport just in case.  “Where are we going?”


  “To Arthur and Jeff and Gerry,” Jessica said.  “Before they do something drastic.”


  “Fair enough,” he allowed, vaguely recalling that Jeff was Clara’s father, and got in the car when Jessica let go of his arm.  The drive into town wasn’t long, but long enough for him to consider his approach.  Barring magical interference, getting Clara back was going to be quite possible, but it wouldn’t stop there.  Criminals and murderers wouldn’t give up just because a kidnap victim escaped.


  He had pondered long on how to weaponize the amount of magic he could wield, despite being obviously rather terrible at it, and had some approaches that might work.  Though it was impossible to plan in advance.  He just didn’t know enough.


  Callum had to force himself to relax to keep from fidgeting nervously.  He didn’t have any particular experience with any real trouble or action, so he was absolutely out of his depth.  But it wasn’t like he was going into combat.  In fact, if he had his way, he’d stay at the limit of his range and do everything from there.  At least, that was what he told himself.


  He picked up a wall of magic as they drove into town, coming from the motel across from the café.  It was clearly the work of a real mage, but he had no idea what the complex construct was for.  Callum studied it closely nonetheless, wishing he had his notepad with him so he could sketch it down, and part of him figured that was where Arthur and Gerry were.  Except that he sensed them down under the café, in the safe room, so he had no idea what the other mage was doing.


  He took off his hat by habit when they stepped into the café, and it was only then that he realized he’d forgotten his hairpiece.  Which was long past irrelevant at that point, but it just went to show how rattled he was.  Unfortunately his house was far too far away to find and teleport it.


  The café sign read closed but the lights were on and Jessica breezed in without a worry, heading to the back with Callum following.  He wasn’t even slightly surprised when Jessica led him to the basement, but at least he got to see it with his own eyes rather than spatial sense.  The couches and chairs were all soft blues and greens, and at the moment they were all filled with shifters.


  Two of them were in some sort of weird half-form, eight-foot tall beast-men that looked not quite like wolves.  He didn’t know what the base species was for a shifter, but it had some feline and lizard shape in it as well as canine.  All of them stared at him as he came down the stairs.


  “What are you doing?”  One of the shifted ones demanded of Jessica.  It took Callum a moment to realize it was Arthur Langley, by the accent.  “GAR won’t get involved. Not yet.”  Callum debated what to say for a moment, and settled on a line he was pretty sure was cribbed from a movie.


  “I’m not here,” he said, and Arthur tilted his head at him.  “You don’t know me, and I was never here, understand?”  Arthur’s muzzle slowly peeled back to show his teeth, and then threw back his head and barked a laugh.


  “I understand,” Arthur said.  “You hear that everyone?”  They all nodded, save for two shifters off to one side who were built like linebackers, almost as tall as the shifted Arthur and as solid as a steel bar.  “What can you do?”


  “I’m not going to answer any questions,” Callum said slowly, stepping forward, skin prickling a bit from the sheer focus of all the predators in the room.  Part of his hindbrain really did not like the beast-men, though he wasn’t panicking as much as he might have if he hadn’t already seen them with his spatial sense.  “But I would appreciate being read in.”


  “A chair for Mister Hall,” Arthur said, and one of the shifters that Callum recognized only vaguely as being a café regular stood and brought his chair over for Callum.  Jessica squeezed his arm and went to sit with her husband.


  “The vampires took over the motel across the way,” Arthur started, and Callum frowned.


  “So the mage is with them?”


  “Yes.”  Arthur blinked at Callum, possibly not expecting that question.  “They’re glamouring things so people don’t notice all the guns, and warding so we can’t sneak in.”  Callum stretched out his senses again, trying to figure out the structures and patterns from knowing they were a glamour and a ward, but couldn’t make heads or tails of it.  He didn’t want to poke his magic in and alert whoever was responsible, but there were big gaping holes to run his threads through so it wasn’t like it was an impediment to teleporting.


  “Okay,” Callum said, and Arthur continued.


  “They arrived five days ago.  Three days ago they killed Henry, and we sent for enforcers from the Midwest Alpha,” Arthur said, nodding in the direction of the linebackers.


  “You know they killed Henry?  Why haven’t you done anything about it?  They killed Joan too, didn’t they?”  It was obvious in hindsight.  He wasn’t sure why he hadn’t known that instantly the moment Jessica mentioned vampires.  Arthur gave him an odd look at the questions.


  “How could we do anything about it?  We’re not strong enough to challenge them ourselves, and under the agreements⁠ nobody else can do anything unless we can prove it to GAR or they get caught.”  Callum held up a hand to stop Arthur’s explanation, rage making the shifter’s voice seem to come from far away.  There were vampires here killing people and they couldn’t do anything because of politics.


  “What’s the situation now?”  He asked, when he got himself under control.  The rage cooled into something else in his gut, and he laced his fingers together to keep his hands from trembling.


  “We’re not sure how they got at Clara, but she’s not old enough to have much resistance against their mental influence.  They claim she’s there of her own free will but she’s not.”  


  “Then, what happens when you get her back?”  Callum reached out again, carefully going through every figure in the motel opposite until he found Clara.  It took more concentration to tell people apart, but Clara was pretty obvious, because she was the only one who was crouched down against a wall.  He almost reached out to teleport her then, but if he did that, it might set off all the alarms before he was ready.


  “Well…”  Arthur paced along the carpet, his claws flexing.  “Once she’s free of any magic we can contact Alpha Chester and he’ll have an excuse to send down the rest of the Wolfpack.  Then we can challenge them and drive them out of Winut.”


  “I see.”  Callum said, amazed that his voice came out level.  “You won’t kill them?”


  “I’d like to,” Arthur growled.  “But they’re fast and tough and we’d have to do it outside town, where we won’t be spotted.  There are twelve of them, and twenty thralls, and we don’t have the people to deal with that without casualties.”


  “What kills a vampire?”  That was definitely not part of the forums, and it wasn’t exactly something he could ask anyone else.  Arthur gave him another look, but answered the question.


  “Enough bodily harm.  Mordite weaponry stops their regeneration, if you have any, but if you don’t, you need to destroy the brain or the heart.  It takes a mature shifter to actually do enough damage, given how fast the bastards are.”


  “What about firearms?”  Callum asked.  Arthur shrugged.


  “If you can hit them, it takes something serious to do damage.  It’s usually not worth trying, but a high powered rifle or shotgun at close range can work.”


  “Very well.”  Callum leaned back and closed his eyes, partly to think, partly to sense what was nearby.  He had a burgeoning plan, not a very complicated one, but the simpler the better.  There was a gas station on the corner with the motel and the café, so that was at least half of it.


  “All right, I think I can do this,” he said, feeling out the guns and ammunition stored in the motel across the way.  Much of it was equipped by the exactly twenty individuals that were patrolling the outer part of the motel, but there was a room further in with a goodly amount of weaponry still packed away.  “But I’m going to need a few things.”


  “What do you have in mind?” Arthur asked.


  “No questions,” Callum reminded him.  “I will need earplugs, a large trunk, and the cooperation of your fire department. I assume you have control of it.”


  “We do,” Arthur said.  One of the other shifters simply dug into his pocket and came out with a pair of orange earplugs.  For some reason that wasn’t surprising; the man looked like he worked construction for living or something equally blue collar.


  “Great,” Callum said.  “The last thing is I’m going to need to use one of those rooms.”  He hiked his thumb at the safehouse cells off to the side, each of which was heavily reinforced.  They probably weren’t soundproof, especially if shifters had heightened senses, but it was close enough.


  “Of course,” Arthur said, looking a little confused, but he paced over to the first cell and grabbed the key that hung there to unlock it.  Callum took the earplugs and walked over, while Gerry got up and dug in a storage closet, upending a big plastic tub full of clothes and packaged toiletries.


  “Will this work?”  Gerry asked, and Callum nodded.  He would have to steal some duffles so it wouldn’t be obvious what was inside the container, but that was fine.  There was a lot of stuff he was going to be stealing in the next few minutes.


  “You’re going to get Clara back?”  Jessica asked, and Callum smiled at her.


  “Absolutely.  I can guarantee it.”  He could, too.  It was pretty damn easy to find her, since she was chained to a pipe in the motel basement, completely naked.  It was all Callum could do to keep himself from grabbing her right then and there, but there were two guards with batons guarding her and that would only alert the whole place. 


  Gerry shoved the tub inside and Callum followed, waving them out and having Arthur shut the door.  He took a few deep breaths, feeling things out with his spatial sense, because he was going to have to do everything very quickly when he started.  Mostly because they had a magic user on their side.


  The mage was actually the one he was most worried about, since it was likely she could sense his magic, and definitely his first target.  She was obvious enough, since the wards had threads that led back to her, and every once in a while a pulse of vis would come out to refresh them.  The ambient energy throughout the whole motel was disturbed from all the activity, so if there were any other mages he couldn’t tell.  He hoped not.


  He started by groping his way through the stock of the gas station and teleporting some road flares in front of him.  He checked the price and teleported some cash onto the counter to make up for it, then he located the shotguns he wanted in the store room at the motel, and the ammunition for them.  


  Some were older, but fortunately for him, there were some newer magazine-fed types with loaded magazines.  There was boxed ammo too, but things would have been a lot more difficult if he had needed to reload manually.  Seconds counted, or at least he had to guess they did.


  Callum felt his heart hammering in his chest, and took another breath.  As soon as he started, he was committed.  The vampires had to die, that much was clear.  They preyed on humans, and that was that.  But all the thralls were as human as he was, and he’d have to kill them, too.  But all it took was to look at Clara to decide she deserved a future way more than anybody working for monsters did.


  He wrapped a tight net around his chosen shotguns and a rack of filled magazines and pulled them into the safehouse cell, grabbing the first magazine and loading it while flipping off the safety.  Without pausing even slightly he conjured two pairs of portals.  One was inside the end of the shotgun barrel, with the exit right at the mage’s temple, fractions of an inch away.  The other was larger, on the other side of the mage’s head, and had its exit in the half-full dumpster of the motel.


  Callum pulled the trigger.


  Before the mage even finished crumpling, he jumped the positions of the portals to bracket one of Clara’s guards, firing a second shot.  Then a third shot, to take out the other guard.  He paused long enough to wrap his spatial threads around Clara, sliding them under the chains, and pulled.  It was a lot harder than when he was dealing with objects, the teleportation framework trying to just slide off of Clara rather than take her along, but when he gave it enough juice it worked and she popped into the safehouse cell next to his.


  Then he resumed.  Each pull of the trigger was incredibly loud in the enclosed space, even if a lot of the noise was on the other end.  Still, he was fast enough that just alerting them didn’t mean much.  He could move his portals so quickly that he barely had to pause in shooting, targeting the vampires next.  There were twelve of them in the basement, stretched out on beds rather than in coffins, but their inhuman features made it obvious what they were.  Instead of aiming at their temples, he went from under the chin, hoping that by maximizing brain destruction he stood the best chance of killing them, or at least stunning them for a while.


  He got five before he had to change magazines, fumbling and nearly dropping it while watching and waiting for one of the others to get up.  One of them started to stir just as he lifted the shotgun to his shoulder, so he bracketed that one with his portals and pulled the trigger again.  It went still.  Rapid-fire, he executed the remainder, or at least rendered them insensate.  There were bits of bone and brain coming through the exit portals sometimes, but not all the time, and he had no idea how fast they could regenerate, or from what.


  The remainder of the guards were a bit tougher, since they’d had time to react to the muffled sounds of gunshots.  They were moving around, some starting to sweep the building, others heading down toward the vampires, and he had to focus to match what he was doing with moving bodies.  It felt like forever, but it was probably no more than five seconds later that he started jumping his portals again, dropping one thrall after another.  He had to change magazines twice more, but that was the only delay.


  Then it was over.  His heart was pounding, his finger and shoulder were sore, and he felt sick, but it probably hadn’t been more than a minute between the start and the end.  Not that he could rest yet.  It was one thing to kill them, it was another to make sure everything was dead, would stay dead, and there was nothing that would lead back to him.


  Callum teleported a bunch of his siphon ball bearings throughout the motel.  He didn’t have enough for one per room, but he did the best he could.  Then he began looting the place.


  He pulled stuff from the storeroom to him, including empty luggage that had clearly been used to transport the guard’s guns.  In addition to weapons and ammunition, there was also cash, laptops, jewelry, phones, and from the mage’s quarters, stuff that was clearly magical.  He separated out the electronics, hastily cracking them open and yanking out memory cards and hard drives.  The remains went back to the motel.  While Callum didn’t have time to count it, looting the vampires looked to have at least doubled his cash on hand, not to mention the value of everything else he’d taken.


  While part of him wanted to leave all the guard’s equipment with them, he was planning to burn the motel down and ammo cooking off would do nobody any good.  So he swept it all up and stuffed it into anything that was still empty, having freed up a lot of space by ditching the computers.  He felt a few pangs of guilt at stealing everything, but that hesitation was almost funny considering how deep he already was.


  Once again he opened up a small portal, but it led from the underground tank of gasoline at the station into the hotel.  Callum jumped it from room to room, letting a couple gallons spill here and there and making sure to douse the vampires before he lit one of the road flares.  The first one he actually teleported into the vampire’s room, but for the second he used a portal to jab the lit end into a number of the rooms before finally tossing it where the mage had been. The actual packaging followed, just so there wouldn’t be anything left to indicate what he’d done.


  Then he was finished.  The duffles and suitcases, filled with guns and ammunition and everything else he’d taken, got teleported into a utility crawlspace under the gas station, and he looked around to make sure there was nothing different in the saferoom.  The plastic tub had turned out to be useless, but that was fine, he could barely remember what he’d wanted it for in the first place.  


  His hands were definitely shaking, and he shoved them in his pockets, filling himself up from his makeshift batteries while waiting for his siphon bearings to clean up the lingering spatial magic inside the room.  While he hadn’t really expended that much, aside from teleporting Clara, it felt like he’d run a marathon.  He knocked on the door, and Arthur opened it.


  Unsurprisingly, Clara was already out.  He’d missed it while he was concentrating on getting the job done, but there was nobody else the half-sized not-a-wolf curled up in her father’s lap could be.  Arthur, still in beast form, sniffed at Callum and sneezed.


  “Gunpowder, but no magic,” he noted.  “How did you get her?”


  “No questions,” Callum reminded him.  “And I was never here.”


  “The vampires?”  Arthur questioned, but he was answered by someone thumping down the stairs.


  “The motel is on fire!”  He shouted, and Arthur looked from him to Callum.  Callum shrugged.


  “Can I get a ride home?”  Callum asked.


  ***


  Arthur Langley watched the maybe-mage but definitely-dangerous man who had singlehandedly wiped a vampire nest in under five minutes exchange some surprisingly heartfelt words with Clara’s parents and Jessica, and even awkwardly address the still-shifted Clara, before following Gerry up the stairs.  He stood there for a moment, ears canted and teeth bared before he forced himself to shift back to human and take out his phone. He dialed a number, and tapped his foot as he waited for the man on the other end to pick up.


  “Alpha?”


  “Ron,” Arthur said.  “I want a fire containment on the Flats Motel.”


  “You don’t want it put out?”  Ron sounded surprised.


  “No.  Let it burn, just don’t let it spread.”


  “Yes, Alpha.”  He asked no questions, and Arthur hung up, then dialed another number.


  “Chester here.”  His Alpha’s bass voice made his phone vibrate.


  “Arthur Langley again.  That issue with the vampires I reported a few hours ago?  It’s resolved.”  There was a long silence, then a heavy sigh came from the other end.


  “What did you do?”  Chester asked ominously.


  “I didn’t do anything,” Arthur told him.  “In fact, I can swear that no member of the pack was involved, or even crossed into the land that the vampires had claimed for themselves.”  There was another silence.


  “Let me rephase.  Tell me what happened,” Chester ordered, and Arthur winced.  Just because he was glad to see the bastards burn didn’t mean he should be flip with his Alpha.


  “A man offered to help.  He told us that he was not there, that he was never there, and we didn’t know him.”  Arthur considered how to put it.  “The name I know him by is obviously not his real name, but I wouldn’t want to even say that one out loud on the phone.”


  “A man.”  Chester said, less oppressively.  He understood how delicate Arthur was trying to be.  “A shifter?  A mage?”


  “I’m not actually certain.  He clearly wears makeup on his wrist where a mage mark could be, but there’s no magic scent near him.  Jessica said she smelled magic there once, but not since the one time and of course I never have.”


  “It wasn’t even that strong that time,” Jessica said from the side, her hand on Clara’s head to soothe her.  With shifter hearing, any phone conversation included the entire room.  “But I know I didn’t imagine it.”


  “He asked for earplugs, went into one of our panic cells, and shut the door.  We heard gunshots, and two minutes later Clara walked out of one of the other panic cells.  Maybe five minutes after that, he walks out, smelling like gunpowder but not like magic, and the motel is on fire.  Not to mention, the room’s completely empty, no guns or casings or the like.”


  “The individual in question was afraid the whole time he was here,” John rumbled.  He was one of the Wolfpack, Chester’s enforcers, and they’d eventually report everything in their own way.  For the moment, they were polite enough to respect Arthur’s boundaries and not mention Chase Hall’s name.  “But not of us.  It seemed to be just general anxiety.  He got angry too, but at the vampires and GAR, in my estimation.”


  “I could smell it too,” Arthur agreed.  “In fact, every time I’ve met him he’s seemed severely stressed.  I’m not sure what to make of it.”


  “He did say he moved here for health reasons,” Jessica pointed out.


  “That is quite odd,” Chester said thoughtfully.  “I know mages can hide their presence, but they rarely do.  There’s no point, and I understand it weakens them.  Perhaps he is fae, instead?”


  “I hadn’t considered that,” Arthur said thoughtfully.  “He didn’t seem the type, and usually I can smell them anyway.”


  “In a sense, it doesn’t matter.  The vampires will scream bloody murder, but if all you know is a man who doesn’t exist stayed in your basement and then all the vampires died of extreme incompetence, there’s little they can do.”


  “They’re going to want to know who he is,” Arthur warned.


  “Oh, they’ll probably even pull strings to get a GAR investigator out there.  I expect they won’t find anything.”  The tone of voice made it obvious Chester was making it an order, not a hope.


  “As I said, the motel is on fire.  I suppose we’ll have to save the bodies, but I doubt any other traces of whatever he did will remain.”


  “Good.  Now, how did he find out about it?  You only called me an hour ago.”


  “I went and got him,” Jessica volunteered.  “I saw him in town earlier, and he told me if he could help, he would.  When they took Clara, I just thought⁠—” She paused, then continued.  “If he was a mage, he could do something.”


  “Hmm.”  The sound of Chester’s fingers tapping something glass came over the phone.  “That’s a point for fae, actually.  Breaking all the GAR laws to keep his word.”


  “Either way, Alpha, we owe him.”


  “Yes,” Chester agreed. “The question is: who, exactly, do we owe?  We want to make sure we’re not getting into something worse than what the vampires were up to.”


  “One more point,” John put in.  “The number of gunshots was exactly the same as the number of vampires and thralls.  Plus their mage.”  That pronouncement was met with a thoughtful silence.


  “So, investigate, but discreetly,” Arthur concluded.


  “Very discreetly.”




  Chapter 7 – Consequences


  Callum was a wreck for the rest of the day.  Not because it had been hard, but because it had been easy.  So easy.  Terrifyingly, horrifyingly easy.  He was a terrible newbie mage with all of three or four tricks and he’d destroyed the vampires and their thralls.  If he lost his mind and went on a rampage, there wasn’t a single mundane in the world who had a chance against him, and he was just starting to learn.


  It was almost enough to make him understand the restrictions GAR put on mages, but fortunately after a few hours of showering some semblance of sense returned.  The only reason he’d gotten away with it was because their mage had been stupid and careless, the defenses were geared against shifters, and because he had a completely safe area coincidentally close enough to actually reach.  In the real world, he couldn’t fire a gun off willy-nilly even if he could displace the bullets a hundred feet away.


  When the adrenaline high finally left him, he actually fell asleep in the shower, only waking up after he had exhausted the tank and the water turned cold.  He tried crawling into bed but slept only fitfully, starting awake every time a car drove down the road.  By the time he dragged himself out again it was evening and he was feeling a little more human, but there was still a tight knot in his stomach that he couldn’t do anything about.


  Callum went ahead and burned the clothes that he’d been wearing, though it wasn’t likely that anyone could track them.  In fact, it was far more likely that he’d be traced through one of the Langleys spilling what happened than it was from some forensic investigation of the scene.  There wasn’t much he could do about that.


  In fact, in hindsight, it would have been far better if he could have taken care of everything without going down to that basement at all.  Not that he regretted saving Clara one bit, but it would have been far better to agree, leave, and do things out of sight from everyone.  He wasn’t sure how he could have gotten Clara out of there without teleporting her, but if he’d done it somewhere other than the saferoom, it might have been easier to explain.


  Either way, he was stuck with it.  He couldn’t change what he had done, just make sure he was better about it in the future.  Part of him was actually surprised someone hadn’t been by yet to follow up; it had been hours and the motel fire was probably out.  The best case scenario was that the Langley shifters, or whatever they called themselves, had collectively decided to keep Callum a secret, but he couldn’t plan for that.


  He hoped he wouldn’t have to abandon Winut, but he probably would.  Which meant he had to plan for that, and that meant he needed to get the stash of loot.  Callum cast his senses outside and, finding nothing suspicious, got on his remaining jacket and started his car.  


  Instead of going into town the usual way he circled around, coming at the gas station from the other direction.  Unsurprisingly, the actual street where the motel had stood was blocked off, but he only needed to get within range of the gas station in order to teleport all the luggage into the back of his car.  He replaced the entire bundle with a single screw enchanted as a siphon, in the hopes that if someone actually looked there wouldn’t be any traces.


  By the time he got back home he had been up and moving long enough to realize he was absolutely ravenous.  He basically hadn’t eaten anything since the previous day, so he made himself a sandwich from the stuff in the fridge as he teleported all the loot into the main room of his house.  Eight duffle bags of weapons, six large cases of ammunition, two briefcases with the hard drives he’d purloined, and then several large lockboxes with money and valuables.  Finally, one loose duffel with the magical stuff he’d looted from the mage’s room.


  It was actually too much.  He didn’t have anywhere he could hide it all from a determined search.  There were hollow spaces in the walls, of course, and some odd nooks and crannies, but the sheer amount of weaponry alone meant he needed to find or make a stash somewhere else.  Callum summoned his notepad to his hand and wrote that on his list before digging into the actual specifics of what he’d acquired.


  The weapons were, to his disappointment, just normal commercial weapons.  He’d been hoping for some magically enhanced ones, but no.  Not that he could really complain, since now he had enough armament to outfit an entire platoon.  Callum itemized the actual numbers of pistols, rifles, and shotguns as he went.  The pistols seemed to be mundane armament, since they were merely standard nine-millimeter types, but all the rifles and shotguns were big and heavy.


  The magic, as it turned out, was in the ammunition.  There were cases of normal commercial stuff, but most of it was not normal or commercial.  The bulk of it was labeled silverite, engraved on the cases of rifle and shotgun ammunition, but there was a decent amount of black mordite and silver-grey corite stuff too.  For use against vampires and fae respectively, he assumed.  What people used against dragonblooded was anyone’s guess.


  While he could manipulate the silverite and mordite and corite with his magic, he couldn’t see inside them.  With a little effort he could sweep his spatial sense into a material, like a rock or a wall, but the magical ammunition completely resisted that.  Which was a little discomfiting, but it at least meant he’d be able to identify the stuff easily enough in the future.


  When he took a closer look at it, a good amount of the stuff he’d looted from the mage was the same way.  There were a few jars of liquids and powders, with labels in a script he couldn’t read, and trying to push his senses into them was difficult.  They weren’t quite as bluntly impossible as the anti-supernatural weapons, but it seemed anything that held magic was hard to sound out.


  Aside from what he’d made himself, of course.  It was an interesting question whether or not his little ball bearings would be magically opaque to another mage, or if he needed to do something special to get the effect.  Unfortunately, there wasn’t another mage to ask.


  Along with the components there were a set of ceramic slates with designs on them, clearly made with the liquid and the powder.  Probing them with his senses he found that while some of it was just as hard to read, the center was completely open with a loop of magic in it not unlike the vortices.  If he had to guess, the plates were magical tools and the center was where the user fed mana.


  He didn’t try to use them.  He had no idea what they did, and no matter how curious he was he didn’t want to take the risk of blowing himself or his house up, or igniting some magical beacon that would draw attention down on him.  The magic stuff became a note on his notepad to investigate later, and he put them aside.


  The other source of magic was something that looked like a woman’s compact, but the interior had a set of thin metal plates with etching similar to the ones on the slates, arranged so the user could flip through them.  The main difference seemed to be that the compact’s plates were far simpler.  It was all very mysterious and he didn’t dare supply it any mana or vis without knowing what it was.


  Callum was really starting to get irritated, so he turned to the last bit, the lockboxes and the cash.  At the very least, the more fungible part of the loot would cheer him up.  Even though he didn’t have the keys and hadn’t learned lockpicking, he could simply teleport the stuff out of the locked containers.


  There was just shy of one hundred thousand dollars in cash, but that wasn’t really the main haul.  The gold plates, each of them labeled at one hundred grams of 999.9 pure gold and stamped with an unfamiliar logo, were.  Ten kilograms of gold was a lot of money.  A lot of money.  Callum’s consulting business had put him comfortably right at six figures for income, but actually staring at so much money gathered in one place was something else.


  There was also some sort of elaborate crest, the kind that used to be used for sealing wax on documents, that looked like it was gold but resisted his senses enough to be an alloy of one of the supernatural metals.  It had some sort of abstract logo on it, nestled in among a bunch of baroque swirls, which if he was fanciful might represent vampire fangs, but it was difficult to tell.  That, unfortunately, was something he couldn’t sell.  It might be magical, and it was definitely traceable.


  Callum opened up the briefcase with all the hard drives he’d taken and stared at them.  It had seemed like a good idea at the time but he actually had no idea what he’d look for.  He had no tools for cracking open encrypted files, he didn’t have the resources to reference phone numbers or account numbers, and he didn’t have the contacts to make use of any information he did manage to get.


  Not to mention he didn’t have the know-how to make sure his computer was safe from any malware or whatever that was encoded in the hard drives.  Sure, that might be giving them too much credit, but he couldn’t think of a single reason to take the risk.  At the same time, he was loath to simple toss them, so he got a bottle of rubbing alcohol and wiped them off to get rid of his prints in case he ever did pass them on.


  He wasn’t sure he would.  The only person he could give them to was Arthur Langley, and for all he knew shifters would be able to smell his scent on them unless he gave them a bath in alcohol or something.  Obviously Arthur already knew Callum was involved, but whatever specialists would be trying to get at the data did not.  The same was true of the crest.


  Callum felt woefully underprepared.  He had originally thought that he’d stay in Winut for years, slowly working out magic details while lying low, then when he knew more he’d know what the next step would be.  Now it was clear that not only would that not be happening, he didn’t have even the basic supplies for dealing with brushes with the supernatural.


  The list on the notepad got longer.  He could have used his phone, but he didn’t entirely trust the sanctity of his data there.  It might be excessively paranoid, but anything connected to the internet could be compromised, and without a supernatural-friendly phone he was probably even more vulnerable.  The people at the top of GAR certainly didn’t have to worry about their electronics being hacked.  Or at the very least, didn’t have to worry about the consequences if they were.


  He hemmed and hawed over the magical stuff, but eventually put it in a separate bag.  If he figured out or found out what it was, he might take it with him, but there was no point in loading himself down just because it was shiny and magical.  Everything else got repacked and moved to the basement.  If nothing else, it was far, far easier to deal with moving things with his magic.


  One of the duffles got repurposed into his new bug-out bag, with all the currency and some of the new weapons.  The old ones he’d brought with him when he moved to Winut would have to be discarded and destroyed, considering they were still registered to Callum Wells.  Which was a shame, but if someone came by and wanted to inspect his guns, the matching serial numbers would give the game away.


  For better or for worse, it was near midnight by the time he finished sorting.  Which meant he couldn’t actually address his list, but he was also still exhausted.  It wasn’t just from a lack of sleep either, it was from the imagined echoes of what he’d just done.  He could still feel the kick of the shotgun against his shoulder and hear the sound.  Shooting targets was one thing; shooting people was another.  Since he had run out of things to do, Callum ascended to his bedroom again and tried to sleep.


  ***


  “So the weapons we retrieved from the building matched those that were used to commit the murders,” Arthur Langley told the reporter.  “We’ll have a full report later, but we’re certain that the murderer was part of the drug gang that was caught inside the motel.”  He found it absurd that even in a distant place like Winut, someone showed up hunting down news.  Even after he’d vastly under-reported the number of bodies and attributed the fire to drug manufacturing gone wrong.


  “You’re confident that there will be no further murders in Winut?”  The reporter asked, in exactly the most irritating possible tone.


  “Nothing is certain but death and taxes,” Arthur told her.  “But those druggies won’t be killing anyone else.  No further questions.”  He walked away from the camera, ignoring the inane and useless questions she was shouting.  It was all just a show anyway, because the people he actually had to worry about were yet to arrive.


  Just as he was thinking that, his phone buzzed, the caller ID proclaiming that Gerry wanted his attention.  He took a moment to make sure he was out of earshot of the mundanes before he answered it, sliding into his car.


  “They’re here?”  He asked, turning the key and starting the engine.


  “Waiting for you at the pack compound,” Gerry confirmed.


  “Please tell me they didn’t bring a vamp along.”  It was still daylight, so a vamp wouldn’t be particularly active, but they always traveled with an annoying coterie.


  “They didn’t, thankfully.  It’s a mage and a fae.”


  “Anyone we know?”  Arthur wasn’t surprised GAR hadn’t sent a shifter agent.  Considering the nature of the tensions, there would have been severe conflicts of interest.


  “Nobody I know, but maybe you’ve heard of them.  Agents Danforth and Black.”  That didn’t ring any bells for Arthur, but he wasn’t plugged in to the inner workings of GAR anyway.


  “Text that to Alpha Chester,” Arthur ordered.  “See if he knows anything about them.  I’ll be there in ten minutes.”


  “Yes, Alpha.”  Gerry hung up, and Arthur concentrated on driving for the next thirty seconds or so before his phone buzzed.  He stopped at an intersection and checked the text from Chester.


  Danforth wind mage.  Black reads corpses.  Be careful.  Arthur replied with a thumbs-up and then continued driving.  He certainly intended to be careful.


  The pack compound was a sprawling converted farm outside of Winut, several hundred acres fenced off and filled with shifter-friendly buildings and amenities.  He didn’t spend nearly as much time there as he would have liked, since his position as Sheriff wasn’t just for show.  It really was a full-time job, though not coincidentally one that put him in control of any possible supernatural incidents, especially ones that might involve his own people.


  He pulled into the driveway, noting there was a glider-plane instead of a rented car sitting in the field.  It made sense for a wind mage to use such a thing, he supposed, especially since there weren’t any teleport circles nearby, but they’d need a car for use around town.  They probably expected the pack to play taxi.  Which grated, but was technically reasonable for them to ask.


  The general mood through the pack bonds was subdued but positive.  They all knew that there was absolutely nothing GAR could fault them for, but at the same time, they needed to be careful not to give anything away about their mysterious savior.  Though there were only two pack members aside from himself, Jessica, Gerry, Clara, and Clara’s parents who actually knew about Mister Hall.  The Wolfpack pair had already gone back to Chester, though, so they weren’t an issue.


  He heard the tap of keyboard keys before he even opened the door, and smelled Danforth’s magic along with a colder, more floral undertone that had to be fae.  So he wasn’t surprised when he entered and found the pair of them on their laptops in the big den.  If they’d been friends of the pack, it would have been the kitchen, but it took a lot to earn that.


  “Agents,” he said, considering but ultimately deciding against a shift to war form.  They’d probably just see it as intimidation, rather than him just wanting to destress after a long few days.  Danforth was a lanky specimen, looking middle-aged but still spry, while Black seemed very young and wispy, dark hair and pale skin a strong contrast to Danforth’s blonde hair and tan.


  “Alpha Langley,” Danforth said, standing up and offering his hand while being careful not to look Arthur in the eyes.  He had to suppress a grin.  No Alpha that interacted with the greater populace felt much of a challenge from anyone that wasn’t a shifter, but it was nice to leave it in the protocols.  “How goes the cleanup?”


  “Your people were still digging when I left,” Arthur said.  “But we have all the corpses in the morgue for you.”


  “Excellent,” Danforth said, glancing at Black.  She nodded faintly.  “We’ll go there after we ask you a few questions,” Danforth continued.  “Nothing sensitive, just to clarify a few points.”  Arthur found it amusing that they were using the standard line on him, despite the fact that he was in law enforcement as well.


  “Sure,” he told them. “Go ahead.”


  “So, you didn’t challenge the Noreseti nest over taking up residence in Winut?”  Danforth asked.


  “Correct.  I’ll be completely frank, we do not have enough mature shifters to deal with what they brought, and they knew it.  I was discussing options with my Alpha when the situation resolved itself.”


  “Resolved itself,” Danforth noted.  “An interesting way to put it.”


  “My pack certainly didn’t have anything to do with it.”  Arthur shrugged.  


  “So you say,” Danforth said, and Arthur growled at him.  The mage didn’t exactly flinch, but his body language became far more defensive.  The man might be a GAR agent, but that didn’t mean he could insult Arthur in his own home.


  “My apologies,” Danforth corrected himself.  “It is just that it seems difficult to credit that someone could destroy a vampire nest of that size without being obvious about it.”


  “It is difficult to credit,” Arthur agreed.  “I’m still surprised.  But as I said, I only asked for help from Alpha Chester, and only within the confines of territorial agreements.  The destruction surprised me as much as anyone.”  He was fairly certain that mages like Danforth couldn’t truth-scry him inside his own home.  So far as he knew that required elaborate enchanting, and their own dedicated rooms, but it was easier to tell the truth.  Just not the whole truth.


  Danforth looked at Arthur for a few moments, then glanced over at Black.  She shrugged silently and he sighed.


  “Very well, let’s go see the corpses.”


  “I didn’t see a car outside,” Arthur observed neutrally.  Danforth’s mouth twisted.


  “May I request transportation for the duration, Alpha Langley?”  It was obvious enough that he was irritated by having to make the request, but that was just tough.


  “Yes.  We can take mine to the morgue, and I’ll arrange to have a loaner brought out.” Surely someone in the pack had a beater they wouldn’t mind foisting off on the GAR pair.  It was maybe a little petty not to try and find a new car for them, but they were the ones who decided to come in an impractical wind mage vehicle.


  The supernatural morgue was, obviously, not in the same place as the mundane one.  Not that Winut had a mundane morgue, let alone one capable of holding thirty-three bodies.  No, the supernatural morgue was nearly an hour away, in Alpha Chester’s territory.  It probably would have been easier on everyone to meet the agents there, but GAR probably wanted to make a statement by having them show up at Arthur’s home.


  He wasn’t looking forward to a full hour’s drive with them, but fortunately after a few more minutes of verbal prodding about the events of the Flats Hotel Massacre, which was what they were calling the case, Danforth defaulted to working on his laptop.  And talking to Black, who only ever answered with pantomime.


  Normally Arthur would have gone straight to Alpha Chester to pay his respects upon entering his territory, but that was another hour’s drive and he was in charge of the GAR agents.  He contented himself with a text updating Chester about their location and intentions as he waited for them to gather up their laptops and exit the car.  When they had themselves sorted he led them into the bland warehouse and down to where the charred bodies were laid out on the slabs.


  The fire had done a pretty good job of rendering the bodies unrecognizable, and likely not identifiable outside of genetic matching and dental records, but they were still more or less intact.  He’d been a little spooked when he’d seen them the first time, and seeing them a second time didn’t really help.  Arthur was no stranger to death and dead bodies, but so many of them with the exact same wounds was bizarre.


  Danforth’s mouth was set in a hard line as he and Black walked along the rows of corpses, stopping now and then to take pictures.  What Danforth thought he’d get from the pictures, Arthur didn’t know, and fire-scorched mundanes were not exactly photogenic.


  “They’re all identical,” he said after a while.


  “Yup,” Arthur agreed.


  “Every single mundane has an entry wound at the right temple.  Every single vampire has one at the base of the throat, aimed upward,” Danforth continued, raising his eyebrows at Arthur.


  “I noticed that myself,” he agreed.  “I think you’ll agree that’s not shifter work.  I’m not entirely certain what could do that.”


  “That’s what we’re here to find out.”  He nodded to Black, and she stepped forward and touched the seared skin of the nearest body with one finger with a moue of distaste.  The cold scent of fae suddenly spiked as black veins popped out over Black’s pale white skin, her eyes turning into twin pools of darkness.  Arthur had to keep himself from shifting; fae magic got really creepy sometimes, and Black was clearly on the far end of the scale.


  It didn’t last more than two or three seconds.  The transformation went as quickly as it came, and Black sighed.


  “Completely blank.  He was just standing there, and then he was dead.  Didn’t see or hear anything.”  It was the first time he’d heard her speak, and her voice was strange, holding some overtones that were probably magical.  He was glad shifters had some resistance to magic, because there was definitely something in that voice he didn’t want directed at him.


  “Maybe try one of the vampires?”  Danforth suggested, and Black made a face, but went over to that side.  They had been rather more thoroughly cooked, and bone showed through in a few places, so Black reluctantly touched the bodies with only the barest tips of her fingers as she read them.


  “It’s the same,” she reported.  “He was sleeping, and then nothing.”


  “Well, keep trying,” Danforth told her.  “Someone had to have seen something.”


  But nobody had.  Black focused on the mundanes, since it had happened during the day and the vamps had probably just been asleep, but she tapped out after five more and they’d all been killed the same way.  One bullet, no warning, instant death.  The most information she got was that some of them had heard gunshots in the far distance before they died, and two of them guarding something.  Arthur mentally revised his image of Mister Chase Hall from merely dangerous to absolutely terrifying.  Not only had he destroyed a vampire nest in minutes, he’d done so without anyone catching him at it, and of course without getting a scratch on himself.  He hadn’t even looked winded.  Fae assassin was seeming a pretty reasonable guess.


  “I’m afraid we’ll be imposing on you for a while,” Danforth said, discreetly propping Black up after her show of magic.  “Someone who can do this is too dangerous to just let run around loose.”


  “I’ll have to find some room with the pack,” Arthur said.  “Our motel burned to the ground.”


  “Ha, ha,” Danforth said, without a speck of humor, and Arthur pulled out his phone once again to update his pack.  Since they were an hour away, it was a good time for them to go update Mister Hall, though if everyone kept their mouths shut he doubted that the agents would stumble on him.


  There might be some evidence in the motel itself, as the cleanup crew was still going through it, but Arthur doubted it.  If Mister Hall had been thorough enough to ensure that every shot he took was done without giving anything away at all, then he was thorough enough not to leave anything behind that the fire wouldn’t take care of.




  Chapter 8 – Tension


  The car turning into Callum’s driveway was familiar, and it wasn’t the sheriff’s.  He was still feeling tired and hungover, even if he hadn’t drunk a single drop of alcohol, so it took him a moment to recognize Jessica Langley driving and Clara in the passenger seat.  Part of him was surprised it was just those two, but at the same time he was glad there was nobody else.


  Of all the people who might have shown up after what had happened, those two were probably the least worrisome to see arrive on his doorstep.  He struggled out of bed and splashed water on his face, making sure he affixed the hairpiece and summoned his cane to his hand.  Though he’d been out of sorts when he’d gone to the café before, he couldn’t allow himself to break the habits of his disguise.  When the knock on the door came he grabbed his cane, stumped down the stairs, and opened it up while offering the pair a smile.


  “I wasn’t sure you’d be here,” Jessica said.


  “Should I have gone?”  He could barely summon the adrenaline to wake himself any further, but he did reach out with his senses to find his supplies, ready to move at a moment’s notice.


  “No, I don’t think so,” Jessica told him.  “There are GAR agents here to investigate things, but they don’t know about you.”


  “I wanted to say thank you,” Clara said abruptly, hovering uncertainly a moment before stepping forward to give Callum a hug, squeezing with more strength than a girl her age should have.  He just stood there awkwardly, arms partly raised, too stunned to do anything but try and let his brain catch up.


  “You’re welcome,” Callum said.  “But remember, I wasn’t there, I didn’t do anything.”


  “We understand,” Jessica said, as Clara finally let him go.  “But at the same time, we can’t just forget it, so…”  She nodded at Clara, who picked up a large package from where it was resting on the porch and offered it to him.  He hadn’t smelled it before, but once it got closer the scent of steak and garlic and butter wafted to his nose.  Callum’s stomach growled.


  “The Sienna Café is kind of closed for a while anyway, until they finish cleaning up the motel remains, so we brought you a bunch of food,” Clara explained.


  “Well, I am hungry,” Callum said, suddenly feeling ravenous.  “Why don’t you come around back and you can fill me in.”


  He led them around the side, knowing that his worries that they’d be able to smell the guns and money he’d confiscated from the vampires was probably unfounded, but he didn’t want to take the chance.  If nothing else, he hadn’t exactly cleaned up the house for company.  The back porch, on the other hand, was nice enough even with the chill in the air.


  Callum got one of the take-out containers from the package, opening it to reveal a heroically large steak, far larger than he ever ordered.  He did offer to share it with Clara and Jessica, but they declined.  Clara slightly more reluctantly than Jessica.  Though considering she worked in the café, he was pretty sure she could get ahold of all the eats she could ever want.  On the other hand, teens were always hungry.


  “If you don’t mind my being rude by eating, what’s going on?”


  “Alpha Langley went to meet the GAR agents this morning,” Jessica said, unperturbed.  “He says they didn’t get anything off the bodies, but they’re going to be poking around anyway.”


  “Mmm.”  Callum mumbled through a mouthful of steak.  Unless they had something specifically pointing to Callum, it was probably better to stay and try to brazen it out than vanish.  If he decided to up and leave, that would look damn suspicious.  Then they’d investigate his house and yard and probably find some evidence that he had been involved, considering how thorough forensics could be.  His greatest security was simply not being suspected.


  “The GAR people have been going over the motel for almost a whole day now,” Clara put in.  “But I don’t think they found anything either.  I don’t really know much about what mages do, though.”


  Unfortunately, neither did Callum.  He thought his little siphons and the subsequent fire would remove the only traces he’d left of his magic from the portals, but he really didn’t know.  There was always the possibility that there was some mage or, more likely, some fae who could just see the past and sniff him out no matter how careful he was.


  “I appreciate you telling me,” Callum said, cutting himself another bite.  “I’m not sure there’s anything we can do to affect things at this point, though.”


  “We’re keeping our mouths shut,” Jessica said.  “But Alpha Chester is worried that your help might cost something. Something we can’t afford.”


  “Alpha Chester?”  Callum asked, then immediately castigated himself for doing so.  If he was pretending to be a mundane, he wouldn’t know anything, but if he was pretending to be a normal member of supernatural society, he really shouldn’t ask about local leaders.  Any ordinary person would know, and he had heard the name before.  Admittedly, he wasn’t in the best state of mind then.


  “The Midwest Alpha,” Clara told him, not seeming to care about his ignorance.  “He’s Alpha Langley’s own Alpha, so while you did help us, in a way you helped him too.”


  “Well.”  Callum considered how to play it.  He wanted to use as few lies as possible, because that sort of thing was easy to get tangled in, but that wasn’t the same as telling the whole truth.  It was best to just play the mysterious stranger, because then people would draw their own conclusions and confirm their own biases. “It was not something I did to get rewarded.  I did it because I told you I would help if I could.  And I could.”


  “So you’re not looking to call in anything for what we owe you?”


  “You don’t owe me.”  Callum smiled briefly.  “Like I said, I was never there.  It never happened.  In fact, while I appreciate the gratitude, I would prefer that we leave it there and not speak of it again.”  For all he knew, a mage somewhere could listen in from a hundred miles away, and with two GAR agents in the area it was better to be circumspect.


  “Yes, of course,” Jessica said, glancing at Clara.  “Well, we’ll be opening the café again in a few days.  I hope to see you there!”


  “I’ll probably be out of food by then,” Callum said with a laugh, looking at the stack of takeout containers still in the package.  “Well, maybe not, but you can be sure that I’ll be stopping by.”  Assuming he was still there.  Knowing there were actual GAR agents made him think of his to-do list.  He needed to go into town and get supplies.


  Now that he had some basic magic, he actually had two ways of bugging out.  One was the mundane way, hitching rides, using cash, and generally not leaving a trail, and the other was the magical way.  He could teleport himself now, or he could, at least in theory, nullify his own gravity and space-drag himself.  That gave him the option of a poor man’s flight, though it absolutely came with issues of its own.  Among them the fact that he hadn’t actually tried it yet.


  The only problem was that he did have to worry about the vis itself being traceable.  That probably wouldn’t matter too much most of the time, whatever disturbance he made lost over time or mixed in with the presence of other mages, but with a pair of GAR agents nearby he couldn’t take the chance.  At least not immediately.  He would only feel comfortable using magic if he was far away from anyone who could track it.


  “Great,” said Jessica, and stood up, Clara following suit.  “We’ll get out of your hair, then.  Enjoy your meal!”


  “Enjoy your meal!”  Clara echoed, Callum stood to walk them out to the car before returning to put the take-out in the fridge and finish the absolutely massive steak.  Alone, he teleported the notepad to himself and added more items, on the presumption that he might be able to bring more than a bag or two with him.  More of a pious hope, really, but it was better than not being prepared.


  He drove out maybe half an hour later, circling around the closed road while he cast his senses out at the remains of the motel.  It was still surreal to think that he’d done that, so hard to believe that it was like watching the actions of a stranger.  But the truth was he’d do it again, considering what they’d done.


  There were people combing over the ruins, as Clara had said, and while at least half of them weren’t human, none of them were shifters.  Nor were there any vampires; they seemed to be some kind of fae, by the pointy ears and the bizarre haze of magic coming off them.  It wasn’t threads and fields like mage spells, but rather like flowing water.  He didn’t dare probe too closely, but he did see some weak flickers of magic from some kind of mage, which probably did a great job of hiding any tracks he might have left.


  The stores he needed to visit were far enough from the motel as to be out of range, but he kept his senses active anyway.  Camping supplies, duct tape, hardware cloth, plastic bags, tarp — nothing that would raise an eyebrow by itself, but taken all together it might look like he was getting rid of bodies.  Which was why he went to different stores, of course.


  He got back home and busied himself with cleaning up his loot.  The camping supplies went into the duffles along with clothes, money, and one each of the guns with a small amount of ammunition.  While before he’d taken it for the principle of the thing, now he knew exactly how lethal he could be.  And how lethal he might need to be.


  The rest of the guns, the ammunition, and the magical items went in small packages, plastic bags wrapped in duct tape.  He needed to cache it in some way, but he’d been chewing over the possibilities for that and had maybe a solution.  It wasn’t a pretty solution, but it would probably work.


  Callum got a spade and went to the basement, then reached out with his senses to find a rock somewhere deep in his yard.  He carefully surrounded it and exchanged its position with air, though if it needed an extra-hard push of mana, creating a little bit of a pocket that he quickly opened a portal into.  It was about as wide as his hand, and he started shoveling dirt out with the trowel.  Once it was big enough, he widened the portal and shoved one of the packages into it.  Then for good measure, tossed a siphon bearing in with the package and dropped the portal, leaving the entire thing buried nearly ten feet underground.


  He worked his fingers, feeling a little bit of strain from the short handle of the spade, but he had a lot of packages to cache.  At least the soil was much softer and deeper in Winut.  It would be impossible to go so deep back in his hometown of Tanner, so close to the Appalachians.


  The bundle of hard drives got wrapped in the wire mesh of hardware cloth with some aluminum foil for the heck of it, on the off chance there was still some buried chip or something, or even some proximity thing for someone wandering around with a gadget he’d never heard of.  That one went as deep as he could find, though it wasn’t much deeper than any of the others.  The magic bundle got a siphon bearing, even though he couldn’t discern any kind of signature leaking from it, and the faraday cage wrapping just in case.


  Once he was done, the only evidence that there had been stolen property around was a pile of dirt in his basement, and considering that it was unfinished the pile of dirt didn’t even look too out of place. He had no idea if anyone would ever visit or look, but he felt a lot better with things cleaned up like that.  Now he was ready for a visit, if the agents ever came.


  ***


  “They’re definitely hiding something,” Ray Danforth told his partner.  “There isn’t a chance that Alpha Langley is as ignorant as he professes to be.”


  “So eavesdrop,” Felicia Black suggested languidly.  “I thought you could hear anything within a mile radius.”  Most people would have thought that pairing someone with siren blood with an air mage would be a recipe for disaster, but Ray had some certain advantages.  Mostly, he’d been tutored in how to safely reinforce his ears with his air magic without accidentally causing an embolism or similar issue, allowing him to screen out magical effects.


  Despite their improved hearing, a properly trained air mage was the most immune to siren effects.


  “I have been,” he told her.  “You have no idea how lusty these shifters are.  So I’m overhearing quite a lot, but none of it is pertinent to our case.  In fact there’s remarkably little gossip about it, for all that some mysterious benefactor came and handled their problem for them.”


  “I could try to get some of them to talk,” Felicia suggested with a smile.


  “With Alpha Langley here, that probably isn’t the best idea.”  Ray frowned.  Shifters were touchy at the best of times, but Langley clearly didn’t like the idea of GAR agents in his town.  Quite a reversal, considering the complaints Alpha Chester had to GAR in the files.  Felicia’s voice wasn’t quite beyond the bounds of propriety to use, especially on a suspect, but hypnotizing random shifters was a good way to get teeth buried in someone’s throat.


  “So, actual groundwork?”  Felicia asked, making a face as she sat up from the couch.


  “Let’s see what the cleaners found first,” he said.  “I’m sure we would have heard already if there was anything exciting, but you never know.  Considering we have exactly nothing so far in this case, any evidence of anything would be welcome.”


  “Fine,” Felicia sighed.  “Let’s see what car they stuck us with.”


  It wasn’t even a car.  It was a white pickup, and Ray wasn’t much of a fan of the gearshift, but it did drive and it was, at least, scrupulously clean.  If there was one nice thing about shifter compounds, it was that no slovenly behavior was tolerated.  He let Felicia drive, her feet only just reaching the pedals, and focused on his air sense as they headed into town.


  The local mana was more or less undisturbed.  Shifters didn’t leave much magic residue and there didn’t seem to be many fae or mages around, so any serious use would stick out.  He could use the nearby air to trace out small passages and check houses and basements for anything unexpected, but there was nothing terribly unusual.  Not that he expected to find much on the drive to the crime scene.


  Felicia waved her GAR badge at the fae keeping people out of the motel site and behind the police tape, and they were let through into the parking lot.  The truck was so high up that even Ray would have to jump down, not to mention Felicia, if it weren’t for the fact that he were an air mage.  Ray channeled his focus’ slowfall spell and targeted his partner, then himself, and simply drifted down with dignity.


  “What do you have for us, Cenee?”  Ray asked, approaching the other mage.  A weak fire and earth type, he was excellent for dealing with smoldering rubble like the Flats Motel.  Ray had worked with him more than once, especially when it came to incidents with dragonblooded.  Dragonblooded always set things on fire.


  “Well, I do have a magical signature for you, but I don’t think it’s going to help.”  Cenee tossed a signature recorder to Ray, who reflexively pulled it to his hand with a gust of wind.  He channeled some mana into it, through the signature, and the air manifestation glyph lit up.


  “Damn,” he swore.  “The vamps had an air mage with them, didn’t they?”


  “Yes, Denise Hawking.” Cenee said.  “You’ll have to check but they probably match.  No other noticeable signatures.”


  “Anything else?”


  “A lack of something.  We got a list of what they were supposed to have with them from Research and there’s none of that.  I’ve combed it through with earth sense and there were only a few guns left.  All the rest of the equipment is gone.  The gold is gone.   And the Minneapolis Vampire Council really wants a gold and banic formal crest back, or at least what’s left of it, but I couldn’t find a trace.”


  Ray made a face.  Banic alloy was a combination of mordite, silverite, and corite, and it actually was fairly useless.  It didn’t even disrupt the magic of various supernaturals nearly as well as the pure metals.  But it was quite expensive and did hold enchantments extremely well, so people with excess money sometimes used it for status symbols.  No wonder they wanted them back; that was probably almost one million dollars worth of materials.


  “So it was looted.  Actually that makes things easier.  Felicia, get that list and make sure there’s a watch put on those items.  If nothing else, we can probably find him when he tries to fence them.”  Ray put the signature recorder in his pocket.  “Anything else I should know before you write your report?”


  “I found some silverite chains in the basement.  No corpse associated with them, though.”


  “So they had, or had planned, to hold a shifter.”  Ray shook his head.  “They didn’t mention any of that, but if they’d taken one of the pack, this seems rather more explainable, doesn’t it?”  Felicia poked him in the side.  “Yes, wild speculation, I know, but this didn’t come out of nowhere.”


  “You know, I find the fire odd,” Cenee remarked.  “The pack could have just called in cleanup normally.  It’s not like we don’t have spats between supernaturals all the time.”


  “Well, according to the pack, they didn’t do this.”  That was the Alpha’s official statement, and Ray was actually inclined to believe it.  Shifters tended to kill with their warforms or beast forms, considering their claws and teeth could cut through magic to some extent.  Not to mention it was easier and cheaper than mordite or corite weaponry.  “Thanks, Cenee.  We’ll let you know if we have any other questions.”


  Cenee waved at him and went back to supervising the last of the cleanup.  Ray tilted his head in the direction of the truck, where he applied a loft spell to help boost Felicia up into the driver’s seat.  He considered things as Felicia drove them away from the motel, heading nowhere, just driving the town.


  “As I see it, there are two options.  Either the person or persons responsible for this just happened to pass through at the time, which means we’ll probably never catch them.  The fire ruined the motel’s records, and they didn’t have any off-site backups.  Or they’re a local, and the vampires did something to provoke them.  In that case, the fire is emotional.”


  “A local that is capable of murdering a nest of vampires and thralls in the morning without disturbing anyone with more than the sound of gunshots.”  Felicia nodded.  “It’s possible.  Fae have wandered off on occasion and not come back.  I haven’t noticed any fae around here myself, but surely Alpha Langley would know.”


  “We’ll get a list from him,” Ray decided.  “And we’ll start looking through the records of the townsfolk ourselves.  See if anything pops out.” 


  ***


  Callum tried to distract himself from the hyperawareness of his spatial sense by doing some more studying.  He was starting to see some ways that being able to twist space would let him do completely ridiculous things, but he wasn’t sure how to make that happen with his magic just yet.  Or if he even had the power to do so.  Pseudogravity was very, very simple and it still taxed his mental capacity, so more complicated things might require tools.


  Tools he didn’t have and had no idea how to get.  He really wanted to see if he could find anything about that on the magical internet, but if there were GAR agents snooping around he didn’t want to be caught with a magical laptop.  So for the moment, the laptop was down in the basement closet of the café, where supernatural electronics might be expected to be found.


  He’d scrubbed everything of his from the laptop first and wiped it with alcohol, but he actually wasn’t worried about anyone messing with it.  So far as he was aware nobody ever cared about eight-year-old laptops shoved into a random closet.  If they could trace him back through that, they probably would have been able to find him already.


  Callum had to stop himself from fidgeting magically.  He’d developed the habit of juggling teleportations as part of his magical exercise routine, and of course he didn’t want to do anything when there were people presumably sniffing for any scent that was out of place.  Metaphorically or literally, in the case of shifters.


  Jittery as he was, he caught the weird, almost shocking prod of a vis presence at the edge of his perception.  He swore and jerked back, for all the good that would do, before he realized what it was.  Or at least what it might be.  Someone was poking about with their own senses, and not just passively either.  It was like a strong wind blowing through one corner of his brain, and he hurriedly pulled things back, metaphorically closing his eyes.


  After getting used to perceiving everything with his spatial sense, he felt off-balance and was glad that he had a cane.  He might actually genuinely need it while he was pretending to be a mundane, and it wasn’t hard to sell that his vision was poor as he groped for the cane and stood up.  The other mage might not have sensed Callum’s presence, since after all Callum wasn’t disturbing anything with his vis, but if he had, Callum wanted to at least be armed.


  Despite the scare, nobody drove up to his house in the next minute.  Not even the next ten minutes.  When he found himself pacing, Callum decided to just drag his laptop over to the window that faced out into the road and, if nothing else, browse his bookmarked entertainment sites while killing time.


  Because of that he actually almost missed it when a big white pickup turned into his driveway, even though the rumble of the engine should have warned him before the crunch of gravel.  It wasn’t what he would have thought a pair of alphabet-soup type agents would drive, but the pair that got out of the truck definitely fit the profile.  Dressed in suits, hard eyes, professionally neutral expressions.


  One of them was a rather strange-looking fae, short, but with blue skin, pointed ears, and a slightly fishy face.  What made that go from silly to intimidating was the flash of needle teeth, like that of an anglerfish, and the way the slitted green eyes had their pupils widen and then narrow as she looked at Callum’s house.  The other was a medium size man with medium features, the kind of person who stood out because he was so bland.


  Callum took a couple of deep breaths, glancing around to make sure that there was nothing obviously off about his house.  The only thing that might possibly look odd to the outside eye, so far as he could tell, was that it was exceedingly clean.  He probably had gone overboard tidying up after getting rid of the loot from the vampires, but a clean house was better than a messy one any day.


  A few seconds later, one of the two knocked on the door with a firm hand.  Callum gave it a moment, as if he hadn’t been expecting them, then picked up his cane and made his way to the door.  He was damned glad he had seen the fae from a distance first, because up close it would have been hard to keep from staring, even with all the practice he’d had schooling his face.


  “Good afternoon, Mister Hall,” the man said, reaching into his suit pocket and producing his credentials.  “I’m Raymond Danforth and this is my partner, Felicia Black.  We’re with the FBI.”  The badge he proffered certainly did not say FBI.  It said Department of Arcane Investigation instead.  Callum figured it was covered by a glamour, one that he wasn’t seeing, so he just accepted it.  Even without his spatial sense active, he could feel magic radiating off the man, far stronger than anything the vampire’s wind mage could have summoned.


  “Oh.  I see,” Callum said, examining the badge and looking back up at Danforth.  “What can I do for the FBI, Mister Danforth?  Officer Danforth?  Agent Danforth?”  He was, paradoxically, not worried about being worried.  Most people would be thrown if an FBI agent showed up on their doorstep.


  “We’re looking into the fire at the Flats Motel,” Danforth said, smiling professionally, in a way that didn’t quite reach his eyes.  Callum instantly disliked him.  “Do you mind if we come in and ask you a few questions?”


  “That seems like the kind of thing I’d want a lawyer for,” Callum said cautiously, keeping in mind the maxim that nothing was to be gained by talking to the police.  He’d bent that for Arthur Langley, but the sheriff was definitely dedicated to the welfare of Winut.  The DAI agents, presumably under GAR, most certainly didn’t.  The two agents glanced at each other.


  “You don’t want a lawyer,” the fae said, speaking at last.  The voice sounded weird, a little bit resonant with an accent he couldn’t even begin to describe, but it was still understandable.  Thank goodness.  He really needed to figure out how to perceive glamours because there was no way she went around talking to mundanes with that voice.  Someday he’d run into someone who couldn’t speak at all without the glamours and that would give the game away entirely.  That said, he really didn’t like the tone or the contents of the words.  The trick was how much to push back.


  “That sounds rather like a threat,” Callum noted.  “I’ve heard the FBI can be aggressive, but surely it’s not that bad yet.”


  The two exchanged glances again, but of a different type.  He had issues reading Black’s expression, the fae face being just inhuman enough to make him unsure how to interpret it, but Danforth looked strangely worried.  There was just too long a pause before they looked at him again.


  “Mister Hall, did Sheriff Langley tell you about the people in the motel?”


  “I heard that there were people from out of town a few days before the murders happened,” Callum hedged, nerves prickling from something in the agent’s stance.  Danforth made a sort of a gesture, one that Callum recognized belatedly as being the one Sen used when he cast the obfuscation spell.  He really wished that he had his senses up so he could study how it was done, but with another mage so close he didn’t dare.


  Part of him was actually surprised that Danforth couldn’t tell that Callum was a mage simply by proximity, but then, Callum had noticed that unless they were actively performing magic it was difficult to tell someone was a supernatural.  He hadn’t been able to push his senses inside anyone at all, mundane or supernatural, other than himself.  Even normal people seemed to have a touch of vis, enough to make themselves immune to casual scrutiny.


  “He didn’t mention the pack to you, or the vampires?”  Danforth asked, and Callum blinked at Danforth’s sudden jump into supernatural business.  Maybe he’d assumed wrong and could tell that Callum was a mage.


  “I really don’t understand what you’re talking about,” he said instead.  It was the first lie he told them, but he still had the makeup on his wrist to hide the mage tattoo, and he wasn’t fae or shifter.


  “You will tell us what you know about the Flats Motel,” Black ordered, and this time he felt something strange when he heard her voice, some sort of magical pressure, and he knew he was in trouble.  Not because of what Black was trying to do, but because whatever she was trying to do had failed.  He didn’t know what his response was supposed to be, so he stuck with ignorance.


  “I really can’t tell you anything,” Callum told her, and for a third time the pair exchanged glances.


  “Look, Mister Hall, we’re just trying to find out what really happened there.”  Danforth said after a moment.  “We suspect that Sheriff Langley may know more than he’s telling us, so we’re hoping you might be able to shed some light on what went on.”


  “I’m afraid all I know is what I heard on the news.  Some druggies murdered those two people and then accidentally burned down their own hideout.”  It was a pretty good cover, though he doubted it’d stand up to real scrutiny.  Then again, the supernatural world seemed to be pretty good about covering its track so maybe that’s exactly how it would stay.


  “I see.  If you’ll excuse us, Mister Hall.”  Danforth tapped Black’s elbow, and the two of them turned away, walking back to their truck.  But they didn’t drive away, instead going into conference.  Callum closed the door and watched them through the window, an uneasy feeling in his gut.


  They clearly didn’t have enough evidence to link him with the crimes, but at the same time it was obvious they found him suspicious in general.  If they ran his ID and started digging, they’d find out it was fake soon enough.  And that was assuming they didn’t disappear him on general principles, as a supernatural alphabet soup agency was probably wont to do.


  Callum didn’t even think of trying to take out the agents.  There was no world in which that would help, even it was possible.  They didn’t have guns themselves, but as agents they had to be able to handle themselves, and a fae and a mage could probably wipe the floor with him if he tried anything.  Plus if he gave them any reason to look too closely it’d be obvious he was concealing a mage tattoo, and had even altered it, which would get him in a lot of trouble.


  Their discussion didn’t take too long, and they came back to his door.  Callum opened it before they knocked.  He was a little heartened that their body language wasn’t particularly tense, but Black’s words killed whatever small bit of optimism he’d managed to scrape together.


  “Mister Hall, I’d like to ask you to not leave the jurisdiction, as you’re a person of interest in this case.  We might have questions for you later as things develop.”


  “Damn spooks,” he told them, channeling the way Callum, Sr., had talked about the internal affairs agencies.  “I have rights, you know!”


  “And they aren’t being infringed,” Danforth said tiredly.  He turned away and the pair walked out to the truck, climbing in and driving off.   There was even a little bit of magic involved in boosting the fae up to her seat.  Callum stared after them a moment, then scrambled back into his house and started packing.  That was as loud an invitation to leave as he’d ever heard.


  




  Chapter 9 – Reaction


  “Thank you for your time, Miss Holt,” Ray said politely, and was rewarded by the door shutting in his face.


  “So that’s it?”  Felicia asked.


  “According to Langley’s list, that’s all the fae in town.”  It was a short list.  “And I haven’t sensed anything else while we’ve been driving around.”  Ray frowned.  “GAR doesn’t have any records of any mages living out here either.  Or dragonblooded, obviously.”


  “So we’re out of leads.  Except that Chase weirdo,” Felicia pointed out.  “He can’t be mundane and be immune to my suggestions.”


  “Just because he’s mundane doesn’t mean he has no protections,” Ray cautioned.  “Especially in a shifter town.  He may not even be aware of it.”  It did happen.  Heirlooms passing from generation to generation sometimes fell out of supernatural hands, and if it was just some minor enchanted object nobody would care enough to go looking for it.


  “But he’s the most suspicious character we’ve run across,” Felicia protested.  “I mean, I actually tried and he just ignored me.  Plus he lives right down the road from one of the mundanes the vamps got.  That can’t be coincidence.  I mean, what if the vamps tried him first and ran into his protector instead?”


  “Hm.”  Ray considered.  It was rather far-fetched, especially since he hadn’t sensed any energies of any type near the guy at all.  If he had someone actively watching over him, some supernatural relative or another, there should have been some traces.  That left some sort of enchanted item, which was why Ray hadn’t really looked for because he frankly hadn’t thought of it.  “Well, it’s not like we have any other leads.  Unless we get someone in here to do truth compulsions on everyone in town, and Alpha Chester would have my head if we did that.”


  It was actually terribly frustrating.  And also weird, that there was no magic trace left behind.  Or mundane trace, at that.  Normally Felicia’s ability to sense what had happened to the recently dead was enough to put them on a useful trail, but in this case the best that she’d gotten was that someone had fired a gun.  Which they already knew from the corpses.


  “We’ll do that, then go back and see about scanning the rest of the dead,” Ray decided.  “If not who killed them, what was going on in that hotel.  There had to be some reason someone decided to kill everyone.”  That was still the most baffling part.  The vampires insisted there was nothing special about that particular nest, but Ray was skeptical.  The inclusion of the crest especially made him sure there was something else going on.  Like there was someone they’d pissed off that had followed the vamps out to Winut.


  The two of them got back in the truck and headed through the small town back to the wooded lane where Chase Hall’s house was.  Ray wasn’t really expecting to get much, and when he saw that the car was gone, he knew he could expect nothing.  It was possible that Hall had gone into town for something, but Ray had a hunch that wasn’t the case.


  “Nobody’s home,” Felicia observed.  “Let’s snoop.”


  “Yeah,” Ray agreed.  His pushed out his air senses and found there was nobody in the house or the yard, so he hopped out of the truck, helping Felicia down, and headed up to the front door.  He mentally rifled through his focus until he found the standard lockpick spell, and pushed mana through it while pointing it at the door.  It swung open and the two of them stepped inside.


  It was empty.  It was clean.  It was, in fact, too clean and too empty.  There weren’t any mementos or pictures, and not even enough random trash and discarded books.  No electronics, either.  Ray had to admit that he probably should have listened to Felicia, because there was definitely something screwy about Chase Hall.


  “Wow, it’s like he never moved in.”  Felicia wandered into the kitchen, looking, but touching nothing.  She knew to wait for him to ensure there were no traps, magical or mundane.


  “Yeah,” Ray agreed.  “One second.”  He closed his eyes and pushed out his air senses to the maximum, combing the house from top to bottom.  It was completely empty.  There were appliances and pots and pans and a few relics of someone living there, but that was it.  Except for one thing.


  Ray held out his hand as he sent a gust of wind whipping around under the couch, rolling a small metal bead across the hardwood floor.  He reached down and picked it up, not at all worried about the tiniest hint of energy he could sense in it.  Even if it was incredibly deadly, the amount of vis involved wouldn’t be able to push through his shields, and judging from what he could sense whatever it was had decayed almost completely.


  “What did you find?”


  “I’m not sure,” Ray admitted.  “It’s a weird and crude enchantment on a piece of steel.  It’s nearly gone.  I’ll try, but I don’t think I can get a signature from it.  But it definitely shows that Mister Hall knew a mage. Or a mage knew him.  Steel degrades after about a day so this is recent.”


  “Doesn’t sound like he’s coming home,” Felicia observed.


  “No.  Someone made him disappear and cleaned up their tracks almost perfectly.”  He smiled grimly at the steel bead.  “Almost.  We’ll write this up and put it out to the other agents.  See if anyone knows what this might be or if it’s been seen before.”  Or, if it was new, they’d know to look for it in the future.  It was so bizarre it almost had to be unique to whoever had been involved.


  “I’ll put out a stop and search on the car,” Felicia said, flipping open her phone.  She must have gotten a picture of it when they had first talked to him.  She really didn’t like that a mundane had ignored her glamour suggestion.


  “And then we’ll go talk to Alpha Langley about Mister Hall.  See if this new development will loosen his tongue.”


  ***


  Callum wasn’t sure how long it’d be safe to drive the car.  At some point it’d be noticed he was gone, and at some point they’d send out a bulletin to keep an eye out for it.  That was why he got off the interstate after the first hour and stuck to smaller roads.  It wasn’t like they were any less straight.


  Pushing his spatial sense to the limits he could drive pretty much as fast as he wanted to, since he could always slow down before he passed another car or got near an animal wandering about the road.  So he actually managed to push eighty most of the way, which was about as far as he trusted the used coupe.  Callum had never been a speed demon anyway, so that was as far as he trusted himself.


  He ended up ditching the car after seeing a truck for sale out front of a home that didn’t look to be in too bad a shape.  He paid cash for the pickup, transferred his bags over, and then consulted a map and drove his car to one of the many lakes around the state.  Just abandoning it would have been easier, but that might have drawn attention and he didn’t want anyone on his trail.


  Callum’s idea was just to levitate it in.  He’d never done anything that large before, and the strain went up with volume. It wasn’t mass, since he wasn’t actually moving the matter inside the spatial bubble, but a car had thousands of times the volume of things like brooms and boards.  Actually trying it, it felt like he nearly sprained something in the few seconds it took to go from lakeshore to the middle of the water.


  He had to sit down and breathe deeply while water bubbled and burbled as the car sank into the lake.  Before actually sinking it, he had checked it was deep enough to hide the car because it would have been embarrassing to put in all that effort and wind up with something more obvious than a simple abandoned car.  By the time it vanished from sight he was up to teleporting back, in stages, dropping a siphon bearing at the lake site and by his last teleport nearest the truck.


  All of that was merely temporary camouflage.  He needed to get yet another new ID, a more permanent vehicle, and put together some kind of plan other than running away to a different city and staying quiet.  Between the looted cash and the gold he was set for a long time, possibly even for life if he decided to go homestead in Alaska or something, but he wanted to know more about magic.


  Point of fact, he needed to know more about magic.  He still didn’t know why it was that he didn’t see glamours, or how he could learn to either turn that bit off or figure them out from their magic.  That meant his mundane act had limited utility unless he swore off interacting with magic and supernaturals entirely and hid.  


  Which he wasn’t prepared to do.  While some, like Sen, were fairly awful, the Langleys had been nice people and Clara had seemed like any normal teenager.  It seemed likely he’d run into the supernatural at some point unless he wanted to be a hermit, and that didn’t appeal to him.


  Some of it was because he genuinely wanted to know more about what he could do, but some of it was what was called sheer cussedness by the people Callum grew up with.  The better he understood the supernatural world and how things worked, the firmer the foundation he could build for himself regardless of what he wanted to do.  He wasn’t going to let the magical authorities control his life.


  He resumed his journey in the pickup, taking time out to cover the various duffles and bags with a tarp as storms rolled in.  The headlights were so anemic that he was doubly glad that he had spatial sense, else would have needed to stop for the night, especially as the rain intensified and the windshield wiper became inadequate.


  Hours and miles later, it was still raining, but he could see again by the glare of city streetlights.  He found a cheap motel, paid in cash and, after a look at the room, slept in his truck.  Then once again he went surveying for a fake ID, using his spatial senses to make the search easier.


  Going through a city with his magical sense active was far different than being out in the country, and not just because of the physical surroundings.  There were tracks and traces of magic everywhere, entire buildings with magic nets around them, and even active magic users, though not many of those.  The entire time he was driving he only caught one, and it nearly made him jerk off the road.


  Obviously he’d been spoiled by the peace and quiet of Winut, at least up until the vampire incident.  All the magical mess implied he could hide in plain sight in a city simply by virtue of there being enough ambient noise to hide his use, but he hated cities so that was out.  It did make him feel less exposed, though, if everyone left magical tracks everywhere.  It also made businesses that catered to the supernatural easy to locate.


  Considering his last experience, he restricted himself to paranormal-run pawn shops and gold-fencers, and simply colored in the spot on his tattoo where he was supposed to have a pip for his magic with a pen.  Unlike that experience, he actually wanted to register as supernatural to the proprietor.  Which meant he had to leave his siphon ball bearings in the truck, and he frankly felt naked without them.


  He wasn’t really sure what to do to project the smell of magic, either, other than teleporting a bunch and that would be too noticeable.  He wanted to hide his exact caster type even if he was admitting he was a mage.  His solution was just make a large spatial bubble around himself but not do anything with it.  That was actually enough of a strain that he made a note to add it to his exercises.


  His impromptu magical projection seemed to work well enough, and the man in the gold-buying shop actually gave him a nice questionnaire for a new ID.  It seemed to be somewhat more upscale an operation than the ogre’s, with a commensurate price increase, but that was fine with him.  Hopefully this one would last longer.


  From there, he went to several secondhand stores to get the disguise together for his new persona of Denver Brown, retired geometry professor.  He ditched the hairpiece but got some greying dye for his stubble, which would eventually be a beard.  A tweed suit and a crumpled hat emphasized the look, and some zero-prescription bifocals completed it.  He kept the cane, since he’d found he liked the prop, but he changed to a new one that was more clearly vanity.


  Without a specific destination in mind, he decided to ditch the entire idea of a destination and bought a Winnebago.  It was surprisingly expensive, far costlier than the house in Winut had been, but with the largesse from the vampires he could afford it.  Though he’d have to exchange some of the gold plates in the next city if he also wanted to keep eating and have enough fuel.


  The pickup was discarded by the simple expedient of driving it into the bad part of town and leaving it unlocked.  He expanded his senses to make sure nobody was watching as he rounded a corner and teleported back, a couple hundred yards at a time, until he was back inside his motorhome.  Then he drove off again, heading for another city.  It was probably overly cautious, but he didn’t want to make all his purchases in one place.


  Once again he went to a paranormal-owned shop to get his business done.  Partly because the source of the gold was paranormal and a mundane shop might give him grief, and partly because he was hoping that they’d have more than just supernatural-compatible laptops and phones.


  “Anywhere you would recommend if I’m looking for some books on magic, for apprentices?”  Callum asked as the man counted out money, coming up with a cover story on the spot.  He was pretty sure the guy was a shifter, since he looked entirely human.


  “You can try Pearson’s Used Books, over on fifth and main,” the proprietor said doubtfully.  “But I haven’t heard of many out there.”  That didn’t surprise Callum.  It was obvious that supernatural society didn’t believe in freedom of information, even if they did have their own version of the internet.


  “Thanks,” Callum told him, taking the bundled money.  He planned on visiting later, but a quick look on his phone showed him that it was already closed, so it would have to wait for the next day.


  Before he left entirely, he had an idea, and spent a while chewing it over while looking for holes.  He felt a little bad about leaving without so much as a word to the Langleys, who had been more than accommodating.  Even though Arthur Langley had clearly suspected something from the beginning, he hadn’t pressed.  Neither had Jessica or Clara, and Callum genuinely regretted that he’d had to leave Winut.  It had reminded him a lot of Tanner, and the people there had respect for privacy.


  He took time out for dinner and waited until the gold buyer was closing, casting out his sense as the proprietor locked up and headed out.  Callum made a tiny portal nearby, linking it to one just behind the proprietor, and spoke.


  “Can you get a message to the Midwest Alpha?  Alpha Chester?”


  The man whirled around, instantly shifting to beast-man form, and Callum was glad that he was far away.  He had the portal angled so he wasn’t visible, flush against the brick of the restaurant he was by, while the other side was similarly hidden against the outside of the proprietor’s shop.


  The beast-man sniffed, ears swiveling as he stared in the direction of the portal, as if he could intimidate it into giving him answers.  After a few moments, though, he nodded curtly.


  “Please tell him that Clara’s friend is safe.”  Callum judged that to be circumspect enough.  It wasn’t stating Callum’s old identity, and it wasn’t given the shifter even a glimpse of Callum’s face, disguised or not.  The only thing better would have been to use a different shifter, but Callum wasn’t going to trawl the city for someone who could do the job.  Once he had magical reading material, he was leaving.


  ***


  “That’s all he asked me to say, Alpha,” Keith reported.  Chester frowned at his phone, but didn’t let any of it creep into his voice or along the pack bonds.  Some shifters were more sensitive than others and they’d know if Chester was frustrated if he weren’t careful.


  “Thank you,” he told Keith.  “And no, don’t go looking for him.  That is an incredibly dangerous man.  Even to a shifter.”


  “Yes, Alpha,” Keith said, in a tone that implied he had never held such thoughts in the first place.  Chester knew better.  He could feel Keith’s hunting instincts singing through the pack bonds, even though he wasn’t Keith’s direct Alpha.  He closed the connection and dialed up Arthur Langley instead.


  “Alpha?”


  “Hello, Arthur.  I just got an interesting message from one of Alpha Martin’s subordinates.  Someone told them that Clara’s friend is safe.  I assume the very friend himself, considering that the voice came from a wall, apparently.”


  “That is good news!”  Arthur’s voice was cheery.  “Not that I thought anything would happen, but these damn agents have been harping on about him being kidnapped and us telling them what we know.  Thankfully, Black wasn’t able to get a read on Clara being there from the corpses, though she did know that someone was prisoner.  Guess what their current theory is.”


  “They had Clara’s friend there, and an unknown benefactor took exception?”


  “I encouraged it,” Arthur agreed.  “They’re back at GAR now, apparently doing some more research.”


  “And what of your own research?”  Chester inquired.  The mysterious friend was proving quite a strange beast.  Most people wouldn’t simply vanish when confronted by GAR agents, guilty or not, and those that did wouldn’t get away with it.  Mages left relics of their casting behind, shifters had pack bonds, and fae had their odd little kingdoms.


  “Well, there’s absolutely nothing connected to the name he gave me.  Not surprising, really.  The only real bit of history I could find was the title transfer for his car, which was just before he arrived.”


  “It’s not much,” he said, though he wasn’t much surprised.  “Anything useful?”


  “He didn’t bring anything with him and he basically never moved into the house.  There’s absolutely nothing that ties him to a past at all.  The agents were nice enough to share some of their file requests with me and there’s nothing that exactly matches what happened in the motel, either.  There have been some cases where a few people were instantly killed from behind, but so many with a gun in so short a time?  And through the temple?  He must have trained out on one of the portal worlds.”


  “That was my thought, too,” Chester said.  Ignorant indeed was the supernatural who didn’t know of the portal worlds, considering that they were the source of magic and of every supernatural race.  Even shifters needed to travel to the Deep Wilds, unimaginatively labeled Portal World Number 2 by GAR, if they wanted to turn a human.


  While GAR theoretically protected earth from the dangers of the portal worlds, such as they were, they also kept training facilities there.  Some of the more deadly agents were trained in the officially-nonexistent sites, where magic was dense and lethal tactics could be practiced against people and things nobody on earth would care about.


  If one of those agents had gone rogue, GAR certainly had a problem.  And it was GAR’s problem, not his.  For Chester, it might well be an opportunity, if he treated it right.  The man wasn’t a psychopath, but he could be terrifyingly effective, so there was probably some deal he could work out.  He genuinely owed the man for saving his grand-niece, but he’d already turned down any offers of payment.


  “If you find out anything else, tell me.  Although I doubt you will.”


  “Agreed.”


  Chester once again hung up and closed his eyes, reaching through his pack bonds to tug lightly on two members of the Wolfpack, his own private enforcers.  Two of them had, quite coincidentally, been present when the man had arrived, and that was the pair he wanted now.  It didn’t take them long to enter the huge living room of the pack compound, making their way over to him.


  “Roy, John,” he greeted them.  “The man you saw in the basement before he took care of Arthur’s vampire problem ⁠— would you recognize his scent?”


  “Of course,” John rumbled, almost offended at his Alpha questioning his prowess.


  “Great.  He was probably in or around this address in Lincoln,” Chester said, texting Keith’s business to them.  “I want you over there as fast as you can manage and see if you can track him down.  If you can find him, don’t approach him.  Call me first.”  He eyed the pair.  “I’ll admit, I’m not sure if it’s possible.  I don’t have any more information than that, but if anyone can track him, you two can.”


  “Right away, Alpha,” Roy said, and the two of them hurried out.


  ***


  Callum was more than a little nervous as he approached Pearson’s Used Books.  It was one of those tiny old shops that wound up in the middle of a more modern segment of the city simply by being there first.  It was also run by a mage.


  He couldn’t tell what kind of mage, or even if it was possible to tell remotely with his spatial sense, but they definitely had a bubble of vis around them.  Actually, studying that bubble closely was a help, because it wasn’t a structured and contained thing like Callum had been trying to make.  It was just a local saturation, not very strong, like the mage was purposely leaking mana.


  It seemed stupid to Callum, but there was probably a reason.  Possibly even a good reason.  Either way, he took a while to get the same effect with his own mana, pushing some out and then sort of tensing up as to not pull it back in.  It’d take practice to hold it for lengthy periods of time, but he didn’t want to stand out too much.


  Finally he pushed the door open, walking into a close and crowded space made of old and polished wood.  At the front were the normal fare of any used bookstore, but there was a little bit of magic around a section at the back, probably a glamour.  It was a good thing that he’d stayed most of his life in a relatively quiet and out-of-the-way town, or else he would probably have given himself away before by wandering into an obviously restricted section.


  As it was he had no trouble stepping into the back section, where the mage he had sensed was sitting in an armchair reading.  He glanced at Callum but said nothing, just flipping a page.  The book he was reading was titled Investigations on Portal World Resonance, which was pretty blatantly supernatural.  So at least Callum was in the right place.


  Unfortunately for Callum, well over half the books were fiction.  Supernatural fiction.  He wasn’t entirely certain why they needed to be separate from the mundane fantasy section, but maybe there was too much truth in there to allow it out in general circulation.  The other half seemed to be mostly histories and political writings, which was actually fine.  It was definitely stuff he should read.  It just wasn’t magical instruction.


  None of the books had an imprint or serial number, and every last one had a leather cover rather than anything seen on normal commercial books.  The price tags all started at three figures, too, meaning that as much as he wanted to, he couldn’t afford to just get a stack.  He stopped at Arcane Defenses: A Treatise On Shielding and pulled it out, flipping it open to a random page.  The jargon was relatively dense and the diagram on the opposite page didn’t make any sense, but at least there was jargon and diagrams.


  “The glamour won’t let you read it without paying,” the mage said in a bored tone.  Callum glanced at the page again, saw nothing different, and closed it, tucking it under his arm.


  “Do you by chance have anything appropriate to the beginner mage?  Like someone who is about to start apprenticeship?”  Callum figured that was about the complexity he was at.  He really would have liked to inquire after spatial magic books specifically, but that might be giving away too much.


  “You seem a little old to be an apprentice,” the mage replied, still in the bored tone of voice, but flipped his book closed and floated it to a side table.  Callum caught that the magic didn’t come directly from the mage or his bubble, but from the pocket-watch the mage had in his breast pocket.  Or mostly from it, at least.  It didn’t last long enough for him to study in detail.


  “I am,” Callum agreed.  “It’s not for me.”


  “Hmph.”  The mage waved his hand vaguely and more vis leapt from the pocket-watch, a complicated chain that wrapped around various books at the mage’s direction.  What that looked like was three tomes floating off the shelves and over to Callum, who took them with ordinary hands.  He didn’t know what type or aspect that levitation spell was, if any, and it was so far different from what he did that he didn’t want to look weird by using it.  


  The three books were Your First Focus, Mosu’s Encyclopedia of Mage Houses, and Portal Worlds Primer.  The first one seemed the most interesting, but he wasn’t going to turn down anything might give him a better insight into what was going on.  Though the three together totaled over a thousand dollars, and the shielding treatise doubled that.


  “Thank you,” he said, and kept looking at titles.  A lot of them looked intriguing, but between the expense and simply not wanting to look too suspicious he only settled on one other, a history detailing the establishment of GAR.  That was more for his own curiosity than any driving need.


  The mage had gone back to reading, and when Callum took out his money clip the mage just glanced at the books and took the hundreds Callum peeled off for him without comment.  And also without making an attempt to give Callum any change.  Since he didn’t want to raise a fuss, Callum just thanked him again and left.


  As soon as he was out of sense range of the mage Callum let out a long breath and leaned against the wall, sucking the bubble of vis back in.   Now that he was out of there, his hands were almost trembling from relief.  He’d been prepared with so many lies, and filled in his broken mage tattoo carefully with the right color ink, but the other mage hadn’t even cared.


  Apparently, even for the supernatural, retail was boring.


  Callum teleported into his motorhome as soon as he was in range, and despite a burning desire to read the books, he started the engine and left.  Now that he could sense magic, and knew that there even were such things as magic book stores, it would be easier to find unrestricted knowledge.  Though judging by what had been on display, nothing approaching a complete curriculum.


  He wanted to get some distance from the city and start experimenting.  While magic would get lost in a city more than it would in the middle of nowhere, at the same time his fumbling around trying to learn things would be obvious.  A mage of his age failing to show even beginner-level magic, outside his portals and teleports, would be suspicious.


  If the books had anything useful at all he could train on the go, and the next time he approached a city or another mage, he wouldn’t be as blatantly ignorant.  Every interaction was a danger, but if the mage in the bookstore was anything to go by, not a major one.  So long as he didn’t act suspicious, he was just another patron.  So long as he paid cash and kept to his persona, he wasn’t remarkable.


  Eventually he wouldn’t be able to hide anymore, but eventually was the future.  In the present, he had work to do.


  




  Chapter 10 - Frustration


  Reading about a mage’s focus was equal parts enlightening and irritating.  It filled in a massive gap that Callum had sort of felt with his use of magic, but hadn’t really been able to articulate.  It also explained some of the things he’d heard and sensed about magic tools, like the compact he’d found or the pocket watch he’d seen. 


  It seemed that mages used foci to cast most of their spells rather than manipulating their vis manually.  They were something between a physical tool and a computer program, though the book he read didn’t use that term, instead relying on jargon.  A huge number of spells, though Callum was wary of that term, were so complex that forming them from scratch was considered a tedious waste of time.  Instead, their basic structures were inscribed in a material so that the mage could simply push mana or vis through it and have a nearly complete spell pattern, needing only direction.  Normally that material was a metal from one of the portal worlds, as mundane materials couldn’t hold enchantment permanently.


  It sounded to him like it filled out everything but a few variables, but given that said variables were things like targets and widths, it wasn’t something that could be easily filled in by the rigid structure of a focus.  Nor was he a programming expert, to be able to easily translate the concepts into any particular language, basic or advanced.  Part of him wondered if there was something like a magical computer anywhere, but considering that a focus needed a physical structure for the mana, that sounded like it’d be a difficult prospect.


  Unfortunately for him, the First Focus book only had a pattern for one spell.  That spell was the most basic spell of any mage’s repertoire: telekinesis, which used raw mana rather than any particular aspect.  It wasn’t even a generalized version of telekinesis, since the book explained that it could lift a maximum of eight pounds, and had a very limited distance.  Which sounded suspiciously like a certain cantrip, and probably was the origin of it.  Though he had to admit, having telekinesis on demand would be useful.


  The book also gave him an insight on the vortex mana cleaner he was using.  It was basically a terrible but more intense version of the mana acceptor, unable to hold mana and dissipating it into the ambient over time.  His version had some severe handicaps for normal enchanting use, since it would only pull in his vis, but that was fine.  If anything, he would rather have some way to disperse vis back to mana faster, but the text didn’t cover anything like that. 


  While the book showed the enchantment, it didn’t show the structure of the magic the enchantment would make when he added energy to it.  Even so, he would lay odds the chain-looking magic he saw the mage in the bookstore use was a version of it.  First Focus mentioned that most mages purchased more complex focus plates eventually, and even made their own.  Exactly where they were purchased or how they were made was not covered, even though it was stated very clearly that one had to be a full mage to do anything with them.  Apprentices or unlettered types such as himself need not apply.


  It was rather like reading a book on what could be done with a computer, but having no computer at hand or any place to get one.  Tantalizing, but out of reach.  It did at least explain what the magic supplies he’d found in Winut were and what they did.  The mage had made her own foci for the wards, meaning she didn’t have to pay much attention to the structure, so far as he understood.  Unfortunately, he hadn’t brought that stuff with him, so he couldn’t experiment.


  The Encyclopedia and Portal World Primer both proved to be dry recitations of facts that were not particularly interesting or relevant, aside from informing him that a number of mage houses had been around a long time and had a lot of power.  The Primer was clearly propaganda, considering the descriptions didn’t jibe with Sen’s stories.  It also stated that the sixth portal world was just empty, which really made Callum wonder what they were hiding.


  The only real notable information was the location of the actual entrances to said portal worlds, four of which were in Europe and Asia.  The fifth was off the coast of Australia, and the sixth was in South America.  He wasn’t planning to go to any of them, but at least he knew.  It was also interesting to him that there were none in North America, China, or Antarctica.  At least, so far as anyone knew.


  That left only the Treatise, which was fascinating and incomprehensible.  It assumed a great deal more knowledge than Callum actually had, but the diagrams and what bits he could puzzle out implied that most mages actually carried some degree of shielding near-constantly, and a good shield could be reactive.  All fantastic ideas that he loved, but had no idea how to implement.  Especially since the examples were elemental — air, fire, water, and earth.


  He already knew spatial magic didn’t work like those, and if the standard projectile exercise was any guide, standard shields would be equally useless.  So all in all, he’d spent over two thousand dollars to very little effect.  After he got over the annoyance by drumming uselessly on the steering wheel of his motorhome for a while, Callum stopped off to get a burner phone and laptop and planned a road trip along used book stores.


  Most of them wouldn’t be supernatural, but any that were bore investigating, and maybe he could even ask about where to get enchanting materials.  Or even premade focuses, to let him do glamours.  If he was really lucky he could find something, anything, on spatial mages.  Annoyingly, most notes just referred back to Archmage Duvall, who seemed to be the sole authority on spatial magic, but there were a few hints here and there.  So far as he gathered they were extremely rare, and diverged quite a bit from the standard elemental types.  Of course.


  ***


  John Wilton sniffed carefully around the interior of the shop.  His target’s scent was faint, but there, and he exchanged a nod with his brother, Roy.  Between them they could track down anyone, or at least, that was the idea.  They exited the shop, John in beast form and Roy on two legs, tracing the scent and not finding it easy.


  Whatever magic the man used didn’t leave any residue for them to follow, but it did wash out his tracks for large areas, forcing them to circle around and pick it up again by brute force.  At the very least, he kept mostly a straight line, rather than winding through the city or looping back on himself.  Any lesser trackers probably couldn’t have found the trail at all, not after almost a full day, but supernatural senses made it possible.


  Even with that advantage it was a long and tedious process, with the trail finally ending at the far end of a vast parking lot.  John sniffed at the asphalt, finding whiffs of diesel and chemicals and rubber, as would be expected in any parking lot, but he focused his senses and matched the ages of the scents as he explored where the man had been parked.


  It was not, surprisingly, an ordinary car.  It had been parked crosswise, taking up a number of parking spots, and much larger than even a pickup.  John sneezed and shifted back to human, the magic flowing through him as it adjusted flesh, bones, and sinew, then finally reformed his clothes around him.


  “Some sort of van,” he reported, looking around at the parking lot.  It didn’t take him long to spot the surveillance cameras, nearly invisible to the mundane eye but clear enough to shifter vision.  “We’ll have to get the footage.”


  “I’ll call Lucy.”  Lucile Harper was only a semi-official member of the Wolfpack, their technical support when it came to dealing with the mundane world.  While she wasn’t quite as adept a hacker as the fictional version of the same, she had qualified for access to GAR’s databases, and GAR could certainly get anything it wanted.  The magic was in getting it from GAR without someone getting suspicious.


  John and Roy weren’t just scent trackers.  They had, in times past, been private investigators and could work the mundane side of tracing a person just as well as the supernatural.  Admittedly, their target wasn’t making it easy on them.  Even if they could get a clear view of what he was driving, that didn’t mean that they would be able to find out where he was going.


  Even Lucy wouldn’t be able to get them access to every traffic camera in every location within a day’s travel, let alone trawl that enormous amount of footage for a specific vehicle.  They’d have to use a more old-fashioned method of investigation, figuring out where he was going and why.


  If they were lucky, they’d find somewhere else he went other than the gold exchange.  If they were even luckier, they’d get a usable image from the surveillance cameras.  Though, Alpha Chester had emphasized being cautious.  Considering what the man was capable of, asking questions indiscreetly might well cause trouble they couldn’t handle.


  ***


  Outside of major cities and shifter towns like Winut, supernaturals seemed rather thin on the ground.  It made some kind of sense, since vampires would need people to prey upon, mages had their own society, and shifters seemed to actually have packs.  But he didn’t know why he didn’t spot more fae and dragonblooded, and if GAR had teleport circles like the one he’d seen back home there was no reason to use cities.


  No matter the reason, the course he plotted along used bookstores heading south found very little in the way of either supernatural activity or offerings.  There was one store in the middle of nowhere that catered to fae, with crystals and herbs and other such things, but they had nothing for mages.  There was a faint aura of magic that he couldn’t quite pin down around the items on the shelves, apparently all direct from Portal World 3, also known as Faerie.  It was interesting, and odd to him that they had an entirely different magic from human mages, but not something he could pursue.


  Callum at least had higher hopes for the medium-sized town ahead, considering that he could sense some magical traces along the roads.  Judging from the location of the trails they were probably made by people driving in cars, and he shuddered at the idea of leaving behind such obvious trails in the local mana field.  Part of him wanted to go clean it up with one of his siphon bearings, but since they only cleaned up his own vis it wouldn’t work.  Not to mention it’d be obvious and possibly even rude.  For all he knew there was a bit of territorial marking to the display.


  He steered to the RV campground, one of the things that had made him decide on that town in particular, and attended to the necessaries before taking his bike out to head into town.  While he did enjoy biking, actually using it as his primary method of transportation to get around a city would have been a pain, so he was glad he could teleport.  Of course he had to make sure each teleport was unobserved, as he lacked any kind of glamour, and he kept a hefty supply of screws and ball bearings to form a safe trail from one point to another.


  Even in places where magic was common, he didn’t want to be known as a spatial mage.


  For a while he was tempted to follow the magical signatures and see where they were going instead of heading to the bookstore, but after a minute of thought he decided there was no telling how far out of his way he’d have to go, or how old the signatures were.  Tracking a mage down to their home would probably be an exceedingly bad idea, even if they did leave a glaring arrow pointing right at it.


  He displaced himself along the streets, wheeling his bike out of a handy church courtyard and pedaling the next few blocks to the store.  When it came within range of his perceptions he had to stop for a moment from the sudden jolt of anxiety because there was not just one mage there, some proprietor or another, but three.  One of them was probably a match for one of the trails he’d seen before, though he couldn’t swear it. 


  When his heartbeat settled again he continued on.  He just had to keep in mind that nobody expected him to be a rogue mage, and to act like he was just visiting.  Even if he acted a little weird, that was probably normal.  According to the book on Mage Houses, there were mages from five and six hundred years ago still knocking about, so surely eccentricity was common.


  He didn’t bother to lock his bike, merely leaning it up against the front of the store, but he did wish that he had that concealment glamour focus.  It wasn’t likely anyone would steal his bike, and he could always teleport it back in place if they did, but it was just one more thing to keep track of.  Callum suppressed a sigh and stepped into the store.


  Only the shallow frontage was visible to the public, the telltale wall of a glamour hiding the rest of it.  None of the mages reacted as he crossed into the supernatural area, just as they hadn’t reacted to his perception in the first place.  He was starting to think that it was passive, like looking or listening, and so long as he didn’t spend any vis on it, nobody would notice.  Not that he was willing to bet any significant amount of money on that.


  Taking it in at a glance, two of the mages were a husband and wife, both looking old and wrinkled, holding hands and reading in the far corner. The third was a college-aged girl, or maybe a recent graduate, off in a secluded nook he couldn’t actually see thanks to the bookshelves.  He doffed his cap, shoving it in his pocket as he walked forward, cane tapping lightly on the floor.  It actually seemed to be a far more friendly store than the last one, if the books weren’t glamoured, an impression confirmed by the male half of the pair in the back looking up and raising a hand in greeting.


  Callum nodded to him and walked over toward the bookshelves, finding many familiar titles.  Eventually he reached the far end of the store and the study nook, finding the woman scowling fiercely at the book she had open atop the others.  He took a moment to look at the title of the book, then he laughed.  It was the Arcane Defenses book, and he knew exactly how she felt.


  “Yeah, I found that one impenetrable as well,” he told her.  He could pretend to be a lot of things, but rude wasn’t one of them.  Where he came from, people wouldn’t just pass by someone like that if they could help, and she seemed so affronted by the book that he just had to speak up.  “I’m not sure who the audience is, but I’m pretty sure they made half those words up.”  She blinked up at him when he started talking, but by the end of his second sentence she was laughing.


  “And I thought it was me!”  She smiled.  “I’ve been trying to figure out this stupid book all day.”


  “I wish I could help,” Callum said sympathetically.  “I’ve been looking for literature appropriate for the beginner mage and let me tell you.  This is not it.”  The girl looked at him more closely, taking in his greying beard, glasses, cane, and expensive-looking suit.


  “Are you taking on an apprentice?”  She made a pretty good guess, and the kind he was trying to elicit.


  “Not exactly,” he said.  “But close enough.  I’m guessing you are an apprentice?”


  “No.”  She scowled.  “I’m looking to skip apprenticeship.  Archmage Fane keeps trying to get me and I don’t like him.”


  “Can you even do that?”  He asked, raising his eyebrows.  “Skip apprenticeship?”


  “If you get your draft done with,” she said, lifting her hand to show off the mage tattoo and a pearl-white dot to represent her magic type.  “It’s easier for healers but we still need basic things like shields.”


  “You have no idea how hard it is for someone without apprenticeship resources to find out about things like a proper shield,” Callum agreed.  “Or maybe you do.”  He considered the woman and the way she glumly flipped pages on the shielding book.  “Professor Denver Brown,” he said, offering her his hand.  Introducing himself as professor kept things impersonal.


  “Oh, Gayle Hargrave,” she said, clasping it with something he didn’t consider a standard handshake.  Despite the fairly out-of-the-way town, the girl clearly had some sort of upper-class mage upbringing.  “Did you come to see the Larsons, too?”


  “No, I’ve been poking around, looking at what literature there is available.”  Callum considered, tapping his cane against the floor.  Gayle seemed harmless enough, and she probably knew more than he did about a lot of things.  Besides, they both wanted some of the same information.


  “Maybe we could collaborate some?  I’ve done some research work in my time, writing things up.  I’m not sure how much time you have.”


  “Oh, ages and ages.  Nobody’s going to make a healer do anything,” Gayle said, dismissive of the entire awful architecture of GAR and its draft.  She was probably right, though.  Rules didn’t apply to the really powerful.


  “I did find some things.  If you have a list of what they want you to learn I can check my reference materials.”


  “Oh, um.”  She shoved around the stack of papers and books on the table until she came out with an obviously thrice-photocopied checklist.  Callum was a little surprised she didn’t have it marked down on a phone app, but with mages having such long lifespans it made sense that some of them would still be behind the times when it came to technology.


  “Great, I’ll be right back.”  He just took a snapshot of it and headed back out to his bike, which had remained unmolested.  Even if that list was all he got, it had been worth striking up a conversation with Gayle.  That she was looking for the same sort of information he was seemed like a tremendous stroke of luck, but he’d probably found some kind of researcher eventually, hitting up mage bookstores.


  The list was partly specialized for a healer, since obviously not every mage would have various flavors of healing, but it had a number of mainstays:  telekinesis, glamour, simple enchantment, movement spells, shields, attacks, light and communication.  Callum amused himself by ticking off the ones he could kind-of sort-of do, which was actually quite a few.


  It didn’t take him long to grab the focus book from his motorhome and head back the bookstore, where Gayle had given up on Arcane Defenses and was taking notes on something else.  Callum placed Your First Focus in front of her and pulled up a seat.


  “I’ll trade you,” he suggested.  “If you have a place to get the stuff for enchanting, you can at least make a kinesis focus.”


  “Huh,” she said, dropping the book she had to pick the one he offered.  “I’ve only got glamour on mine.  I don’t know about enchanting.  I’ll ask Miss Larson.”  She stood up and strode in the direction of the husband and wife pair, while Callum drifted back to the bookshelves and listened while he browsed.


  “Arcanist Larson, would you have enchanting materials available?”  Gayle asked, with an accent that he couldn’t quite place.


  “You know the rules, dear,” Miss Larson said absently.  “Full mages only.”  Callum did recall something like that, but he hadn’t been sure how strictly it was enforced and he didn’t want to push it.  Like buying someone underage a beer, you could get away with it, maybe, but certainly not right after Gayle had asked.  It did provide a neat Catch-22, that an apprentice couldn’t get the materials to opt out of apprenticeship, which didn’t surprise him one bit  


  “What about making a temporary one?”  Callum suggested after Gayle returned and reported.  “It won’t last long but I’ve been able to stick vis into steel.”


  “You can make temporary ones?”  Gayle blinked at him.


  “Sure,” he said cheerfully.  “They’re terrible and can’t handle much vis but if nothing else it’s practice for the real thing.”


  “Huh.”  She narrowed her eyes at him.  “You’re not a metal mage or something are you?  ‘Cause if so that isn’t going to be useful to me.”  In reply he held up his hand to show off the false color of blue-black there.


  “No, gravity,” he told her.


  “Oh, that’s neat!  You’re almost as rare as I am!”  Gayle said cheerfully.  “But that means you can already do kinesis.  I guess?”


  “Sure, but you can do that with mana.  I don’t know that you can do healing that way.”


  “I guess not.”  Gayle shrugged.  “So, what, you just get an iron plate and push mana at it?”


  “I’m sure there’s better materials but⁠—”  He stopped as she bounded up again to ask Arcanist Larson.


  “Arcanist Larson says brass is the best mundane material.  I don’t think this is brass though?”  Gayle fiddled with her bracelet.  Callum swept his senses over it, finding one of the plates on it to be mostly opaque to his senses, save for the mana input.


  “It’s probably all made from portal world materials,” Callum said.  “Mind if I take a look?”


  “Well, be careful, my parents gave it to me,” Gayle cautioned, slipping the bracelet off.


  “I won’t do anything but look,” he promised, lifting the bracelet and peering at it through his bifocals.  The focus pattern for glamours was really complex, and he had no doubt the bracelet was expensive considering how thin and precise the enchantment channels were.  Considering that the plate itself was a clearly non-mundane material it had to be a portal world metal, but he couldn’t guess what beyond that.


  It was also far too complicated to memorize.  He’d have to try and duplicate it later, if Gayle was going to be sticking around.  After scrutinizing it for a few seconds, he handed it back.


  “Yeah, we definitely can’t make anything like that, but it’s worth trying anyway.”  He glanced at the checklist.  “What about an attack spell?  I don’t have any enchantments for that offhand, but surely healing has some really potent attacks.” 


  “What?”  Gayle scowled mightily.  “It’s healing, not harming!”


  “But that depends on how you apply it, doesn’t it?  I expect you went to college for medicine?”  Callum asked, and Gayle gave him a look.


  “College?  No, I’ve had a magic education, not a mundane one.”  Callum barely kept from rolling his eyes, and Gayle’s look turned into a full pout.  “My parents put me through the best academy!  I know it’s old-fashioned one, but all the important families attend.”


  Callum could translate that one easily enough.  Gayle had gone to a magic prep school for the rich and famous, learning networking rather than useful topics.  Probably so she’d be able to handle an apprenticeship, since he imagined that healing would be in immensely high demand.  He knew not every mage was stupid enough to discard scientific knowledge, otherwise there wouldn’t be supernatural internet or magic-friendly phones or computers.


  “We’ll skip that one for now,” he said.  “But for next time, get yourself a laptop and look up the clotting cascade and neurochemicals.  I don’t know how your magic works, obviously, but if you can just target one thing and boost it, you could knock everything else off balance.”


  “Huh.  I’ll take your word for it.”  Gayle wrote that down on her scratchpad.  “What next?”


  They spent a good few hours going through ideas and scouring the stock of books, and while it wasn’t a complete waste of time they didn’t get as much done as either of them would have liked.  Most of what was interesting to Callum was incidental; things like brass being the better mundane enchanting material, or the list of what a brand new mage was supposed to be able to do.


  Gayle seemed pretty encouraged though, and she agreed to meet him back at Larson’s Academe on Friday.  He didn’t ask for, nor was asked for, a phone number.  Which was fine with him, since even if he was taking a risk by sticking around to chat with a mage of high society, it didn’t seem too much of a risk if she couldn’t track him.  Or ask someone else to.


  He recorded everything he could remember, including sketching what he could study of Gayle’s glamour focus, and in the morning he went shopping.  While he liked his steel vortexes, and really didn’t want them to be better, a few brass plates and other miscellaneous metalwork would serve as testbeds for enchanting.  He really, really wanted to find an enchanting encyclopedia or something similar, because foci seemed to be the gateway to every single cantrip he could ever want and easier spellcasting besides.


  Afterward, he continued his road trip.  He might yet find books that were useful to either him or to Gayle, and he needed to find a larger city to exchange another one of the gold plates in.  While his cash reserves were still fine, technically, it was still a bit disconcerting how much he’d spent of late, when normally he barely spent any money at all.


  Part of him really missed his career in architecture.  It hadn’t been a calling of incredible passion but he’d been damned good at it and met a lot of great people.  It had also provided him with more money than he needed very quickly, which was nice.  Not that he’d trade his magic for anything, but it still infuriated him that he’d been forced to ditch his business because some supernational supernatural entity thought it had what amounted to a slave claim to him.


  He also hadn’t ever seriously entertained the notion of killing someone.  Not that he’d call himself a murderer at this point, not when his victims were anything but innocent, but vigilante might not be too strong a term.  Though he didn’t have any intention of repeating the act, he’d also be hard-pressed to look away if he caught more supernatural predations.  Or maybe even mundane ones, now that he’d crossed the line once, which was another reason to stay away from the cities.


  As he drove along, he kept pushing his spatial sense out further and further.  If it really was passive, then he wanted it to be as high in fidelity and long in range as it was possible to get.  He wasn’t quite sure if it worked like a muscle or if he was slowly adjusting to a static sense that was always there, like an eyeball, but either way he needed to train it.  If he strained too much, vis started to be involved, which meant it was definitely detectable, no longer passive, and he was trying too hard.


  Once again, most of the bookstores he went to were just mundane types, though Callum went to look half the time regardless.  Partly to make sure his spatial sense wasn’t missing anything, and partly because he just liked browsing old books.  He was quite a reader when he had time for it, and if there was a deathly lack of useful mage books he’d probably have time for it.


  It was Wednesday evening by the time he neared an actual supernatural business, with magical residue in and around the building but no mage inside.  Which made it easier to pass as a mage, since any sense of magic at all would work and he could keep his vis properly contained so he didn’t leave a trail.  So far as he knew nobody suspected he was around so nobody was looking for him, but it was better to be safe than sorry.


  He entered the bookstore, waving at the person in the glamoured part of the shop, who looked human and so was probably shifter, and browsed.  It seemed that he was pretty close to exhausting the standard selection of nonfiction, because he kept seeing the same titles over and over.  The fiction section, on the other hand, never seemed to repeat itself.


  Callum did end up buying a few things, and the cashier bagged them up for him, but the way she looked at him was odd.  He felt uncomfortable as he hurried out and he didn’t wait long to teleport away, making his way back to the motorhome in a roundabout way.  While he knew he was probably being overly paranoid, he kept his senses stretched out for any suspicious activity while he pulled out his books.  Tucked in the top of one was a business card, blank but for three lines.


  Alpha Chester, it read, with a phone number only appropriate to supernatural phones.  Call me was handwritten below in ink.


  




  Chapter 11 – Offer


  Tracking their target had been tedious, frustrating, but incredibly satisfying when they’d finally tagged him.  Lucy had gotten a snapshot of the vehicle in question, a motorhome, but no picture of the man coming and going.  Still, knowing it was a motorhome drastically cut down on potential places that he could stop, especially given the limited capacity of the tanks.


  The bulk of the real tedious work had been tracking him to other places than the gold exchange, which required a lot of running around in beast form, and finding which direction the motorhome had gone.  That wasn’t his work, but Lucy pulling traffic camera images from each of the major exits.  Eventually, though, they’d found he was going south, and Roy had generated a list of probable stops.  It would have been faster if they’d had access to GAR’s teleportation network, but they did well enough on their own, visiting a dozen campsites and taking turns sleeping as they drove from place to place.


  When they’d picked him up again, it took a lot more time in beast form to track his scent to a second used bookstore.  Roy took a flying leap and decided to check other stores on the southward track, and they got more hits than misses.  Neither of them had any idea what their target was looking for, but the pattern was undeniable.  Stopping only for gas and snacks, mostly in the form of jerky, they tried to get ahead of him.


  Alpha Chester had made it clear that directly approaching him was not likely to go well.  He didn’t know that anyone was tracking him and had vanished for a good reason, so showing up out of nowhere was likely to be dangerous.  At the very least, it would obliterate the only actual lead they had on him, one they’d been exceedingly lucky to find in the first place.


  At one of the used bookstores they actually got a good description of their target, having missed him by only a few minutes according to the scent trail, though it didn’t match what John and Roy had seen in the café basement.  Which didn’t surprise them, but it was very useful in giving instructions to local shifters on the Alpha’s behalf.


  They got a description of one Denver Brown, and instructions to not approach or ask him anything, but ensure that the owners of used book stores along his path would phone in if they saw him.  And that they’d include one of Alpha Chester’s cards.


  It wasn’t exactly a long shot, but it was more indirect than he liked.  Even if Brown got a card in with his books, it wasn’t guaranteed he’d even see it anytime soon.  Or if he did, that he’d call the number.  So when he finally got a text that Brown had been spotted, and that one of Alpha Chester’s cards was included with his receipt, John and Roy physically crossed their fingers and waited for a message from the Alpha.


  Even if he’d told them not to engage, they really hated not being able to bring in a target for Alpha Chester.


  ***


  Callum spent a good few minutes panicking and not doing anything in particular other than picking up the card, looking at it, and dropping it again.  He was suddenly possessed of an urge to drink, or smoke, or something, but he didn’t keep any of those vices in his motorhome so the best he could do was pop a soda and somehow cut himself on the aluminum tab.


  He grumbled to himself and wrapped a tissue around it, taking a few sips before heading up front and driving off.  There was no way that he could avoid calling that number, but he wasn’t going to do it in the town they’d obviously tracked him to.  Even if Alpha Chester wasn’t exactly the GAR authorities, Callum didn’t trust that he was safe to interact with.  In fact, Callum would probably have to ditch the magical phone he’d gotten after the call, just so it couldn’t be traced back to him specifically.  Which was irritating, because those were a lot harder to get than a regular burner.


  Fortunately, there was always plenty of empty space outside of any city proper, small back roads and wooded lanes that were miles away from anyone.  He navigated to a point essentially at random, making sure there was nobody nearby with his spatial sense as he pulled off into a small gravel lane.  Putting the motorhome into park, Callum teleported the card into his hand and took out the phone.  When he dialed the number it didn’t ring more than once.


  “This is Alpha Chester,” a deep voice said.  “Thank you for calling, Mister Brown.  Or should I call you Mister Hall?”


  “Brown,” Callum said decisively.  Better to stick with his current identity, whatever it happened to be.  He didn’t even think of denying it; that would just be stupid.  “How did you find me?”


  “I can assure you, Mister Brown, I intend you no ill will.  If you will hear me out I will tell you exactly how we tracked you down.  The why will become obvious soon enough.”  Callum had to admit the man had presence, even over the phone.  His voice was perfectly calm without being condescending or threatening in the slightest.


  “Very well,” Callum said.  “I’m listening.”


  “While I am aware you wish no credit for it, I owe you for what you accomplished in Winut.  Clara is my grand-niece and if she had come to harm, things might have gone poorly.  What you may not know is that Winut is not the only place within my territory the vampires have been trying to expand.”


  “So you want me to take out other nests.”  Callum chewed his lip.  “I don’t have any desire to become a mercenary.”


  “I don’t blame you,” Alpha Chester said.  “But the only talent I know you have is that of delivering death, and you have a willingness to do so outside of GAR’s accords.  If I knew more of your capabilities I might have other ways to employ you, but you strike me as a man who prefers his secrets, so I won’t ask.”


  “I appreciate that,” Callum said dryly.  “Considering I’m not even certain I’ll agree to this job.”


  “Let me begin by assuring you that I will not, under any circumstances, tell GAR about you.  I’m assuming that sooner or later you will change your identity again, so doing so would only get me your ire, and I do not want that.”  Alpha Chester’s rumble remained steady and calm, and Callum had to wonder if he’d rehearsed his speech.  “I know a potential asset when I see one, and I could offer you quite a bit in exchange for your help, all completely off the record, of course.”


  “I see.”  Callum put the phone on speaker so he could rest it on the dash, since his cheek and ear felt like they were almost burning from the combined heat of the phone and stress.  “Money isn’t really an issue for me, but I could use information.  Lots of information, especially about mages, the way their magic works and their society.”


  Part of him hated admitting that much, but he was already compromised with Chester, so it wasn’t really that much of a risk.  As Chester had said, if things went badly he’d simply vanish again, though if he had to do that money might well become an issue.  It turned out to be surprisingly easy to burn through cash when he had to abandon everything he’d purchased.


  “I can certainly offer that,” Chester said thoughtfully, not even asking why he needed it.  “I have access to an expert in mages who also does not officially exist.  While he is generally reclusive, he owes me enough that I can set up a meeting with him.  By phone, I would assume.”


  “Possibly,” Callum admitted.  He was sorely tempted.  Not that he liked the idea of going around killing more people, but when it came to vampires there weren’t any real moral objections.  What was more, it wasn’t likely that anyone would be able to link him to them other than Alpha Chester.  So really he wouldn’t be more exposed there.  


  “Tell me about what you need done,” he said at last.


  “There are four shifter towns that the vampires have targeted,” Alpha Chester began.  “Down from five, after what happened in Winut.”


  “But why?  If vampires have to prey on humans to survive — they do, right?”  Callum asked, and got an affirmative from Chester.


  “It’s a political move.  The way representation is handled within GAR is complicated, but they are effectively abusing rules and a lack of enforcement to establish nests where they should not and ultimately reduce my influence.”


  “Which means that there’s probably all kinds of places with no protections at all against vampire predation,” Callum said.  There was a brief silence, as if Chester was actually startled by that particular conclusion, before the Alpha spoke again.


  “Yes, though they generally tend to stick to the cities, and GAR places limitations on their immigration numbers.”  Callum wasn’t impressed by that.  Not that he was going to go even further vigilante, but it seemed to be madness to him to allow any predators of humanity into the world if they could avoid it.


  Not that he was much surprised.  People were stupid and would ally with the devil himself if he promised them power.  While he didn’t know the full truth of vampires, it was obvious they were powerful.  Enormous amounts of guns, gold, and goons didn’t come from nowhere.


  “So you want me to take care of the other four?”  Callum made a face.  That was quite the ask and he wasn’t sure he was quite ready for that level of massacre.  Or that he had the tools for it.  There was no guarantee that he could approach the others the same way as the last one.


  In fact, he’d gone over his actions in Winut again and again, partly to just reconcile being able to commit such violence, and partly to recriminate himself over being so careless.  Luck had played a major role, since there were a dozen ways things could have gone badly, both with the vampires and the shifters.  Even with all that luck on his side, he’d been found by GAR solely because he was still in the vicinity and absolutely couldn’t stand up to close scrutiny.


  “In short, yes.  I understand there is a risk of the Vampire Council itself becoming interested, but considering your circumstances you don’t have anything to fear from them.”  Chester sounded amused at the thought.


  “Won’t it be obvious you’re involved if these trouble nests of yours are all attacked?”  Callum figured Chester knew what he was doing, but it seemed a pretty transparent ploy.


  “Possibly.  I intend on having the local Alphas challenge as soon as you’ve neutralized the vampires, which should muddy the waters, but I need not admit anything to anyone.  The vampires decided to abuse the rules, so they have only themselves to blame.”  Chester’s voice changed from amused to cold and hard.


  “Is there a time constraint?”  Callum teleported his notepad to himself and started jotting down ideas.  Part of him was staggered that he was even thinking about it, but he knew he really needed the information and resources and contacts that Chester could offer.  Not that he was planning to be a mercenary, but he couldn’t do other things without revealing he was a space mage.  And he wasn’t even that good of one yet, either, since he couldn’t do long distance teleportation.


  Callum figured he needed knowledge of how to do that plus a solid basis for enchanting in order to be properly independent.  Actually, he needed that whole checklist that Gayle had provided, if he wanted to pass as a mage at all.  The only way he was going to get that was to do some work for other people.  He couldn’t make a career out of running and hiding.


  “Some more than others. I will text an information packet to the phone you’re using, if that works for you.”


  “Sure,” Callum said, tapping his pencil against his lips.  “Access to your expert for the first job, and additional payment for the others as events warrant.”  He knew that a targeted hit was probably worth a lot.  Millions, in the mundane world, though probably less in the supernatural world.  He had no idea how to arrange a dead drop or the like for any other kind of payment, but he could figure it out.  He wasn’t going to do it for free, even if he firmly believed human predators needed to die.


  “So you’re willing?”  Alpha Chester asked, even as Callum’s phone buzzed with the receipt of an incoming text message.


  “Probably,” Callum said, looking at the text message.  It had an attached picture that, according the message, had his information embedded inside.  It wasn’t something he’d seen before, but it seemed easy enough to deal with.  He teleported his laptop and connector up front to transfer it over, not too terribly worried about potential malware.  It wasn’t like he was keeping the phone, and the laptop got scrubbed fairly often.  “I’ll text you after I have the chance to read this over.”


  “I’ll look forward to it,” Alpha Chester said.  


  “So, how did you find me?”  Callum had almost forgotten the question, distracted as he was by Chester’s offer.


  “Ah, I had my trackers follow your scent from the area near Keith’s store.  Where you asked him to pass a message.  From there, it was a lot of hard work following your movements until we could get surveillance footage.  We probably would have lost you eventually if you hadn’t hit every used bookstore on the way south.  That’s how I could anticipate you.”


  “Ah.  I appreciate you telling me.”  Callum almost groaned.  He hadn’t even thought about how stupidly predictable he was being.  Though from the sound of it, the only reason he’d been caught at all was because he violated the golden rule of changing identities.  He’d reached out to someone his current identity shouldn’t have known.


  “Was there anything else, Mister Brown?”


  “No.  You’ll be hearing from me soon.”  Callum hung up the phone.  Once the file was transferred over to his laptop he removed the memory card and cast out his sense to find a good place to discard the phone.  Finding a tree hollow, he displaced the phone there and drove away.


  Part of him was getting annoyed at having to get a new burner every time, but he’d stopped getting smartphones a while back, so it wasn’t that terrible an expense.  Alpha Chester probably wouldn’t bother to tap his phone or trace his location, but Callum couldn’t know that.  Nor could he know if other parties were listening in, ones that Alpha Chester wasn’t aware of or hadn’t mentioned. 


  It was only hours later, driving any direction but south, that Callum parked and looked at what Alpha Chester had sent him.  The file was all text, with no pictures of the vampires or places, but the précis was to the point, giving an address, a priority, and a count of assets.  There was even a categorization of the type of mage that they had with them, though only two of the four had mages.


  That just seemed short-sighted to Callum.  He knew what mages could do, and it didn’t seem that shifters or vampires or even fae had any good way to keep mages at bay other than their natural speed and toughness.  While he’d still have to check, those two wouldn’t be even moderately dangerous for him.


  After teleporting around the town until he found a restaurant with free wifi, Callum searched the locations of the vampire nests, finding them sprawled out across Iowa, Nebraska, and South Dakota.  Something like eight hundred miles of driving, according to the maps, so it wasn’t something he could do in a day.


  Or maybe it was.


  He could teleport.  Admittedly, his range was maybe five hundred feet at the moment, but a spatial mage teleporting themselves didn’t take all that much mana.  That wasn’t even getting into how fast he could potentially go with his gravitykinesis, which had no real upper limit on safe speed.


  According to the intelligence briefing, none of them needed to be taken out prior to his next meeting with Gayle, where he was planning to copy the glamour enchant onto a brass plate for his own use.  That would make it safe to use the gravitykinesis without getting spotted by bystanders and spy satellites.  At least he assumed the glamour worked against mundane surveillance devices; it would be impossible to avoid people noticing, otherwise.


  The gravitykinesis wasn’t something he’d used on himself, though, so he’d have to practice a little beforehand.  Even if he didn’t use that for transportation, he needed something faster and less visible than a motorhome.  His bike was not going to cut it; he needed a motorcycle.


  It had been years since he’d ridden one, but it wasn’t a skill that someone ever really forgot.  His current license was for cars, not motorcycles, but when he got a glamour that wouldn’t matter.  In fact, it probably wouldn’t matter even before then unless he was a complete idiot and wrecked one.


  The motorcycle went on his list, and after he got back to his motorhome, he went on a drive to find somewhere private to practice.  Without a glamour he did have to worry about other people spotting him, so he had to take himself out to a remote lake where nobody was around so he could try flying.  Callum knew it wasn’t going to be easy, which was part of why he hadn’t tried it before.  That, and some guy careening through the air was extremely obvious.


  He separated himself from the motorhome by at least thirty feet, wrapped himself in his spatial bubble, and then slowly applied the gravity gradient.  It started out uncomfortable, progressed rapidly to nausea-inducing, and before he even got halfway he had to quit, doubling over and retching.  What he had thought was a smooth gravity gradient wasn’t.  At all.  He could feel different parts of him being pulled different directions, stretching and tugging and wobbling all over the place, and it was horrible.


  Callum teleported one of his chairs from his motorhome and sat down on it outside.  Clearly he was not as practiced at this stuff as he thought, so he’d have to figure out some way to get better at it, which promised to be a fairly tedious process.  It also made him wonder how bad his other magic fields were.  They worked, but so did gravitykinesis, and it clearly wasn’t anything near perfected.


  As evening faded away, Callum spent all his time with a spatial bubble around himself, trying to smooth out his filler field.  He could keep from getting too nauseous simply by keeping the amplitude low; enough to feel but not enough to apply real force.  It was a cheap solution but what he really needed was a programmer and a bunch of accelerometers, so he could get a serious look at exactly what he was doing.


  Barring that, he had to settle for the human nervous system and his own magical senses.  So far he’d been working on the accuracy of the threads, snapping them into place, and looking at those dense concentrations of mana.  The fields were thin and diffuse and required a different perspective altogether.  The scope and vagueness was what made it difficult to tell what he’d gotten wrong, like picking out thick lumps of fog from thin lumps of fog.


  Still, he refused to believe that it was impossible to sense that kind of thing.  It was probably just an aspect that any magical child would pick up during their education that he’d completely missed.  It was a good thing that he’d never needed to show off any spells to someone else or they’d probably have wondered what was wrong with him.


  By the time he was ready to quit, it was late, he’d missed dinner, and he definitely didn’t feel like dinner.  It was probably just as well.  With all the driving around and identity changing he couldn’t spend as much time exercising, and he was starting to feel a little flabby.  It was probably mostly in his mind, but it wouldn’t hurt him to skip a meal or two.


  The question was whether he’d have enough time to practice prior to taking care of Alpha Chester’s job.


  ***


  “I tracked it, but I doubt it’s useful.  He pretty obviously ditched the phone.”  Lucy waved a tablet in Chester’s direction, but he shook his head.


  “If we can’t use it, we can’t use it,” he told her.  “I wasn’t expecting much anyway.  We’re lucky John was around to get his scent in the first place, so we could pick up the trail.”


  “You sure this guy is worth that much effort, boss-man?”  Lucy lounged on the couch, gnawing on one of the awful sour candies she liked.  How her teeth hadn’t disintegrated yet he had no idea.


  “Winut massacre,” he told her.


  “Wait, shit.  That was him?”  She sat upright, looking more interested.  “Office betting pool says he’s a rogue black agent.  Five to one odds on fae assassin.”


  “Don’t waste your money,” Chester said, shaking his head at her.  “John said he smells human.  It’s not conclusive, but he’s got the best nose I know of.”


  “Well, he can’t be mundane.  Nobody’s that good,” she said, and Chester didn’t ask her exactly how much she knew.  The precise details of what happened were not written down anywhere, but that didn’t mean that Lucy was ignorant of how it had been done in under five minutes.  “But what kind of mage uses guns?”


  “I don’t know, and we don’t need to ask,” Chester said firmly.  “Not to his face, anyway.”  He wanted to know more about Mister Brown for the simple sake of understanding who he was dealing with, but only knowledge he could get without disturbing Brown’s aplomb.  Or incurring his wrath.


  “You run a background check on him?”  Lucy asked, and then held up her hands at Chester’s look.  “Stupid question, I know.”


  “The only IDs we have are obviously fake, and completely mundane.”  Chester shrugged.  “We’ve only seen one example of his work so far.  When we see more, we’ll know more, and maybe figure out who he is.”


  “Yeah,” Lucy said, sagging back on the couch and reaching for another candy.  “If you don’t know who he is, are you sure it’s a good idea to let him talk to Jasper?”


  “You aren’t supposed to know what Jasper is,” Chester said with a warning growl.  Lucy shrugged unrepentantly.  Since she was just human, no shifter, the pack magic didn’t work on her and she had grown immune to shifter stares by dint of long experience.


  “It’s not my job to not know things,” she told him.  Chester rolled his eyes.


  “That’s one you’d better keep deep under your hat,” he told her.


  “My black hat,” she agreed, and he groaned.


  “Go take your mouth and find a room that can fit it,” he told her, and she laughed and grabbed her laptop before flouncing out.  Chester sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose.  Lucy had showed she was trustworthy, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t be a pest.


  Chester stood up and padded to the door, not having to duck to fit his nine-foot frame through the opening since the entire pack compound had been modified for war form shifters.  And beast form shifters, for that matter.  There were still doors to private rooms, but everything else was open plan and tough enough to withstand shifter claws and the occasional bit of roughhousing with superhuman strength.


  Jasper had his own quarters, a sort of all-in-one apartment off the main complex.  What he was supposedly employed for was his prowess as a chef, which was fantastic, but Chester could have hired one of dozens of qualified individuals for that, including some fae.  What made Jasper special was his former life as a mage.


  Chester rapped on the door to Jasper’s abode, which wasn’t something he tended to do with his own people.  The relations within a shifter pack were decidedly nonhuman in places, and sometimes shifters had issues interacting with both mundanes and shifters at the same time.  Though as Alpha, it was expected he could do both.


  “Oh?”  Jasper blinked up at Chester, ducking his head to the alpha.  He was a perpetually tired-looking, middle-aged man with pure Swiss blood and the features to match.  “What do you need, Alpha?”


  “Your knowledge, as ever.”  Chester padded through into Jasper’s apartment, letting the ex-mage shut the door behind him.  “I managed to get into contact with someone operating outside of GAR.  Possibly a mage, but doesn’t act like one.”


  “That’s dangerous,” Jasper said mildly, dropping bonelessly into his armchair.  “Nobody works outside of GAR.  Not for long, anyway.”


  “Yes, well.  I’d like to get value out of this one while he lasts.”


  “And you’d like me to check his bona fides?”  Jasper eyed Chester warily.  “You know I can barely even sense mana.”


  “Not at all.”  Chester shook his head.  “He wanted knowledge about mages and the way mages do magic.  Considering that he’s been hitting mage libraries, it’s not just idle curiosity.”


  “And you volunteered me?”  Jasper asked incredulously.  “When he gets caught I’m going to be next on the chopping block.”


  “I’m not stupid, Jasper,” Chester growled.  It was far more effective on Jasper than on Lucy.  “No face-to-face meeting, just through the phone or possibly online.  Either way, I’ll have Lucy provide a voice changer and maybe even a movement rig.  He’s just as interested in preserving his privacy as you.”


  “Right,” Jasper said with a sigh, running his hands through long blonde hair.  “So he’s a mage outside GAR looking for information on human magic?  If he’s newly awakened he can’t be more than what, sixteen or seventeen?”


  “That’s the most interesting thing.”  Chester smiled.  “He seems to be somewhere between thirty and sixty, and whatever he is, I don’t think he’s new.  He destroyed a vampire nest in less than a minute.  In broad daylight.  With no bystanders any the wiser.”


  “Oh.”  A gleam came and went in Jasper’s tired eyes.  “A black agent then?”


  “Something.  He agreed to take out four more nests.”  Chester shrugged.  It would cause him trouble, but it was less important than keeping his people safe.  Besides, the political ramifications of letting the vampires seize the area were far more dire than the trouble of sneaking around the GAR requirements.  “I want you to drag out all your grimoires, everything.  I already owe the man and I don’t think he realizes how important his work is.  GAR would just execute him offhand at this point so he’s never going to have any legitimate source of knowledge.”


  “Ugh, and we all know how closely mages hold advanced magic to their chests.”  Jasper brooded for a moment.  He’d never elaborated on what exactly had led to him being magically crippled, though Chester knew anyway.  As an Alpha it was his job to know everything about his people.  Which was why Mister Brown was not going to be one of his people yet, and probably never.


  “Indeed.  I still haven’t put the puzzle pieces together on this man, but I would ask that you at least try to be polite and not to pry. He’s been incredibly paranoid so far.”  Chester chuckled softly, which rattled the glass on the coffee table.  “He managed to evade a DAI team.  They still think he’s an involved mundane.”


  “Oh, to be there when they find out otherwise.”  Jasper said dreamily.


  “They won’t.  He already abandoned that identity.  They probably already have him listed as deceased.”  Chester waved it away.  “I just wanted to warn you what the circumstances are so you knew the difference between questions asked in earnest and attempts to find out who you are.”


  “Now, that is paranoid,” Jasper said, raising his brows at Chester.


  “Things just don’t add up.  I think they don’t add up in our favor, but until this man starts making sense I want him treated with all due caution.”


  “Even if you’re exposing your most sensitive asset.”  Jasper said dryly.


  “If anyone asks, you’re my chef.”


  




  Chapter 12 – Preparation


  Callum ate takeout while he browsed the catalogues of the nearest used motorcycle places as well as the online classifieds.  The classifieds were actually his preference for purchase, but too many of them were suspect, not working, or actually terrible bikes.  In fact, most bikes were what he considered terrible bikes, at least for his purposes.  He needed something fast, reliable, light, and not flashy.


  It took him a lot longer than he liked to settle on an option, and even then he had to make another hours-long trip to get another piece of gold exchanged, but eventually he had his auxiliary transportation.  Since he already had the books and materials for when he was supposed to meet Gayle, he could spend the time doing reconnaissance.  And practicing his gravitykinesis.


  Simply knowing that his ability to manipulate vis was not as good as he had initially thought helped him focus on what improvements he still had to make, but grappling with the more ephemeral filler between threads was not easy.  It helped to have something to compare himself, but at the same time, he was clearly not very good at making crisp and clean vis constructs like Gayle.  It was still an intensely nauseating and exhausting experience to try and lift himself, so self-flight was off the table for a while.


  Given that he was already putting in long hours, he didn’t let a little thing like being tired get him down.  He drove his motorcycle toward the first target, using his teleport when he could.  While it wasn’t nearly as fast as it might have been if he had a longer range or could do it more often, he probably doubled his overall speed.


  He’d done some math on practicing his self teleport, and he could go tremendously quickly if he was willing to spend all his vis.  Even if he had an effective range of five hundred yards, it didn’t take but a second for him to reorient and teleport again, so he could go a full mile in about four seconds.  Not that he could keep that up for long, so it was impractical for cross-country trips.


  When he arrived at the first, nearest town that had vampire problems, he circled far around the target address.  While Chester had given him contact information for the local Alphas – and it had not escaped Callum’s attention that the Alphas all lived in or near the vampire locations – he considered it a trap.  The less he was known, the less likely it was someone could give him away.


  It was one of the ones without a mage, but apparently that didn’t mean it was without magical protections.  There was a ward up, but it was static, probably powered by mana in some way.  It wouldn’t be too hard for Callum to push past and he could probably wreck the source fairly easily.  Though upon further thought, it was better if he didn’t.


  It seemed weird to him that the wards were so permeable, but his best guess was that they were not meant to keep mages out.  There was absolutely no way a shifter or a human or even a vampire could just waltz onto the grounds of the big old pseudo-mansion they’d taken over without triggering them.  Callum wasn’t sure what happened if someone did, or how the personnel managed to bypass the ward, but the only reason he could push through was that all he needed was a single thread of mana.  The size of the grid didn’t matter since really any grid was useless.


  Since it was daytime, it was easy enough to find the vampires.  They were the ones sleeping, though he could tell the differences from human if he looked close enough.  Different ears, different jaw shape, weirdly slow and deep breathing pattern, bizarrely little difference between them.  They could have all been related.  He wished he could really see them.


  Then he realized that seeing them with his naked eyes would mean that a vampire was awake and aware and nearby and revised his thought.  Seeing them with spatial sense was enough.  Once he was done poking about, he got out his paper notepad again to take notes, though the layout was straightforward enough.  Once that was done, he stowed his stuff in the saddlebags and took off to the second target.


  It was extremely late by the time he reached it, late enough that only three of the ten vampires were actually in the movie theatre they’d taken over.  That was enough to make the back of his neck itch, and he was incredibly twitchy while he took notes on the defenses.


  That one had an earth type mage defending, and the entire structure and the grounds around it were permeated with spells.  It was significantly stronger than the other defenses he’d seen, but at the same time didn’t extend into the air at all.  Which meant for him the entire thing might as well not exist, except for around the mage.


  Like all mages he’d seen so far, the earth mage had a bubble around him, but unlike the others, it was dense enough that it did a fair job of obscuring his details as well as having complex threads woven throughout it.  Clearly he had personal shields up, and Callum would have to put a lot more effort into neutralizing him than anyone else he’d run into so far.


  The defensive shield meant that Callum couldn’t put a portal within five feet of the guy, and probably couldn’t open portals nearby at all without him noticing.  He really didn’t want to just shoot the guy, not if he didn’t absolutely have to, and while the target mage was technically aiding and abetting Callum wasn’t really feeling like he could actually murder the man in cold blood.


  At least until one of the vampires returned with a body.


  The vampire couldn’t, or at least didn’t, fly, but it did move shockingly fast.  One second it wasn’t there at all, and the next it had traversed the entire range of Callum’s perception and entered the house.  For all his straining Callum couldn’t hear what was said, but the vamp tossed the body on the ground in front of the mage and moved deeper into the house.  All the mage did was make a notation of some sort on a notepad. 


  Magic flashed and the mage shoved the body down into the ground, past the foundation and into the earth some thirty feet below the building’s floor.  It was one thing to know that they were helping the vamps, and it was another to see them do so without any hesitation or revulsion.  He still found it hard to believe that GAR actively aided the vampires in their depredations, but it wasn’t like mages actually cared much about or for what they called mundanes. 


  He grit his teeth against a hot flush of anger and considered the situation again, burning the emotion on a determination to take out the vampires’ defender.  He couldn’t use a gun, but the little he had gleaned from the literature on shields told him there were limits on what it could handle at a time.  While he didn’t have any experience with proper magical attacks, enough brute force would work.


  With half of his targets surveilled, Callum drove home, brainstorming approaches on the way.  He had to be fast, he had to be accurate, and it had to be something that he could get away with doing in broad daylight.  If he could get that glamour focus done he’d have some leeway, but not much.  He assumed that any vampire or halfway competent mage would be able to utterly wreck him if he didn’t annihilate them with a first strike, so he had to make his first strikes count.


  Fortunately for him, he didn’t need to meet with Gayle until after lunch, because he got back late and was exhausted enough to sleep until nearly noon.  He thought he’d feel terrible when he got up, but he actually felt fairly normal.  College had been the last time he’d been able to pull those hours and not feel like he’d fallen down a staircase, so he wasn’t sure what to attribute his newfound resilience to.


  He wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth, though, and packed up his books and brass and drove, then biked, back to the used book store.  Not on his motorcycle, though that would have been easier.  Callum also stuck to a small carrier bag appropriate to a professor, rather than a more useful backpack or suitcase.  In hindsight, his assumed identity could have been better crafted.


  The same couple was around, but they were upstairs in the apartments rather than down in the main part of the store with Gayle.  Callum had no idea why that was the case, but then, he had no idea what normal mage behavior was.  Maybe they didn’t care because he wasn’t a stranger anymore.


  No matter the reason, Gayle was sitting at the same nook, with a different set of books.  When Callum rounded the corner, he was glad to see none of them were duplicates of the few he’d been able to find.  It made him feel less bad about how ignorant he was.


  “Miss Hargrave,” he greeted her, setting down a stack of blank, polished brass plates with a clunk.


  “Professor Brown,” she said, eyeing the brass.  “Don’t you think that’s too much?”


  “I’m assuming we’re going to mess up the first few times we try enchanting these,” he said, putting down his pair of books on the table.  “Maybe we can wipe them, but I’d rather just start with a new one.”


  “Oh, good idea.”  He could tell Gayle was fresh out of college.  College kids never seemed adequately prepared for failure.


  “I also got a couple more books that might be useful, one of which talks about light spells.”  He tapped the book in question.  “Now, I don’t have fire or lightning magic, but supposedly you can make it from just ordinary mana if all you want is some light.  I’m hoping between us we can figure it out.”


  “Wouldn’t you know already?”  Gayle cast him a sideways look.


  “Ah, but to construct one without a focus or references?”  Callum asked her, and she pursed her lips and nodded.  He almost felt bad about misleading her, but she was benefitting as much as he was.  More, if she actually could use it to skip an apprenticeship with someone she didn’t like.


  “Oh, right, so,” Gayle said, shifting topics without a clutch.  “I went and looked at the stuff you suggested and it’s kind of horrific!  I’m not sure I can use my magic that way.”


  “Hmm,” Callum said, not really sure how to address that.  Offensive spells were one of the absolute requirements, so she was going to have to learn it whether she liked it or not.  Instead of pointing that out, he tried to be more diplomatic about it.  “You aren’t going to be using it against people.  Imagine if you’re in one of the portal worlds healing people and something like a giant cockroach sneaks into your room to try and eat one of your patients.  Would you feel so bad about killing one of them?”  Gayle had blanched at the phrase giant cockroach, as well she might, and nibbled her lower lip in thought.


  “I suppose,” she said grudgingly.  “But how am I supposed to practice it?”


  “I couldn’t say,” Callum responded offhand, dividing up the brass plates between them.  “Get a bucket of feeder crickets from a pet store?”


  “You can do that?”  Gayle blinked at him.  He considered her a moment, and realized that it was pretty likely that she’d never had a pet reptile or amphibian.  She didn’t seem the type.


  “Sure.  Mice and stuff too, depending on how adventurous you feel.  I definitely wouldn’t suggest testing it on people.”  He eyed her.  “Did you start with people for normal healing?”


  “Well, yes,” Gayle said, in a tone that implied it was obvious.  For some reason Callum wasn’t surprised.  If early healing had been instinctual she probably healed her own scraped knees or whatever, but he thought they would have started her out on animals for more deliberate training.  Then again, he didn’t know what healing was like for her.  Maybe it was something she really couldn’t mess up.  His own portals weren’t infinitely sharp ruptures like they could have been, so perhaps healing didn’t arbitrarily interrupt functional biochemistry.


  “I’m afraid I don’t know much about magical healing,” he said.  “I’ve had it done to me but that doesn’t mean I know what it’s like on your end.”


  “Oh, of course,” she said.  “It’s actually very easy.  My healing vis reacts with a mage’s own vis, for the most part.  It makes it easy to target.”


  “What about healing mundanes?”  Callum pressed, though he hated using the term.


  “Why, I’ve never tried it,” she told him.  Considering all the hospital-bound people in the world that seemed wrong.  Even if it was just for practice, he would have thought she’d have had the experience.


  “You probably should.  If it’s different, then you’ll know more about healing magic than you do.  I’m assuming that you can just visit a hospital and do it, but you might have to be careful not to raise any suspicions.”  There were occasional tales of miraculous recoveries from various diseases, so it wasn’t like it would be completely unheard of.


  “I’ll ask mom and dad,” Gayle decided, and turned her attention to the brass plates.  “So how do you even start enchanting?  I’ve never done it before.”


  It wasn’t like Callum really knew what he was doing, but he’d still done a lot.  Enchanting was condensing threads inside a material and holding them in place until they stuck.  It required certain geometries, curves an intersections, relative positions, and the like, and they didn’t simply mimic the form of the spell frameworks.  It was more like the enchantment was the integral of the spell form, some arcane topological translation that he didn’t know the rules to create.


  Of course, most enchanting was supposed to be done with mana rather than vis.  Different types of vis did different things, such as Gayle’s healing actually working with someone else’s vis.  Even simple things like the mana acceptor functioned differently when made with mana or vis.  In that case, it changed what it pulled in, so building a mana acceptor with mana would use mana, while building one with vis used vis.  There were supposedly ways to transform one into the other even inside an enchantment, though at an extreme loss, but he didn’t know the details.


  Callum could see how that was useful for a mage’s personal library of spells, especially if the focus obfuscated what was going on in some way.  The problem was he didn’t have the beginning of an idea of how to translate magic to enchanting.  Not that he’d seen many mage spells other than the ones he’d made for himself from the spatial primer, but there were a lot of different architectural flourishes to represent.


  Gayle’s glamour bracelet, for example, was insanely complex.  It only made sense, since the term really encompassed some kind of mental or perceptual screening effect that made people not notice supernatural goings-on as well as, he presumed, some kind of shielding from recording devices.  Neither effect was straightforward, and he wouldn’t have any idea how to go about doing it himself, so he was mostly blindly copying hers and hoping that it worked.


  Constructing the telekinesis spell focus was a different kind of difficult.  For the glamour, no matter how complex it was, it was all out there in the open.  It was a two-dimensional setup and he could see every line and curve of the enchantment.  The telekinesis spell, they had to go by the frankly terrible instructions in the book and hope they got things right.


  It was just as well he’d set aside the entire day for it because it was not easy work.  The actual enchanting was fine, but figuring out what was needed in the first place was not.  Unsurprisingly, Gayle was far and away better at controlling energy than Callum was.  While her education had been clearly lacking in many respects, in terms of actual magical finesse she showed the difference between someone who had a few months of experience and someone with years of professional training.


  It especially showed in her ability to manipulate mana.  Callum had more or less stopped touching it after he figured out how to pull out his own spatial vis and make it do stuff.  It had been a lot harder to grab much of the ambient mana and he didn’t have anything he could really do with it so he hadn’t bothered.  Gayle, though, could control it with an alacrity and precision that he didn’t even manage for his vis.  He also took notes on what her magical building blocks looked like, which were rather thicker and more energetic than his.


  On the other hand, at least he could draw.  His years of drafting meant that it was easy enough for him to sketch out the paths of the enchantment they were planning before trying to actually commit it to the brass.  It also meant he could copy down the shape of the glamour enchantment in fairly short order, with annotations for flourishes in width or density that were hard to capture with simple lines.


  Frankly, the ability to draw straight lines and accurate angles was his biggest contribution to their collaboration, not his ability with magic.  Without that, the slog of putting together a simple telekinesis focus would have become hopelessly mired.  As it was, it took hours for what was, in the end, probably about five minutes of work.  He didn’t even have time to try and put together his own version of the glamor enchantment, but he had multiple pages of notes on it and a sketch he’d rechecked five times so that might be something he could do on his own.


  “Yes!”  Gayle exulted as she grabbed mana and pushed it through the enchanted plate, directing the resulting construct to pick up books from the table.  She watched as they floated through the air, and pumped her fist.  “Ha!  Take that, Archmage Fane!”


  “It’s a step,” Callum agreed with amusement.  “There’s a lot more to go, though.”


  “Oh, don’t be such a wet blanket,” Gayle said.  Callum wasn’t sure that any normal college graduate would use such a term, but he really wasn’t surprised that Gayle was a few decades behind in her slang.  Even her manner of dress was somewhat more formal than he would expect for a causal visit to the bookstore.  The dress didn’t look completely out of place, but it was rather fancy.


  “I suppose you’re right,” he conceded.  “Now’s a good place to stop anyway.  It’s getting fairly late.”


  “Yeah, it is,” Gayle said, peering over at the clock in the wall.  “Thanks for the help, Professor Brown!”


  “Absolutely,” he told her.  “Same time next week?”


  “Sure!”  She made a face.  “Not looking forward to touching crickets but I guess it’s worth a try.”


  “That’s the spirit,” he encouraged her.  Gayle left first, and Callum watched with his spatial sense, unsurprised that the car she drove looked like it was made in the sixties and had been heavily enchanted.  If he had to guess what kind of car a mage would drive, it would be that type.


  He collected the remainder of the brass plates and his notes, tidied up the table, and left himself.  The Larsons hadn’t moved from upstairs, though his perception had caught them moving about and having dinner while he and Gayle had worked.  Callum assumed they had some degree of the same perception of him, which was why he made sure he was well out of range before he dropped his bubble and began teleporting his way back to his motorhome to start in on his own enchanting project.


  Considering his visualization capabilities he was tempted to put in the entire glamour enchantment at the same time.  If that worked it’d save a lot of effort and tedium on his part, but if it didn’t he would have to check every bit individually and probably miss something.  It was better to do it one line at a time, double and triple checking, especially since his mana control was so shaky.  Getting the right widths and angles was irritating.


  It was just as well he did.  He had a stack of a dozen plates to start, and the first seven he screwed up before he was halfway done.  At that point, he went ahead and called it a night.  The only benefit of exhausting himself so quickly was that it helped him get back onto a normal sleep schedule.


  In the morning he resumed his attempts, and with the benefit of a rested mind it only took him three more until he got it.  The first two he actually finished and found they didn’t work, the mana going through and stopping at junctions where he’d not properly fitted the parts of the enchantment together.  It was only with the third that everything functioned smoothly and he was able to cast a glamour by grabbing mana and forcing it into the acceptor on the enchantment.


  The result was incredibly interesting, at least to his sensibilities.  The mana stream turned into some neutral pseudo-vis and solidified into a sort of bubble that was tethered to his focus.  Beyond that there were techniques implied there that he had no idea existed.  For example, instead of constantly needing energy to sustain itself, much of the initial investment went into a sort of loop that maintained the spell.  Which meant that despite mana being so much less efficient than vis, it was still easy to maintain.


  Callum wasn’t sure if the relatively low cost of operation was due to the efficiency of the spell construction or the type of spell it was.  He could well believe his portals and teleports weren’t efficient, but they were so simple in many respects that he didn’t know how they could be improved.  His only guess was that if there were a more efficient way of doing things, it was linked with how they did long-distance teleports.  Maybe once he found out how they did those, he’d be able to improve his own work.


  Either way it was good enough for the moment.  One thing Callum did notice about the glamour spell was that it left an awful lot of residue behind, which really confirmed that it had nothing to do with any kind of energy efficiency.  If anything, it seemed to be linked to how targeted the spell was.  His teleports and portals did exactly one thing, and affected only what he wanted them to effect.  The same with his gravitykinesis.  But the glamour was a vague, undirected, and complicated spell so of course it left quite an impression.


  Just playing around with it he found that the spell was very clever, actually.  He found the feedback from the spell made the available controls clear and obvious, like size, shape, and location.  Plus full invisibility or just masking.  It was frankly more responsive than his manual building of spells, which just went to show how terrible he was with them, but the effect was static.  Besides which, he didn’t really understand everything it was doing and that made him extremely uncomfortable, but there was nothing to be done about it.


  Experimenting with his steel vortex ball bearings, they couldn’t clean up after the glamour at all, presumably because it was mana and not his vis.  The residue of teleports and portals was gone after maybe ten minutes or so, if he dropped one nearby, but the glamour would need a different approach.  He’d need stronger cleaners, made from mana instead of vis and probably enchanted in brass, but those themselves would be easier for people to spot.  Yet, glamours were so common for mages that maybe it wasn’t even worth trying to hide the use.


  It was a damned difficult problem, to balance being unseen by the world at large and leaving no trace for the supernatural hounds.  Callum knew he would err in one direction or the other, but hopefully he could be careful enough that such mistakes weren’t fatal.  If anything he’d rather get spotted doing something supernatural by normal people, because they’d be willing to ascribe it to inattention or publicity stunts.  The supernaturals would hunt him down.


  Now that he had the glamour done, he needed to go check out the other pair of targets.  With obfuscation in place he could teleport or use gravitykinesis without normal people noticing.  Not that he was good enough to kinesis himself without exceeding discomfort, but it had occurred to him that he could just ride his motorcycle.  If he divided up his spatial bubble and gave just the motorcycle enough negative gravity, it should be able to lift his weight just fine, and then he could spatially drag them both.


  Assuming he could hold the spatial construct that long.  A motorcycle with a rider didn’t take up nearly as much volume as a car, but it was still considerably more than what he moved around for his usual tasks.  Though the real question was how fast he could go.  It was moving space, not moving through space, so in theory there was no upper limit.  Hell, it wasn’t far from an Alcubierre drive, so if he was really good he could exceed the speed of light, though he very much doubted that would be true in practice.


  He changed from his suit into more motorcycle-appropriate attire, happy that the helmet obscured his identity, and tucked the glamour focus plate into the inside pocket of his leather jacket.  The whole getup made him feel a little bit ridiculous and very much like he was experiencing a midlife crisis, but it worked.  Besides, if he did take a spill he really did not want to tear off a few layers of skin, even if he could theoretically get Gayle to heal him up again.


  After driving sufficiently far away from the motorhome, Callum pulled off the road into a field and pushed mana into the glamour focus.  Attaching the resulting bubble of obfuscation to himself, he molded it so it fit just him and the motorcycle, then tried his gravitykinesis idea, giving extra negative gravity to just the motorcycle body.  Inevitably, he overshot the first time, the bike jerking upward and making him drop the magic as he clutched his groin.


  The next time he was far more careful, the bike wobbling a bit as it rose into the air with him aboard, rising until he turned the reverse gravity back down.  It was pretty obviously unstable, and if he wanted to make a habit of it he’d need something he could dangle from, but at least for testing it seemed to work.  It also drained him a lot more rapidly than he liked, but that might not matter, depending on how fast he could go.  Plus, he could store some vis in the brass he’d gotten, just in case.


  With the gravity doing its job and letting him float, he tried dragging the space forward and things got very weird.  There was no sense of movement, but things blurred.  The slightest twitch of his manual control sent the landscape careening about, which just made things even worse and he found himself pressed into the ground in short order.  Fortunately, because he wasn’t actually moving, it wasn’t like he actually crashed, more like he just lay down in an awkward position.


  Scrambling to his feet, he looked around and had no idea where he was.  He powered on his phone long enough to get coordinates and found that in about thirty seconds of so-called flight he’d managed about one hundred miles.  Which was damn good, but it was not at all sustainable or controllable.  He was one hundred miles east northeast, when he had intended to go due north.


  The good part was that moving space meant that the residue given off by the glamour didn’t leave a two-hundred-mile long track smeared behind him.  It stayed contained in the area around him, since technically he’d never left it.  Callum righted his bike and tried again, this time being far, far, far more careful about how he applied his vectors.


  It became obvious what had happened when he tried barely moving himself the next time.  He wasn’t moving, space was, so when he tried to move space relative to himself, the frames of reference added up.  His moving self moved himself more, and his velocity relative to the real world compounded at absurd speeds.  For better or worse, that also meant that if he dropped the space drag everything stopped instantly, so there didn’t seem to be any middle ground between insane acceleration and nothing.


  Kind of terrifying when one potential option was accelerating into space.


  Still, if he kept things low he could just take short jaunts of a few seconds even if he did move very, very fast.  Which fit the vis cost anyway.  Going that fast absolutely decimated his energy stores, so it wasn’t like he could actually reach infinite speed before he ran out of juice, but it was a very uncomfortable method of transportation regardless.


  Callum compromised by dragging himself for five or six seconds at a time before stopping to reorient himself and sometimes teleport himself down to the ground.  It definitely wasn’t fun, but it was far faster than driving.  The only trouble was that it was very easy to get lost, considering the lack of landmarks and the fact that he wasn’t following the roads.  Still and all, he turned five hours of travel into one, which absolutely wasn’t worth complaining about.


  The next address on his list was in the middle of a decent-sized town, a motel like the one in Winut.  There was no handy café across the way, though, and while he could probably find the hideouts of the local shifters if he looked, that wasn’t his aim.  The dossier said that the mage protecting the location had fire and water talents, and it did not escape his notice that the motel lawn sprinklers had absolutely soaked the surrounding grounds.


  Like the earth mage, the water-fire mage had some form of shield up, which made him wonder why the air mage hadn’t.  Possibly the air mage had been less competent, or maybe the only reason those mages were shielding themselves was because of what happened in Winut.  It was hardly a secret in the supernatural community.


  Either way, he needed the ability to take out the mage and then the vampires that were sleeping in the motel beds.  Vamps sleeping on beds like normal people amused him, for some reason, but it did make it harder to see what his targets were, since there were some ordinary humans mixed in.  Still, he managed to square his count with the number on his list, as well as sketch out the layout and take a few other notes, before driving onward.


  The last place on the list actually did have a mage, in contradiction to the information he’d been given.  It made him glad he’d taken the time to survey of his own accord, because being unprepared for an active defense would be bad.  From what he could see it was another earth mage, which made him wonder exactly how rare something like spatial was.  He’d only seen elemental and healing, not gravity or metal or time or light or shadow or whatever else was out there.


  The primer had mentioned a number of those, but only in the vaguest terms.  Lacking any kind of census data meant that there was nothing to tell him if rare meant one in fifty, or one in fifty million.  It was just another thing to take a note on, sigh, and move on with what he needed to do.  Like shopping.


  He had a few ideas on how to approach the issues he’d seen, but dealing with the shielded mages was going to be the hardest part.  From Arcane Defenses he’d gathered that he’d need damn good magic to punch through a shield that way, but since he didn’t have any offensive spatial spells that was fine.  The sticking point was that the appropriate elements and their opposites tended to be fairly ineffective.


  If he wanted to kill an earth mage, he couldn’t throw a rock at them, even one going very fast.  Even a bullet might not quite work, as earth was related to metal.  That said, he didn’t really want to use guns for these if he couldn’t get the portal right up close like last time, since he didn’t trust himself not to miss and he’d only have one shot.


  According to the timeline Chester had provided, he had three days before things became really critical, which was rushing a bit, but with enough work he could get things done.  The major issue was transporting his materials to the towns and caching them somewhere, since he wanted to move as quickly as he could on the day of.


  A few visits to a number of hardware stores, scrapyards, and lumber yards netted him everything he needed.  That, and some browsing of the internet to make sure he had his facts and figures right.  Then it was just heads-down, manual labor for the most part.  There was some testing involved, just to make sure he had everything right, but eventually he had it all ready.


  




  Chapter 13 – Execution


  Callum knew that however the attacks turned out, he would have to be very mobile afterward, and preferably not even in the same state.  His gravitykinesis helped with that, especially since he’d made himself a really stupid looking flying chair to use instead of his motorcycle.  He’d taken an ordinary office chair and bolted on a vertical metal frame to make a sort of shelf above his head.  The shelf just had some bags of concrete for mass, so when he used it for lift the chair would just hang straight down.


  He used it to ferry components out to each area ahead of time, caching the small things inside utility spaces and the big things he just put caution tape on.  Nobody really questioned why a big piece of wooden piling was lying around if it had caution tape on it.  Besides, putting them next to telephone poles made them look semi-official.


  Callum was pretty sure he could have tried glamouring them but he was risking enough by using teleportation to move them into position near the targets.  A thousand yards or so away, sure, but that might well be dangerously close if he wanted to remain unobserved.  He had basically one data point for how far a real mage could sense, and he didn’t thing Gayle was a good example, so the best he could do was err on the side of caution and hope.  Just that much sucked up another of his days, and he had to crash early from simple exhaustion.


  Part of the reason he was working himself so hard was to avoid thinking too much about what he was doing.  Taking out vampires who had murdered people and who had kidnapped a kid in a fit of passion was one thing, but a cold assassination was something else.  Not something that he would have considered in his old life.


  He was lying in bed worrying it over in his mind when he suddenly sat upright and fumbled for his laptop.  All that planning and he hadn’t bothered to check whether all the vampires had actually been doing anything untoward.  After seeing one, Callum had just taken it for granted that all the vampires Chester had steered him to were murderers, rather than a political annoyance.


  It was a thought that had come far, far too late, but after a few minutes of sleuthing he found that he hadn’t made a horrible mistake.  The other towns also had recent murders or missing persons, and given the population in each that was exceedingly unlikely.  Especially since in all the cases there were no details or suspects, just a rote article from a disinterested reporter.


  That relieved his mind enough that he could finally sleep.


  In the morning he drove to his staging area, a camp site off in the middle of nowhere, screened by trees.  Hopefully it wouldn’t matter where he started from, but just in case he had the remainder of his gold and cash and guns bundled up and cached at the bottom of a nearby lake, wrapped in plastic and duct tape.


  He teleported his stupid transportation chair outside of the motorhome, swearing to himself that he’d come up with something less awful-looking or at least learn to properly smooth out the gravity, and settled in with a map and a GPS-enabled burner phone.  He was going to be traveling very fast and the GPS would reflect that, and he didn’t want anything of his associated with the locations, but he still hated to have to spend the money.  Especially since it was separate from the one he was using to communicate with Chester; he’d have to throw away two phones at the end of it, which meant he’d be out of magical phones for a while. 


  Even though he’d be using the glamour focus, he took the time to dress himself differently, apply some fake tattoos, and don a hairpiece in order to look different.  Callum found it amusing how much time he was spending on makeup as a middle-aged man, solely so he looked different than he did.  Then he was off, moving in thirty-second jaunts in the direction of the first town.


  He picked the one without a mage because that was the safest for ensuring his plan really did work as intended.  He decided to bring along a shotgun with a bunch of mordite ammunition just in case, since it was always good to have extra options when things went badly, but he hoped it wouldn’t be necessary.  Callum still didn’t know how active vampires could be during the day, since all the lore about them was mostly invented, and he didn’t want to tangle with one even if it was sleepy.


  The cache of materials was still in the duct he’d put it in before, and a quick teleport moved it all into the garage he was using as a staging point.  The occupant was gone for work, or so Callum assumed, and he didn’t want to set things up in the open.  Even if there wasn’t much to set up, it would look pretty weird to any passers-by.  The preparations consisted of eight steel plates, which he put on top of wire holders to raise them off the ground.


  Steel plates with cakes of densely-packed thermite on top of each.


  His way of thinking was that if a point-blank shotgun round worked on a supernatural, so would that.  Especially since he could deliver it directly to them.  It also solved his problem of needing to jump portals around and rely on his gun not to jam.  Igniting thermite was a little tricky but the internet was full of wonders and had multiple designs using wires and electricity so he could do it all simultaneously.


  The stuff had not even been that hard to make, especially since he could just rent some equipment for the day to help with the metal powder.  It probably wasn’t as good as real commercial stuff, but he didn’t want to buy that.  He didn’t know if he could buy that, and he wasn’t interested in stealing anything.  Robbing the vamps was one thing, but hurting ordinary folks by taking their stuff was not in his nature.


  Callum reached out to find all his targets, shaping a teleport field around each of the plates and their payloads and threading a vis strand through the static ward so he had a connection.  It was quite a strain, holding eight inputs and eight outputs, but after all the practice he’d put himself through it wasn’t unreasonable.


  He touched the ignition wire to the terminals of the car battery that he’d brought with him, and the thermite popped and began to fizz with sparks as burning magnesium started the process.  That was his cue to teleport them directly atop the sleeping vampire’s faces, thermite-cake-side down.


  The steel plate was mostly just there in case he was too slow with the teleport but also because he wanted something to help contain all the heat and sparks and redirect them to where they’d do the most good.  Which was to say, directly into the vampire’s faces.  Burning thermite acted quickly, so Callum wasn’t actually sure if the vamps had time to scream or make any real sign before it did its work.


  Fire alarms started going off, the sprinkler system kicked in, and people started running around, but it was far too late for that.  A pile of thermite to the face was as effective as Callum could have ever hoped, but he was glad he didn’t have to see it with his actual eyes.  Or smell it.


  Like the first time, there were some bags of cash and containers of gold, and he grabbed those.  He didn’t bother with the electronics or the guns, though he wouldn’t have said no to more special ammunition, but a few thousand dollars and a few kilograms of gold didn’t really take up that much space.  He did consider stealing the ward, too, but he didn’t have any confidence in being able to shut it down, so he left it be.  After one last quick pass to make sure he hadn’t missed something incredibly important, he distributed a bunch of his ball bearings to purge the indications of his teleports and started to tidy up.


  Callum teleported the wire racks into some restaurant’s dumpster and added a cleanup bead, then picked up the car battery with one hand and his loot with the other.  He wasn’t sure that the thralls would be able to find his trail without supernatural aid, but they were probably calling in that aid already so he didn’t want to stick around, and simply teleported himself back to his conveyance.


  The glamour residue would indicate a mage had been there, but that was probably okay because literally all of them used glamours.  It wasn’t even his own vis, it was mana, so there was nothing identifying on it.  He still would have preferred to clean it up, but his vortex enchantments only worked on his own vis so he just let it be.  A few seconds later, he was miles away, and he took the opportunity to turn on his phone and text the number Chester had given him.  Just three words, letting him know that the nest was destroyed, then he turned it off again.


  That one had been easy.  The other three would be more difficult, because there were mages involved.  Mages with shields up, and he had no idea how robust those shields were.  That was, frankly, where the whole thing could fall apart.  A mage might well be able to track him, though he doubted any of them could move as fast as he could with his weird spatial dragging technique.


  There were also more targets in general.  More vampires, who had to be killed after the mage, and that meant they might have time to realize what was going on.  The thermite-to-the-face technique wouldn’t work all that well if they were up and moving about, especially if they were moving supernaturally fast.  Callum’s own reflexes were not good enough to keep up with that kind of speed.


  That was really what he was counting on when it came to the other mages.  They were still human, still squishy, and still slow, relatively speaking.  He was pretty sure they were counting on their wards to warn them of what was going on, and the ones he’d seen so far he could bypass.  While he was far more uncomfortable with killing humans as opposed to vampires, they were actively helping the vampires murder people.  The GAR-sanctioned mages were presumably mercenaries or otherwise willing, but the thralls might be just protection detail and under some kind of coercion, so at least in this case he could probably ignore them.


  Although Callum could make do without a vantage point as such, height made his plan easier, so he’d perched himself on top of a water tower near the theatre.  The big cylinder had a flat top that shielded him from casual observation, and there was enough room there to set out his plates of thermite.


  He’d practiced, and holding twelve entry and exit points was too much, so he was going to have to work in sets of six.  It shouldn’t make a difference, because really, he had gotten quite fast at teleporting, but every second counted.  The big wooden piling rested just beyond the thermite plates, and in theory he could try and get that going at the same time, but in practice he could only strain his multitasking so far.


  It took Callum a few minutes to make completely sure he’d found all his targets.  Aside from the mage, of course, who was in an inner room, apparently unfazed by the body count of his employers because he was just sitting there watching television.  Being thus distracted didn’t seem to impact his ability to keep up the wards, but on closer inspection Callum was pretty sure he was just using a focus for it.


  It made sense.  Callum couldn’t imagine keeping up a complicated spell like that for hours or days on end, and it probably was constructed properly so it took less effort than one of Callum’s spells.  In fact, it probably could run off of some kind of storage like that bracelet from GAR or the unmanned ward, so the mage didn’t have to supply it the whole time.


  The wards and shield only covered the ground, though, so it was actually easier for Callum to just run a thread of vis over in preparation for teleporting the thermite.  He kept a close metaphorical eye on the mage, but didn’t get so much as a twitch as the vis thread entered the theater.  Callum took a few breaths, knowing the next thirty seconds or so were going to be utterly manic, and touched the ignition wires to the car battery.


  Thermite sparked and he teleported the six into place, then grabbed the second set and lit them up, fumbling for a moment with the gloves he was using to insulate himself from the wire.  Then he delivered the other six and he busied himself with the piling.  After seeing how well it had performed at the first stop, Callum trusted that the stuff would do its job, he just had to take care of the mage.


  He’d fastened some two-by-fours in a cross pattern at one end to encourage the thing to not tilt as it fell, though his understanding of lift dynamics was admittedly hazy.  Callum wasn’t sure how much it weighed, but he was damn glad he could lift it with gravitykinesis instead of his muscles, because it was heavy.  He teleported it to the top of his range and angled it so it was facing directly down, then let it drop.  That much wood going that quickly picked up a hell of a lot of force.


  In the few seconds of freefall, the earth mage had maybe started to stir.  His head had turned, at least, and possibly the shield had intensified, but Callum couldn’t be certain about that.  But he certainly wasn’t on guard and alert enough to react properly when a foot-wide diameter portal snapped into existence in the ceiling of the room and a huge chunk of wood came smashing down from three stories up.


  Needless to say, the results were messy.


  A stone shield did snap into place, reacting either to the mage’s panic or the actual physical threat, but it wasn’t enough to defend against several hundred pounds traveling at something like seventy miles an hour.  Actually, Callum wasn’t sure that the mage was dead, but the ward collapsed which was good enough for him.  He repeated the process of grabbing the valuables and teleported out the wooden piling while he was at it.


  The bloodstains on the end of the wood made him queasy, as watching things through spatial sense was very far different than seeing it for real, but he didn’t have time for second-guessing himself.  The piling came along on his first jaunt a few miles away, to where he’d plotted out the nearest bit of woodland, and he dumped it in a stream he’d found there.  He had to actually take a break then, getting jerky and tea out of the bags attached to the chair, simply because moving that much volume completely tanked his reserves.


  He didn’t let himself rest long, though, and as soon as he felt up to it he continued his haphazard trail back to his motorhome.  It was more or less on the way, and he needed to stash everything he’d taken.  Halfway there he stopped to text Chester with another update, and saw that the Alpha had replied with nothing more than a thumbs-up to his first.


  Callum gave himself fifteen minutes to just completely crash back at home.  While time was of the essence, making it to the next stop in the approximate half-hour he could manage with his chair and still having enough vis to repeat his last performance was dependent on his total reserves.  Despite all the practice and strain he’d been putting himself though, he still didn’t have a lot of magical endurance.


  In the end it actually took him more like an hour to get to his next target, and they seemed to be on guard.  At least, the mage there was pacing about, the thralls were guarding every chokepoint and window, and there were two layers of wards, not just one.  Which just seemed silly, to him.  Two layers of walls didn’t mean much when you still left the windows open.


  His vantage was not a handy water tower, but the top of some weird brutalist grain silo that was clearly from a much earlier era in the town’s history.  It was actually higher than the water tower, putting the motel and the water-fire mage just at the edge of his perceptions.  The wind was pretty strong, and he was glad that he’d taken the time to compress and pack the thermite even if he did put the plates behind the piling to shelter it from the wind.


  The first snag came when he was searching for the vampires in the motel.  None of them were up and about, thank goodness.  It seemed their nocturnal habits were strong enough that they didn’t or couldn’t stay up.  But there were two young people, a man and a woman, locked in a room with chains on their ankles.  A white-hot rage swept aside any of the worries he’d had before as he studied them with his senses.  It seemed that every mage that GAR lent out to the vampires was complicit in their doings.


  He didn’t know if they were shifters or if they were just unfortunate college students that had been abducted for food.  Either way, he wasn’t going to let them stay there.  The question was where he could put them.  Though he could teleport them to basically anywhere within his sensory range, it would be best if he put them somewhere that the shifters could find them quickly.


  Since they wouldn’t see him, there was no way they could give him away, but a little bit of obfuscation was probably needed to keep people from guessing they’d simply been teleported out.  Callum took a moment to work up and discard a number of possible plans before deciding on one he liked, though it’d have to wait until after he took care of his targets.


  Once again he put together the thermite charges and plates, checking to make sure the piling was ready.  He expected the fire-water mage would be even less able to deal with it than the earth mage, but that was sheer conjecture.  Callum had no idea how mages did actual combat and whether having two types of aspects to their vis meant they were stronger or what.


  “Volley one,” he muttered under his breath as he sparked the thermite and teleported it into place.  “Volley two.  Now, artillery.”  He lofted the piling over the side and let it fall.  He snapped open a portal just above the fire-water mage just before the piling hit the ground, the wood falling at terminal velocity. There was a sort of detonation of magic from the mage’s shields and Callum’s portal destabilized and vanished.  


  Unfortunately for the mage on the other end, that didn’t stop most of the piling from slamming into him.  For a purely magic attack, and possibly for someone full of vis like a mage or a supernatural, the burst would have been extremely effective.  Maybe it even would have worked against magical materials, but against a two hundred pound chunk of wood, it didn’t do much.  It was only half of the piling, as the portal collapse had torn it apart, but half was enough.


  The hardest few seconds over with, Callum started sweeping back over the motel and cursed when he saw that one of the vampires was sitting up.  Apparently that particular thermite cake hadn’t ignited for some reason, which wasn’t terribly surprising.  But it was terribly inconvenient, since he had hoped to get away without having to use a gun.  He grabbed the shotgun loaded with mordite rounds and formed a portal in the barrel, the other one at the back of the vampire’s neck, pointed upward as he pulled the trigger.


  The mess the ordinary rounds had made was nothing to how the mordite round practically disintegrated the vampire’s head.  Callum took a moment to reposition the thermite and ignite it properly by displacing some still-molten sparks from its companions.  It probably wouldn’t hide the fact that he’d had to shoot the vampire instead of burning it to death, but he didn’t like the idea of leaving a failed thermite charge at the scene.


  Of course, the thump of the impact and the sound of the gunshot got people’s attention, but Callum wasn’t overly worried about the thralls.  He was more concerned with getting the evidence out of there and rescuing the captives.  Now that people were alerted, he had less time, so he formed a small portal between him and just behind the captives.


  “Close your eyes,” he told him, speaking with an affected hoarseness to disguise his voice.  “I’m getting you out of here.”  The pair jerked around, so he had to repeat the instructions.  “Close your eyes!”  He said again, and the two of them obeyed.  He sent one end of the portal bouncing around the area of town he could sense, especially along streets, to provide the illusion of some kind of movement by way of varying sounds, before teleporting them into an employee bathroom at an auto repair shop.


  Once again he took out his phone, this time texting Chester more of an update.


  Coren nest done.  Two captives transferred to Atkins Automotive employee bathroom.


  Callum assumed there was some process for easing people who had been caught up in supernatural issues back into mundane life, but he’d have to follow up to make sure.  No doubt GAR would want to question the pair, but his little sound distraction would hopefully muddy the waters enough that it didn’t seem like teleportation.  Of course, if it turned out that Chester or GAR simply vanished unfortunate victims like that, then Callum would have to deal with those involved.  They were Callum’s responsibility, and if the officials couldn’t be trusted then he’d have to find a non-official option.


  Exactly what that option might be, he didn’t know.


  He scattered his cleanup bearings and grabbed what valuables he could sense, glad that the vampires had a standard way of storing them, as well as nabbing the two halves of the piling that had been torn apart by the portal.  One from inside the motel, one from the bottom of the grain silo.  Callum ditched them in the same way as the first, by putting them in some wooded land that was probably someone’s backyard, then had to take more time out to rest and regain mana.


  Energy drinks didn’t seem to do much for vis regeneration, and his ability to store energy to draw on for later use was limited.  He’d give an awful lot for proper storage stones or crystals or however that bracelet GAR had used on him had worked.  In hindsight he should have figured out whatever was powering that first ward, but the best he could do at the moment was eat and nap, and he was definitely flagging.  If the fourth one looked significantly tougher, then he might need to put it off until later, or skip it entirely.  But he’d have to at least check to see if there were more captives.


  Overall, the first three stops had taken him a little over two hours.  He felt twitchy still, despite or perhaps because of how easy it had been.  The few hiccups that had appeared hadn’t been bad, and as far as he knew nobody had the slightest idea what his avenue of attack was.  They were in some respect ready for him, but they thought he’d be coming at them physically, instead of remotely.  Still, he was worried that if he couldn’t take them by surprise, he couldn’t do anything at all.


  After another half hour of relaxing in his stupid chair and downing another tea, and being glad he was in the woods so he could just go behind a tree when the tea caught up with him, he started north toward the final target.  When he got to the outskirts he turned on his phone in case he needed to text Chester an update and found that he had a message waiting for him.


  Vamps withdrawing.  Cancel fourth.


  That was actually somewhat of a relief.  While the vampires in question were undoubtedly murderers and deserved to die, that meant the only reason that he absolutely needed to go after them at the moment was to free anyone they had.  He was completely exhausted, so he didn’t trust himself to properly pull off another mass attack, but he had to know. 


  He replied with a thumbs up, and continued on into town in order to find out.  While he was there, he’d retrieve his supplies too.  It wouldn’t do to have someone find where he’d stashed them, even if it was unlikely.  He paused just within sensory range of the target, studying them as the vampires and their thralls packed, the former moving somewhat sluggishly, but moving.  Fortunately for everyone it was only vamps and thralls, with no poor victims, and a scant half-hour later their convoy headed away.


  On the way back to his motorhome, Callum found himself crashing hard.  It was like being out of mana, only worse.  It was only by gritting his teeth and cracking open some energy drinks that tasted like poison that he managed to get himself close enough to the motorhome to teleport himself and his bags the rest of the way.  The chair he left in the woods.  The plan was to properly dispose of it, but he couldn’t manage it at the moment.  He could barely manage crawling into his bed before he conked out completely.


  ***


  “So how the hell is he doing that?”  Chester asked the room at large.  The room consisted of the Wolfpack, his mate Lisa, Lucy, and Jasper, who were the only ones actually read into Mister Brown.  Or whoever he was.


  “He might have access to the GAR teleportation network,” Jasper said.  “Or it’s…”  He pursed his lips.  “The fae supposedly had ways back into Faerie other than the actual portal.  It’s never been confirmed, but their magic doesn’t work like ours so I’ve always thought it was possible.”


  “Lucy?”


  “He’s only turning his phone on near the locations.  I could give you a cell quadrant but that’s it.”  She shrugged.  “Sorry boss-man, I can’t tell you how he did it.”


  “Shame,” Chester sighed.  “I’d love to be able to move my own people around that fast.”


  “I would too, but the way Jessica talked I don’t think he’d reveal his methods,” Lisa said, doing her best to be the voice of reason.  “Let alone agree to bring along shifters.”


  “I suppose not,” Chester agreed.  The man had reported two nests destroyed in less than an hour, hundreds of miles apart from each other.  When he sent in his people, there were only mundanes there.  The vampires and mages were dead, gruesomely so, and simply calling them out under the Accords meant that the thralls had to defend everything themselves, or surrender.  Considering the circumstances, they were encouraged to surrender.  Nice and neat and inside the rules, ignoring the person outside the rules removing the supernaturals on site.


  “My question is how he bypassed the wards at the sites,” Jasper said thoughtfully.  “He should have rung the alarm bells crossing them, or they should have been destroyed.  It’s just very strange they were still intact.”


  “There’s no lock or alarm in the world that can’t be bypassed,” Chester told him.  “You know that as well as I do.”


  “Yeah…”  Jasper sighed.  “But the only ward-picking foci I heard of was up in Archmage level stuff that GAR had control over.  But this guy’s got no magic?”


  “Well he’s obviously a supernatural, but I guess the details don’t matter at this point.”  Chester waved it aside.  “Point is, I wasn’t expecting anything like this, so I’m going to owe him more than a few lessons from Jasper on my behalf.”  He glanced around at his audience.  “I’d rather not owe him favors for long, I suspect that they could become ruinous if he waited until he really needed them.”


  “You know, he’s careful about burner phones and stuff, but I checked on his identities and he’s got nobody working for him on the information angle,” Lucy said.  “Nobody’s sanitizing or purging any of the data that does accumulate on him.  Which isn’t much, but still.”


  “Are you volunteering then, Lucy?”  Chester raised his eyebrows at her.  “What you do for me is already skirting the edges of what you can get away with while working for GAR.  Helping him would be completely compromising yourself.”


  “Eh, I didn’t turn out a mage so none of them are going to give me the time of day anyway.”  Lucy shrugged, but it was a bit of a sore point with her.  Not every child of a mage bloodline actually turned out to be a mage.  Some were merely magic sensitive, like Lucy, and while they were inside the supernatural world they were barely more than mundanes.


  Chester sympathized with them, and that was one reason he employed Lucy and Jasper, but while they both appreciated the work and safety, they were somewhat isolated.  Neither of them were shifters or pack, after all, and sympathy went only so far.  They just weren’t equipped for the relationships shifters had with each other.


  “I’m not your dad,” Chester said with a shrug.  “I’ll introduce you, but you’ll have to convince him on your own merits.”


  “Not a problem, boss-man.”  She gave him a thumbs-up and he rolled his eyes, answering his phone.  It was his Alpha from Lewisburg, the second place on Mister Brown’s hitlist.


  “Chester here,” he answered.


  “One of the thralls called GAR, so we’re going to have an agent in our fur soon enough,” Alpha Greene told him.  “Also, weird thing — something smashed that mage good.  The smell was lumber, pine, aged near some place with sawdust, probably a lumberyard.  I’d say just a chunk of wood he bought somewhere, yet oddly I couldn’t scent where it went or smell a blood trail out.”


  “That’s quite mysterious,” Chester said blandly.  It was good to know there were some limits to the man’s ability to pass without trace, but they’d already guessed he had some ability to suppress scent.  “Just secure things.  Make sure you can account for and verify everyone’s whereabouts.”


  “Yes, Alpha.”  Green hung up, and Chester looked around at everyone.


  “That was faster than we expected,” one of the Wolfpack noted.


  “He left the thralls alive,” Chester said. “I’m not actually sure why, but it does make things more ridiculous.  And slightly annoying.”  Chester shrugged.  “At least calling GAR means that we can let the mages bear the expense of shipping the thralls back.”


  The phone on the table buzzed.  The text message flashed up on the screen on the far side of the room, a setup that existed mostly because Lucy couldn’t keep her hands to herself.


  Coren nest done.  Two captives transferred to Atkins Automotive employee bathroom.


  “Oh, hell.”  Chester stared at the message.  The issue wasn’t that the third target had been taken care of, it was that there were mundanes involved.  “Now we need to call GAR.  Lisa?”


  “On it,” she said, while he rang up his Alpha in Corensville.


  “Pierre?  Send four to Atkins Automotive, there’s some mundane witnesses in the employee bathroom.  Have everyone else move on the nest.  Call them out, and then go in.”


  “Yes, Alpha,” Pierre said.  He didn’t sound enthusiastic, but he didn’t know that the vampires were dead.  Chester had hinted there were some core pack assets in the vicinity, even if he wasn’t supposed to interfere with a regional dispute, just to ensure it didn’t sound like he was ordering some suicide charge.


  He’d probably call back soon enough, wanting answers Chester couldn’t give him.  They all had.  Mister Brown’s work was really doing a lot for his mystique, which was fantastic, though really secondary to why he’d actually asked for hits on those vampires.  He needed to keep his people safe.


  “Yes, from vampires,” Lisa was saying.  “Your contact is Alexander Pierre.  Phone number…”  Chester listened to her rattle off the information to GAR and watched his phone.  It was a strangely relaxing war council.  When he couldn’t do things himself, he found himself climbing the walls from impatience.  Normally.


  With what Mister Brown was capable of, all he needed to do was wait and tell his people to secure empty buildings.  The only worry was if the vampires did manage to catch him, and Chester rather doubted that was going to happen.  There were still some strange oddities about the way the man acted, but nobody sane would go up against vampires unless they could outfight one.


  His personal phone rang again, and he lifted his eyebrows at the name that appeared for the caller.  Certainly, he had been intending for this little operation to get attention, but he hadn’t actually anticipated Mister Brown doing all four on the same day.  Apparently Chester wasn’t the only one who had been impressed.


  “Chester here,” he answered.


  “Call them off,” a voice growled over the receiver.


  “Well hello to you, too, Vlad,” Chester said brightly.  The name of the Master of the Minneapolis nest wasn’t actually Vlad, it was Antoine Lavigne, but Chester enjoyed needling him.


  “Call them off,” Antoine repeated, with no change in tone.


  “I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about,” Chester said, infusing his voice with great cheer.  “Attacking your nests without an official challenge in place would be a violation of the accords.”  In the same way that establishing the nests in shifter territories was, but Chester wasn’t good friends with the local GAR adjudicator the way Antoine was. 


  “I’m withdrawing from Carrington,” Antoine said, obviously between his teeth.  “So call them off.”


  “Honestly, it’s like you don’t trust me at all,” Chester replied.  “Though thank you for telling me you’re withdrawing from Carrington.  I know Alpha Beys will be glad he can relax.”  While he talked, he reached for the other phone and texted a reply to Mister Brown.


  Vamps withdrawing.  Cancel fourth.


  “Don’t think I’m beat, Chester,” Antoine warned.  “I don’t know who it is you got to do this, but when I find them, they’re going to wish GAR had got to them first.”


  “Like I said, Vlad, it would be a violation of the accords if I had someone working for me!  As you know, my pack very strictly follows the rules.”


  Antoine hung up.  Chester grinned.


  




  Chapter 14 – Payment


  “This is a hell of a thing,” Ray said, looking at the scorched beds in the motel room.


  “Same guy?”  Felicia asked softly, hands in her pockets as she looked at the damage with him.  The supernatural morgue was their next stop, but the shifters had insisted on having Ray take down the warding before anything else.  With the vampires and their hired mage dead, there wasn’t anyone who could work the focus and shut it down properly instead of just breaking it.


  Since he wanted to see the crime scene, Ray didn’t argue too much.


  “Same guy,” Ray said.  “Sure, the actual methodology is different, but none of these thralls heard or saw a single thing, aside from a solid thump.  Probably the mage.”  From what he understood, the mercenary they’d hired to ward the place had been pretty thoroughly mangled with something blunt.  “It seems unlikely we’d have two ghost assassins operating in the Midwest.  Not to mention the targets.”


  “Mm,” Felicia agreed.  Every single one of them had been one of Master Lavigne’s satellite nests, and every single one of them had been encroaching on Alpha Chester’s territories.  They’d have to talk to Alpha Chester and Master Lavigne themselves eventually, and Ray was not looking forward to that.


  It was obvious that the political maneuvering between the Midwest Alpha and the Master of Minneapolis had reached a boiling point.  Keeping them in line wasn’t Ray’s job though, or Felicia’s either.  It wasn’t likely either of them would reveal the agents they were using, but they had to ask.


  “I don’t like that they’re all the same modus,” he said instead.  “You’d think with different strike teams we’d see something different.  It feels like this guy is using the GAR transportation network, which would make it an inside job.”


  Felicia grunted but didn’t answer aloud.  Of course, they were in public.  Once they were alone he could get a better idea of what she thought, though he was pretty sure they were both thinking the same things.


  “I found one!”  One of the cleaners trotted up, holding up a tiny plastic bag with a steel bead inside it.  Ray took it and puffed air into the bag so he could properly sense the bead, but any lingering magic from their target was long gone.  He still wasn’t sure what they represented, but they were definitely a weird kind of calling card.


  “Well, there’s confirmation.”  Ray sighed.  “How much do you want to bet our victims will have seen nothing?”  Felicia just scowled.  Normally her ability was very useful.  For this perpetrator, she was almost dead weight and she hated it.


  “We need a staff,” Ray decided, and Felicia prodded him in the side.  “No, we do.  There’s two more scenes like this, way too many people to question, and you and I are going to be tied up with Chester and Lavigne.  And maybe King Ravaeb.”  


  Felicia made a face.  Ray wasn’t really looking forward to it either, but King Ravaeb was the fae authority over, roughly, the same area.  Now that they had a repeat offender, the collective knowledge of the local fae could very well be vital.  Under the circumstances, Ray had GAR’s full weight behind him.


  Instead of making a report, he called the head office directly.  GAR didn’t have the huge number of personnel that a mundane law enforcement bureau might, but for this kind of thing they would take people off less important cases.  They might even transfer in people from other regional offices.


  “Great, thanks,” he said, maybe twenty minutes later.  “Come on, we’ll hit the morgue and when that’s useless, we’ll go see Alpha Chester.”  Felicia nodded, and they decamped.


  “Did you notice that they use mundane methods?”  Felicia said when they were back in the car.  Their superiors had hustled them out so fast that Ray hadn’t even had time to get his glider, though with free license to use the GAR teleportation network, it wasn’t like they were slowed down much.


  “Mundane?  They didn’t use guns this time around,” Ray pointed out.


  “No, but there’s no lingering magic, and I have the autopsy report here.”  Felicia tapped her laptop.  “Mage was killed by blunt force trauma with something wooden.  The vampires were killed with thermite.”


  “How would you even do that?”  Ray scowled, trying to conceive of sneaking up on a vampire and hurling burning thermite at their face.


  “Well, the steel plates were probably part of the delivery method.  Maybe there was some enchanted part that was taken away,” Felicia speculated.  “But it’s all brute force.  No use of bane material.  No direct spell effects.  No shifter claw or toothmarks either.”


  “Now that you mention it, that is quite odd.”  Ray tapped the steering wheel thoughtfully.  “You notice they didn’t kill any thralls in any of these incidents, either.  Just the first.”


  “I keep going back to the silverite chains.  I bet the first was done out of passion.  Vamps kidnapped someone he liked⁠—”


  “He?”


  “I think so.  It’s so impersonal, even the stuff that looks like he got mad and killed everyone.  Using a gun, so he likely wasn’t prepared, considering no guns were used for these.  These other hits are what it’s like when he’s doing a job.”


  “Okay, but if that’s true we should have some records of this guy from before.”


  “Unless…”  Felicia said, and Ray sighed.


  “Yeah, unless it’s one of GAR’s troubleshooters gone rogue.  I raised that idea before, but maybe now they’ll take it seriously.”


  “We need to get a profile of everyone Chester’s had contact with.  This has to be coming from him, even if we can’t possibly prove it.”  Felicia tapped in a query on her laptop.  “I’m requesting an Archmage look at the profile on this guy though.  Even if we don’t have clearance to know about GAR’s pet projects, they will.”


  “What, you think it’s like a golem or something?”


  “I don’t know.”  Felicia shrugged.  “Neither do you.  There’s just rumors.”


  During their drive to the supernatural morgue, Felicia’s laptop pinged as people were directed to the project and they all started acquainting themselves with the details.  Most were mages or magic-sensitive humans, as fae preferred field postings and the vamps were all asleep, but there were a few shifters in the mix.


  Ray didn’t have high hopes for them.  Not when considering the nature of the investigation.  Now, if it were shifter packs being decimated, that’d be another story.


  “The hell.”  When Ray saw the line of essentially headless vampire corpses, he couldn’t help but gawk.  It was one thing to read the report, it was another to see so many people with identical and unusual wounds.  The mage casualty, at least, had more normal injuries, though it was still uncomfortable to think that could be him.  The mage in question was Fremont Jackson, and was a fairly successful mage for hire.  Not quite as competent as Ray, but not someone who would be easily dealt with.  


  “Cause of death for Fremont was a severed spine,” Felicia supplied, seeing where he was looking.  “Might be our best bet so far.”  He nodded and followed her to the end of the row, discreetly supporting her as she put her hand on the corpse’s arm.  A moment later she let out a breath, blinking rapidly.


  “He sensed magic nearby, and his shield formed around him, but something hit him hard enough to get through the shield.  It came from directly above, so he didn’t actually see anything.  Again.”  She scowled.  “He was plugged into the wards at the time and didn’t sense anything from them.  Nothing touched the ground or came through the walls.”


  “So what, did he fly in?”  Ray muttered, though he already knew the perp had ridiculous stealth ability.  His ability to bypass wards was chilling, though any good mage knew that wards were not as secure as most people assumed.  “Did Fremont have any idea what type of magic it was?”  Though it wasn’t possible to determine the aspect a priori, it was often relatively easy to figure out by the way it, or its effects, acted.


  “No, but it appeared suddenly and close by.  Nothing was sensed traveling toward him.”


  “Maybe an artifact, then?”  A lot of magical items weren’t particularly obvious unless they were active, and most mages didn’t bother to put anything under that much scrutiny if they were behind wards.  “Could be related to those metal balls we keep finding.”


  “Maybe,” Felicia said, sounding doubtful.  Ray agreed with her.  There were too many strange aspects to the case that pointed to nothing in particular.  It was impossible to do more than blindly speculate.  He was certain that Alpha Chester knew, but aside from that, it was difficult to see any gleam of hope in identifying their serial murderer.


  They didn’t bother with more than one of the vampire corpses.  Felicia simply confirmed what they’d expected: the vampire was asleep, and then it was dead.  Definitely the same guy.


  To get to Alpha Chester’s compound, they used the GAR teleporters.  In the Midwest they were so sparsely placed that Ray’s glider was often the fastest means of transportation, since they needed to fly hundreds of miles anyway, and he was tempted to just fly to their destination directly.  Alpha Chester did have a network link at his compound, though, so it was more polite to use it, but he stopped by the office to retrieve it in case they had any leads to follow up after their talk.


  The wood, sourced from Portal World 1, also known as Faerie, was folded into a box about the size of a person.  It could unfold of its own accord, using fae magic, but it also had a built-in focus so Ray could control it.  That focus kept it hovering on a cushion of air, tethered to Ray as he took them through the teleporters.


  The Midwest branch of GAR was actually located adjacent to the other regional branches, since the teleportation network meant they didn’t need to be near the area they served.  It was mostly for organizational compartmentalization, though there were always people who wanted to merge it into one whole.


  He waved vaguely at the supervisors as they went from the incoming gate to the outgoing, waving his mark at the receiver and requesting 116-A from the operator, the teleportation circle that was outside Alpha Chester’s compound.  There was a flash of transition and they were in the back of a small, pack-owned restaurant.


  “Agent Danforth,” a shifter who had to be nearly eight feet tall rumbled, already in war form.  “Agent Black.”  He nodded to each in turn.  Obviously Chester had been expecting them, even if they hadn’t called ahead.


  “Greetings,” Ray said, flipping open his credentials by force of habit.  “If you could take us to see Alpha Chester?”


  “Right this way.”  The shifter didn’t bother to change to human form as he led them out the door and across the street, the folded glider bobbing behind them.  It was actually quite nice to be completely surrounded by other supernaturals.  If only Alpha Chester weren’t one of the major issues Ray and Felicia had to deal with.


  They were shown through several layers of security, shifters in war form prowling everywhere, until they reached an office.  Chester himself was in human form, but wasn’t much smaller than most war form shifters at that, making an oversized laptop look rather miniscule.


  “Welcome,” Alpha Chester said, not rising.  Even though neither of them were shifters, Chester’s presence was palpable, pervading the room.  “Be seated.”


  “Thank you,” Ray said.  “I’m assuming you know why⁠—”  He was cut off as a phone buzzed on the table to Chester’s right.  The Alpha looked over it and scowled, the temperature of the room seeming to drop.


  “One moment,” he told them, and picked up the phone.  “Chester here, I’m afraid I’ll have to call you back.  I have some guests at the moment.”  He powered off the phone and set it aside, turning back to them.  “There.  Now, as you were saying?”


  “We have some questions to ask you about yesterday’s incidents,” Ray told him.  Chester smiled, and Ray knew he wasn’t going to get anything useful.


  ***


  According to the clock, Callum slept a good fifteen hours.  The fact that all his joints ached agreed with that assessment.  He really was not meant for the kind of thing he’d just done, and his body was telling him so.  There was probably some magic overuse ache in there, but everything hurt so he really couldn’t tell.


  At least, he couldn’t tell until he tried to teleport himself out of bed so he wouldn’t have to move and a massive migraine flashed lights in front of his eyes.  He groaned, not wanting to move, but eventually forcing himself out of bed for painkillers and some water.  It seemed he was going to have to wait until he recovered from overexertion to do anything useful.


  For the next few hours Callum slumped in his chair and made some desultory attempts to poke around on his laptop but really couldn’t focus on much.  It was only after he’d gotten a lot of liquids and some real food down that he started feeling properly human again.  He still had enough of a headache that he didn’t want to risk doing much magic, aside from his spatial sense which seemed to be fine, so he went ahead and started going through the loot bags manually.


  It was an awful lot of money and gold.  Part of him regretted not taking the fourth target, but considering how he felt he probably would have run out of gas partway through the operation.  Still, there were bundles of money and racks of the gold plates that the vampires used, as well as another crest.


  He got out his notepad and started adding things up and making notes.  There was definitely too much stuff to keep in one place, and while he didn’t spot anything about the bills in question that would make them traceable, it wouldn’t do to walk in with a pre-wrapped bundle of hundreds to try and buy something.  Even so, the infusion of cash was welcome, though it wasn’t like he could really do anything with it.  Callum’s day-to-day expenses were minimal and he certainly couldn’t invest in anything large, as he’d have to be prepared to abandon it at a moment’s notice like he had the house in Winut.


  Without using his magic, it was surprisingly annoying to separate and organize everything, but actually physically moving around seemed to do him some good.  He labored away for the better part of an hour before deciding he had done what he could.  By that time he was feeling actually up to talking, which meant he had to drive.  He started up the motorhome and went in essentially a random direction for an hour before he pulled another burner phone from his stash and dialed the number Alpha Chester had given him.


  “Chester here,” the voice came, but continued on before he could say anything.  “I’m afraid I’ll have to call you back.  I have some guests at the moment.”  The phone beeped, and Callum frowned at the call-ended icon, not entirely happy to be brushed off like that.  He was tempted to dial back immediately, but there was no telling who the guests were.  For all he knew, Alpha Chester was schmoozing with the President or something.


  After a few minutes he shrugged, checking up on the nearest town and making his way there.  He brought his phone and his laptop with him, driving his motorcycle at a more sedate pace than usual to match his feelings of fragility.  Also because he was still feeling twitchy and didn’t think he could take getting pulled over, no matter how unlikely that was.  In the fresh light of day, it was hard to believe he’d managed to do what he had done.


  He didn’t actually feel too bad about killing vampires, not after knowing what they were responsible for, but he was more conflicted about the mages.  They were pretty damn guilty, all told, but it was harder to rationalize them as being outside of normal legal jurisdiction.  He didn’t want to turn into some crazy vigilante or cold-blooded killer.


  Not that he was cold-blooded.  It was more the opposite for him.  Yes, the information Chester could provide was the reason he’d accepted, but knowing that his targets were hurting and killing innocents was why he could go through with it.  At least that was how he justified it to himself.


  That and similar contemplations kept Callum occupied on the ride. When he arrived he found a coffee shop with wifi to get himself set up.  He still had the plate with the glamour enchant on it, since he’d been refreshing it studiously to keep it from fading out, and he could probably spare the energy for that even if he wasn’t teleporting around like he preferred.


  Considering the odd hour there wasn’t much traffic, so he closeted himself in a corner with some fancy-sounding spiced tea and went to see what the actual news thought of what had happened.  For some reason he wasn’t surprised that there was nothing about it.  Since he hadn’t burned anything down or killed any normal people, there was really no official need to acknowledge it.  The places were probably temporarily closed under some excuse, likely with some extra glamour punch behind it, and that was it.


  He stayed there an hour or so, poking about online and catching up with news and entertainment, before his phone buzzed.  Callum pushed a little bit of mana into the glamour focus, which made his entire body twinge but really wasn’t bad, and accepted the call.


  “You managed to call just as the GAR agents arrived,” Chester rumbled, not actually apologizing for hanging up earlier.  “They were less than pleased with the scenes you left them.”


  “But you were, I hope?”  Callum made a face.  That wasn’t really what he wanted to say, but it had just slipped out.  Aside from Gayle he barely spoke to people anymore, and with Gayle it was strictly business.


  “Your service was more than exemplary,” Chester said.  “I have no complaints.  I knew that GAR would come by when I asked you to take care of things.  They’re frustrated, of course, but as far as I know they have no lead on you.  It goes without saying that should you be identified, I can do nothing for you.”


  “Of course,” Callum said.  That was a given.  Or at least, assumed, since it wasn’t worth doing something off the books unless it was truly off the books.  “I’m hoping they’re well away from this conversation?”


  “They teleported out,” Chester confirmed.  “But we have wards around here to keep our privacy even so.”


  “I wouldn’t place too much faith in them,” Callum said doubtfully.  Not only could he thread his senses past wards, he could thread his magic, too.  If he could, other people could, which meant that what most people thought of as genuine protection just wasn’t.


  “Yes, I’ve heard about your rather impressive ability to bypass them.  Most people can’t do that, so I think I’m safe for the moment.”  Callum didn’t argue, though he would have loved to explain.  Though Chester wasn’t a mage, and wouldn’t know.  “I assume you called me about the payment I promised you?”


  “Yes,” Callum affirmed.


  “I actually have two introductions to make.  One is to the mage expert you wanted; you can call him Harry.  The other is to an information technology specialist.  She wants to be called Moneypenny.”  Chester delivered the information in a perfectly serious tone, but Callum had to laugh.  To be fair, it wasn’t like he was using a real name either.


  “Is Moneypenny the one who makes sure these calls aren’t recorded?”


  “I sure am!”  A new voice butted into the conversation, ignoring the light growl from Chester.  “Gotta say, I’m a big fan of your work.”  Moneypenny seemed cheerful, though she didn’t actually reach bubbly.  “You’re the best ghost I’ve ever heard of, but I thought I’d throw my black hat into the ring because you don’t have anyone covering you electronically.”


  “It’s true,” he admitted.  Callum didn’t think he lost anything by that, since it absolutely was the case and didn’t betray any confidences.  “But you work for Chester already.”


  “Only kinda-sorta.  I do stuff for him but he’s not my boss boss.”


  Callum restrained himself from his initial reflex of brushing her off and took a moment to consider it.  His current identity was compromised anyway, so far as Alpha Chester and associates were concerned.  If he had to make another identity, it wouldn’t matter overmuch if he had someone helping him with his current one.  There was probably some downside he hadn’t considered, but aside from his basic response of preferring his own council, it actually seemed like a good idea.


  “You realize that if I accept your offer, you can’t research me anymore, right?”


  “She’s well aware,” Chester growled.  Moneypenny laughed.


  “Yeah, that’s fine.  Like I said you’re a really good ghost, and anyway, boss-man here is satisfied that you’re the real deal.”


  “I would hope so,” Callum said.  He was mildly offended that Chester had done background work on him, but it was no surprise and he’d taken steps with that assumption in mind.  Finding it validated really shouldn’t upset him, but it did.  Callum still rather thought of himself as an ordinary private citizen, and resented people prying into his business even when it was expected.


  “So is that a yes?”


  “We’ll discuss it later.  Give me a number and I’ll call you once we’re done here.”


  “Yes!”  Moneypenny exulted, and a moment later his phone buzzed with a text that included both a phone number and an email address, along with several screen names for different chat clients.


  “Now as for Harry, he does work for me,” Chester said.  “Not that I’m going to order him to record any conversations or the like, but I thought I would make that clear from the beginning.”


  “I appreciate that,” said Callum.


  “So, you wanted information on mages,” said a new voice, raspy and male and tired.  “And I assume not the public stuff, considering you were going to bookshops.  I have a number of grimoires that I have scanned in, and L⁠—” he stopped himself.  “And Moneypenny set up a file depot for them.  I’ll give you my contact information as well, of course, but most of what I know is in those books.”  The phone buzzed again, with another text.  “Several archmages would have my head if they knew I was passing on some of this without their permission, so please don’t spread it around.”


  “I can assure you this is for my private use only,” Callum said calmly, but inwardly he was cheering.  He had thought there would be some extended question and answer session, or something equally arduous, or maybe some need to actually meet.  A cache of useful books was perfect.


  “Before we split off, I do have a warning for you,” Chester said, and Callum bristled.


  “Oh?”


  “Not about me,” Chester assured him.  “The Master of Minneapolis, Antoine Lavigne, has sworn everlasting revenge and so on.  So far as vampires go he is quite dangerous, so don’t get caught.”


  “Good to know.”  Callum wasn’t impressed.  He already had all of GAR and the regular government on his case, so another vampire wasn’t really a big deal.  In fact, it was more likely Lavigne was someone he would have to worry about only after GAR caught up with him.  So, don’t get caught.


  “That said, would you be interested in more jobs?” Chester asked, sounding hopeful.


  “No,” Callum said firmly.  He had what he wanted, and didn’t have any thirst for blood or lust for money.


  “A shame,” Chester said, though he didn’t seem surprised.  “Thank you again.  If you ever feel like you need work, or you need some help, feel free to ask.”


  “I will, thank you,” Callum said.  Chester hung up.


  Before calling either of the two Chester had recommended to him, Callum pulled up the file link on the burner phone and got the grimoire files.  It wasn’t in one of the proprietary formats for magic computers, which made sense since the magical internet was locked down pretty thoroughly.  There were probably ways around it, but none available to him, so it was just a set of images.  That seemed safe enough to transfer over, but he’d still use a disposable laptop.


  Just flipping through the so-called grimoires, Callum could tell they were not mass-produced titles like in the bookstores.  They were for the most part typed, but with hand-drawn and on occasion hand-written inserts, and were all personal investigations into magic.  It was fascinating, and there were even a few on enchanting, which Callum absolutely needed.


  There was not, however, anything about spatial magic, at least not by title.  There were bits on the four elements by different authors, a lot on fire magic, one book on wards, but no books on spatial magic.  Which wasn’t surprising, but it was a little disappointing.  He pulled up his phone again and called up Harry, waiting for the eight or nine rings before the man picked up.


  “What?”


  “It’s Professor Brown,” Callum said.  “Did you give me your personal phone number?”


  “Yeah, why wouldn’t I?”


  Callum suppressed a sigh.  That wasn’t exactly discreet, but it was his lookout.  It wasn’t like Callum intended to keep that particular phone for much longer anyway.


  “I guess it doesn’t matter,” he said.  “Anyway, I looked at your books and I have a few questions before I try digging into them.”


  “Sure,” Harry said, sounding unenthusiastic.


  “How would someone see through a glamour?”  Callum didn’t have any idea how to even begin framing the question so he could find it in a book, and it was one of the major mysteries he wanted to solve.


  “Huh?  Well, breaking a glamour takes⁠—”


  “No, no, not breaking it,” Callum corrected him.  “See through it as if it weren’t there.”


  “Oh.”  There was a pause.  “Huh.”  A longer pause.  “Well, that’s complicated.”


  “I’m listening,” Callum said.  Already, he was glad most of the information was in book form.  The guy’s manner was incredibly irritating.


  “It’s really dangerous, actually,” Harry said.  “Using vis internally.  With fire vis you could cook your own brain, with water vis you could burst your cells, that kind of thing.  But some Archmages and GAR agents know how to use their vis to reinforce their senses.  It’s said that they can see past glamours and sense mana from miles away.”


  “…I see.”  Callum took a moment to digest that.  Apparently he’d been using magic all his life and never knew it.  Not that he had any idea how, or why, because he’d always been able to see through glamours.  But it was internal magic, and he’d already noticed it was incredibly difficult if not impossible to sense the inside of a supernatural.


  Then there were the dangers.  He could see how most types of vis would be dangerous to use if their effects manifested inside the body, but space magic didn’t seem to have much of any effect by itself.  The projectile sphere spell came to mind.  Every other type of mana seemed to have some effect, but not space.


  He had his own theories as to why.  Mostly, it was because unless space changed very rapidly very quickly, things just moved in it as normal.  For something more common like fire or ice or water or anything physical, that wasn’t the case.  Healing might be safe, but he’d suggested some offensive applications himself and that kind of thing running rampant through the body could kill someone instantly.


  The question was how he could stop doing that.  Or if he could, if it was something he’d been doing unconsciously for thirty years.  It was weird that he’d been running vis through his senses, or maybe his brain, since before he could walk or talk so it might be something he had no control over.


  “Okay, well.  That’s actually very useful information, thank you.”  Callum looked at the books again.  “The enchanting books.  Do they have the technique for translating spells down into enchantments?  Or at least the basic vocabulary for it?”


  “In the second volume,” Harry said, sounding offended.  “Though of course the most advanced enchantments are only known to the Enchanter’s Guild.”


  “That does not surprise me.  What about foci?  I’m guessing I’d have to go to the Enchanter’s Guild if I wanted to get one of those.”


  “Of course.”  Harry sounded a little baffled.  “Most mages will make some of their own, but they do the best stuff.”


  “That’s what I thought, thanks.”  He decided to leave the interrogation about where exactly all the mage infrastructure was until later.  It wasn’t like he dared walk in and order a multifunction focus for himself.  But still, all the guilds and families and so on had to have land and property and stores somewhere that normal people wouldn’t see them.  Though with glamours, they could be hidden in plain sight.


  “What aspect does the mage you’re asking for have?”  Harry asked, sounding marginally energetic.  “I can give you some recommendations based on what you’re looking for.”


  “Harry…”  Callum sighed.  “I can’t tell you anything.  I know you could be more helpful if I did, but I have to be careful.”


  “Oh,” Harry said.  “Right.”


  “Anyway, thanks for the information.  I’m sure I’ll call again after I’ve read through the material you gave me.”


  “Sure,” said Harry, and hung up.  Callum rolled his eyes and dialed Moneypenny instead, lips twitching at the name.


  “Hey, big man!  Gonna take my offer?”  She was not only expecting the call, but also knew exactly who was calling.  Not that it was difficult to ensure that was the case, even with burner phones and the like.  If she did network and communications security, that was the minimum degree of competence anyway.


  “Maybe, maybe,” he told her.  “I mean, how much do you charge?”


  “Fifty bucks and you can have me for a whole night,” she replied promptly, which was so unexpected and ridiculous that he laughed for thirty seconds straight before he could get himself back under control.  He was pretty sure it was only the glamour that kept people from staring at him.


  “Oh, God,” he said after he was able to breathe again.  “I don’t think I’ve laughed like that in years.”


  “Good to know I still have my touch,” Moneypenny said, a touch smugly.


  “The touch you charge fifty bucks a night for?”  Callum almost regretted his riposte, clumsy as it was, but Moneypenny just laughed.


  “That’s the one!  Seriously though, I charge Chester by the job.  I’ll send you a price list, but honestly, I’m more into interesting jobs.  It’s hard being in the supernatural world but not being able to actually do anything supernatural.”


  “You know, to be honest, a lot of that hacking stuff seems pretty magical to me,” he told her.  “But I thought you were a shifter, working for Chester and all.”


  “Nah, I’m human.  Parents were mages, but I didn’t get the spark.”  She sighed.  “Kind of makes me second class.  Practically a mundane.”


  “Nothing wrong with being a mundane,” Callum said, before pressing his lips together.  Five minutes in and his lips were already far too loose.


  “Tell that to a mage,” Moneypenny said dryly.  “Here, I’ll text you my stuff.”  The phone buzzed, and Callum glanced at it.


  “Ah,” he said.  “You left on your real name.”


  “Yeah,” Moneypenny, or rather, Lucile said.  “Honestly I don’t think they’ll catch you and if they do, a fake name isn’t going to throw them off the trail.  Either Chester can protect me or he can’t.”


  “You’re not worried about Chester,” Callum said, leaning back in his chair.  Lucile was a lot easier to talk to than Harry.


  “He’s practically royalty.  He could murder a dozen people in broad daylight and all he’d get was a slap on the wrist.  I mean, so long as it wasn’t an Archmage or master vampire.”


  “Huh.  So, Lucile⁠—”


  “Lucy,” she interrupted.  “Lucile makes it sound like I’m eighty years old.”


  “Lucy, then,” he said with a chuckle.  “Do you have any idea what this whole vampire thing was about?”


  “Vaguely.  Exploiting some rules about GAR representation based on territory.  The ones you offed weren’t really supposed to be there, but since GAR chose not to do anything about it, it was down to actual combat aaaand the vamps brought like, ten times more strength than the shifters did for each location.”


  “Ah,” Callum said.  “Selective rule enforcement.”


  “Yeah, that.”


  “Blech,” Callum said with disgust, and Lucy made a noise of agreement.  “So what happened with the pair that I rescued from the vampires?”


  “I hate to say it, but I don’t think it’s anything good,” Lucy said.  “The Department of Acquisitions is notoriously opaque.  I could find out for you, though.”


  “I’d appreciate it,” Callum said, wincing.  He should have known better than to let GAR take care of what they considered mundanes.  But he could at least hold out hope it wasn’t too terrible.  “Consider it your first job from me.  I feel a little bit responsible, since I’m the one who pulled them out.”


  “Yeah, I’ll bill you,” Lucy said, then paused thoughtfully.  “Wait, how are you going to pay me?”


  “I thought you’d have a suggestion,” Callum admitted.  “I can always leave you money in a dead drop but that may not always be possible.”


  “There’s some dark web ways to set up digital transfers that are obfuscated, but they’re complicated enough that you probably don’t want to deal with them,” Lucy admitted.  “A dead drop works best, but I can ask Alpha Chester to help with the logistics on that so you have more geography to work with.”


  “Right,” he said.  “How about we start with two kilograms of gold for a retainer.  That should give me enough of a tab that I can request things without worrying too much.”


  “Damn, you don’t play around,” Lucy said.  “I’ll take it!”


  “Great, I’ll text you the location in a day or so.”  He was sorely tempted to keep chatting with her, but he was afraid he’d compromise himself.  Besides, he had books to read.


  




  Chapter 15 – Refinement


  “Wherever did you find the enchantment for a light spell?”  Gayle looked at him, almost suspiciously.  “Professor Brown, are my parents paying you to help me figure this stuff out?”


  “No, but maybe I should ask them,” Callum said with a laugh.  “I just talked with a friend and he gave me some good leads.”


  The enchantment and fire aspect books had actually had multiple ways to make light.  The light and fire aspects were the simplest, by far, but those weren’t useful to either Callum or Gayle.  Instead he’d taken the example of how not to make a light spell, due to it being inefficient, since it was the kind of brute-force method a beginner would use.  There was a more efficient and clever way of doing it which was only described, and Callum couldn’t reproduce it or even understand the general principles, even though he really wished he did.


  Callum was painfully aware he was behind on his magic theory.  Years and years behind, and he probably wouldn’t be catching up anytime soon.  Working with Gayle helped just by seeing how someone who was properly trained did things, but he had still been tempted to skip the meeting just to study.  Though it wasn’t like he had gotten anything done for the past few days anyway, still recovering from his exertions.


  “Well definitely thank your friend for me.  And that telekinesis focus is working great!”  Gayle held up the brass plate, which she’d obviously refreshed at some point during the past week.  Steel had to be refreshed every eighteen or twenty hours or it would fade.  Brass was more like four days, but it was far from permanent.  Fortunately, repairing one was much easier than making it in the first place, given how much trouble Callum had making the glamour focus.


  “Fantastic,” he said.  “How’d your healing experiments go.”


  “Ugh.  You were right, but it’s weird.”  Gayle said, half-complaining.  “I got a box of crickets and gah.  Having to actually touch them.”  She shuddered. “But I can do damage with healing if I use an asymmetric framework with inversion circulation.”  More jargon, but Callum could more or less guess at the meaning.


  “Is that something you can do at range?  Bundle it into a sphere or arrow type projectile?”  Gayle gave him a look, but took his actual genuine question as a Socratic one and considered seriously before answering.


  “Well, I’d have to keep control of it.  So it wouldn’t have much range, you know, like thirty feet or so.”


  “Thirty feet is better than needing to touch them,” Callum pointed out, but wondered at that range.  He could essentially cast anywhere within his sensory range, but that was nigh-on five hundred yards.  If the same was true for Gayle, she was practically blind.  Then again, she had a healing aspect, not a spatial one.


  “I guess so,” Gayle said.  “I just kinda wish I could throw fireballs or something!  Elementalists have it easy.”  She looked at him.  “What about gravity magic?”


  “It’s a lot easier at close range, too,” Callum agreed.  “Honestly, basically everything is.  I agree that elementalists have it easy, but keep in mind they can’t heal.  Even if you have to learn an offensive spell, you probably won’t ever need to see combat.”


  “Oh, that’s a good point.”  Gayle beamed at Callum.  “When we finish figuring out these spells I’ll just breeze through my draft and be able to open my own practice!”


  “I’m sure you will,” Callum said, a little amused by her naivete.


  Making a new focus with a light spell didn’t take nearly as much time as figuring out the telekinesis focus had.  Not only was it a far simpler manifestation of spellwork, because it just created a light directly above and in front of the focus, but they had a direct template to work from.


  In fact, they went beyond the simple, static template and tried incorporating some of the dynamic parts of the enchanting patterns into the brass plates, since they had extras.  The first attempt didn’t work at all, the second made a line of light, which was actually quite interesting, but it wasn’t dynamic, but with the third they found the right bit to make the light float.  Callum still wasn’t nearly as conversant with mana as Gayle, but he had to admit it was pretty fun to be able to manifest something other than portals.


  He felt ten years younger making a glowing ball of white light zip around the bookstore, like a kid playing with bubbles, but he could only let himself be distracted for so long.  Also, it became clear he absolutely had a longer range than Gayle, whose magic sense seemed to not only be limited to about thirty feet, but was actually line-of-sight as well.


  “So, movement is probably going to be the hardest one,” Callum said, looking at the list of requirements.  Gayle made a face, still having fun playing with the light focus among the shelves, but returned to the table and flopped down opposite him.


  “What even is there for a healer?”


  “I mean, maybe you could scale up telekinesis,” Callum said thoughtfully.  “It wouldn’t be great, but you could carry yourself by your own bootstraps.”


  “I guess.  Maybe your friend has other options?”  Gayle asked hopefully.  Callum snorted and shot her a look.


  “Glutton,” he accused her.  “But I’ll ask.  No promises, though.”


  She promised to meet him at the same time next week and Callum went back to his motorhome to dive into the books.  He actually had one specific question that he wanted answered, but so far all his searching had turned up nothing.  He had no idea how the teleportation enchantment worked at such long distances, and it was something he desperately wanted.  


  Instant travel was not nearly as impressive while it was fixed to his spatial senses.  His range admittedly seemed on the high end, but GAR could teleport hundreds of miles, maybe even thousands, so it wasn’t as great as all that.  In truth, he could move faster using his gravitykinesis, even as half-baked as it was, though of course not through walls and doors.


  Ultimately he decided to call up Harry again.  He was hoping that if he couched his questions as trying to inquire about the GAR network it wouldn’t imply that he was a spatial mage.  Unfortunately, Harry’s reply wasn’t very useful.


  “I have no idea how they work,” he said tiredly.


  “You never studied their construction?”  Callum pressed.


  “I mean, I’ve looked, it’s not like they’re hidden.  But you’d have to be a spatial mage to do anything like that.”


  “Ah, a shame,” Callum said, controlling his reaction.  That was perfect for him.  If the linked teleports were not obfuscated in any way, because of the rarity of the magic needed to make them, then he could just copy them whole cloth.  It wouldn’t be quite that simple, of course, but it was better than nothing.


  He thanked Harry and went to dial Lucy, but paused, because he hadn’t set up a dead drop yet.  That wouldn’t be difficult, but his mind went back to all the hard drives he’d pulled off the first set of vamps, still buried at his old house in Winut.  Lucy actually could take advantage of whatever was on there, though maybe nothing was.  Any intelligent operation would have made sure to change all their logins and so on, but a lot of times people were stupid.


  For a while he debated whether or not he should go back.  It had been a while, but they might have left watchers or alarms on the property.  Ultimately, he thought it would be worth his time.  Obviously he wouldn’t get anywhere near the property itself, but he was pretty sure he could at least spot wards.  If there was anything there that might alert someone, he’d be able to see it, but even if he didn’t he’d be nowhere near.  Besides, one of the other things he’d left behind was obviously enchanting supplies, which he definitely wanted.


  Callum took his motorcycle and made his way north, not using gravitykinesis because he wanted to be as low-profile as possible.  That meant no teleportation or glamour either, so it was a long trip, but he spent it mostly musing over what he actually had found in the books.


  When Gayle had complained that elementalists had it easy, she was very much correct.  Water, fire, air, and earth, along with things like ice, wood, and metal, all had very similar basic concepts among mages.  Light and darkness weren’t far different either, all creating tangible effects from the same basic structures: balls, spears, fields, walls, and so on.  They started to diverge with more advanced techniques, but they weren’t complete strangers like healing or spatial.  Or temporal, though time magic was marked as simply theoretical.


  The ultimate consequence of that was that most common mage knowledge was useless to him, even if he tried to adapt it to how magic worked.  Not that Callum was going to ditch all the tomes on various forms of magical control, and in fact had doubts that the texts were right about how different the various vis aspects were, but he’d already tried some basic elemental exercises and gotten nowhere.  Simple things like balls had no effect, and slightly more complex spellforms designed to conjure the appropriate element simply fell apart.  


  Besides, some of the ideas, like the instant shower-and-scrub spell from the water elemental handbook, were really neat.  So were the spells for maintaining a mage’s personal conveyance, which any of the basic elements could manage without issue.  Of course, air mages could fly and from what he read they seemed pretty smug about that.


  Unfortunately for Gayle, it seemed that any enchantment using anything but mana had to be done by a mage with the proper aspect.  So he could, in theory, make a gravitykinesis focus for her that used mana as input but filtered it through a spatially enchanted array.  There was some trick to the conversion he didn’t understand, but it could still be done.  Not that he would, even if he knew the details, since he was supposed to be a gravity mage.


  When he arrived in Winut, Callum had to exercise iron control to keep from stopping by the café, even as late as it was, to see if there were still familiar faces there.  True, he looked different, but if shifters could track by scent they’d know him instantly.  Instead, he cruised slowly along an entirely different road where he could just barely get at the old property and the bags he had buried there.


  There did seem to be something around the house, some thin pseudo-ward, which actually relaxed him a bit.  If he had found nothing he probably would have been rather nervous about using his magic, but spotting what was probably an alarm that only covered the house didn’t seem too bad.  Even so, he quickly teleported the hard drives into one saddlebag and the enchanting equipment into the other without slowing down.


  For some time afterward he drove east, scanning with his senses to make sure no hint of magic clung to him or the items he’d taken, but apparently nobody had been tricky enough to try and attach trackers to stuff that was buried deep in his former back yard.  An earth mage probably could have found it, if they’d cared to look, but he figured that it would at least look disturbed if that had been done.


  After an hour or so he was pretty sure that there was nobody following him, so he pulled over near a handy road sign.  Then he actually scanned the area with his spatial sense and realized that it didn’t have anything appropriate so he moved on until he crossed a culvert.  There he got out the package with the gold and the one with the hard drives and taped them together then stuck the entire bundle to the underside of the culvert.  He took a picture of it, copied the GPS coordinates, and texted both to Lucy before calling her.


  “Hey, big man!”  Lucy sounded cheerful, but that seemed to be her default state.  “That’s quite the large package you’ve got for me,” she added in an overly sultry voice.  “I hope I can handle it.”  Callum laughed and shook his head at her opener.


  “Don’t worry, my package always satisfies,” he said, before getting to the point.  “The gold is in there, but I thought I’d give you a present, too.  Some hard drives that I took off the vampires.  Maybe they’ve got nothing, maybe they have valuable stuff on them, but either way you can have them.”


  “And it’s not even my birthday!  You really know how to treat a girl, big man.”


  “I try,” Callum said with a smile.  “I do have another request for you already, though.”


  “Lay it on me!”  Lucy said eagerly.  “And as to your previous one, so far it’s all in administration limbo, so there’s no telling what’s going on.”


  “Ah, bureaucracy.  What I need from you is the locations of all the teleport points, gates, whatever you want to call them, that GAR has in the area.”


  “All all or just public all?  ‘Cause a lot of the big families and archmages have their own private ones and finding out if the exist, let alone finding them, is pretty difficult.”


  “Just the public ones,” Callum assured her.  “Though I guess I’m a little surprised that there are any big families or the like around here.”


  “Eh.”  Lucy sounded distracted, the timbre of her voice changing as she obviously juggled the phone from one position to another.  “There’s a couple, mostly outside the big cities, but not as many as other places.” 


  “That figures.”  Callum decided not to worry about the local families.  He had no desire to go traipsing around private mage property.  Or shifter or vampire property, for that matter.  “Yeah, just the normal public ones are fine.”


  “I’m kind of surprised you don’t already know,” Lucy said.  “We figured that’s how you were getting around.”


  “Yes, well, a man has to have some secrets,” he replied.  It was a shame he couldn’t convince GAR he was using their teleportation network, just for the sheer inconvenience and diversion factor.  It wasn’t worth trying to connect the ghost assassin with anything concrete, though.  That kind of fancy flourish was bound to get him in trouble.


  “I thought that was a woman’s line,” Lucy accused him.


  “Then you can keep it; it’s not like I know all your secrets either.”


  “For all I know you might!”


  “A little mystery will be good for you,” he told her.


  “Easy for you to say!  Okay, sending you the locations now.”  His phone buzzed and he glanced at the text, which was another text-as-picture attachment.


  “Great, you’re the best, Lucy.”


  “You know it!”


  Callum hung up after a few more comments and turned to head for home.  By the time he made it he was absolutely exhausted by the simple fact that he’d been driving for practically the entire day, not to mention that he kept his spatial senses straining outward just in case someone had spotted him getting the supplies.  Fortunately, it didn’t strain him as badly as his more magically intense efforts and he was off to find the nearest teleport the next day.


  It seemed that using a false front for a teleport circle wasn’t common, because both the first and the second teleport circle he tracked down were inside supernatural-owned businesses.  It was a wonder that there wasn’t one inside the bookshop he kept meeting Gayle at, but since there was one about five minutes’ drive away, that explained a lot.  


  She didn’t live in the area at all.  In fact, she probably was one of those families that had a private teleportation enchantment in their property.  The car she drove was actually parked with two others just like it in the back lot of an office building, which didn’t have any signs he could read.  There was obviously some glamour there, but since he couldn’t actually read glamour it did him no good.


  When he finally got eyes on his first circle, or at least his spatial senses, he knew that it was going to be a very long project.  They were by far the most complicated structures he’d seen, though even at a glance he could see part of the reason for that was just the scale.  Unlike the other enchantments, it existed in three dimensions, and he was going to need more than a pencil and paper to take things down.


  It had been a while since he’d touched CAD software, but it seemed perfect for the job.  A quick trip to the internet and a not so quick wait while it downloaded, and he had one of the programs he was familiar with installed on the laptop.  Even with that it took more than an hour to transcribe what he saw, just because of the complexity.


  He would have loved to see someone use it.  In theory he could trigger it himself, but that was too risky.  Instead he moved onto the next closest teleporter, hours away, so he’d have more than one reference.  If they were all part of a network, some of the enchantments would refer to that network and he wouldn’t need to worry about them.


  At least, that was his hope.  After transcribing the second teleportation enchantment he was a little bit worried, because there were a lot of differences, but it wasn’t something he could just eyeball.  He’d need to sit down with the enchanting reference books and grind away at it.  


  The good thing was that, in theory, he could actually completely reproduce it because he was a spatial mage.  There was no way to tell which parts were specifically spatial and which were other aspects or completely lacking in aspects, aside from the intake which had to be mana if it was to be universally usable.  That was fine though, because he should be able to energize it directly, without the conversion, if he understood it.


  What he really, really wanted was to see the other side.  It was incredibly tempting, but he knew he couldn’t.  Even with the best excuse in the world, Callum didn’t think that being on GAR ground was a good or safe idea.  He still didn’t know what that bit of the tattoo he’d removed from his wrist did, but it probably was something people would notice if they looked.


  After getting both enchantments down, Callum parked his motorhome at the nearest stop and started chewing on the problem.  It didn’t take long for him to get frustrated at comparing the drawings and the reference material using one small monitor.  He really missed his big, multiple-monitor office back at his house, and after a few more minutes he gave up and realized he actually needed the visual space to get anything done.  He could hold a lot in his head, but not that much.


  Since the nearest place to buy a monitor was an unfortunate distance away, he shelved the study to take a look at the magical components he’d brought back.  With the references, and a little bit more experience, the contents aren’t as mysterious as they had been previously.


  The liquids and powders were magical materials, sourced from the portal worlds, for creating foci.  Mixing the two created a sort of paste that could be enchanted, and over the course of a few hours it would dry and harden in place.  It made doing complex enchants much easier and cheaper than would otherwise be the case, since the creator could do as much or as little at a time as they felt like.


  Callum was impressed.  He doubted it was as good as doing an enchantment on a single crystal or anything similarly difficult and expensive, since piecemeal work would have far more variation in the final spell form and many more inefficiencies its creation, but it was more than good enough for someone of his skills.


  The various plates he’d retrieved were wards.  Specifically, ward foci, meant to be usable by anyone.  Which was actually really fascinating, and gave him the chance to see wards form and move close up.  More importantly, it gave him the experience of what it was like to be on the receiving end of a ward.


  There was an entire realm of feedback that he wasn’t aware was possible.  It was a bit like his spatial senses, but different at the same time.  In fact, if it weren’t for his spatial senses he probably wouldn’t have been able to deal with the sensory input from the ward at all.  As it was it gave him an awful headache the first time around, and he had to ease into it.


  The best comparison he could make was that a ward was an ancient, low resolution monitor, but one with alarms attached to it, while his spatial sense was a high-resolution, massive display that did nothing more than display.  Of course, the ward in question was air based and could be shaped to fit a large building, nothing at all like the earth ward he’d also seen, so one ward couldn’t really be taken as indicative of all wards.


  Actually using it let him figure out why the wind mage hadn’t noticed the thread of his spatial magic poking through the holes.  The ward construct just didn’t have the sensitivity for something that fine.  That might not be true of every ward so he couldn’t count on his trick working all the time, but for most of them it probably would.


  He dropped the ward and scattered some vortex beads around to clean up whatever they could because, while it was interesting, it was the exact opposite of stealthy.  Not that his beads did much for mana, but he wanted to scrub what could be scrubbed.  Besides, he was pretty sure that he could make a better ward with vis once he got the theory down, though considering the complexity of the task that would be a while.


  Once he was finished playing with the different shapes and sizes of the ward focus, he took his motorcycle and drove into town.  Picking up a pair of monitors and the appropriate cabling was easy enough, but passing a little cluster of high-tech startups, which seemed to appear like mushrooms in every town these days, gave him an idea.  There was a little single-room office advertising 3D printing and CNC etching, which sounded exactly like what Callum needed.


  Both his manual and magical dexterity left something to be desired, at least when it came to enchantment, but the magic paste stuff meant that he didn’t have to be perfect.  If he had some sort of existing guide, it’d be even easier and, more importantly, let him make something smaller.


  The brass plate was fine, but it was large and unwieldy, whereas if he had a proper machine etch the patterns and then filled them with the paste, he could probably fit the entire enchantment on something the size of a postage stamp.  Maybe even smaller, once he’d had more practice.


  It was easier to conjecture than actually do, of course, and it ended up being several hours before he was able to submit a properly formatted file to the etching company.  It would be more hours before it was done and he could go pick it up, so Callum figured he’d stay in the area.  So far he’d been traveling elsewhere each day, only going back to discuss things with Gayle, but that was possibly a little overly cautious.


  He spent those hours of waiting on the teleportation enchantment models he’d made, and the very little headway he made confirmed it was going to be a long term project.  He needed more references, and at the very least he needed to see one in action.  There were too many structures inside the enchantment that didn’t show up in the books he’d gotten.


  Instead of trying to brute-force something that was obviously complex, Callum sighed and started studying enchantment theory from the beginning.  It had been a long time since college and dry theory wasn’t nearly as fun as actually playing with magic, but it had to be done.  Besides, he had some vague ideas about foci he wanted to make for himself.


  ***


  Out of deference to the vampires, the meeting was held after dark.  None of the other supernatural races, aside from a small number of fae, were so powerfully affected by the time of day, so most of the time important decisions were made sometime after sunset.  Chester made it a point to make most of his decisions during the day, finding the pandering to the vampires to be quite tedious.


  He knew why it happened, of course.  Vampires were so very biddable, what with their blood dependence and addiction.  GAR effectively controlled them through their allowance of mundane blood and, on rare occasion, magical blood.  Hunting locations and targets were strictly controlled, and since the vampires were not about to do anything to imperil their food source they marched in firm lockstep with GAR.


  At least, mostly.  In reality there were plenty of dissenters on both sides and political machinations aplenty, but ultimately GAR had the vampire population firmly under control.  There were fewer levers on shifters and fae, and none at all on dragonblooded, so the vampires were part of the mages’ power block. 


  He heard Lavigne coming long before the vampire entered the room.  Mostly because he wasn’t using vampire speed, which was downright horrifying for anyone that wasn’t a powerful shifter or fae.  Even Archmages couldn’t keep up that kind of speed, though with their shields they didn’t really need to.


  “Oh good,” Chester drawled without looking around.  “The person who wanted this meeting actually deigned to show up.”


  Lavigne hissed, which was delightfully gauche, not to mention stereotypical, and blurred around to his chair.  To most it would be as if he simply appeared in it, but to Chester it was a very weak play.  A cornered animal baring its teeth.


  “Keep a civil tongue in your head, cur,” Lavigne threatened.  Like all vampires he was medium-tall and bulky, but thin-faced and sharp-featured.  While Chester could tell them apart, it was more by smell than sight.


  “Get on with it,” King Ravaeb said.  Chester always figured that the fae was mostly frost giant, since he was blue-skinned, bald, and two sizes too large unless he used a fae art to alter himself.  Unlike Lavigne, Chester would have to actually worry about Ravaeb in a fight.  Vampires were just fast and strong, their mind magic too weak to work on shifters, but fae could do all sorts of things.


  “Yes, let’s,” Lavigne said as if it were his idea and looked to the Archmage who was overseeing the meeting.  Archmage Janry did not look excited to be there, but he was powerful enough both politically and personally that nobody would dare to complain.  He was, fortunately, a fairly neutral party if only because he disdained all non-mages equally.


  “This meeting is called to order,” Janry said in a bored tone.  “Master Lavigne, you have the floor.”


  “I want to know what GAR is going to do about the attack by the shifters!”  Lavigne said immediately, glaring at Chester.


  “What attack?” Chester said lazily, leaning back and smirking at Lavigne in the most infuriating way he could manage.  “My people were nowhere nearby when your vampires decided to take up their incendiary hobbies.  In fact, you might want to keep them close so nobody else decides to try.”


  “That is a threat!” Lavigne snapped.  “Archmage Janry, I demand you censure Alpha Chester!  He is contributing nothing to the discussion!”


  “What discussion?”  Ravaeb was, at least for the moment, on Chester’s side.  More because he didn’t care about the meeting but was compelled to come because of the political implications of two of the three supernatural heads of the Midwest being together.  He’d cheerfully see Chester burn under other circumstances.  “You’re just throwing wild accusations around.”


  “Indeed, the incidents Master Lavigne is referring to are under investigation and shifter agency has been ruled out.”  Janry still sounded bored.  “It is all speculation at this point, even the speculation that the perpetrator was fae.  Keep things responsive.”


  “What is GAR doing to catch these murderers then?  Alpha Chester obviously is responsible for it and there he sits!”  Lavigne was quietly outraged, but Chester didn’t let the impotent fury fool him.  Not only did Lavigne have enormous political clout, he was a master vampire and as dangerous as anyone in the room.  He just couldn’t bring any of that to bear under the circumstances.


  “You will retract that,” Chester said quietly, pulling on the pack bonds for power as he stared down Lavigne.  Not that he really cared about the accusations, true or not, but he had to maintain appearances.  Lavigne played the political game better than Chester, but he’d forgotten that – in the end – only force mattered.


  “I will not.”  Lavigne stared back, unimpressed with the weight of power gathering within Chester.


  “Gentlemen,” Janry said, tone slightly less bored.  “Cease your sniping.  We are here to discuss the possibility of an extremely dangerous assassin in our midst.  While it is true that the targets have been exclusively vampires and their hires, that doesn’t mean they will remain so.”  


  “Do you have any idea at all who it is?”  Lavigne scowled and leaned back in his chair.


  “The case file belongs to GAR, but I can tell you that so far the only evidence we have, if you can call it that, is the demonstrated abilities and the presence of ball bearings at every scene.”


  “You could send your people around to look for someone with ball bearings in their pocket,” Chester said in amusement.  Lavigne ignored him and looked to Ravaeb.


  “What about your pixies and brownies?  Couldn’t you have them find the rest of the ball bearings and track the killer down?”


  “First,” Ravaeb said in a tone of exaggerated patience, “it does not work that way.  Second, I will not order my subjects out of their enclave for something that doesn’t concern us.”


  Chester sat back and let Lavigne squabble with Ravaeb for the moment.  It seemed that Mister Brown was safe for the moment, since the only lead was laughable.  Fae magic could do some truly bizarre things, but mass-produced and mixed metal was pretty much impossible to track by sympathetic magic.  He had no idea what Brown used the ball bearings for or why they were there, but so long as he didn’t switch to something more unique, there was no way to track it back to him.


  




  Chapter 16 – Advancement


  Callum toyed with the key fob he’d put the glamour focus into, marveling at how much smaller it was when done by machine rather than hand.  He had ended up buying some cooking and electronics supplies to actually get the paste into place and tamp it down or pick it out, depending on how well he managed the enchanting.  Fortunately with the pattern already in place there wasn’t all that much he could mess up, so it hadn’t taken him too many tries.


  He was pretty sure he had messed up with his timing.  In order to help figure out what was going on with the teleportation enchantments he’d staked out the teleporter that Gayle used and had arrived three hours earlier than their intended meeting time.  He didn’t know how prompt Gayle was, or whether she did anything else while she was in town, so he’d erred on the side of caution.


  The problem was that three hours was a very, very long time to wait and stare at a single point.  Even if he could close his eyes, it was still tedious and boring and closing his eyes just meant that he wanted to nap.  Trying to read or study was a problem in a different way because then he didn’t focus on the teleporter.


  Time crept by very, very slowly.  To fill the dead space, Callum did some basic exercises, trying to keep himself from going soft, but even that wasn’t something he could keep up the whole time.  Callum kept catching his attention wandering and snapped it back to the teleporter, and after the thirteenth or fourteenth time he decided he’d never be a good guard.  It was closing on two and a half hours watching from the roof of a nearby building when he finally noticed a flare of magic.  The mana passing through the enchantment defined a cylinder, and pulsed maybe a dozen times over two or three seconds.  


  A moment after that it flickered, and Gayle appeared in the circle.  Callum was fairly certain it wasn’t the one-way teleportation; it looked more like the swap than it did the simpler formation.  It definitely was not a portal, but he’d already figured that much.  Unfortunately, since it was practically impossible to look inside an enchantment, he couldn’t tell what bits did what.  Of course, it was also the receiver, so hopefully when Gayle went back he’d get a better idea.


  He could easily have followed Gayle to the library, given how completely blind she was in magical terms, but that would have just made him feel like a weird stalker.  While he might live outside magical law, there were some pretty severe limits on what he would let himself do.  Creeping on young girls was definitely out of bounds.  Even if Gayle was probably only five years younger than him, he still couldn’t think of her as anything but a kid.


  Callum waited a good twenty minutes before following after her, doublechecking to make sure he had his reference notes with him.  The main sticking points for Gayle’s ability to opt out of apprenticeship were communication, movement and shielding.  While it made sense that any mature mage would have a focus or native ability to do all the tricks on the list, it was obviously never meant to be possible.


  Some types had it easy with a few of the requirements.  All of the elements could attack, but only air had any real communication ability native to it, and getting movement abilities out of the elements required a lot of control and power.  For shields, he didn’t know if the healing aspect had any options at all.  Fulfilling all the criteria with shaping mana, homemade foci, and the limits of vis pretty much required an older mage helping.  Which was already the definition of apprenticeship.


  Fortunately for Gayle, she had a cheat in the form of Callum.  He’d actually chewed over whether he wanted to keep the collaboration going, now that he had access to literature, but he didn’t feel right just abandoning her to own devices. Not while they still hadn’t wrapped up her own issues.  Besides, not only was there nothing to connect Professor Brown with the vampire killer GAR was chasing hundreds of miles away, but he also was learning a lot from watching Gayle work.


  As usual, books could only teach so much.  There were some articulations of the way that vis behaved, not quite like a fluid and not quite like a gas and, when enchanting, not quite like a solid, but none of those descriptions were anything like seeing it for himself.  Whatever shortcomings she might have, Gayle absolutely had control of energies to a degree that Callum envied.


  It wasn’t exactly a finesse, since he was pretty sure he could sense more finely than she could, it was just practice.  After another few years he might have the offhand precision that she did, but considering that he didn’t have any real drills or even a proper coach he might never get it.  With all the will in the world, someone couldn’t learn everything on their own.


  He strolled into the bookstore at the usual time, finding nobody around save Gayle, not even the Larsons.  Which was odd, since he would have thought that they’d at least have someone manning the counter, but there might well be a glamour to keep people away.  So far he still couldn’t actually see them.


  “So did you get anything better than kinesis?”  Gayle looked hopeful, but Callum shook his head.


  “Since you can only use healing vis or mana, you’re stuck with what mana can do.  So mostly just glorified kinesis.  I don’t suppose you’re hiding a second aspect somewhere.”


  “Oh, I wish!  It would be so much easier if I had fire or wind or something.”  Gayle snapped her fingers.  “Boom!  Half of the requirements done.”


  “Then I guess we’ll have to focus on the mana-based options.  At least the requirement isn’t that it’s a good movement magic.  Because frankly, it’s going to be terrible.”


  “Aww.”  Gayle pouted.  “I guess I’ll have to buy something to let me fly when I get my full mage credentials.”  Callum almost asked her what she thought of the limitations before he checked himself.  He really didn’t need to try and convince Gayle he was some kind of rogue mage by criticizing the status quo.


  “Yeah, for now, there’s just the low-grade levitation.”


  “Hey, you’re a gravity mage,” Gayle said, narrowing her eyes.  “You can already do travel can’t you?”


  “It’s less useful than you’d think, but yes,” he told her.


  “Can I see?”


  “I suppose,” Callum sighed.  He figured he’d have to demonstrate something at some point, so he had been prepared for it.  Fortunately he could do a short demonstration without the inertialess spatial movement, just by changing the gravity affecting his chair.


  He concentrated and wrapped his magic around the seat, altering the spatial angles until it started floating upward, then he tweaked it to go a little sideways before lowering the power so he wouldn’t bump into the ceiling.  He felt absolutely precarious perched on the chair, and not a little silly.  A floating wicker chair was kind of ludicrous.


  “Oh, neat!”  Gayle clearly had a different opinion of it than he did.  “I can’t wait ‘til I can do that!  Even if it’s bad, it’s still flying!  C’mon, let’s get started.”


  Callum lowered himself back down, carefully, and manually readjusted the chair before taking out the brass plates. He’d noticed that Gayle had never offered to bring any of her own, and didn’t question the fact that he kept supplying them.  It was pretty usual behavior for trust-fund college students, or whatever the equivalent was.  It was amazing how blind people could be to how much was provided for them.


  While Gayle had to work from scratch, Callum had done a little bit of practice on his own so he wouldn’t look quite so foolish when it came to a much more complicated focus than anything they’d done before.  He didn’t technically need it, since he had his own version of telekinesis and, of course, far better travel, but it wouldn’t hurt to have more tools.  Besides, it wasn’t just a version of telekinesis with higher power limits; there were some flourishes that he wanted to take a look at.


  Once again it reminded him of how far behind he was when it came to magic.  Calling himself a professor felt overly optimistic even if he wasn’t pretending to be a professor of magic, just because of how lost he was most of the time.  Still, Gayle didn’t seem to be too worried about his skills or lack thereof, so long as he was supplying information.


  When they finished the focus, Callum found that it took basically all his effort to use it to levitate himself, but Gayle seemed to have no issues.  It was pretty humbling to see the difference in their magical oomph, at least when it came to mana manipulation.  He’d thought he was doing fairly well on the magical stamina front, but apparently not.  


  It made him wonder what trained spatial mages could do.  Probably massive portals and teleports; he’d have an issue teleporting more than a few people, or generating portals larger than a few feet in diameter.  Moving entire convoys or even buildings was far, far beyond him, but maybe not to a real mage.  Not that he wanted to move all that.  Just moving himself was enough.


  He made sure to leave before Gayle, giving himself time to make his way back to the GAR teleporter and set up his notepad.  Unfortunately, it seemed that he’d been too conservative again because it was well over an hour before she actually made it back to the teleporter, walking into the office building and making her way over to where the enchantment was inscribed.  It was worth the wait.


  First, when she pushed mana into the acceptor portion, there was feedback.  A complex loop of mana or artificial vis came out and wrapped about her wrist, where her mage tattoo was, before withdrawing.  Callum scowled at that, but he wasn’t surprised.  If everyone had the tattoos, it made sense they were used as a security measure of some sort.  His probably wouldn’t work, because he definitely wasn’t cleared to use them and he’d messed with his anyway.


  There was a pause as essentially nothing happened, just some small fluctuations near a particular portion of the enchantment.  It was too subtle for Callum to tell what was going on, but he assumed it was some kind of check or security feature or safety feature, mirroring the pulses he’d seen when Gayle arrived.  Then a spatial field unfolded from one section of the enchantment, buried underneath the floor, creating the exact same field that he’d seen when she had teleported in.


  It flashed, and Gayle was gone.  Callum frowned.  Perhaps he’d been hasty in judging things, because the very end was somewhat less useful than he would have liked, even if it did go to show that most of the enchantment was there for reasons other than actually forming the teleport.  With all the enchantment complexity he thought there’d be some meshing from the multiple output portions, but there wasn’t.  It was just one piece.


  That was good and bad.  It meant that most of what was going on had to do with the teleportation network rather than the teleportation.  He was trying to study a car to learn how internal combustion worked, when all he really wanted was an engine.  So in theory what he wanted was much easier than what he saw, but it was also completely obscured by what he saw.


  Callum closed his eyes and focused on feeling the outlines of the enchanted portions with his senses.  Now that he knew where to look, he could see that bit of it was actually discrete from the rest.  Or rather, there were three parts total.  One was the circle, which served to define the framework of where the enchantment went.  Then there were the complex pseudo-circuits that controlled everything.  What he wanted was a small cylinder directly underneath the circle.


  He thought very seriously about just stealing it, but decided if he was going to do that, it would have to be from a different teleporter a long distance away.  Besides, stealing something that could let people teleport to it was likely an extremely bad idea.  The problem was he really needed to see both sides of it, and considering the tattoo security he was even less interested in taking a trip to the other side.


  Grumbling to himself, he teleport-hopped back to his motorhome and busied himself with dinner while he considered options.  No matter what he did, he’d be tipping his hand a little bit, and he still wasn’t entirely sure about Harry and Lucy.  A thought occurred to him while he was reheating stew in the microwave and he paused to chew it over.


  Gayle was obviously very well-to-do, and if the part of the enchantment responsible for actually teleporting was as small as it seemed, portable teleports were probably something that existed.  Obviously they’d be restricted to the rich and powerful, though considering that mages generally were rich and powerful it’d be only a truly elite cadre that had them.


  It was an assumption on his part but he might be able to ask, circumspectly, about it.  A portable teleport probably wouldn’t count for Gayle’s movement magic unless she made it herself, which she obviously couldn’t do, but she might know where one was.  Otherwise, he’d have to go through Lucy or Harry to see if they had access to one, or records of a defunct teleporter.


  Really, the problem was that it was hard to ask after it without tipping his hand too much.  Though, teleportation enchantments were probably handy enough that anyone could be excused for wanting to get their hands on one.  He’d have to wait until next week for that, but it wasn’t like he didn’t have his hands full already.


  With some disgruntlement he went back to studying and sketching out more to-do foci.  One was actually an advanced telekinesis focus, because there were certain limitations to the one he had.  Mostly, he couldn’t fling anything with it, which was a sad state of affairs.  Once he had better control over his vis he could probably gravity-launch things, but he wasn’t there yet.  Not nearly.


  There were a few other common utility foci that any mage would have lying around.  A cantrip that would essentially clean anything that wasn’t too soiled, basically a magical stain remover, was fantastic and incredibly intricate.  Apparently for fae or water-type mages it was extremely easy, but for anyone who was restricted to using mana it took some doing to keep the spellwork from damaging the article in question.  There was even a version that a mage could use on himself, which was high on his list of acquisitions.   


  Others were a basic fire spell and a basic wind blocker.  There was no real mind magic, for better or worse, as that seemed the province of the vampires, and other things like tracking down items were exclusive to the fae.  For better or worse, human magic couldn’t reproduce everything other races could do.  Shifting, for example, was thought to be pretty well impossible for a human mage.


  Considering that using vis internally was generally considered extremely dangerous, Callum agreed.  Human mages seemed to use mostly physics, rather than magic as such.  The glamour enchantment in part seemed to use the properties of mana itself, with how normal people couldn’t perceive it, rather than directly affecting anyone’s mind or senses.  The precise mechanism was far too complex for him to understand, which was probably why the focus for it was more complicated than anything else he’d seen.


  A few days later Lucy had some information for him.  He didn’t want to rely on any phone he used to call her, since it would be possibly compromised.  She was a self-proclaimed hacker and even if she didn’t geolocate every single call, she could.  Unfortunately that made it difficult for her to call him back, so he had a single dedicated phone that he only powered on every once in a while, sometime before he decided on where he was staying the night, and even that got cycled out once in a while.  


  “Okay big man, I have some news, but you aren’t gonna like it.”


  “That does not bode well,” Callum replied.


  “Oh it bodes all kinds of things.  Those mundanes you handed off to the shifters?  Well, GAR’s Department of Acquisitions scooped ‘em up and debriefed ‘em and all, but…”  Lucy let out a breath.  “Okay, GAR law is that anyone who brings a mundane into the supernatural world is responsible for them.  Now, those two got brought in by the vamps, so the vamps were responsible.”


  “So that means…?”  Callum asked, a tension forming in the pit of his stomach.


  “Well that means that they got given back to the vamps because they were considered to be the vamp’s responsibility.”  Lucy said it all in a rush, as if she was afraid he was going to interrupt her.


  “They took two people that I rescued from being killed by vampires, and they gave them back to the vampires, and that was because I rescued them from vampires?”  Callum asked in a soft tone.  His vision had gone suddenly blurry and he could taste the adrenaline in his mouth, the news sparking a visceral response that was past anger and into something he couldn’t really describe.


  “That’s how the Department of Acquisition works, yeah,” Lucy admitted unhappily.


  “I want the names,” Callum ground out.  “The vampires, the agents, the whole department.”


  “Uh,” Lucy said intelligently.  “Look, I understand where you’re coming from but if you’re going to start assaulting vampire nests or GAR property you’re not going to last long, ghost or not.”


  “I know,” he said, and shoved some of the rage aside, turning around and finding some of the rum he kept for emergencies such as this one, glad that he’d called from the motorhome instead of the middle of nowhere.  He downed a couple mouthfuls and took a few long breaths.  “You’re right, I can’t go after them right now.  But I still want those names.  And locations of all the GAR facilities you can manage.”


  “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Lucy protested, but quietly.  “I can get behind killing the vamps that way but, I mean, I actually still work for GAR, you know?  Kinda sorta.”


  “No, no, I’m not going to go on a rampage,” Callum assured her, feeling a little bit better with the alcohol kick.  “I just want to make preparations.  The more I know, the better I can plan.”


  “Right, if you’re sure, then,” Lucy said, clearly reassured by his return to a more normal tone.  “Yeah I can get you stuff.  Don’t worry, you’ve still got a lot of credit balance with me.”


  “I should hope so,” Callum said, eyeing the bottle of rum and wondering if he should quit while he was ahead or give in and get himself truly sloshed after he was done speaking with Lucy.  Alcohol had a tendency to anesthetize him pretty quickly, so it wouldn’t take much more for him to be able to sleep on things.  Which would probably be for the best.


  “Thanks for the information, no matter how terrible it is,” Callum told her.  He didn’t stay on the line to chat, partly because he was feeling like being drunk and that was a terrible thing to do over a phone, and partly because he was a bit mad and didn’t want to take it out on her.


  In truth it was exactly the sort of institutional rot he ought to have expected from something like GAR.  Normal people ⁠– mundanes ⁠– weren’t citizens and it had no obligation to them.  Worse, GAR was a bureaucracy, run by councils and forms and paperwork, so there was probably no actual person involved in the decision.  Or rather, there was, but it was just some bureaucrat who looked up the rules based on some vague report and applied them without thinking about anything but getting back to their game of Solitaire.


  He checked the document deposit link Lucy had given him a few hours later and found a bunch of maps and addresses, as well as some personnel listings from GAR with notes.  The bureaucratic hierarchy at GAR was as bewildering as any large organization, though it was not nearly as large as the government of, say, any reasonably sized country.  Maybe similar to a multinational corporation, with the added fillip of an enforcement arm that could use lethal tactics.


  Obviously he didn’t have the full chart of every mage everywhere, just some portions of GAR’s public departments.  The fact that they could actually deputize any random mage was a little worrying, especially since they’d all been through the draft and so presumably had some base indoctrination to GAR’s orders, and meant that basically everyone was potentially a GAR agent.  Or rather, all human mages were.  The other supernaturals had parallel governance, but quite a few still worked for GAR.


  Unsurprisingly, at least to him, basically all the main GAR places were on the east and west coasts.  It looked like the primary GAR bases were in upstate New York and southern California, though not in any major cities.  With the teleportation network they didn’t need to be, and it probably would have been harder to hide.  He very much doubted that glamour protections extended to camouflaging traffic patterns and the like.


  The chain of command responsible for the outrage in question was located on the east coast, since even the so-called Midwest branch of GAR was located with the others.  Again, it made sense with the teleports but it offended his sense of propriety that the regional governance wasn’t actually in the region.


  Even with his ridiculous travel abilities, heading off to New York state was a bit of a long haul for him, so anything he was going to do to deal with people would have to wait until later.  Instead, he focused on some more local GAR facilities.  There were, unsurprisingly, offices scattered around, which was where most of the teleports were located.


  The closest major one was over in Kansas City, so he decided he’d go ahead and have a look at it from a safe distance.  The complexity and quality of workmanship on the teleporters and, for that matter, Gayle’s bracelet focus were above and beyond anything he’d seen when dealing with the vamps.  That had to mean he wasn’t seeing what real, state-of-the-art magework was like, as he was mostly disconnected from that world.


  Since it was just meant as a brief reconnoiter, Callum took the motorcycle.  He wasn’t overly pressed for time, either, so he decided against teleporting his bike on the way there.  It was an odd experience, really, since he’d become so used to moving at least part by spatial magic, but it gave him more appreciation for what he could do.


  His commitment to not teleporting lasted until he hit the city proper, and the traffic therein.  There were enough smears of various magic lingering in the air that he didn’t think anyone would notice a little bit more, so he turned on his glamour and teleported past traffic jams, using side streets to work his way toward the address on his phone.  Which wasn’t actually the same address as the actual GAR building, just in case.


  It was obvious which building was GAR’s even before it came into the range of his senses.  The density and energy of the local mana field increased, making the residual tracks of magic use stand out even more, as if it were radiating out from the GAR building.  Which it very well might be; he wasn’t completely certain how ambient mana worked, exactly, other than it did vary from place to place.


  The GAR building itself fairly blazed with the warding and protections once he got within a couple blocks.  They were a few steps up from the wards that he’d seen the hired mages use for the vampires, the weave tighter and more complex, with many binding points instead of one.  He steered his bike off to the side, not exactly parking it since there was no room, but the nearly full lot of the corporate office gave him enough room to pretend to fuss with his saddlebags while he inspected it closer.


  While he lacked the vocabulary to articulate what he was seeing, it was obvious this was a professional design, compared to the rather simplistic and slapdash versions of warding he’d seen before.  It was certainly harder to push his senses through, but it wasn’t impossible so long as he was patient.  Once he managed to see past the first ward, there were actually a number of inner wards of about the same construction, wrapped around individual offices or rooms.


  Until and unless he improved his capabilities, there was no way he was going to be raiding a GAR office.  So he’d have to.  There was no way he could let the outrage they committed go unanswered, but at the moment it was beyond his capabilities.


  Since the office was occupied, he did have a chance to see people enter and leave through some method other than the teleporter inside.  Unsurprisingly, the wards were keyed to the wrist tattoos, just like the teleports were.  It only made sense, but it meant that he basically couldn’t get anywhere near a GAR ward without it tattling on him.  Or so he guessed.  It wasn’t something he wanted to test.


  It also reinforced that he needed to get rid of the tattoo entirely.  It was an identifier that he couldn’t read and couldn’t control, and worse, it was one he’d sabotaged.  That was going to be extremely obvious to anyone who knew how to look, and for all he knew it actually had his name in there somewhere.  Besides, since he didn’t keep a bubble of magic around him at all times, it was far easier for him to pass as a normal person.


  While he was there he made sketches of the ward setups, though it was really more notes on certain parts.  The setup was far too complicated for him to record all of it, no matter how practiced he was at technical drawings.  In a way it mimicked an electronic surveillance system, with the outer ward being an alarmed perimeter with the ability to check people in and out.  Presumably the sub-wards were the same, either protecting privacy or sensitive items or information.


  Unlike an electronic perimeter, it was a full bubble around the building.  Built into the walls, true, but there weren’t any gaps even if someone drilled up from the basement.  The interesting part was that there were floating bits of more intense spellwork within the ward lines, like sub-spells riding along the rails of the ward, which Callum could only guess at.  Possibly they were active surveillance, but he wasn’t sure who, if anyone, the ward was tied to.  The bit he was watching seemed to go into one of the sub-warded rooms and he didn’t want to push things too far.


  It still seemed his senses were passive, the act of pushing them through the wards more like squinting and tilting his head to see through a peephole, but if anything were to trigger the alarms it’d be trying to invade the security center.  He’d have to go through the list of GAR properties Lucy gave him and see if he could set one off just by looking hard.  It’d be a bit of a risk, since with the teleporters they could send through any number of agents, but if he was far away and had a good escape route it might be worth trying.


  Part of him wanted to see if he could find the magic criminal scene, and Lucy didn’t count.  Criminal mages had to know all kinds of useful and interesting things, especially when it came to staying off the radar, but that meant it would be even harder for him to find them.  Besides, he didn’t think he was tough enough to hang around with a crowd of actual murderers and thieves.


  The thought made him laugh as he turned away and started his motorcycle again.  Technically he was both of those things, what with his actions against the vampires, but it didn’t feel that way.  Nobody he had killed was just going about normal business.  They’d all been preying on people, mundane and shifter, so it didn’t seem like it counted.


  It was a distinction that probably only he made.  Everyone else in the supernatural world seemed to more or less view normal humans as being some other species that just happened to be useful.  Which was not entirely wrong; someone who could blow up a building just by wanting to very hard was clearly not of the same stock as someone who needed tools to do the same.


  He drove back home, reaching the motorhome tired and grumpy, because really the entire excursion did nothing but confirm he was just one person and GAR was a big machine.  If he’d ever had some fantasy of dealing with GAR in a serious way it was pretty obviously just that: a fantasy.


  Once he got more understanding of magic and where he stood, he’d need a long term plan.  Even if it was a long term plan to just vanish.  His experience with Winut had showed him that just wandering off to the middle of nowhere wasn’t actually going to hide him from the supernatural, and he had to admit he wasn’t going to just stand around and pretend ignorance if he saw something going down like with the vampires.


  The teleportation enchantment was an absolute must-have.  He was completely stymied by any way to make his magic work outside his sensory range, since none of the self-contained structures in Harry’s magical books actually did anything for spatial magic.  So far Callum was not skilled enough to work it out himself, but if he got some useful references maybe he could duplicate it.  At that point the world was his oyster, or at least, he only needed to make any given trip once.


  




  Chapter 17 – Introspection


  “What?”  Harry sounded just as tired as he always did, and not exactly pleased to answer Callum’s call, but Callum decided to ignore that.  If Harry couldn’t sound enthusiastic when Alpha Chester introduced them, that was probably just the normal state of affairs.


  “I’ve got some questions about instinctual magic use.  I’ve got a good handle on how spells are normally done, but obviously that isn’t the only way it works.”  He was lying, a bit.  He had a basic understanding, but compared to people like Gayle it was not a good handle.  What he did have was a completely different way of going about things, and a vis aspect that was rare enough there wasn’t any easily accessible literature on it.


  “Yeah?”  Harry said, after far too long a pause.


  “Well, young mages can obviously manifest things like fire, or light, or the like, without needing to make frames and twine vis together and all that.  Spontaneous manifestations.  What’s the mechanism behind them?”


  “Huh.  That’s a weird question.”  Harry sounded ever so slightly interested, but when Callum didn’t explain himself any further, his voice dropped back to its normal tired cadence.  “For the most part it’s just agitation of a person’s normal vis field.”


  “Explain, please,” Callum said, when Harry didn’t elaborate.  He swore talking to the man was like pulling teeth.


  “Well, for any mage, their body is suffused with vis, and one of the first things they learn how to do is how to project it out so they have full magical control over their immediate surroundings.  But even before then they’ll often shove it out unconsciously, putting enough vis into it that things start happening.”  It was the most Harry had ever said at a time.


  “Interesting.  I think I understand.  Why would a young mage fail to manifest any of this spontaneous magic?”


  “I don’t know, I’m not a doctor.  Maybe if they were vis-blocked or mana-starved somehow, but any kid growing up near other mages is going to be topped up just from the elevated ambient around.”


  “Huh.  Right, well, thanks for the information.”


  “Yeah, sure,” Harry said.  “Kind of sounds creepy though.  Those questions together.”


  “I’m sure it does,” Callum said noncommittally, having to forcibly restrain himself from explaining that he was asking for himself and he didn’t have some mage’s kid locked away somewhere.  Even though he didn’t actually care what Harry thought of him, it was still his first impulse to keep anyone from thinking he was a bad guy.


  After a few more deflections, Callum hung up and started to chew on what Harry had said.  His memories of that first teleport weren’t exactly clear, what with the panic and the fire and all, but it was the first time he’d managed any magic at all, instinctive or otherwise.  Callum still wasn’t sure exactly why he’d never done any before, but his guess was that he just didn’t have the vis.  If most or all of it was going to reinforcing his senses, he never would have had enough to do anything with.


  Not to mention, he’d never really been in fear of his life before. When Shahey had done whatever it was that set the building on fire, it would have spiked the local high enough that he could actually metabolize some and for once had enough vis to work with.  At least, that was Callum’s best guess.


  The bubble thing, from the way Harry had put it, was actually pretty smart.  At least, for anyone who didn’t mind being labeled as a mage.  Unfortunately, Callum did not want to be known as such outside of his interactions with Gayle, even if that did limit him.  There was a certain amount of magical exercise that holding up a bubble took, which he was missing out on, so he’d have to consider adding that to his rotation when he went out into the middle of nowhere to practice his portals and teleports.


  Normally, he just took his motorcycle out into the endless farmlands.  It was easy enough to find a place with nobody around a few hours in any given direction, though finding a place that wasn’t a big open field in the Midwest was a little bit harder.  He tried not to use the same place more than once, either.


  Based on what he read from his books, his best bet for increasing his magical ability was constant use.  It wasn’t a physical muscle, and it wasn’t clear if it was a magical muscle, but the end result was the same.  The more he practiced the better he’d get, and only through constant repetition would he get to be any good.


  He wasn’t sure how much he could improve from his starting ability, but there was a certain aspect of mastering the basics where he absolutely hadn’t put in the time yet.  Out in the middle of the woods, he formed portals over and over, worrying less about the residue they left as the crispness of the outlines and the smoothness of the field between.


  Whether or not he was getting better, he couldn’t say.  Not having a mentor to look over his shoulder and give advice was really unfortunate, but the best he could do was keep plugging away.  Until and unless he met a mage that was classically trained and wasn’t going to turn him in to GAR he’d have to do it on his own.


  Testing his intrinsic, instinctive teleport was rather weird.  He’d already built up his ideas of having to frame everything with vis threads, so trying to work without them was a little backward.  Probably, he’d learned wrong.  A lot of education targeted at younger kids was actually wrong, but useful for that level of expertise.  Which made picking up advanced expertise that much harder.


  If he strained, he could push his bubble out fifteen or twenty feet, about the length that he’d teleported before, but trying to teleport within that bubble without forming his usual outlines and fields proved problematic.  He couldn’t really get into the proper perspective to do things ad-hoc, even if theoretically he couldn’t really hurt himself.


  The idea that people couldn’t hurt themselves with instinctive magic use, and the immediate practice to curb it, was completely contradictory.  Somehow he wasn’t surprised.  It didn’t seem education in the world of mages was any better organized than on the mundane side.


  The first couple days he gave up after half an hour or so at the beginning of each practice session where he didn’t manage to do anything at all with his bubble.  Instead of beating his metaphorical head against it he just moved onto forming, dispersing, and reforming his magical threads.  It was monotonous work, but it also gave his mind a rest from trying to worry about GAR and the tyranny of bureaucracy.


  At some point he realized the isolation was getting to him.  Even though it had already been months, he still had the occasional reflex to try and bounce an idea off some of his online acquaintances, which of course he couldn’t do.  It wasn’t like when he was in Winut, where there were people around and he could head to the café and chat.  He definitely didn’t want to unburden himself on Gayle, so there was only one person he could really talk to.


  “What’s up, big man?”  Lucy asked cheerfully.


  “Hey, Lucy,” Callum said, feeling his own mood lift by osmosis.  “Mostly just beating my head against the wall here, trying to figure stuff out.  You said you worked with GAR before; do you know much about how human magic stuff works?”


  “Aww, not just calling to hear my lovely voice?”


  “Well, that too,” he admitted.  Which was closer to the truth than he would have liked.  “But if I called without having a specific question you might start making assumptions.”


  “And we all know what they say about asses and umptions,” Lucy replied.  “Yeah, the rest of my family is mages actually, whatcha want to know?”


  “Oof,  you’re the only non-mage?  That’s rough.”  He’d seen how Sen, for example, had treated normal people, and he couldn’t imagine it was any better among family.  Probably worse, considering how highly those people thought of themselves.


  “Yeah, that’s why my day job is gruntwork for GAR,” Lucy said, though she didn’t sound too broken up about it.  “They can’t exactly boot me out since I’m just slightly magic sensitive and know all about the supernatural world anyway.  So they stuck me down in magical IT.”


  “Well, their loss,” he said.  “So what I want to know is instinctual magic.  The stuff without all the threads and fields and so on.  I’m reading up on it and getting a lot of mixed messages.  Just wondered if you had any input.”


  “Oh, right, baby magic!  What about it?”


  “I mean, how does it even work if it doesn’t use any structure?  From what I’m reading nothing should happen, but it obviously does.”


  “Well, I’m not completely sure since I’m not a mage, obviously.”  He could practically hear her shrug.  “Let me think.  I’m sure dad mentioned something about it at some point.”  There came the sound of fingers drumming on a desk, and Callum waited patiently.


  “So, I think he likened it to, and don’t laugh, how toddlers would just go wherever they were, whenever they needed to.  It’s only when they’re older that they learn how to control their bowels and didn’t need diapers.  And by the time they’re adults, well, most people would have to go through some serious mental exercises to just let go in public.”


  “So it’s basically a discipline thing that mages don’t do spontaneous magic?”  Callum frowned.  That didn’t exactly square with any of the other explanations, but he could at least see where it was coming from.


  “I guess so?  Like I said, I’m not a mage.  I do know it’s all about your vis field though.  It takes a lot of practice to construct things so they exist independently of your own personal bubble.”


  “Hmm.”  Callum was thinking through some of the implications of that, combined with the enchantments he’d seen in his books.  “So, switching topics kind of, with the personal vis bubble being the real meat of a caster’s, uh, casting — can you make a focus that just targets that vis bubble?”


  “Oh sure, super newbie glamour enchants do that.  You feed it the mana, it resonates with the vis.  Not very flexible though.”


  “Any idea where I could get one of those?”  He had a strong idea of what he wanted to do.  While Callum had been hoping that figuring out unformed magic would set him on the path to unlinked teleportation, being able to target his personal vis with enchantments was far more valuable.


  “Through the Guild of Enchantment, but it’s for full mages only,” Lucy told him.  Callum nodded, considering that his tattoo would probably keep him from acquiring them anyway.  Still, they’d be useful.


  “Thanks, Lucy,” he told her.


  Even if he didn’t use bubbles, he could keep a glamour right over his skin without needing to project any vis at all, or so he understood.  Despite the admonition against using vis inside the body, there had to be self-empowerment spells, like strength or speed.  If he could get his hands on one of those, he might be a little less of a squishy human.


  It might even make it easier for him to figure out a way to make his gravitykinesis a proper flying focus.  There were a lot of variables to figure out, like making it so it only moved him, and not making it so large it was impossible to power, but he might possibly be able to manage that.  Then he could focus on not making it accelerate so hilariously fast.


  While he could see why a lot of foci wouldn’t want to be constrained that way, to Callum it was a massive quality of life improvement, and if it were newbie magic he might even be able to find something about it.  Especially since it was only useful for a limited range of focus types.  But there had to be some market for it, thanks to how it was difficult to impossible to sense magic inside a person.


  It seemed contradictory that he could see through people’s bubbles, or rather, sense through them, but not their physical forms.  The best he could figure was that mages had magic bonded to their whole body, and density mattered.  Magic wasn’t completely disconnected from normal physics, as it was harder to push his senses into a solid wall than it was through air.  So, rather like enchantments and metals from the portal worlds, magical people were hard to read.


  The exception was, of course, his own magic.  He could see his own body just fine if he concentrated on it, which was a very weird sensation for certain.  There was something intensely disconcerting about being able to sense his own beating heart, not to mention the other biological processes necessary for life.  If he tried really hard he could manage the same with non-magical people, but it wasn’t something he really found worthwhile.


  He mused on such topics, writing his own notes, because there were a lot of things just plain missing from the reference books.  Mana-sight was covered, but it was something different from what Callum had.  Instead of being a specific technique, it seemed to be a side effect of using magic, like having an extra set of cones in the eye.


  Nothing Callum found in any of the books mentioned anything like his spatial sense.  There was some mention of being able to sense through magic for things like wind or light, but Callum’s all-around passive bubble was unique.  Or more likely, it was unique to spatial mages and given how rare they were it wouldn’t show up in anything but specialized literature.


  Which, considering the nature of the supernatural world, he wasn’t likely to find.  There might not even be any as such, just instruction from master to apprentice.  He still found it hard to reconcile an internet-driven magic culture with one that held a lot of secrets close to its breast, but considering the magical internet was basically owned and operated by the magical government it wasn’t too far out of line.  It wasn’t like the mundane world didn’t have secrets.


  All he could do was make his notes, test, and think.  He wasn’t sure if he was getting any better in any practical way.  There was nothing to test against but his own invented exercises, and the bearing those had to practical spellcraft was probably tangential at best.


  When the time for the weekly meeting with Gayle rolled around he had to consciously pull himself out of a sour mood and put on a more professional face.  Especially since he needed to ask her a favor when he didn’t have much to show.  True, he’d helped her a lot in the past, but he knew people had a tendency to discount such things.


  “Ugh, shields,” Gayle complained, scowling at the notes he’d brought with him.


  “I’m right there with you,” Callum agreed.  Of all the magical constructs, shields were the most closely tied to vis.  Mana shields were possible, but were hideously expensive and inefficient.  Not to mention dumb; a proper shield was reactive and mostly passive, and usually a mage constructed the majority of their shielding manually.  Foci helped, but foci had limitations to how flexible they could be.


  Since Callum wasn’t anywhere near an expert in spellcraft, let alone enchanting, trying to come up with something useful was basically a short road to nowhere.  His stack of brass plates was likely to run out before they actually got anything running, but given a day or two the magic would dissipate and they could be reused.  Though he’d definitely suggest she take some and do some work on her own.  He certainly planned to chew at it in the interim.


  “So, I have a favor to ask, if it’s something you can do,” Callum said, and Gayle immediately looked at him with suspicion.  It seemed more than he deserved, but he tried not to let it show.  “I’ve been looking at more movement options, and I was wondering if you had access to some sort of portable teleportation option.  The GAR system is so complicated, but if it was just a small focus it’d be easier to check out.”


  “Oh!”  Gayle looked relieved, then thoughtful.  “I think dad might have a homebond.  I can check.  But you know I can’t give it to you. They’re expensive!  And restricted.”


  “No, no, I just want to look at it,” he assured her.  “I know duplicating one is out of the question but I have some thoughts I’d like to confirm.”


  “Your friend that you’re getting this stuff from isn’t a space mage by chance, is he?”  Gayle gave him an inquisitive look.  “You could get him in big trouble if he’s passing on this information without permission from his master.”


  “No, it’s nothing like that,” he assured her.  “And I understand if it’s not something I’m allowed to see, I was just hoping to get a look.”


  “Well, maybe.”  Gayle looked thoughtful.  “I can try and bring it next time.”


  “I’d appreciate it,” Callum said, trying not to show his exultation at the thought.  Finally, finally he could get a look at how the heck people managed long-distance teleportation.


  ***


  Gayle energized the transport pad, waiting patiently as it verified her wrist ident.  As a Hargrave she had access to most transports, in or out of the GAR network.  Judging by Professor Brown’s very plain ident, he barely had any access at all so he probably lived near where they met.


  The transport pad blinked and she walked out into the regional GAR office, giving the secretary a nod as she stepped out of the arrival area, and headed for the private network in the back.  It was a little tiresome presenting her wrist at every door along the way, but since the teleports there went straight to various mage Houses it was understandable.  She could just imagine the hell an archmage would raise if someone teleported into their home unannounced.


  The Hargrave House pad was right in the middle of the row, reflecting its importance, and she smiled at the blackberry bramble livery decorating the transport circle before the pad brought her back home. The entry chime rang as she stepped off, and Jameson appeared at the vestibule gates.  He opened them for her and bowed as she stepped into the house proper.


  “Welcome home, young mistress,” he murmured.  While he looked like an unassuming middle-aged gentleman, he was a shifter with a fairly terrifying war-form.  His fully shifted form would probably have been terrifying too, but he’d let her ride his back as a “doggie” too often as a child for her to really appreciate that.


  “Thank you, Jameson,” she said, beaming at him.  Despite the lack of progress with shields, she was still in a good mood because it was practically the only thing left to crack for her to sidestep Archmage Fane.


  She did have to wonder where her dad found Professor Brown.  Not that either of them would admit it, since Brown was skirting several laws and, more importantly, violating several confidences with what he was helping her with.  That much was clear, since there were some obvious bits of enchanting signature that he’d mostly removed, but he hadn’t caught all of it.


  Jameson escorted her further into the house, summoning her maids by some ancient butler technique to ply her with drinks and fuss over her hair.  Two of them showed up with dress options for her, and she gave the one on the left a nod before glancing at Jameson.  The fussing was normal, but the clothing choice wasn’t.


  “Formal dinner tonight, young mistress,” Jameson said with just the right intonations to tell her what and whom to expect.  Family.  Or rather, the head of the House, Archmage Glen Hargrave, back from whatever wild obsession he was pursuing this time.  Some of the elders found it tiresome, but he’d always been her favorite granddad.  Or really, great-great-something granddad.


  She was pretty sure he was the one who was the most supportive of her attempts to get out of being apprenticed to Fane.  The Hargraves and the Fanes had been on poor terms for forever, and Archmage Hargrave had just given her a conspiratorial wink when apprenticeship with Fane was mentioned.  While he wouldn’t criticize her if she didn’t dress up, he’d appreciate it a lot considering the attitudes of some of the rest of the family.


  “I don’t know what I’d do without you,” she told the butler, shaking her head.  “All right, Jameson, I’ll go get dressed.”


  “Very good, young mistress,” he said, and withdrew.  She passed by photographs of the portal worlds and curios from the same, from her dad’s time in the draft, and went into her wing of the big, sprawling mansion.  The windows looked out on a picturesque view of the Catskills, House Hargrave being surrounded by thousands of acres of wild land.


  She allowed her maids to peel her out of her town clothes and fit her into a more formal dress, her senior maid using the focus that Grandmother had given Gayle years ago to restyle her mistress’ hair in a few moments.  Another one washed her face and then together maids applied subtle cosmetics with the ease of long practice.  In no time at all she was fit for a formal dinner with Archmage Hargrave.


  When she entered the central part of the mansion there were already a number of her relatives about, ranging in age from her two-year-old uncle to her eighty-year-old niece, thanks to the long lives of mages.  Surprisingly, her dad was there, rather than stuck at GAR like usual.


  “Father,” she said, inclining her head politely rather than hugging him, considering the extended family still about.  “I’m glad to see that you were able to get time off from your duties.”


  “Daughter,” he replied, his lips quirking up into a smile behind his bushy moustache and beard.  “Our whole department got sent home to avoid the displeasure of certain archmages.  Someone is still making trouble over the whole vampire hunter ghost thing, so we’re letting archmages bicker with archmages while the rest of us hide out.”  Even if grand mages like her father were only one step below archmages, they were still below.


  “Do you need to bring it up with Archmage Hargrave?”  She was only vaguely familiar with what her father was talking about, since vampire politics were not her concern, but if archmages had gotten into a spat over it, it might be important.


  “No, no.  Someone’s apprentice’s friend was involved and now it’s personal and so on.”  He rolled his eyes.  “Nothing to do with us.”


  “Oh, good,” she said with relief.  “Do you know why the Archmage is here though, father?


  “He’s got some wild hair about Portal World Four.”  He rolled his eyes.  “As if the dragonblooded are going to let him poke around.  It’ll probably amount to nothing, but you know how he gets.”


  “I’ve heard stories,” Gayle agreed.  She pressed her lips together, then decided she might as well ask while he was here.  “Father, I have a favor to ask.”


  “Oho?  And what might that be, darling daughter of mine,” he teased.  It took all of her self-control not to pout at him.


  “You have a homebond, right?  Can I borrow it for a few hours for my study group?”


  He sobered at the request, looking at her carefully.  Gayle knew homebonds were incredibly expensive, issued personally by Archmage Duvall, and really weren’t supposed to be used except by people with the right licenses.  She probably couldn’t even activate it, not without getting more added to her tattoo.


  “You know you can’t use it for your travel spell,” he said, more a statement than a question, and she nodded.


  “I know.  I won’t even activate it, we just have some ideas and a homebond is the right sort of enchantment to study.  We’ll just take a look next week and I’ll bring it right back, I promise.”


  “I’m not sure what you could find out from a homebond, but if you’re sure…”  He peered at her a moment longer, then shrugged.  “I suppose so.  It’s not like I’m using it these days.”


  “Thank you, father!”  She actually did give him a hug that time, though a brief one, straightening her dress afterward.  “I’m very close to being able to pass and fulfill my duties without help.”


  “I’m proud of you, Gayle,” he beamed at her.  “I wish I could help more, but…”  She nodded.  The Hargraves were a bloodline of primarily force and air, though her mother was water.  How that ended up giving her healing, nobody really knew, but it meant there was nobody in the family who qualified to take her as an apprentice.


  “I’ll get there,” she assured him.  “No Hargrave is going to be under the thumb of a Fane.”


  “That’s my girl,” he said.  “Now, we’ve been ignoring everyone else long enough.”  Gayle nodded, and turned to greet the rest of her family.


  ***


  “So I had to promise Father I’d only bring it over for a few hours,” Gayle said.  “I know it’s not much time but he’s not supposed to let it out of the House.”


  “No, it’s fine,” Callum assured her, focusing his senses on the paired teleport ⁠– the homebond ⁠– and clicking through the modeling program on his laptop.  “I really just wanted to study it.”


  “We can’t even use it,” Gayle said, a trifle grumpily.  “It’s coded to dad’s ident.”  She rubbed her wrist absently and Callum stifled a grimace.  It seemed the only reason he hadn’t run into that issue more was that he’d been buying used laptops, and that was the only magical technology he was interacting with.  Everything else tied into the damn wrist tattoos, or at least, all the mage-specific stuff did.


  If he hadn’t already seen the official GAR teleporters in action, that would have killed his ability to study the homebond, but after spending hours poring over the various bits and pieces, it was easy to locate the parts of the enchantment that were specifically spatial magic. They were surprisingly small, but then, the homebond itself was a lot smaller than he was expecting.  The GAR teleporters were big bulky things, but the homebond was just a plate about a foot in diameter and an ordinary-looking, if rather thick, ring.


  It was a headache to push his senses through the mundane metals that covered up the wire tracery of the actual enchantment, but this was the only chance he was likely to get so he persevered.  The ring actually had one of the things he was looking for, the enchantment that shaped the output to match a mage’s personal vis.  At least, that’s what he guessed it was, since it wasn’t familiar but it was in the place where there was normally a control for a mage to alter size and shape.


  The more important thing to locate was the way the pair were linked so that they worked over an arbitrary distance.  The actual structure wasn’t particularly special.  While he’d never be able to derive it himself, he could kind-of-sort-of see that it was a simple teleport, but it didn’t seem to be pointed anywhere.  Or rather, it seemed to point back toward itself, which made no sense.


  Callum frowned, looking closer, and comparing the receiver plate with the ring.  Without his spatial senses he would have completely missed the key to understanding it, because the evidence was hidden inside the metal that covered the enchantments.  The ring that was meant to be worn was matched by a ring on the plate, where the spatial structures were identical, and when he looked closer he saw toolmarks inside both the transmitter and the receiver.  Matching toolmarks.


  The location portion was the only part that pressed up against the toolmarks, but it painted a clear picture to him.  The enchantment was created, and then physically separated.  That’s why it directed back to itself, because it was its own target.  He didn’t really understand how it all worked, but it frankly didn’t matter.  If he was right, he could make his own homebond.


  “Hello?  Earth to Professor Brown?”  


  “Hmm?  Sorry.”  Callum blinked as Gayle’s voice intruded in his concentration and he looked up at her.  “This is fascinating.”  He glanced at his watch and saw that he’d been at it for three hours somehow.  It had been a long time since he’d gotten so involved in something.


  “Sure, but unless you know a spatial mage you can’t make a new one.”  Gayle said regretfully.  Callum almost, almost offered to make her one, but curbed himself just in time.  Not only did he not have the resources for that, it would surely out him.  If not as being a spatial mage himself, as knowing one, and there weren’t too many around.


  “Mm, no, but the enchants give me an idea.”  She had the terrible telekinesis version of movement anyway.  What she was lacking was a shield, and with mage bubbles he might be able to figure out something that floated on the edge.  He would have loved if the paired enchantment could be used somehow, but if mana or vis could be wirelessly transmitted with ease everyone would be doing so.


  “I know we’re cutting things short today, but I think I’ve learned what I could from this and you said it was only for a couple hours.”  He pushed the homebond over toward her.  “I’m going to do some experimenting on my own and hopefully I’ll have something shield-ish ready for next time.”


  “Sure!”  Gayle seemed happy enough with that, though he didn’t know whether it was about having an excuse to cut the frustrating struggle with shielding short or the idea of him bringing something for her.  While Gayle was far better with her control of vis, Callum still had the advantage of his spatial talent letting him grasp the geometries of enchantments.  Plus, frankly, more practice at actually working at something.


  He saved and double-saved the render he’d made of the enchantments, and followed Gayle outside the bookstore.  She went to her car and he went to his bicycle, the two of them heading in opposite directions.  He mused on the fact that both of them were headed off to a place they could teleport elsewhere, though his home was at least in the area.  There was no telling where Gayle was coming from.


  Callum disciplined himself enough to keep from teleporting immediately, and instead waited until he was a sufficient distance away in a side alley before beginning to transport himself back to his motorhome.  He had some experimentation to do, and the sooner he could get it done, the better.


  




  Chapter 18 – Surgery


  It was more than a little irritating that he couldn’t tell if he was doing it right when it came to the homebond enchantment.  He had to rely on his notes and their accuracy, and while he trusted his ability to transcribe architecture that wasn’t the same as understanding it all.  Barring years of study he was stuck with blind copying, and he didn’t like it.


  He especially didn’t like that he couldn’t practice with brass.  After spending all the time imprinting the proper magical structure into the brass with spatial vis, when he went to have it cut, it turned out it didn’t work.  The magic didn’t stick well enough, pulling away and dissipating as the saw cut the brass in half.


  Since he was absolutely forced to use his tiny stocks of magical material, he went all the way and put in another CNC order.  Stripped of all the extraneous enchantments and compacted down to a single plane rather than a ring, it actually ended up being less than a quarter-inch in each dimension, and even that was only so he could cut it once it was done.


  Or rather, pay to have it cut.  He was handy enough, but the workshop he was paying didn’t let other people touch their machines.  Callum sympathized, and just watched as a young man with safety glasses very carefully cut along the marked line.  With his senses it was fine that he was stuck waiting outside the shop, since he could watch the process straight through the wall.


  It was fascinating and strange to see the enchantment get cut in half.  After letting it fully sinter and harden, the enchanting paste held onto the spatial magic with an unbreakable grip, so the mere act of physical separation didn’t really disrupt it.  As the two halves separated there was a little bit of a ripple, some sort of complicated magical effect he couldn’t quite grasp.  


  It seemed to be trying to absorb energy from the surroundings, so he hastily fed it with his vis, letting some kind of resonance build up between the two severed halves until it flashed over and settled.  The worker jerked in surprise, and Callum winced, hoping that whatever visible manifestation had occurred wasn’t too dramatic.


  Judging by the look on the guy’s face as he brought the two halves back out, packed individually in small foam blocks, it was something weird but not alarming.  There was enough doubt there that hopefully he’d forget about it and pass it off to imagination.  Callum would have to use a different shop for the next time, though.  No need to risk confirming something.


  He paid in cash and took the boxes with thanks before walking out and grabbing his motorcycle. For a while he rode away as normal, until he was confident he was out of sight, then began teleporting in order to speed up the trip.  His fingers drummed on the handles of the bike, his mind more on the pair of boxes than the road as he blipped out of the city and drove toward the campgrounds.  It seemed to be working, the enchantments were in place and full of energy, and he couldn’t wait to test it.


  Unfortunately he couldn’t just shove vis into it.  The split resonance was only part of things and he didn’t want to ruin either himself or the experiment by trying an unfinished product.  He’d duplicated Gayle’s receiving pad, and he slid the receiver half into it, fixing it in place with screws.


  Callum really wanted to figure out how to cut mundane materials with his spatial magic.  If he could shear rock or metal, he could have almost impossibly hidden caches.  Or, if he wanted to think larger, bunkers.  For the moment, though, he had to do everything the normal way, not that he could complain.  It was a lot easier when he could just send his files off to a shop, rather than needing to carve metal himself.


  He carried the pad outside and put it in a clear area, standing right next to it so he could watch as things happened.  Holding the little metallic chip of a transmitter, he pushed vis into it and watched as the teleport field started to form on the receiver pad, but slowly.  While the transmitter could be filled with his vis quickly and easily, the receiver had to pull on and convert mana.  It seemed it was hardly going to be a rapid getaway, unless he could get his hands on a good way to store mana.


  Commercial mana crystals were not in his immediate future.


  It took a good five minutes of channeling vis into the chip for the receiver to form, but once it did, his part of the enchantment flashed over to fully active in an instant.  The feeling of the focus resonating with his own vis was profoundly unpleasant, almost painful.  Also intimate, and not something he wanted to deal with for long. No wonder they weren’t popular.


  He studied the two sets of magic with his senses, but couldn’t see the connection between them. On the other hand, they both looked like normal teleport frameworks.  They weren’t exactly like his, since they just sort of blindly projected things out and he tended to alter his to suit, so they would definitely leave more residue.  Still, there was nothing actually wrong that he could see.


  Callum braced himself, then mentally pushed on the focus.


  The teleport was awful, feeling much like being jerked around by gravitykinesis.  He bent double, gagging as he nearly toppled off the receiver plate.  His vision swam and his guts protested, but it had worked.  It worked!  Despite the fact that he was tasting bile and feeling like he had all-over muscle cramps, it worked.


  Then he realized he’d have to test it at different distances, and groaned.  Just because it worked when he was right next to it didn’t mean that it would work at any distance.  Considering there was no actual connection between the two pieces of enchantment, it probably would, but he needed to make sure before trusting himself to it.


  Spitting a few times to rid his mouth of the taste of nausea, he took advantage of his break to drive into town and get something for his stomach and his head.  He was going to need it.  While he probably didn’t need to push forward on it, now that he had an actual emergency option within his grasp, he didn’t feel like putting it off.


  By the end of the next few hours, he’d established that he could use the teleporter from at the very least two hundred miles away, but that it was extremely unpleasant every time.  It all added up until he was buried in his bed with a churning stomach, no matter how much pepto-bismol he poured down his throat.  He also had a pounding headache, and his muscles kept twitching as if he’d run a marathon.


  That wasn’t to mention the vertigo.


  He’d obviously messed something up with the enchantments, since he doubted that the original homebond caused such issues.  The GAR teleports certainly didn’t.  It was probably his relatively poor control over vis threads, making problems he didn’t even know to look for.


  But, working was working.  Sure, it took longer to charge up the further away he was, though it was more an asymptotic change than a linear one, and it took a lot out of him even before the inevitable side effects of the teleport, but it was working.  He had maybe enough enchantment stuff left over to make a second one, but if this one was working it was probably better not to tempt fate.  Which meant that as soon as he was recovered, he needed to proceed with the next idea.  


  He owed Gayle a shield focus, considering what she’d gotten for him.


  A day or so later his stomach finally stopped rebelling at every little thing and he dragged himself outside.  There were a number of machine shops that were willing to do some quick work, even when it was something odd like titanium.  It helped that he could travel hundreds of miles to a specialty location without issue, and it helped more that he had large amounts of cash to rush things along.


  Fortunately, his requirement was just a very small sealed container of medical grade titanium foil, properly polished.  It had to be smooth, too, given what he wanted it for, so he had to pad the corners a bit since he didn’t dare shave off any of the actual transmitter.  That made the final dimensions just about a millimeter bigger all around, but still plenty small for his purposes.


  He kept a very close eye, or at least, sensory focus on the machinist as he covered the chip in the foil and very carefully welded and abraded.  Maybe Callum had been a bit overly aggressive in how important it was that the enchantment stayed intact, since the machinist seemed to be treating it like glass, but better that than damage it.


  In its final dimensions it looked like a polished lozenge, not that he intended to swallow it.  He took it with thanks and added a tip to the payment, above and beyond the rush surcharge.  It was exactly what he needed.


  Once again Callum returned to his motorhome, pulling up the diagrams he’d saved on his computer.  An emergency measure that could be confiscated, or was obvious, was no emergency measure at all.  Especially since he very much doubted that he’d be allowed any personal effects on the off chance he was captured.


  He knew he wouldn’t let a mage keep even a spare pen.


  The human body had a lot of spaces where a little capsule could sit and not really do any harm.  Flesh was fairly squishy, after all, and many internal bits and pieces were cordoned off from each other.  That didn’t mean he could be at all careless, but it did mean he could, in theory, implant the teleporter chip inside himself without needing to visit a surgeon.


  As unpleasant as it was, he focused his perceptions inside his body, which was full of messy biology, especially since according to his research the best place for what he wanted was the abdominal cavity.  Pushing his senses through regular muscle wasn’t too bad, but actually being able to perceive all the various gastronomical processes was just disturbing.  Nonetheless, he focused on finding a likely spot before reaching out to grasp the little titanium-coated capsule with his senses.


  He’d sterilized the heck out of it, of course, but he wasn’t too worried.  He didn’t have to actually make a wound to implant it, and if something really bad did start because of it, he knew a healer.  Callum intended to monitor things very closely, after testing to make sure it worked.


  Finding a likely spot, he braced himself and teleported the chip in as gently as he could manage.  The flesh bent out of the way as the teleport field displaced it, the titanium capsule settling into place.  It felt very, very weird, but not really painful.  It was just slightly uncomfortable, a little bit of extra pressure in his guts.


  It was also immediately immersed in the vis that saturated his body, which made him glad that the input he’d copied didn’t actively draw on energy like his siphons.  It was useful for the little ball bearings, but for something sitting inside of him, it’d charge up almost immediately and then he’d be walking around with the disconcerting sensation of a primed teleport field.


  Once he was sure it wasn’t charging up on his own, he went ahead and did it anyway because he needed to test it.  Pushing vis into something inside his body was easy enough, though weird.  There was nothing any different about it; the location was simply disconcerting.  It certainly felt the same when it was fully ready, the full-body strain of his vis in tune with the teleporter, and the nausea was the same when he transferred.


  “Ha!”  He muttered to himself.  “Now this is how you make a contingency.”  Despite the fact that he still had to make the shield focus for Gayle, he decided to finish his preparations for the emergency escape.  It wouldn’t take more than a day or so.


  While he was really relying on his implanted teleport, he didn’t want to use it if he didn’t have to, and not every threat would require immediately bailing to the wilderness.  He picked up two more fake identities for his go-bag, to start, with different sets of clothing for each.  For one he even got some colored contacts, though they were hideously uncomfortable.  


  The last thing he did before embarking on a trip was to make a new fast-travel chair.  It was actually quite similar to the old one, just less rickety, and with an actual space for luggage.  He stuffed a bunch of MREs in there, because if he had to fly off to nowhere he was probably going to be completely out of energy.  Once that was finished, he packed up his supplies and headed off to make the best bolt-hole he could.


  He drove his motorhome off to the nearest likely national forest, which took up most of the time he’d allotted.  There just weren’t any near the Mississippi River.  He had a big pack made up that combined some survival supplies, like food and camping equipment, and emergency backups, like his extra gold and cash, a thumbdrive with all his work, and a bunch of guns and ammunition.  It was weighty, but he didn’t need to carry it around until after he’d found his target.


  It wasn’t long until he was out of sight of anyone, and began teleporting up into the wilderness of the Rockies, wanting to put more than a few miles between himself and civilization.  Fortunately, it didn’t take long to get out into the middle of nowhere, and start planning out his stash.


  Most of it could go in duct-taped trashbags, buried under the ground, but the receiver plate had to be out in the open.  Some incidental debris would be fine, since the teleport would shove aside anything that wasn’t too massy, but he didn’t want to get rock or mud or fallen branches on top of it.  Nor did he want it carried off by animals or accidentally turned upside-down or the like.


  His solution was a kit for a small shed.  Having four walls and a roof would keep out the weather and the animals, and he could just board up the door since he didn’t need it.  It was exceedingly unlikely that anyone would run across it by accident, considering the terrain and his chosen spot being so sheltered, so he was fairly well satisfied.  He almost would have preferred a cave, but such things had their own issues, like animal habitation or bad air, so that would have to wait until he was more prepared.


  Once he found his preferred area, he shifted himself back to the motorhome and hefted the shed kit.  Callum was extremely glad he’d figured out gravitykinesis, since it made setting up the actual shed far easier than it might have been otherwise, working by himself as he was.  Having a bunch of effective extra hands meant that he was done in less than an hour, including piling a bunch of undergrowth around the shed to make it even less conspicuous.


  After that, he got all his supplies from the motorhome and stashed them nearby.  Some he just put in the shed, like the extra clothes and blankets, but other stuff he wanted more secure so he did a bit of digging.  In the end it actually didn’t take all that long to cache everything, and even if he was a bit tired and sweaty when he got back to the motorhome, he was satisfied.


  Just having such a bolthole was an incredible weight off his mind, but he wished that he had more available to him.  If his enchantments were less terrible and if he had more materials, it would be incredibly useful to start building his own teleportation network.  Even if he could just teleport back to his motorhome on demand, it would be so convenient.


  He mostly daydreamed about that on his drive back, imagining being able to move all over the country, or maybe even the world, at a moment’s notice.  Which GAR could already do, so all the ideas he was entertaining had already been thought of by people long ago, and were nothing new.  That made him brood on all the ways GAR could use it to get ahead of him, and he spent more time than was useful trying to come up with some way to spike whatever plans they might be making.  When he finally got home he deliberately purged that train of thought and set up everything for the work on the shield focus the next day, before finally falling into bed.


  ***


  The telekinesis focus had been bad enough, but the shield focus was murder.  Gayle couldn’t really fault Professor Brown, since shield were one of the most difficult and least explained foci, and most of them used specific vis aspects rather than mana.  Hargraves usually had a force Aspect, which would have meant she could whip out a shield manually, but with only healing she was forced to rely on enchantment.


  Once she was a full mage she could get a far better focus, probably directly from Uncle Caston, one that did use force aspect.  Stuff like that was restricted, and while she doubted anyone would care if she had it normally, it definitely wouldn’t work for her opt-out.  Only commercial glamour enchants were allowed, mostly because they were required.


  “Got it!”  She said, holding up the brass plate.  She noticed that Brown hadn’t been working as hard as he usually did, though since he’d brought two working versions for her to reference, she didn’t much blame him.  If he’d already gone through all that twice, she’d be fed up with it too.


  “Fantastic, let’s see it.”  He focused on her plate, nodding to himself.  It was obvious enough that he had more enchanting experience than he let on, considering he could spot problems so easily.  Not that she was going to complain!  Without his help it would have taken absolute ages to get anywhere, and of course this way her family wasn’t involved at all.


  A faint, icy haze appeared in front of Professor Brown, and he studied it thoughtfully before returning the plate to her.  She took it and invested her own vis, feeling the weird sensation of the enchantment interacting with her personal bubble to manifest in front of her.  It was actually not that dissimilar to how healing felt, though more on the unpleasant side.


  “I know it’s only one side, but that should be enough, I hope?”  Professor Brown sounded almost apologetic.  “Making an all-around shield, top and bottom and everything, was a lot more complicated and I didn’t understand it all.”


  “No, this is great!”  She patted the brass.  “With this I can go take the test!”


  “Then I guess this is our last meeting.”  Professor Brown seemed a little wistful, but offered her his hand.  “Good luck.”  She had to wonder exactly what was going through his head.  Of course he’d been paid well, some way or another, but he’d been genuinely nice about it.  It made her wish that all her teachers had been so friendly, rather than operating solely on the basis of her House.  She wanted to ask, but she didn’t, restricting herself to normal politeness.


  “Oh, thank you!”  She took his hand briefly, smiling.  “But I’ll come by next week to tell you how it went.  If they want something more I might still need your help!”


  “Won’t they shove you into the draft, though?”  Brown raised his eyebrows at her.


  “What? No, of course not.  Even if I test through now I doubt my duty would start before the beginning of the year.”


  “I see.”  The Professor seemed thoughtful.  He also seemed to have bags under his eyes, and she had foregone mentioning them, but she decided it’d be rude not to at least offer to help.  She wasn’t really supposed to do anything significant before getting her full mage status, but it wasn’t like Professor Brown was exactly playing by strict rules either.


  “Are you feeling okay?”  She asked him.  “I could help if you’re not.”  He looked surprised at that, but nodded.


  “I had a pretty rough week,” he said.  “I didn’t want to ask, but if you’re offering, I’ll definitely take some magical healing.”  


  “Give me your hand,” she told him, and he extended his left hand across the table.  She put two fingers on his wrist like she’d seen other healers do, and focused on synchronizing her vis to his.  In theory she could do this at range, and eventually without even needing the feedback, but she hadn’t gotten that far yet.


  Her mana sight was iffy, as healers tended toward perceiving things other than the complexities of mana and vis constructs, so the only thing she’d seen of his bubble was that it existed.  Actually touching it, she could feel that it was not nearly as dense and stable as it should have been, nothing like what a proper mage should be making.  Which made her think he was a lot worse off than he had claimed, but aside from the weakness and wobbliness, there didn’t feel to be much wrong with him.


  In fact, the vis inside his body was considerably more complex and strange than anyone else she’d healed, and there was a lot of it.  He shouldn’t have had any issues with his bubble, but maybe it was just a question of concentration.  She sent her vis in to fix everything that was wrong, and he visibly straightened up as some of the tiredness around his eyes went away.  Not all of it, of course, healing vis couldn’t substitute for actual sleep, but it had a definite effect.  Which was exactly what she wanted.


  It would have been faster to be apprenticed to the Archmage, but since she was a Hargrave, Archmage Fane would stretch out her apprenticeship as long as she could.  It would be years before she could really use her magic!  Obviously Gayle wasn’t about to go out and start healing people at random but she wasn’t going to be closeted away due to some House feud either.


  “Thank you,” he told her, smiling.


  “You’re welcome!” Gayle beamed.  “I think I’ll take this and go call up the proctor right away, if you don’t mind,” she added.  “I don’t want this to fade while I’m waiting.”


  “Do you have all the rest of the focuses we made?”


  “I’ve had to refresh them every day or so, but I have them,” Gayle confirmed.  Since they weren’t permanent enchantments and they were made with her own control over mana and vis, they didn’t violate any of the rules about external help or about the availability of portal world materials.  She doubted she was the first to think of the loophole, but since it hadn’t been closed she was going to take advantage of it.


  “Then once again, good luck.  Don’t let them get you down, huh?”


  “I won’t,” she said, though she wasn’t sure who exactly he meant.


  He gave her a wave as she departed, getting in the car her House had provided her and driving back to the link station.  She was actually a little excited, breezing through the GAR station and back home.  Jameson welcomed her as usual, but she was more focused on contacting a proctor.


  They were supposed to be completely independent and objective, but they were still members of one House or another.  The name her father had given her was one Richard Elroe, of House Elroe, one of their closest allies.  While he certainly wouldn’t help her cheat, she could trust him to give her a proper examination.


  “Lord Elroe,” the man answered, voice crisp over the line.  House Hargrave still used landlines for the most part, though she understand that mundane mobile phones intended to supplant them.  She didn’t see them as all that useful, but enchanted communicators were another matter entirely, and she couldn’t wait to get her hands on one of those.  But like most enchanted items, they were for full mages only.


  “Hello, Lord Elroe.  This is Gayle Hargrave.”  They’d been introduced ages ago, but neither of them were really familiar with each other.  Only their names.  “I’m calling to request proctoring to test out of apprenticeship.”


  “Oh?”  Richard sounded very interested.  “You have everything on the checklist?”


  “I do!”  She confirmed, running her hands over the stack of brass plates.  “I’m ready to take the test at any time.”


  “Well, normally it takes a while to set these up since they’re not regular, but I can probably have something ready tomorrow.  What do you think?”


  “That’s perfect!”  She told him, half-glad and half-anxious that it was so soon.  “When and where?”


  “I’ll meet you at GAR East at noon,” he told her.


  “See you then!”  She hung up, calling for her head maid and relaying the time and place to make sure that she didn’t miss it.  Not that she thought she could possibly forget.  After all the work she put in, she’d finally be able to make it to full mage and get out from under the looming figure of Archmage Fane.


  Once her staff had changed her back to something appropriate for wearing about House Hargrave, she went to tell her parents.  Well, her mom, anyway, since dad would still be at work.  She was a little nervous about it, because while they supported her desire, actually testing out of apprenticeship was pretty much unheard of.


  “Mother?”  Gayle said, standing outside her mother’s study.  It was more out of safety than respect, because Lady Glenda Hargrave had a habit of working on weaponized force spellforms that could make the interior of her study hazardous.


  “Come on in, sweetie,” her mother’s voice floated back, and Gayle stepped through the door.  The study fairly hummed with protective wards, especially at the back where targets were lit up showing damage patterns.  It looked like her mother was working on something splashy, considering the webwork of orange and red coating the blue backstop.


  “So…”  Gayle said, then decided to just blurt it out.  “I’m taking the test tomorrow with Lord Elroe.  I have everything on the checklist so I should be able to get my draft and full mage papers!”


  “That’s wonderful!”  Glenda beamed.  “Your study group figured out all the enchantments?”


  “We did,” she said, suppressing a smile at the fiction that there was ever a study group and not someone hand-picked to give her the opportunity.


  “I’m so proud of you!”  Glenda crossed over to her to give her a hug, mindful of the house dress.  Glenda herself had a protective suit on, to augment her shields when she was being creative, but she wouldn’t wear that outside the private wing.  “I can’t believe House Hargrave is going to have our first healer and it’s my little girl.”


  “Mom!”  She protested, but not strongly.  Gayle was a little bit giddy too.


  The next day came both too slowly and too quickly, but she was at the eastern GAR office at noon.  Lord Elroe was easy to pick out, what with the House Elroe uniform and the heavy chain of a master mage around his neck and the meritorious service emblems across his chest.  He gave her a broad smile and offered his hand, palm up first to show his fire and water pips along with Master Mage of the House tattoo.


  “Gayle Hargrave?”  He asked, as if it weren’t obvious since she was in full House Hargrave colors for the occasion.


  “Yes, that’s me,” she admitted, offering her hand in return.  “Thank you for setting this up so quickly.”


  “Not a problem, Miss Hargrave,” Elroe told her.  “It’s my pleasure.” He gestured for her to follow him.  “It was quite amusing to get the testing range open.  It hasn’t been used in years.”


  “Oh?”  Gayle glanced sideways at him, a little surprised the decorated war hero would delight in stirring trouble for the staff at GAR.


  “It’s amazing how many people think they know better than an actual mage,” Elroe confirmed.  The place he led her was inside the true sanctum of GAR East, since the door they went through needed his tattoo to unlock, but it looked ordinary enough.  In fact, it looked a lot like her mom’s study, complete with warded backstop.  Elroe waved her to the table in the corner and watched as she got out the brass plates that held the temporary focuses she’d made with Professor Brown.


  “I’ll just need you to sign here to attest that everything you brought was made by you, not using any restricted focus designs to the best of your knowledge.”  He looked at the brass plates curiously, and Gayle simply smiled brightly and signed.


  “Well then, we’ll start with the checklist.  Your school records demonstrate your capacity for healing, so we can waive that.  I have no desire to slice myself open just to challenge Greyson University’s integrity.”  He checked that off, and Gayle was a little disappointed, since it wasn’t like she had too many opportunities to show off.


  “Next on the list, light.”  Elroe looked up at her and she picked up the proper temporary focus, pushing her vis into it.  The ball of light that appeared was not that impressive, but it could move around which was as much as the test demanded.


  The rest of the tests went well enough until it got to the offensive weapon test.  It was obvious that he was expecting her to use a focus for that too, but she actually had something different for that.  She shaped together a ball meant to disrupt the clotting cascade and hurled it at the wall.  Considering it wasn’t a physical element she wasn’t sure how the wards would register it, but the black splotch that appeared showed they recognized it at least.


  “What was that?”  Elroe asked frowning.


  “A healing attack!”  She smiled proudly.  “It’s designed to cause instant onset of clotting.  I admit it wouldn’t get past a good shield but that wasn’t part of the test requirements.”


  “Hm,” Elroe said noncommittally.


  “Is something wrong?”  Gayle asked, suddenly nervous.  “I know it’s not like a fireball but I thought it would count.”


  “No, I just have to check something about that.  Might as well finish up and then I’ll go make inquiries.”


  “Okay,” Gayle said, somewhat crestfallen, but gamely continued working through the checklist.  When she was done, Elroe signed off at the bottom but had her stay while he went to check on her healing ball attack.


  It took longer than she’d thought.  It was nearly half an hour later that Elroe returned, along with a grey-haired man with hard grey eyes in a black uniform of no House.  He simply stood there while Elroe looked at her curiously.


  “This healing attack, did you come up with it yourself?  Please answer fully and honestly.”


  “Well, it wasn’t my idea initially.  My study partner told me about how easy it was to destabilize a body and gave me recommendations of what mundane biology to investigate.  After that I developed it using crickets and rats.”


  “Who was your study partner?”  Elroe inquired.


  “Why, his name is Professor Brown.  Are we in trouble?”


  “You may be,” the man in black said, speaking for the first time.  “Tell me everything you can about Professor Brown.”


  




  Chapter 19 - Mistakes


  Callum was somewhat regretful that he’d only meet with Gayle one more time.  There just wasn’t any reasonable way or reason to stay in touch after she went off to the draft and did her own thing.  Not that he had any designs on the girl, but it was nice to have some connection to normalcy in what was turning out to be an unreasonably stressful and isolated life.


  He’d chosen to flout GAR with his eyes open, so he had no regrets about that.  After seeing how they treated normal people, even going so far as to call them mundanes as if they were some lesser species, he was even more sure he’d made the right choice.  Which didn’t mean it was the easy choice.


  After chewing on it for a while, he decided to do something he really should have done ages ago.  In retrospect, he’d been stupid to just chat with a young mage without knowing who he was interacting with, but he could only learn from his mistakes.  Or, correct them, which he did with a call.


  “What’s up, big man?”  Lucy said, sounding chipper as ever.


  “Hey Lucy,” he replied, stretching out in a recliner he’d installed in the motorhome.  “How’s it going with GAR?”


  “Oh man, they’re still annoyed they can’t find the vampire ghost, which is the stupidest name I’ve ever heard and I’ve heard a lot.  It’s hilarious how incompetent it makes them look especially when three faerie kings have actually stated outright that you aren’t one of theirs.  It’s great entertainment.”


  “Well, I’m glad to hear they haven’t caught on,” he admitted.  It was nice to know that he hadn’t left anything particularly incriminating behind, though that was far and away much easier to do when he didn’t have to be at the actual site.  Teleportation meant that he broke up all the patterns and trails needed to track people.


  “There’s a lot of vamps hunkered down in various places in case you decide to visit, from what I hear,” Lucy told him. “But since nothing’s happened for a couple weeks it’s kind of dying down.”


  “Well, that’s fine with me.  Never really wanted attention to begin with.”  He shook his head, glad that he’d apparently gotten away clean.  “Anyway, got a question for you.”


  “So soon?  I can’t even tell if you’re down on one knee!”


  Callum barked a laugh.  He wasn’t exactly certain why Lucy was so flirtatious, but she had the trick of surprising him.  It was nice.


  “Just because I’ve given you gold doesn’t mean I’m ready to move on to diamonds,” he told her, and got a chuckle.  “Seriously though, what can you tell me about House Hargrave?”


  “Don’t tell me you’re involved with them?”


  “I’ve met one,” he admitted. “Just a kid, honestly.  Gayle Hargrave.  Helped her out a bit but I’m pretty sure I won’t see her again, so I was a little curious who she really was.”


  “Huh.  Just a kid, you say.”  There was the sound of typing from the other end of the line.  “Looks like Gayle is twenty-two, hardly a child.”


  “There’s twenty-two, and then there’s twenty-two, you know?” Callum told her, and she laughed.


  “Yeah, sure.  College kids are the same all over.  What did you want to know?”


  “The general score, I guess.”


  “Hmm, well, I can send you a report but the long and short is that House Hargrave is one if the big old ones.  Hargraves invented half of the offensive spellforms anyone uses, so they’re pretty martially inclined.”


  “Gayle is a healer,” Callum noted.


  “Yeah, and that’s weird.  Looks like some blending of bloodlines.  Houses are pretty obsessive about tracking that kind of thing, so I’m surprised you actually met her.  Normally a new talent like that is under lock and key, buuuuut I guess with a family of action maybe not.”


  “She was hanging out with the Larsons?”  He wasn’t sure if that was relevant, but if Gayle was some powerful scion perhaps the elderly couple who ran that bookstore were more than they appeared.  “I don’t know if that means anything to you.”


  “Oof.  Yeah they’re a couple of old warhorses.  Don’t piss them off!  If they’re around no wonder House Hargrave let her wander off on her own.”


  “I have no intention to, that’s certain.  I guess I should have figured that any mage that actually looks old is liable to be dangerous.”


  “Maybe?  The pictures I have don’t look very old.”  Callum winced at Lucy’s reply.  Apparently he’d seen past a glamour without realizing it again.  It was a good thing he’d never mentioned anything about it.  Someday he was going to get in major trouble from that, and he made himself a note to try to use his phone’s camera more often and hopefully sidestep some of the issues.


  “Anyhow, I guess I could use the information on House Hargrave, but I doubt I’ll be interacting with them again.  I was mostly curious about who it was I was helping out.”


  “Probably someone you shouldn’t deal with, big man.  There’s all kinds of powerful politics with the big Houses and you sure don’t need Archmages after you as well as the vamps.”


  “Message received.”  It meant that it was really for the best that he’d be cutting ties soon.  Even positive attention could be dangerous, though he didn’t think that Gayle would suspect him of anything in particular.  He just had to gracefully decline any invitation to meet anyone else.


  Yet again he considered not showing up for the next meeting, but he also yet again decided against it.  With only one meeting, probably one that was just going to be Gayle celebrating her new status.  Or asking for help with something, but either way that would have to be the last meeting.


  “So what I’m sending you is pretty much their own press statement stuff,” Lucy told him.  “I’d have to dig a bit to find anything juicy.”


  “I don’t need anything juicy,” Callum assured her.


  “Aww, I was hoping to earn more of that gold.”


  “Don’t worry, I’ll come up with a job for you soon enough.”


  “Don’t keep me waiting, big man.”


  “I know better than to keep a lady waiting.”


  “Shame I’m not a lady, then.”


  “Never been anything less with me,” Callum said with a grin.  “Actually, now that I think about it, I probably am going to need to ditch this identity soon.  I’d appreciate some steering on the best place to get a new one, and maybe some regions of the US where there’s very little supernatural presence.”


  Running around in a motorhome absolutely muddied his trail, but it was also quite tiresome.  Winut had been practically perfect for him save for the shifter and vampire politics, so if he could find something like that once again it would be nice.  Through Lucy and Harry he could probably get more information on magic and try to build up a coherent understanding of modern magical theory.  Something he realized he desperately needed after his discussion with Gayle.


  “Boo.  You could just ask me for a new one!”


  “I could, but the logistics for that…”  Callum shrugged, despite Lucy being on the phone and unable to see him.  “I think that’d just put both of us at risk.”


  “You make me very curious about who you think is after you, big man.”


  “Aside from GAR?”  He asked dryly.


  “Oh sure, but they don’t know you are you, you know?”


  “I know.”  Callum shook his head.  “Speaking of, and I hate to ask this because I know these types are trouble⁠—”


  “Trouble like you?”


  “Not like me, I hope,” he told her.  “But do you have contact information for other people who might be operating outside of GAR’s laws?”


  “Noooot so much,” Lucy said thoughtfully.  “GAR tends to stamp on anyone that could be considered a rogue pretty hard.  I know they’re out there, but usually what I see is one of the big agents reporting that they have them in custody or dead, you know?  I don’t think there’s, I dunno, some kind of organized rogue syndicate or anything.”


  “Not really any room for one when GAR is already kind of a criminal syndicate,” Callum muttered.


  “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” Lucy said with amusement.  “The truth is, if you want stuff outside of GAR’s laws you really need to hook up with an Archmage, a faerie king, a regional alpha, or a master vampire.  They’ve all got a lot more leeway than the rank and file.”


  “What about dragonblooded?”  It didn’t surprise him that the rules didn’t really apply to the most powerful.  They never did.  He was curious why Lucy had left out the fifth type of supernatural, though.


  “They’re mad, bad, and dangerous to know,” Lucy replied promptly.  “I haven’t heard of any actively breaking GAR rules but I’ve also only ever heard that you need to be careful around them.”


  “Hmm.  Fair enough.  Well, if you run across some sort of black market information, I’d appreciate a heads-up.”  Shahey was the only dragonblooded he’d ever seen, let alone met, and Callum couldn’t imagine him as being particularly threatening.  Dangerous, yes, especially after he was attacked, but he’d just been playing an ordinary gym owner for years without a hint of trouble.


  “Any specific items?”  Lucy asked, not at all bothered by the illegality of the request.  “It’s probably easier to get something through backchannels than try and pull it out of GAR’s confiscated stock.”


  “Weird,” he said, but didn’t argue.  She was the one who worked at GAR, be it ever so rank and file.  “I’m looking for information on foci and enchanting, as well as any literature on the rare aspects for mages.  Gravity, healing, time, space, that sort of thing.”  He hoped that his phrasing and burying his real interest would obscure things.  That was as close to a direct request for gravity instructional books as he dared make.


  “Huh, gotta say, that’s going to be a lot harder than actual stuff.  The Archmages and Houses are pretty damn protective of that kind of thing.”


  “I figured it was a long shot,” Callum admitted.  “I suppose I’ll just keep my ear to the ground.”


  “Gonna cheat on me there, big man?”  Lucy teased him.


  “Never,” he assured her.  “I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t want to be involved in some of the stuff I need anyway.”


  “I’ll have you know I like getting down and dirty,” she said with a laugh.  “When it’s fun, anyway.”


  “Oh, so you don’t care what I do when it’s boring?”


  “That’s right,” she agreed cheerfully.  “Just give me the highlights.”


  “I actually don’t have anything exciting going on right now,” he said.  “Thank goodness.”


  “A shame,” Lucy said.  “It’s really fun to hear the scuttlebutt from the things you’ve done.”


  “I’m sure,” he said dryly.   “If I do things right, though, you won’t hear anything at all.”


  “Boo!  I can’t blame you, though.  Some of these GAR people are scary.”


  “Yeah, I’ve seen a few of them,” Callum agreed.  That one fishlike fae agent still creeped him out a little bit.  After a few more minutes of chatting Callum finally hung up and went to go take care of his daily practice.  With Gayle as a reference he had a better idea of what to work toward, and even if he didn’t have a great regimen for training he still needed to put his nose to the grindstone.


  The wonder of being able to juggle portals and teleports still hadn’t worn off, and probably never would, but dismissing and reforming the same ones over and over really did make it a chore.  As did trying to hold a larger and larger spatial bubble, since the moment he overextended it hurt, rather like pulling a muscle but all over.  His perception distance was great, but his ability to hold any spatial construct didn’t seem to be getting better very quickly.  Something the size of a vehicle was about all he could manage for the moment.


  Not that he needed anything larger, but it would have been nice to have the option.


  He also set aside time to go poke around the locations of vampire nests and GAR offices he’d gotten from Lucy.  It wasn’t particularly dangerous so long as he didn’t do anything, especially since he wasn’t going to actually walk inside the buildings in question.  Ultimately he was going to have to do something, since he didn’t want to become a hermit, and eventually he’d run into them again.


  The GAR locations varied pretty significantly in terms of their defenses and local mana, but generally the larger ones had more protection.  The small offices that seemed to exist only to give GAR a teleport point basically had nothing more protecting them than a minor ward or glamour, but the ones where people actually worked had controlled entry.  He thought that was pretty dumb since the teleport network being unguarded meant anyone could stroll right into GAR headquarters.


  Then again, it was dependent on the tattoos.  There was also clearly some manual control involved, so maybe it was better protected than it seemed. Plus, he hadn’t had a look the actual GAR offices after he’d developed his spatial sense.  There might be truly obscene protections on the other side.


  The vampire places, on the other hand, were defended more conventionally.  That meant electronic security and men with guns staffing the halls and watching the doors.  They all still had a mage in residence maintaining wards, but the defenses in question weren’t nearly as structured as the ones around the GAR buildings.


  Interestingly, there didn’t seem to be nearly as many defenders as in the nests he’d removed, probably because those were pushed up right against shifters and were expected to engage in violence.  Instead of twice as many thralls as vamps, there was something closer to parity and a number of those were obviously domestic servants.


  Also, vampires tended to live in luxurious housing complexes.  So that part of the stereotype was true, at least.  He wasn’t sure if vampires were actually immortal, but there were hints they were as long-lived as mages, who could get into three or four centuries at least.  While he knew it was almost impossible that any vampire would spot him or even recognize who and what he was if they did, he still wasn’t confident enough to keep a watch on the nests at night.  


  Plus, if he caught them killing people, he’d have to wipe them out on principle and he wasn’t ready for more attention.  He wasn’t even sure he could manage it, not without a lot of preparation and buildup, but his brain went to figuring out options anyway.  Callum was a little more confident since he had his escape option, but still aware he was incredibly vulnerable.  He could run, but he couldn’t fight anyone who surprised him.


  ***


  Agent Ray Danforth watched the black-uniformed squad spread out over the town of Kennecut, annoyed at not having any control over the situation but unable to do anything about it.  He was not trained for a real rogue mage, let alone a rogue mage with restricted knowledge, but the Bureau of Secret Enforcement was.


  Despite being with the Department of Arcane Investigation, he and Felicia rarely had anything to do with the BSE spooks.  Even when clashes between different supernaturals spilled out into the mundane world, it was generally fairly easy to take care of.  A few glamours, some deflecting official statement, and fines all around.


  Where BSE came in was when something really serious was at stake.  Something that couldn’t be covered up, or something major coming through a portal world.  Mages who disseminated the really dangerous, restricted knowledge that GAR and the Archmages kept under lock and key to prevent catastrophe.  Or, most relevant, rogues who may have once been part of BSE themselves, ex-colleagues who could do more damage than an entire pack of shifters or nest of vampires.


  The Larsons had been quite cooperative, and even knew the man they were looking for.  They’d provided a glamour representation of him for the BSE team to study before the agents went to take their places around Kennecut.  The couple also talked to Archmage Hargrave, who was absolutely furious, something Ray wished them luck on.  The Archmage was armored up for war, his force shielding and the winds floating him from place to place turning him into some faceless god rather than the wild-haired man he often appeared to be.


  Apparently even BSE wasn’t about to tell an Archmage that he couldn’t take part.  Not when the rogue mage in question had corrupted his great-great-great-granddaughter somehow.  Ray didn’t quite get what exactly the problem was, since the woman in question was perfectly fine.  He’d gotten a redacted transcript of the interrogation and nothing there was out of the ordinary, but grandparents could be quite protective. 


  “Comms check.”  The voice of the BSE leader sounded over Ray’s earpiece.  Not that either he or Felicia were going to be much involved with the apprehension of the renegade mage, but it was still taking place inside their assigned territory so they had to be there.  Or, well, didn’t have to, but they did want to.


  “Aleph Check.”


  “Bet Check.”


  Felicia poked him in the side, distracting him from what was actually fairly tedious setup.  It was rather odd to hear the agents muttering to each other when there was an Archmage right there.  Hargrave could level the entire town and everyone in it, so there didn’t seem to be much need for the BSE folks, but that was above his pay grade.


  “No bet,” he told her, in response to her unasked question.  They’d discussed it before coming and it seemed unlikely that their mysterious killer and a rogue mage coming from nowhere were unrelated.  While the vampire massacres had no magical signature, that was the sort of thing rumors attributed to BSE agents anyway, so it wasn’t impossible.


  “Coward,” she accused him in a whisper. 


  “I like to think I’ve learned my lesson,” he told her in reply.  “Come on, let’s get up top.”


  The BSE agent all had advanced foci that let them flit about as if they were masters of air vis, but even they couldn’t stay airborne forever.  They’d marked out vantage points covering the approaches to the Larson’s bookshop from all angles and graciously allotted one to him and Felicia.  The one that was of least concern, of course, but at least it was something.


  His spell reached out to wrap them both in air and lift them up to the building roof, along with a small carry-case of supplies.  Felicia, unfortunately, had to get fairly close to contribute anything useful, and that was assuming her voice could get past whatever shielding he had in place.  According to Gayle he was a gravity mage, but the BSE folks seemed convinced he’d have more than a standard shield in place.  Still, his primary role was to get Felicia over to the mage after BSE had put a magic-blocker on, just in case it would help.


  The other thing he could do was fire a shieldbreaker.  It wasn’t part of the Department of Arcane Investigation’s normal loadout, but he’d requested a set from the armory and had the request granted.  Especially since he could use wind to guide the charged netting to the target, which would hopefully overload any shield construct the mage would be using.


  “Taw, check,” he said into his own mic after everyone had checked in.  Everyone but Archmage Hargrave, who was hardly going to bother with such things.  There weren’t actually enough people to justify going all the way down the alphabet, but since they were outside of BSE’s command structure they got the end.


  They didn’t actually expect to see the rogue mage for hours yet.  BSE had already combed Kennecut for traces of the man and found nothing.  Aside from the Larsons and the younger Hargrave, there wasn’t much in the way of vis, especially not the gravity aspect that their target supposedly had.  That meant they couldn’t track the so-called Professor Brown back to wherever he was laired and had to wait.


  The trick now was to make sure there was nothing to spook him, assuming he actually showed for his meeting.  The younger Hargrave was already waiting with the Larsons, but if things went to any sort of plan their target wouldn’t get anywhere near the bookstore.  Even with their shields clamped down tight any competent mage would notice the extra people around eventually, especially the Archmage.


  They were covering all the roads into town, since according to Gayle the man came by bicycle.  BSE was very interested in seeing where he came from, and actually had two of their number waiting at the travel link in case he was actually using the GAR system.  If he was casually traveling through GAR without anyone noticing, a lot of people were going to be looking for new jobs.


  Felicia offered him a bottle of water, and he accepted, taking a swig as he positioned his telescopic focus in front of both of them.  At its narrowest it was like a normal spyglass, but he preferred the window that gave him a comfortably wide view of his target.  Felicia did too, since it wasn’t like the fae could use any normal focus.  They needed ones fueled by charged and stored vis or mana, which was fairly expensive.  Roy himself charged the few that Felicia carried.


  For a while nothing much happened.  It was the same old stakeout problem; they knew when the target was supposed to be there, but he could arrive early or late and either way, they couldn’t afford to miss him.  Aside from a few of the stranger fae, he didn’t know anyone who actually liked stakeouts.


  Conversation was sparse, since they were both watching through the lens, and Ray was listening closely with his magic-enhanced hearing.  Every car and pedestrian was suspect, and the only saving grace was that Kennecut wasn’t all that busy so they only needed to look at one or two people at a time.  Even so, Felicia lost interest fairly quickly and gave only a desultory look through the focus once every few minutes.  Ray didn’t really blame her for that, since this was not her specialty.  If it weren’t for the chance of a link between this mage and the phantom they’d been chasing, they wouldn’t be there at all.


  “Dalet here.  Potential target.  White male, riding a bicycle, brown suit, hat, bag.  North on Kent Avenue, by Fourth Street.”  The words crackled over the earpiece, and Ray took a moment to remember where those streets were located before sweeping the lens over in that direction.  There were a couple buildings between them and the target, but Ray was an air mage, so that was no trouble.  


  It was a bit of an advanced technique, but bending air density to bounce light, mirage-like, was well within his capabilities.  He set his wind mirror high up to get a better perspective at what Dalet was looking at, but didn’t see the man or the bicycle.   Ray started to sweep the lens when the earpiece buzzed again.


  “Lost contact.”  Pause.  “Regained contact, west Eleventh.  He’s a space mage or has a short-range teleport focus.”  Even Ray didn’t have access to short-range teleport foci, so if a random mage had one that was impressive.  Or worrying.  If he was a space mage though, they’d have to move quickly to keep him from getting away.


  “Shieldbreaker and buzzer,” Aleph ordered.  “Zayin and Yod, move to intercept.”  The latter two were shifters, and when they decided to move they could really move.  Ray swiveled his mirror around as he stood, wrapping both himself and Felicia in a cushion of air.  He didn’t dare move until the mage was neutralized, but he wanted to get there as fast as possible afterward.


  The mage had stopped and was looking around, frowning.  Ray had to wonder if something had given them away, despite their precautions.  He doubted that any normal mage would notice a BSE team, but perhaps the hovering Archmage Hargrave was too obvious, even if he was halfway across the city.


  Before he could be properly spooked, there were a pair of flashes from Waw and Tet, the latter of whom was actually riding on an invisible floating platform high above.  Unlike mundane guns, the proper mage weaponry they had made no noise when they spat their payloads.  Ray squinted in anticipation of the flare of shield disruption, but no such thing came.


  The mage looked startled for a brief moment as the magic-disrupting net smacked him hard enough to knock him off his bicycle.  The buzzer hit him while he was still toppling, the disrupter dart punching into his shoulder rather than his chest.  Ray gawked at the sight of someone without even the most basic of protections, then stopped worrying about the sight focus and the mirror and lifted himself and Felicia while Zayin and Yod moved.


  Shimmering walls of force popped up as Hargrave walled off three whole blocks in an impenetrable dome.  Ray slowed, but a small hole opened and allowed them through, demonstrating the sort of casual knowledge and finesse that made Archmages a genuine terror.  By the time he touched down on the inside, two bulky shifters, both in war form, had the man trussed up and loaded down with magic-blocker cuffs and anklets.  The buzzer seemed to have knocked him completely silly, the man clearly semiconscious, but that was what he got for having no shielding or a hardened personal sphere.


  A moment after he dropped himself and Felicia to the ground, Archmage Hargrave arrived with considerably more flash and thunder.  The man spat out enough stray vis that it triggered Ray’s own shields, little sparks of force bouncing off and pinging against the nearby buildings.  For a moment Ray was afraid that the Archmage was going to kill their only lead before they could question him, but Aleph stepped between Hargrave and the target.


  “BSE thanks you for your help,” he said, despite the fact that Hargrave hadn’t needed to do anything.  “We will take it from here.”


  “I want him,” Hargrave growled.


  “Once BSE and the DAI have completed their investigations, we will see if he can be released to your custody,” Alfa said, unmoved by the angry Archmage.  The two of them stared at each other, Alfa blank-faced and seemingly immune to Hargrave’s vis manifestations, and Hargrave visibly furious behind the force visor of his armor.  Hargrave blinked first.


  “Very well,” he said.  “But keep me informed!  I want to know everything the instant you do.”


  He stepped back as Aleph turned to frisk the mage, also checking earlobes, teeth, and hands in a quick and impersonal inspection.  Even if he didn’t know what Aleph was looking for, he had to admit the BSE man was credibly professional.  One of the other members conjured up a slab of force as Aleph emptied the man’s pockets.


  “Well, damn.  I guess he is the killer.”  Ray stared at the small handful of ball bearings that had been in the man’s suit.  It was obvious they had vis attached to them, in what seemed to be a mana acceptor pattern, but it didn’t seem to be attached to anything.  “Or at least knows who it is.”


  He was still baffled by how easy it had been to subdue the man.  They’d all expected a rogue BSE agent, maybe even one who could shrug off shieldbreakers.  That was one of the major reasons that Hargrave had been involved.  They already knew he had access to restricted knowledge, which included a lot of very nasty things and might require someone of Archmage caliber to take down.  Now it seemed they had overprepared, which was just fine with Ray.


  “Look at the mage mark,” Aleph said holding up the man’s right wrist.


  “This just keeps getting weirder,” Ray said.  The tattoo was a blank one, just the two outside bands, with no House or draft affiliation.  On closer inspection, the aspect marker was gone, too, and the dot there was just ink on top of the skin.  It was all very bewildering, but with the man still stunned it wasn’t any time to start an inquisition.  That could wait until they got somewhere he could be properly contained. 


  He picked up the man’s wallet, which contained nothing but cash and a driver’s license in the name of Denver Brown.  No credit cards, no old receipts, not even any loyalty or business cards that he might have picked up along the way.  It was the wallet of a man who had something to hide.  Or rather, of a man who didn’t really exist except as a name.


  “Felicia, could you run this?”  He asked her, while he studied the rest of the contents of both the pockets and the bag the so-called Denver Brown had been carrying.  Most mages had all their focuses organized in a proper container, so they could use them with a minimum of fumbling, but apparently Brown only had one focus, a glamour focus attached to his keychain.


  There were some brass plates that were enchanted as well, which fit in with the transcript they’d gotten.  Though why he’d bother keeping such clunky versions of light or telekinesis foci after providing them to Gayle, Ray didn’t know.  He just found himself more and more confused as he took in what might be considered evidence, and the man himself was just as odd. 


  Brown was compact, a touch too much flesh to be wiry, and sort of square.  Square jaw, square face, square shoulders.  The hands were soft rather than calloused, which wasn’t unusual for a mage, but they had more than a few marks and scars on them.  Mages didn’t tend to accumulate scars, not like mundanes did, so that was another point toward oddity.  It certainly didn’t help that he could swear that Brown’s face looked familiar.   


  Felicia tapped him on the shoulder.  Not only had she run the man’s ID and discovered that that he owned a motorhome, which had to be nearby, but she’d searched through the GAR system to find out who he might be.  As it turned out there was only one missing space mage who would have such a simplistic mark.


  “Hmm.”  Ray looked between the picture and the blearily blinking man that Yod was holding.  The hair was different, but the jaw and the nose and the eyes were the same.  “I think this is Callum Wells.”


  




  Chapter 20 – Defiance


  Callum woke suddenly and all at once, with the exact same clarity as the first time he’d been woken with magical healing.  While he couldn’t remember everything that had happened with surety, he did know he’d been terribly, terribly careless.  He should have teleported away the moment he sensed another mage on the edge of his perceptions.  At the time he’d thought it might be one of the Larsons, since they did live there after all, but since he’d basically never seen them out of their store he should have smelled a rat.


  A pair of shifters suddenly moving, and moving quickly, had been what twigged him that something was wrong, but a flush of panic had frozen him for a critical few moments.  It hadn’t been the shifters that had taken him down, though, because he had a vague recollection of being shot with something.  So it was probably some equivalent of a sniper, but that wasn’t any comfort.  More the reverse, since it showed that they were properly equipped to neutralize someone like him, and do so safely.  At least they’d gone with the nonlethal option rather than putting a bullet through his head from five thousand yards, but it was exceedingly unpleasant to find out that they could outrange his sensory range.


  Of course his major mistake was his continued contact with Gayle.  Once he’d gotten his hands on that homebond and the spatial enchants he should have just vanished, no matter how much his basic sense of decency rebelled at the thought.  Even if he’d done that, he never should have agreed to meet her again after resolving her issues to his satisfaction, let alone followed through with it.  He’d just been so glad to have a normal interaction that he’d overextended.


  He was pretty well screwed now, though, the pleasant fullness of health giving way to a curdled gut as the full impact of things caught up with him.  The Mages In Black had come to take him away and he should probably be thankful that they weren’t at this very moment pulling fingernails or whatever just on the principle of the thing.  Callum’s thoughts started to scatter away and he took a few deep breaths, squeezing his hands into fists as he surveyed the room he was in with his spatial sense.


  It was heavily warded, enough that he couldn’t push his senses out past it without a lot of time and effort.  The interior of the room was just two chairs and a table, not unlike the interrogation room he’d been held in when they’d first found him.  The big difference was that this one had no door, and that he was cuffed to the chair that he was in.


  There were extra bands around his wrists and ankles that registered oddly to him, distorted and opaque, obviously enchanted but with something far beyond his knowledge.  He was also dressed in a plain sort of coverall, rather than his original clothing, but he couldn’t say that was a surprise.  In fact, that was more or less what he had anticipated.


  Callum focused inward, and found that his teleporter chip was still where it was supposed to be, down in his abdominal cavity.  He almost groaned in relief at the discovery, but suppressed it, instead concentrating on feeding vis into the little focus buried in his gut.  Even that much flexing of his internal energies stirred his vis against his skin, and the bands crackled, sucking up the excess vis and sending an unpleasant sensation through him, something worse than the jangling of his teleport field.


  He froze, muscles twitching in protest, but the restraints only siphoned off the vis that extended out of his actual body.  Though Callum hadn’t intended on casting anything, it was clearly impossible while wearing the bands.  Or, well, impossible for him.  He was fairly certain they wouldn’t have weighed him down with so many if they were foolproof.


  They probably had known the moment he was awake, but Callum finally opened his eyes, shifting around to hide the fact that he was focused on channeling his vis inward.  It would take minutes for the thing to charge, and he really hoped that the bands didn’t stop it from working.  He didn’t think they would, since they weren’t sucking his vis out through his skin, but they’d probably cut him off from making more so he had to do it on a single tank, as it were.


  The interrogation room looked as bare to his sight as it did to his senses.  White walls, white floor, white ceiling, white ceramic table and chairs.  It was only the different shades of white that really did much to separate one from another.  The sterile, almost surgical feel was chilling, and the only thing that it was missing to be straight out of some horror movie was a blood drain in the floor.


  His jumpsuit was grey rather than the jail-orange he’d expected, but was still the classic prison-wear he’d seen in media.  The situation looked about as bad as it could be, and the only thing that eased the hammering of his heart in his chest was the slow trickle as the teleporter focus charged.  From his experience it took about five minutes, which meant he had to hope they’d try to talk with him longer than that.


  Callum half-expected that he’d be kept waiting, though his knowledge of interrogation techniques was limited to certainly-inaccurate police procedural shows.  Less than thirty seconds after he stirred, though, two people appeared in a twisting of teleportation magic on the far side of the room.  The glimpse he caught of it implied that the enchantment for it was wound into the ward structure.


  One of the two was a square-jawed man dressed in plain black with no markings, some kind of uniform that looked vaguely tactical, rather than formal.  The other was a familiar face, the weird toothy fae agent from the Department of Arcane Investigation that had come to his house in Winut.  By contrast, her uniform was blue, formal, and even had a number of insignia and medals on it.


  The fae took the seat across from him, while the tactical guy stood behind her with arms crossed.  He had the usual bubble of a mage, but the shields were a lot more intricate and powerful than Callum had seen before, and the bubble very clearly had been extended to cover the fae agent.  Callum didn’t think the guy was just a bodyguard though, since he was pretty sure he’d seen the man’s face before someone had reduced him from semiconscious to unconscious.


  “Mister Callum Wells,” the fae said, which at least confirmed that he’d been identified.  Not that he was surprised.  “We have many questions for you.”


  He raised his eyebrows at her, but didn’t reply.  In truth he was thinking about how to play the conversation, because while he wanted it to take some time, he also didn’t want to give anything away.  Or anyone.  His habit of using burner phones and discarding them regularly should protect Lucy and Harry, but there was no way they’d miss the cache of records he’d gotten.  Hopefully those had been scrubbed of anything that would identify either Harry or Chester as the source.


  “You are Callum Wells, spatial aspect?”  She prompted.


  “That’s my name,” he admitted.  The words came out commendably steady.  If it weren’t for the magical healing he’d probably have been croaking them, and as it was his mouth felt dry.


  “Were you complicit in destroying the vampire nests in Winut, Choral, Kenneshaw, and New Agers?”  For some reason, it surprised him that she want ahead without any introductions or even a cursory reading of rights or the like.  Though he doubted he exactly had rights at the moment.


  “That’s quite specific.  What makes you think that I was?”  It took him a few moments to decide on the appropriate wording instead of blurting things out.  They had him dead to rights, but he wanted to know how.  He might have missed some obvious trace or it could have just been them assuming the rogue mage and the mysterious killings were connected due to Occam’s Razor.


  Oddly, the fae frowned and glanced back at the Mage In Black, who shook his head ever so slightly.  She glanced back at Callum and sighed, drumming her fingers on the desk.  Eventually, though, she came to a decision.


  “Really, your enchanted steel already gave that away; we’re more curious as to why.”  The agent crossed her arms.  “It’s a blatant violation of GAR law and it doesn’t even seem to be your problem.  The history we have on you is suspect but if you are just a late-bloomer from West Virginia, you have no business being out here.”


  “Why?”  Callum struggled to keep his face straight, because of all the things to give him away he didn’t think it’d be the stuff he used to clean up his tracks.  In hindsight it was obviously an issue.  it took hours for the enchantment to dissipate and he’d used the ball bearings in places where no ball bearing should really be.  “Did you know the vampires in question were murdering people?”


  “That’s not really relevant,” she said, and he shook his head at her.  He didn’t want to be too flip, since he didn’t want the guy lurking behind her to wander over and give him a few restrained beatings for his lip, but he thought the best way to play things was as someone not impressed by their authority.  Which was true enough, since what he was really impressed by was their ability to wield force.


  “It is to me,” he told them.  “From where I sit, the question isn’t why I had an issue with those vampire nests, it’s why you didn’t.”


  “So long as they stay within their allotment, they are still within GAR mandates.  What you did⁠—” The agent cut herself off, realizing she didn’t have to justify herself to Callum.  “So, to the next question.  Was anyone else involved?  Do you know what happened to Chase Hall?”


  Callum nearly laughed.  Though he didn’t much blame her for not realizing he was Chase Hall, since she’d only seen him the one time under that guise, and he’d been sure to make Professor Brown look different than Mister Hall.  He pressed his lips together instead, considering whether or not he should admit his alternate identity.  His initial instinct was to deny everything, but that game was up.  The best he could do was try and get information from them instead.


  “Interesting that you should bring him up,” Callum said.  “Why was it that you told him he was a signature witness?”


  “I’m not here to answer questions, Mister Wells,” the agent said with annoyance, but the Mage In Black shifted slightly, as if he’d seen something interesting in Callum’s reply.


  Callum realized that he couldn’t be too clever with the questions and answers.  He wasn’t trained in espionage or counterintelligence or even in how to answer questions properly without a lawyer.  Given any reasonable length of time and he’d either betray something he didn’t mean to or give them a reason to break out the torture equipment.  Really it was all stalling for time while he trickled vis into the focus in his gut.


  “Well,” Callum said with a shrug.  “So far as I know he’s fine.”


  “And where might he be?”


  “I have no idea,” Callum said, amused at how true it was.  He really didn’t have any idea where he was.


  “We’ll come back to that,” the agent said.  “Who do you work for?”


  “Myself,” Callum replied promptly.  “I always have.  Never got along with bosses.  It seems I have problems with authority.”


  “Very funny,” the agent said, without any enthusiasm at all.  “You may see some leniency if you name all the members of your organization.”


  “You know, I’m not clear on exactly what I’m facing here.  I’m not even sure who you all are, or under what pretense you dragged me in.”


  “Yet, you weren’t very surprised when you woke up here,” she pointed out.  “Don’t be disingenuous, Mister Wells.  You’re quite aware of all the reasons you’re here.”  Callum shrugged at that.  He was hoping for more elaboration of the statutes since he’d never actually seen the full set of GAR laws.  The MIB took a step forward, standing beside the agent rather than behind her.  She glanced sideways at him, but leaned back to yield the floor to him, confirming that he was more than a bodyguard.


  “You’re here under the auspice of the Bureau of Secret Enforcement,” he said in a low rumble.  Which sounded like the most ridiculously totalitarian police Callum had ever heard of.  “While the Department of Arcane Investigation is handling most of the aspects of this case, the BSE has a very specific question for you.  Where did you learn about the techniques you informed Gayle of?”


  “The what now?”  Callum was genuinely confused.  “I just found some stuff on focuses—”


  “The offensive healing,” the BSE man interrupted.


  “I don’t know what you mean.  It seemed pretty obvious to me.”


  “What was obvious?”  He pressed.


  “If healing can make the body change in one way, it ought to in another, and some of the failure modes for biochemistry are pretty strict.”  Even as he spoke, he wondered if the issue was rather like spatial mages being no more than stevedores.  Healing was rare, so it might be rather more guided and guarded than other aspects.


  “Mister Wells, healing magic is magic, not biochemistry.  Perverting its purpose with misapplied mundane ideas is abhorrent, and violates every guideline that Archmage Fane has laid down over the centuries.  You have poisoned Gayle Hargrave’s future with your so-called obvious insights.”  The BSE man clearly had a better measure of him than the agent did, because that was the first thing that actually bothered him.


  “That, I do regret.  I didn’t know that was such an issue.  But how much trouble is it, really?   She was trying to skip apprenticeship anyway.”


  “She will have to enroll with the Bureau of Secret Enforcement,” he said darkly.  “With the knowledge she already has, there is no other choice.  She is lucky that Archmage Hargrave has taken an interest, or things might be worse for her.”


  “It seems a little harsh to punish someone for something that anyone with a little education could figure out in a couple weeks,” Callum said, scowling.


  “Gayle Hargrave is exceedingly talented,” the MIB declared.  Which she might well be, as it wasn’t like Callum had anyone to compare her to.  “And it is a travesty that you’ve twisted her mind toward corpsecraft and death rather than giving life.”


  “It’s your own damn requirements to have an offensive option,” Callum glowered at them.  “Besides, if she’s that talented, the more fool you for hiding her away,” he told them.  Part of him wanted to help Gayle somehow, but it was likely she, quite reasonably, blamed him for her trouble.  If he got in contact with her somehow it’d only compound the issue.  Which didn’t mean he was going to abandon the obligation he had to help her, if she wanted it, he’d just have to be circumspect.  Besides, it sounded like he’d need to figure out the magical secret police in the future anyway.


  “Were you trying to recruit her for your organization?”  The fae spoke up again, cutting off a further remark from the MIB.


  “A pocket healer would be a great idea, but no, I wasn’t doing any recruiting.  I just saw someone struggling under unreasonable restrictions and thought I’d help.”  The MIB’s eyes hardened at that and Callum thought he’d gone too far, but the fae merely grunted.


  “You might make things easier on her if you were forthcoming about your organization,” the fae remarked.  That almost made Callum lose his temper, but he managed to restrain his tongue.  Instead he contemplated them for a moment while he wrestled with himself, then finally spoke.


  “I suspect Archmage Hargrave will not be happy⁠—” He nearly lost his train of thought as the teleportation focus suddenly flashed into full activation, thrumming uncomfortably through his body, just under the skin.  “⁠—you’re using her as a bargaining chip when trying to question me,” he managed to finish with only a minor stumble.


  “I think you underestimate the seriousness with which BSE takes a rogue organization,” the MIB said with disapproval.


  “I don’t think I do.  Any such thing would be an existential threat to the little dictatorship you have.  It’s simply that after this conversation, none of you are going to see me again.  But I might be seeing you.”


  “Threats, now?” The MIB scoffed.


  “It’s not a threat.  I’m just telling you what’s going to happen,” Callum said, and triggered the teleportation focus.


  ***


  Ray swore as Callum Wells vanished from inside the locked, heavily warded interrogation chamber, the blocker cuffs rattling as they tumbled to the floor and the jumpsuit silently slumped into the chair.  Agent Zhen, the BSE agent overseeing the interrogation, slapped the panic button and additional wards went up, doors closing and locking of their own accord.  Agent Denver, inside the room, flashed his shield, obscuring both Felicia and himself from view as Zhen rattled off code into his headset.


  “Case Samekh; alert level four, units five through nine sweep and clear, origin A-7; Dalet, set auth two five two.”


  “How the hell did he do that?”  Ray said, as a squad came stomping down the hallway to properly clear the observation room and interrogation cell.  It would have been better to ask why he did that.  If Wells could teleport out of cuffs and through BSE wards, then he hadn’t been captured.  He’d allowed himself to be taken.


  Which meant he wanted to be there, and that was worrisome.  Ray had no idea what the man’s game was.  Was there something within the BSE building he was after, or someone?  They already knew he was incredibly dangerous, even if they didn’t know how, so he could do a lot of damage if he got free inside a secure site.


  It certainly didn’t help that his group had something that could nullify fae compulsion.  Felicia’s voice hadn’t worked on Hall, and didn’t work on Wells.  He didn’t know of any mage foci that could do that, and he knew there wasn’t any magic around Hall, so he had to consider there were fae involved in the organization as well.  Overall, it seemed like a horrible looming mess of a threat.


  “It might be he can get around magic-blocker cuffs and the wards,” Zhen said, tearing Ray’s attention away from inward contemplation, and standing away from the controls and letting the BSE squad check everything over.  “If he’s actually Archmage level, it’s possible.  It may be that he had a homebond implant, but we checked for that.  It’d have to be some model we’d never seen before.”


  Ray grimaced.  Implanted focuses were not exactly common, partly because they were illegal, but mostly because it was extremely difficult to direct vis somewhere a mage couldn’t sense.  They were generally placed right under the skin, so a mage could fill it by touch, though tooth implants were popular in certain quarters.  Not that Ray had ever had one, but he knew they existed.


  A homebond implant was on the obscene side of rare and expensive, given the demands put on the relatively few spatial mages and the limitations on proper enchanting materials.  Teleportation enchantments required the absolute purest materials.  Duvall kept them from being overwhelmed, but there was an insatiable appetite for more teleports, more homebonds, and more spatial storage.  The Archmage had a waiting list a mile long.  


  If someone else was making spatial enchantments, that was unheard of.  One that couldn’t be detected by a resonator was even more worrisome.  Unfortunately, there was no real consideration given to something that shouldn’t have existed.


  They hadn’t run him through an x-ray machine or the like; there weren’t even any on the premises.  With dedicated healers, none were ever needed.  Even checking for focus implants wasn’t exactly standard procedure, though in this case they’d made the extra effort, running a magic resonator over his whole body.  If there had been anything that a mage could sense to target, the resonator ought to have alerted them.  Between the magic-blockers, cuffs, and being completely stripped of all foci, he shouldn’t have been an issue.


  “Blood tracking?” Ray asked, and Zhen nodded, speaking into his headset.


  “Rheonor?  I need a blood tracker on Callum Wells, the one we just sent over.  Great.”  Zhen waited, then nodded and looked to Ray.


  “Wells isn’t in the facility.  Rheonor’s trackers have a ten mile range and last through sunrise.”


  “I’ll take Felicia and get my glider,” Ray offered.  With a ten mile range and some fifteen hours to go, there was really very little chance of being able to find the man’s bolt-hole.  It was presumably somewhere in the United States, but it would take a lot of luck to stumble across it. 


  “We have a Transporter on standby,” Zhen said, not too unkindly.  Ray didn’t much like it, but he had to lump it.  This was more the BSE’s case than his, now, though at least he could make a report on the identity of the murderer.  The subsequent escape, though, that was something that would probably stay redacted for a good long time.


  On the other hand, if BSE was taking over, Ray wouldn’t have to deal with the fallout from whatever Wells had been up to.  Which was something of a relief.  The case had been cryptic and frustrating from the start, and to end in so spectacular a blunder would have been bad for his career, and that of his partner.


  Felicia gave him a questioning look as they met up in the halls underneath BSE headquarters, the two of them following an escort out to less secure areas.  Even though both of them were DAI agents, Secret Enforcement trumped their authority.  He returned it with a brief shake of his head, not wanting to complain about their hosts while still in earshot.


  “Where is he?”  The Archmage that confronted them the moment they stepped outside the secure area was not the Archmage that Ray was expecting.  He didn’t know where Hargrave had gone, but it was Duvall that was standing there, looking irate.  Ray had never seen her in person, but the House uniform made it very clear who she was.


  “If you mean Callum Wells, he is no longer in DAI custody,” Ray said carefully.  He wasn’t going to spill what had happened without authorization, even to an Archmage.  “The Bureau of Secret Enforcement is in charge of things now.”  He did, however, have no compunction about throwing BSE under the bus.


  “Secret-keeping whoresons,” Duvall swore under her breath, and vanished with a flare of vis.  Ray figured her interest in the matter was because she was a spatial mage.  The spatial mage, really.  She’d pioneered portals and teleportation over three hundred years ago and, most importantly, spatial expansion enchantments.  She snapped up every spatial mage that appeared, probably because she needed them for the GAR teleport network. 


  Their escort shot them a betrayed look, and Ray shrugged.  He sure as hell wasn’t going to risk an Archmage’s wrath.  Even if spatial magic wasn’t exactly fearsome, she might ban him from the network or something.


  “C’mon,” he said to Felicia, heading for the teleport out.  “I’ll fill you in.”


  ***


  “I guess my first instinct was right,” Agent Jahn said, looking down at his coffee.  “He played a pretty damn convincing mundane, though.  The question is, what is his connection to Scaletooth?”


  “The real question here is: how is there one of my spatial mages running around that I wasn’t told about,” Archmage Duvall snapped.  “I’m the Archmage here, they go to me!  No exceptions.  When I find out what House is conniving behind my back, there will be hell to pay.”


  “That is absolutely something we’ll look into,” Zhen said seriously.  “It sounds like there’s more than just him, too.  I could tell we caught him off-guard asking about Chase Hall, so there’s some avenue of attack there, if we can ever find the man again.”


  “Which I doubt,” Jahn said mournfully.  “Both Wells and Hall were only found because they got caught up in other things.”


  “We’ll need those records,” Zhen told him.  “If this group is dabbling in restricted magic, we need to know everything.”


  Jahn grimaced.  That had been the most surprising thing to find out, though he did agree with Callum a little bit.  Some of the so-called restricted magic was not particularly difficult to figure out, provided the mage in question educated themselves in mundane topics.  Though few mages did, and mixing with mundanes wasn’t exactly encouraged.


  The incident with young Gayle Hargrave was quite unfortunate, as healing was one of those aspects which was carefully managed.  Unless one specifically designed their shield to block it, healing aspect would resonate with a mage’s vis instead of being blocked by it.  Archmage Fane could instantly kill a roomful of mages without even seeming to do anything, and in fact, had.


  Most people didn’t know it, but Fane was the mage equivalent of the nuclear option.


  What would become of Gayle remained to be seen, but she was going to have to be pulled into the deeper levels of GAR regardless, and become properly briefed and trained on being an offensive healer.  The major sticking point was Archmage Hargrave becoming personally involved, because that pulled House politics into everything.  Thankfully that wasn’t his problem, but he still had an Archmage actually present he needed to handle.


  “Considering that they may have some access to restricted knowledge, is there any light you might be able to shed on matters for us, Archmage Duvall?”  Jahn asked politely.  “We did not generally consider spatial mages to be particularly dangerous, but you are the expert.”


  “It’s not.  Spatial is the only completely peaceful affinity.  There are some advanced tricks, it’s true, but nothing that would threaten an actual person.”  Duvall sneered.  “Maybe mundanes, but not people.”  Her hard gaze pinned Jahn to his chair.  “He’s being used by someone else for this evil work because of your incompetence in not finding him earlier.  Fix that, or I will make sure your career ends here, John,” Duvall finished, mangling his name.


  “Yes, of course, Archmage,” Jahn said, concealing a wince.  It was useless to wish the past was different, but he regretted picking up Callum Wells in the first place.  “We might start with Hall, given how each of the incidents involved the more mundane applications of force.”


  “I don’t really care,” Duvall said dismissively.  “I want him found, and I want him turned over to me.  I want to know who taught him, and I want to know what his bloodline is.  Everything!  I get only one space mage every thirty or forty years at best, and I need every one I can find just to maintain my transport system!”


  “We’re doing the best we can,” Zhen said.


  “Do better,” Duvall replied.


  ***


  Lucy had long ago leveraged her IT support credentials into proper surveillance of the GAR computer network.  Nothing too untoward, of course, since there were people who would notice significant prying and whose attention would be disastrous.  Still, she had a number of notifications to alert her to anything significant being discussed in unencrypted emails or texts from company phones.


  Her work office was a bit of a dungeon, with a partly⁠-purposeful rat’s nest of cables going to servers and big monitors displaying indecipherable network traffic graphs for anyone that happened to poke their heads in.  She, personally, had a smaller setup with a bunch of laptops and some privacy-screened monitors that was more discreet.  It was inside a smaller enclosure with a fridge and a bathroom so she didn’t have to wander out into GAR proper.  That was partly for privacy, but partly because she wasn’t a mage and people knew it.


  Much of her private area was taken up by a pair of 3D printers, one for metal and one for plastic, along with a worktable strewn with microcontrollers and electronic prototyping miscellanea.  There were a few microdrones and similar toys as well, which she used for occasionally carrying memory sticks or the like around the office.  Not that she couldn’t walk, it was just more amusing to pilot a drone to do it.


  She had long ago automated most of her part of GAR’s network, which was relatively small and tame compared to mundane corporate networks.  The servers didn’t even use the same protocols as mundane ones for everything, so network traffic was fairly sedate and most of her actual labor had to do with fixing people’s email accounts or adjusting privileges.  Most of her work time was actually spent watching videos or snooping around for her other job.


  Normally she only got a few low priority pings, barely anything worth mentioning.  GAR was, for the most part, a fairly boring bureaucracy and nobody much cared about the budget for the next fiscal year or who was taking the lunches from the third-floor break room refrigerator.  None of that interested her.


  The alert that went off regarded Professor Brown, aka Chase Hall, aka the Vampire Ghost Killer.  That had settled some in recent days, as a lack of any further action meant a lack of any further gossip, but she still scrambled for her computer and started skimming through what her programs dumped into her personal devices.  When she started reading she felt a flutter of panic, a chill going down her spine, but when she sorted out the abrupt ending of the communications, she started laughing.


  “You got away from the spooks?  Goddamn.  Way to go, big man!”  She turned and got a soda from her fridge, since she didn’t have any alcohol in her corner office, and lifted it in a toast.  “Here’s hoping I hear from you soon.”


  END BOOK ONE
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