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It doesn’t take much to make me happy. Six meals a day, ten
hours of sleep, a pair of yoga pants, complete solitude, no social obligations
whatsoever, and bam! Happiness. Needless to say, being yanked out of sleep
after getting a whole thirty minutes in, while jet lagged, in a foreign
country, in order to save Nixes from accidental magical portation? Opposite of
happiness. 


Being an adult was the dumbest thing I have ever done. 


I mean, really. Who accidentally activated a magical portal
and then was stupid enough to just waltz through? Who did that? And of course
my own father was one of the people stupid enough to try it. The platform at
his dig connected to the one here, which meant it had to have been a good ten-minute
walk before he arrived on the other side. Hadn’t any second guesses gone
through his mind? Doubts? Or had he been so caught up in this magic tunnel appearing
out of thin air that he rode the high? Sort of a moot point now, since he was
here. 


Not twenty minutes ago, Zoya had woken me up from a sound
sleep with the wonderful, exciting news that more archaeologists from my
father’s worksite had stumbled in. I said that with full sarcasm. The last
thing we needed was more non-magical humans wandering around in here. I had no
issue about my dad knowing—was kind of excited about it, honestly, as it gave
me a chance to really interact with him. All the other Nixes? Not so much. 


I stumbled out of my guest bed, still wearing sleepwear of
baggy shorts and a baggier shirt, black hair a rambunctious tangle around my
head, and my eyes more or less glued shut. Someone had an arm—maybe not an
arm?—wrapped around my waist and towed me in what I assumed to be the right
direction. Cheerio. 


My phone rang, the Skype ringtone cheerful enough to crank
my murderous irritation up a few notches. I stabbed accept and pried an eyelid
up to glare at the screen.


“Reagan, you look rough,” Jackson said by way of
greeting, open concern on his mobile face. He was folded up, legs tucked off to
the side—not that I could see much of his body. He was far too tall to fit in a
laptop’s frame. “Have you not gotten any sleep?”


“No, because stupid archaeologists keep opening the thrice-cursed
platform and walking through,” I snarked, trying to push a stray lock of hair
out of my eyes and failing. I huffed at it instead. 


What had started out as a simple trip down to Brazil to
study the platform and hopefully get it back online and operational had…not
gone according to plan, to put it mildly. In fact, the situation had rather
rapidly snowballed on me. I’d gotten a call from the Jaadoo ka Ghar clan here
in India that my father, while on an archaeological dig in Khopadi, had
stumbled across a platform. Not only that, but he had figured out how to turn
it on and had come through it to New Delhi. Alarming, to say the least. 


No one had panicked (much), and I’d been called in to weigh
judgement on the situation. I’d explained things to my dad with the hopes that
maybe he’d come around a bit. It’d be nice to be able to talk frankly to at
least one parent. But the jet lag had also gotten to me and I’d called Nana
over Skype for reinforcements. 


My father was still talking to Nana, getting caught up on
the rabbit hole he’d fallen down. I’d explained quite a few things to him
before my brain couldn’t take it anymore, and I was happy to let my grandmother
handle the rest. Right now, emotionally speaking, I wasn’t sure how to feel
about letting my dad into the magical world. On the one hand, this presented a
chance to connect with my father over something we had in common. On the other
hand, there was a very real possibility magic would just become another
research obsession. I’d seen this pattern too many times in my life to get my
hopes up just yet. Odds were, he’d go into a zone of looking into all of this
and forget I existed again. 


I guess it was a sign of growth on my part that instead of
just leaping in whole-heartedly, I was willing to wait and see how he took
this. But then, I wasn’t the same person I’d been a year before. Not so
desperate for attention now. Or maybe my family of choice had filled in the
gap? I didn’t know and, frankly, wasn’t awake enough to psychoanalyze myself
anyway. 


Zoya and I now got the joy and privilege of figuring out how
to shut the platform down before something else went wrong. 


The act of walking (un)fortunately woke me up further, and I
belatedly realized the thing around my waist was not an arm. My guide, who was
a yali named Reyansh—the one with the elephant head and lion body from
before—very kindly directed my stumbling feet toward the platform in the back
of the Jaadoo ka Ghar clan’s complex. He guided me with a trunk wrapped around
my waist to keep me upright and from falling into a planter. It was very nice
of him. I didn’t like stumbling into planters. I let him blindly lead me
through all the manicured gardens and around the flowing fountains as I kept
Jackson up on Skype. 


“Wait, more archaeologists?” Jackson demanded
incredulously. His dark brown eyes were wide in his angular face, threatening
to fall out. He pushed too-thick brunette hair back, a low whistle escaping
him.  “I thought it was an accident your dad came through!”


“So did we. But the platform over there in Khopadi is either
powered and active, or they’re stupidly lucky. Unlucky? I don’t know at this
point.”


“I’d go more with unlucky. Well, this sucks. You can’t
just shut the portal down from your side and expect that to solve all problems.
If their portal is working so well, it can connect to anywhere else in India. Ouch—actually,
it might have and we don’t know otherwise, right?”


I would have stumbled to a stop if Reyansh’s hold on me
hadn’t kept me moving. Irritably, I demanded, “What in the mint chocolate chip
did you just say?”


Jackson grimaced, holding up both hands in a pleading
gesture. “Let’s focus on one problem at a time. Maybe shut yours down first,
then figure out if anyone else is missing. We can hunt them down and restore
them to the dig sight later.” 


“You do not get to borrow more trouble for me,” I groused. 


I saw the flat platform ahead, the symbols still glowing to
show the portal was still active. Manicured lawns and decorative benches hedged
it in, like it was designed to be part of the garden. 


My fellow Imagineer gave me a sympathetic look that grated
along my nerves like fingernails on a chalkboard. “I know you’re a little
sleepy and jet lagged—”


“Sleepy means cute and fuzzy-eyed,” I corrected. My head was
literally pounding from the lack of sleep. I could feel the exhaustion eating
away at my bones, and I would have quite cheerfully murdered someone if it
meant twelve hours of alone time with a pillow. “Sleepy doesn’t cut it. I’m
tired. I’m a murder and ten cups of coffee away from showing my displeasure to
the world.”


Reyansh snorted a laugh, which let me tell you, since that sound
came from the nose wrapped around my waist? Felt more than a little weird. 


“This is a quick fix,” Jackson promised in a soothing
tone. “I think. Pretty sure.”


“Your confidence is overwhelming.”


“I have a theory, but the platform over here is currently
not connecting to the other platforms, for some reason, so I can’t test it.
We’ll figure it out on yours, and then you may sleep.” 


Zoya came out from a different door of the building, waving
to me as she quickly caught up. She looked unfairly awake, wearing her usual
jeans and oversized shirt that made her look even more petite than she already
was, every strand of her grey hair pulled back in a neat bun. “They’re wiping
the memories of the archaeologists now. Your father assured me these were the
only people on the dig with him, so once we send them back, we’ll be fine. And
shut the platform off over there, of course.” 


I breathed out in exaggerated relief. “All good things. Are
we carting them through unconscious?”


“At least for now. Otherwise, they’d have to wipe their
memory again.”


“Figured.” I was happy to sink onto the edge of the platform
to wait. I asked Jackson questions because if I didn’t stay talking, I’d fall
asleep right here. “What’s your theory, Oh Great One?”


“I’ve got two, actually. But let me catch you up to speed
first. We figured out after you guys left that the glass vials really do
collect aether. It’s what powers the platform.”


I blinked. Blinked again. Right, we’d been looking at the three
glass vials in the base of the platform’s columns before I left. They’d been
surrounded by sigils on all sides, so the theory had been that the vials were what
gathered power for the platform, somehow. “So, the theory was correct, huh?
Okay, how does that power get routed?”


“The sigils. The sigils are what determine energy flow
and usage. That’s part assumption, by the way. I can’t actually prove that yet.
We just can’t find any other reason for it. The glass tubes don’t connect to
anything else. But the sigil designs lend credence to the idea. I think.”


“You’re just oozing confidence over there.” Zoya looked more
than a little doubtful. Her slate grey eyes practically spelled doubt in capital
letters.  “So?”


“In theory, we can either remove the sigils so they can’t
dial out, or I think we might be able to remove the glass tubes that collect
the aether. Without those to charge the platform, it won’t work.”


Zoya nodded approval. “Which would be easier to test?”


“Sigils?” I glanced down at the box at the bottom of the
column that housed the glass tubes. The sigils were inside the box, surrounding
the glass tubes, and ostensibly like a circuit board, dictating how the
platform worked. Or so was our working theory. “Because the vials are likely
charged and might be tricky to remove.”


“Hmm, da.” Zoya stared down at the sigils, obviously
thinking of the best way to remove them. They weren’t incredibly complicated,
their designs straightforward enough, but they were carved into the stone
casing itself. Removing them might be tricky. Without banishing them, hopefully,
because that sounded like it would cause further complications. 


At any rate, I didn’t get to ask. Several clan members came
to us, carting the unconscious archaeologists. Zoya started up the platform so
they could be transferred safely back. The platform lit up as it usually did,
creating that tunnel effect with the baseboard running lights. The clan members
carefully carried the archaeologists through to the other side. Yawning, I idly
watched them go. The archaeologists would likely wake up in their tents,
wondering just how they’d managed to lose three days.


Then again, maybe not. Workaholics like them lost track of
the days all the time. 


Zoya poked at the sigils inserted into the stone column,
squatting down in order to look at them from all angles. She gestured for my
phone, which I handed over so she could speak with Jackson. “How do you propose
taking these sigils out? I don’t see a way of doing it without damaging the interior.”


“Oh. Uhhh…our version here has a front panel so the
sigils can be accessed. They’re on their own stone slab that’s inserted inside.
Yours isn’t?”


“No, they’re inset into the stone. I’d have to break
something to get them out.”


“Sounds like a design change to me.” I wasn’t surprised. The
platform in Brazil was much newer than the one I currently sat on. By several
hundred years. Of course the design would have changed and improved over the
years. 


“We’ll have to wait until everyone is back before we try the
glass tubes.” Zoya came around to sit next to me so she wouldn’t block the
path. “You really think just taking out the glass tubes will take the platform
offline?”


“Think of it like the remote to the telly,” Jackson
offered. “If you only have one battery instead of the three it calls for,
does the remote work?”


“No, of course it doesn’t,” Zoya said thoughtfully.


This possibly sounded too good to be true. “So, I’m literally
yanking one of the batteries out?”


“More or less.”


“I do love a simple solution.” I felt vaguely like that
thought should connect logically to another thought. But it flitted away like a
mosquito in the dark. I said mosquito because it would likely come back to bite
me later. 


The conquering heroes returned, and someone who could be
Reyansh’s twin stopped to assure us, “We placed them all safely in their beds.”


“Thank you,” Zoya responded sincerely. “We’ll shut the
platform down here for a while.”


“We are grateful, Imagineer.” 


Zoya went up the ramp to tap the symbols off, turning the
platform inert again. I hopped off the platform, feeling the gritty stone
scrape against my shorts and the skin of my thighs as I dropped heavily back to
the ground so I could pop the casing off the bottom of the column. At least the
design on this hadn’t changed. The base of the column still housed three glass
tubes, the sigils written into the bottom and sides of the box, giving
direction on how to harness and use the energy. The glass tubes looked all
spiffy and glowy. I put a hand near them but didn’t feel any heat. Safe to
touch, cool. 


“Wait, devushka!” Zoya’s sharp warning brought my head up. 


“Huh?” Too late. I put fingers to glass and got the shock of
my life. My hand snapped backwards and my teeth clenched together as I spasmed
unpleasantly for an agonizing second. 


“Did she just touch them bare-handed?” Jackson
sounded alarmed. 


“No one told me not to,” I whined, breathing heavily as I
waited to see if anything else unpleasant would happen. Like my skin turning
green. Fortunately, it did not.


“She’s sleep-deprived and not thinking clearly.” Zoya hopped
down and checked my hand, blowing on it to soothe the ache still throbbing
under the skin of my fingers. “Otherwise, she’d have realized it herself not to
do that.”


I glared at the glass vials in question. “I want warning
labels. I demand warning labels. Where are they?”


“We’ll put some up later,” my master soothed. She may have
been laughing at me internally. It was hard to tell under that stoic face she wore.
“Until then, how about I take them out. With rubber gloves?”


“Is this operating like electricity, then?” I glared at the
vials suspiciously.


“I’d say, considering the reaction you just had.”


“Oh, so I’m the lab rat? Thanks a lot. I demand a revenge
match.” I created my own rubber-insulated glove for my left hand, as right hand
was still ouchie. Then I maneuvered past Zoya on my knees, reached in, and
yanked a tube free. I held up the glass vial like one would a trophy from a
hunt. “I am the champion.”


“She’s definitely sleep-deprived. And loopy.” 


I stuck my tongue out at him. Because I’m mature that way. 


“That worked,” Zoya noted, ignoring our immature byplay.
“The platform is now silent and not humming.”


“Good. Well, we now have an easy way to turn things off.”


“I vote to have an off switch in the future.” I still rubbed
my fingers, trying to restore full feeling. 


Zoya gave me a nod. “It’s a good thought. In the meantime,
how do we get to the other platform and shut it off quickly?” 


Reyansh cleared his throat deferentially as he stopped us
both at the ramp going up. “Imagineers, if I may be so bold? We have one here
who is good with such constructs. If we show her how it is to be done, she can
fly down to the other platform and do the same. It will curtail further
problems.”


That was it! That was the mosquito-thought. “Reyansh, bless
your brain. Yes, please go fetch her.” 


He gave me a bow of the head before trotting off, his lion
tail swishing idly as he moved silently away. 


Zoya settled in to wait, sitting cross-legged on the ground.
She asked Jackson with a sort of hopeful tone, “So how goes it over there?”


“Mixed, as usual. We still haven’t heard from our lost
clans in Brazil and Finland. We’ve lost all communication for almost a year at
this point, and we’re not sure if something dire has happened. The druid we
asked to check up on them hasn’t turned up either. It’s worrisome. On a
positive note, I think we’ve managed—thanks to our magical community as a whole—to
find some of the locations of the other platforms in the world. We’ll hunt them
down systematically and see if we can’t get them to work. If we can, then we’ll
jump to the other countries and start working on the rest of the platforms.”


“Brazil is our test ground?”


“More or less. We’re trying to hurry, as we are worried
about the missing clans. If we can at least get the platforms operational on a
national level, we’d be able to contact them. Theoretically.”


“Yeah, theoretically. You gotta love the difference between
theory and reality.”


“Are you coming back soon?”


“Within a few days, maybe?” I really wasn’t sure what the
plan was. Did we even have a plan? Was I able to remember things like that
after being awake for twenty-six hours?


“You sound really unsure of that.”


“Things are pretty much up in the air over here.” I heard a
whooshing sound and looked up to find a very interesting bird flying overhead.
It looked like a cross between a crow and a pheasant. An interesting mix, and
rather striking. It landed next to me on the ground, ruffling its black wings
as it settled, the pheasant head canting so it could look at me from one eye. 


Reyansh loped up to us and made the introductions. “Imagineer,
this is Yahvi. She is a chakora and very wise with constructs. Yahvi, our
honored guests, Imagineer Zoya Mikahilov and her apprentice, Reagan Hunt.” 


“A pleasure, Yahvi,” Zoya said with a duck of the head. 


I gave Yahvi a shallow, seated bow and resisted the urge to
hold onto my head. It felt like it would fall off, it was that heavy. “Yahvi,
nice to meet you.”


Yahvi lifted her head and trilled back in a sing-song way
that sounded musical and soothing. “And you, Imagineers.” 


I lifted the phone so Jackson could see her and vice versa.
“This is another Imagineer, Jackson Warren. Jackson, Yahvi.”


“Pleasure, Yahvi,” Jackson greeted pleasantly. “We’re
grateful for your help.”


“It is a small price to pay for your aid,” Yahvi denied with
a duck of the head. “Please tell me what must be done and I will be happy to
assist.”


“It’s actually rather simple,” I assured her, returning to
the column on the far right. Crouching in front of the column base, I indicated
the notched panel and shifted so Yahvi could see what I was doing. “You pull
here, and it falls off easily enough. Here, try it. I want to make sure you can
get in.”


She hopped lightly forward, got her beak inside the notched section
on the right, and gave the panel a good yank. It shifted half-out, and she
switched to the other notch on the upper lip and gave that another yank. The
panel fell obediently out. 


“Okay, once that’s out…” I put the phone down and reached
for the glass vial.


“Reagan!” Jackson yelped in warning. 


I jumped in place, putting a hand over my heart. “OMG!
Jackson, don’t scream at me. My soul almost left my body.”


“Sorry, sorry, but remember to put the rubber glove on.”


Oh yeah. “How did I forget that already?”


“Because you need sleep. And create a glove for Yahvi
too. She’ll need one.”


Crap on a stick, didn’t think of that either. 


Zoya, bless her, actually created the glove for Yahvi. I
yanked mine back on and sank down again, reaching forward more gingerly this
time. 


Yahvi didn’t ask before she ducked under my arm and tried
her hand—claw—at it. After some interesting body contortions—she didn’t have
the reach, so it required some bird yoga on her part—she got one of the tubes free.
With that one on the ground, she rustled her feathers, looking proud of
herself. “I can manage this.”


I was relieved to see it. “We need to store these somewhere
safe—”


“Don’t put them in a safe place,” Jackson protested,
alarmed all over again. “We’ll never find them again.”


The man had a good point. I’d played that game with myself
many times before and lost. Every time. “Jackson, you think we can leave them
in here? Just put them down on the bottom?”


“Sure. As long as they’re not connected in the right
spots, nothing happens.”


Then that was what we’d do. I pulled the last one and
gathered them all in, refitting the panel afterward. “Yahvi, if you could do
the same…or not. We don’t want someone figuring this out down there.”


“I will carry the vials back here and store them in the same
place,” she decided for me. “That way we can restore the platform later, when it’s
safe to do so.”


See? People who’d had sleep make smarter decisions than I
did. “Okay. Awesomesauce. I’m going back to bed now.” 


Jackson laughed at me with a perfectly straight face. “You
do that.”


I stuck my tongue out at him (because maturity, meh),
disconnected the call, and stuck my phone in my pocket. Then I looked up and
realized Yahvi had already left. As well as Zoya. Unfortunately, I had
absolutely no idea how to get back to my room. 


Reyansh must have seen the confusion and despair on my face
as he gave me his trunk again. “Come, Imagineer. I will guide you back.”


I beamed at him, accepting the trunk. “I like you.”


He laughed at me. Can’t imagine why.





After a solid eight hours of sleep, I felt much more alert
and ready to tackle the world. I woke up at my leisure, took a hot shower,
braided my hair so it didn’t go crazy on me—the humidity in India was no
joke—and then decided I needed a follow-up with my father. 


Which. Yeah. Still wasn’t sure how to feel about all this. I
wasn’t sure how he felt about it all, either. The last time I’d seen him, he
was still trying to wrap his head around magic being real, but he seemed more
interested in facts than anything else. I couldn’t exactly blame him there. But
I wished he’d done more than just check his facts.


Mentally girding my loins—for battle? An argument? I had no
idea—I peeked into my father’s room. He was still there, only now he frantically
typed notes into a laptop. I could guess what kind. Scientist still firmly in
the driver’s seat, eh? “Hi, Dad.”


He glanced up, dark brown eyes blinking owlishly at me from
behind his coke-bottle glasses. “You’re up. Good, I have questions.”


“Yeah, I bet.” I was still talking to the scientist. It was
easy to see at a glance, as this was the man I’ve faced for seventeen years. I
couldn’t even claim I was surprised. It was ingrained habit that made me ask, “Have
you eaten already?”


“No, but they’re bringing something in for me.” 


He’d at least thought about food, then. That was unusual. He
forgot to eat regularly when he dove into something new. I might have to
request a tray for me as well. I was rather hungry after sleeping the day away.
But it could wait. A chance to have an open conversation with my father was
rare. I’d be wise to take advantage of it. 


I resumed the chair I’d sat in the first time I was in the
room, sitting directly across from him. Then I settled in, as this might take a
while. “So, what questions do you have?”


“Mom—your grandmother—explained most of the basics, I think.
I want to know how much this magical world affects my dig.”


Of course he did. I felt a twinge of disappointment. But not
surprise. “From what I hear? You’re basically excavating a magical community.”


That excited him. He nearly started vibrating in place.
“Truly? What do you know about it?”


“Not a lot. People have dropped lines and hints, is all. I
gathered that much from them. But Dad, even if I told you, you’re not going to
be able to publish this. And won’t asking questions just color your perceptions
and make it impossible to work the dig objectively?”


He made a face. “Likely, yes, but I’d still rather know the
truth.” 


I did appreciate that attitude. “Yeah? We’ll ask our hosts,
then. They’ll be able to shed light on all this. You still good with leaving
Mom in the dark?”


“I really don’t see a good reason to tell her. It’s not like
it’ll impact her in any way.”


Even though that had been my reasoning too, I couldn’t help
but feel a stab of disappointment. It was sharper and deeper than the usual
disappointment I felt with my parents. But what did I expect, really? Since
when had he ever felt it necessary to share any part of himself with me? 


Maybe the childish part of me wanted to share my life with
my parents. As soon as that impulse crossed my mind, I found it fading just as
quickly. Was it habit to think so? Because the emotion didn’t linger. I could
feel myself becoming more emotionally withdrawn from this conversation as we
spoke, and I frowned a little at him. Why did this feel more and more like I
spoke with an acquaintance instead of my father? Like we were meeting up
casually for breakfast and to swap information? 


Shrugging, I let it go. “Okay. You won’t have much longer
here. We need to sort out a cover story for you and get you back to the dig
site before things get really complicated. Your two co-workers who accidentally
stumbled through the portal are already back. So whatever questions you have,
make it quick.”


For the first time, the obvious question seemed to occur to
him. “The platform…that’s how they got in?”


“Right.”


“Is it still active?”


“No. I told them how to shut it down. We won’t restore it
until you’ve left the village.”


“You know how it functions?”


“I’m one of the people studying the platforms.” 


“Why you? Does this have something to do with you being
a—what did you call it?”


He’d been surprised before about my importance in the
magical community, but I hadn’t really gone in-depth about what I did. “I’m an
apprentice Imagineer. We can create things magically—whatever we can hold in
our minds. There’s not many of us with that ability, and because of my master,
I’ve been drawn into the puzzle with everyone else. It’s part specialty, part
learning experience, and mostly availability, I think. Zoya is one of the few
Imagineers who isn’t up to her eyebrows with work in her own clan. She’s
available to work the problem. And she’s taken me along with her to learn at
her side.”


“Is this something that’s a career, then?”


I almost, for a split second, thought he asked as a father.
But, no, he was already taking notes again. This was a cultural question from
the professor. I couldn’t help but compare his behavior to Klaus’s. My kobold,
in this man’s shoes, would have first asked me how I was. How I felt about
everything. What I’d gone through to discover my ability. He would have first
invested in me, and then asked about the nuts and bolts of this career I’d
embarked on. It was a sharp juxtaposition. And the comparison didn’t do my
father any favors because honestly, I’d prefer to talk to Klaus right now. At
least then I’d know I was engaged with someone who was emotionally invested in
my well-being. 


Was this just Dad’s default? Was he more comfortable
responding to me on an intellectual level rather than emotional? 


Shaking my head, I went back to answering his question. “Yes.
An Imagineer functions as one from the time they are apprenticed to death, I
think. We don’t really get to retire. The clan supports us on a salary since we
take care of the odd problems in that region. If we do a job outside of the
clan, like now, then whatever clans we help pay us for our work. It can get
quite lucrative, depending on how insane the job is.” 


“And this job? The one with the platforms? Who’s involved in
restoring these to full functionality?”


“All of the clans. They’re pooling resources to sort things
out. As you’ve no doubt guessed, the platforms are ancient technology. They
were out of use for about a hundred years. We’re trying to get them back up and
running. It’s safer for the magical community to use them as opposed to conventional
travel.” Annnnd I’d just exchanged one set of questions for another. I could
see it all over his face. “The mythology and history here, I can’t tell you.
But the platforms I can tell you a lot about. Do you want to start there?”


“Yes,” he said eagerly, poised to take notes. 


Well. This should be a switch. Me, having a lively
conversation with my father and commanding his full attention. I fell into it,
covering the basic history first, then elaborating on how the platforms worked.
As I talked, he listened. A soft pang went through my chest as we conversed, a
bittersweet feeling. Finally, I had enough common ground with this man to have
something to talk about. We could never really be father and daughter. He
clearly didn’t have the emotional attachment necessary to function that way.
But maybe we could be friends. Friends who occasionally chatted and swapped
info. 


It wasn’t really what I’d hoped for. I’d put the stakes a
bit higher than this. But at least it was something, which was more than I had
before. And if that was all he could be, then that would have to be alright. 














 





I once again was woken up by a rough shake of the shoulder. 


“Reagan. Rea!”


Groaning, I flopped around on the bed like a beached whale.
“Something better be on fire,” I groused to my master. 


“Something is,” she answered grimly. “The Amazon is
burning.” 


Ever wake up in a second flat? Felt a lot like whiplash. I
was upright before my eyes could properly get open. “What?!”


“The Amazon Rainforest is burning,” she repeated, already
yanking me by the arm out of bed. “We have to get everyone out. Now.”


I scrambled for my suitcase so I could throw on clothes. I
wasn’t doing this in pajamas. Then I basically tripped out the door, throwing
my hair up into a quick-and-dirty bun as I moved. I found Ciarán waiting
outside, shifting from foot to foot, he was so anxious. “What’s happening?”


He answered in quick, short bursts. “We got the alert three
minutes ago. The platforms in Brazil are the only way to get people out of
there safely and quickly. We need them up and running as of five minutes ago.
Thais says she’s got refugees swarming the area already.”


This did and didn’t make sense to me. “I know people down
there were talking about the platform and were all excited, but they realize
it’s not fully operational, right?”


“No,” Ciarán corrected grimly. “What they know is there’s no
other option of getting out. Nix firefighters are swarming certain areas,
cutting off half of their usual escape routes. Animals are stampeding to get
out. Rea, it’s full-on madness down there. They really have no other safe
option except the platform.”


Which meant we really had five minutes to fix this and pray
we could get it up and running before we lost people to smoke inhalation. Thirty
hours of travel was a long time, but there was no ready way to shuttle
Imagineers down there except by planes and Jeeps. Even with us flying in, we
might be the more ready response team for the coastline. “Alright, where’s
Mactep?”


“She’s getting your dad ready to go. As soon as he’s
settled, we’ll leave. The other platform they found in Macapá, they need it up
and working to handle the refugees.” 


The Macapá platform? As in the other one we knew existed
fifty years ago because it was on the map, but no one had actually laid eyes on
in recent memory? That platform? I mean, seriously, the platforms had been shut
down for a reason.


Fixing the platforms—that was the short-term solution. But
the portals only connected to each other in certain regions. Basically, the two
or three platforms in each country had the range to connect to each other. But
not outside of that. It’s why the Imagineers of old had built the Hub to begin
with, to act as an international station. The vast station (set heaven knew
where) connected to a specific platform in every region, an international hub
of travel. People couldn’t leave a certain area by just using the platforms, so
if a country got impacted by a natural disaster—like now with Brazil—then they
couldn’t escape it. 


We knew something was wrong with the Hub, but they had shut
the platforms down too when they closed the Hub a hundred years ago. That hinted
at a problem to me. A problem we still knew nothing about, as none of the
records explained why the platforms and Hub had been taken offline. We
shouldn’t be using these things without testing them first. Everyone was in
agreement about this, hence why we’d loaded up on drones and sent those through
first. If they wanted the portals up so they could just cram refugees through,
ignoring all the safety rules, then…holy shenanigans, were we in that desperate
a situation already? 


“Ciarán, how much of the Amazon is burning?”


I hadn’t seen my pooka-guardian’s expression that grim since
a wendigo tore through Astoria. Dark, deep lines around his mouth crossed his
handsome features as he frowned. “Thais said the sky is black. She can’t see or
even breathe without spells.” 


And that answered that question. I gave him a bleak nod in
understanding. 


I ran to my father’s room and found him already being
hustled out the door. I did something a little out of character for us and
caught him in a quick, fierce hug. “Dad. Gotta jet. You take care of yourself,
okay?”


He stared at me in bewilderment. “Surely you’re not going to
be part of the first responders for this!”


“Of course. Imagineer, remember?” I gave him a cocky smile I
didn’t really feel. “Be safe, love you, bye!”


He spluttered at my back as I darted back to my room.
Suitcase, then a flight back, as that was the only sure way of getting to
Brazil. Times like these, I wished the portals were functional. I could have
gotten there so much faster if they were. It was a catch-22 situation, natch. 


“But Reagan!” Dad called to my back. “What can you possibly
do?”


I threw over my shoulder, “Everything I can!”


Really, I didn’t have a better answer than that. 





It took three thousand years for us to touch back down in
Brazil. Okay, it didn’t, it just felt that way. This knotted bundle of emotion
and energy sat heavy in my chest, like a weight pressing in on me, demanding
motion. I cycled through nerves, dread, worry, and determination in fifteen-second
intervals. Like a pregnant fruit fly, I had zero attention span. As soon as we
had wheels down, I took my phone off airplane mode and called Thais, literally
bouncing in my seat. Come on, come on, come on. 


“Reagan, you’ve landed?”


“Literally just now. Where do things stand?”


“It’s reported we have over 77,000 ignition points for
the fires. There’s literally no way to contain it.”


I swore as creatively as I could in Russian. That was Not
Good. 


“Those who can are helping to put out the fires and make
safe pathways to the platform. Well, they’re trying. The smoke is so thick here
it’s deadly. We’ve lost some already to smoke inhalation. We have to get people
out of here before I lose anyone else. I need you at the platform in Macapá.
I can send the refugees there at least temporarily, but someone needs to put up
a glamour there so they can at least sit and wait until we can figure out what
to do.” 


“Absolutely, on it. We’ll get over there as fast as we can.”
I looked at Zoya, found her listening in, and knew I didn’t have to repeat it
for her sake. “Give us a guesstimate of how many to expect.” 


“I’ve got hundreds over here. Good news is, Jackson’s already
on his way to the other platform on the map, the one northeast of Belo
Horizonte. It’s further south of us, and we think it’s where the clan is. At
least, according to witness statements, the platform had been built near the
clan as a point of contact, so odds are good that’s still the case. He thinks
he’s close, but he’s having a hard time maintaining cell signal, so I’m not
sure where he stands at the moment.” 


Well, yeah, he was out in the boonies. I was surprised he
had signal at all. I suspected Imagineer finagling on his end. “Let’s hope he
can get that platform up. That’ll be a safer place to send people than a public
beach.”


“Tell me about it,” Thais sighed, aggravated. “Alright,
I need to go. Tell me the instant you’ve got your platform operational.”


“You bet.” I hung up and pocketed the phone while standing
awkwardly at an angle, trying to keep my head from banging into the overhead
bins. “Ciarán, catch all that?”


“Most of it. We need to leave as soon as we’re out, I take
it.” 


“Yeah, sooner the better. Should we just leave luggage here,
come back for it later?”


“Yes,” Zoya said firmly. “We don’t have time to wait on it.”


Truth. 





Fortunately, we didn’t have far to go once we landed. The Macapá
Airport was international, so we’d flown into it. From the airport to the
portal in question was only about fifteen minutes, and even that felt like
another mini eternity. I’d caught some sleep on the flight here, but not much. I
was too wired for my brain to shut off, which made anything more than a doze
impossible. The anxiety was worse because I could see what Thais meant about
the sky. I couldn’t see much of it from here, as of course we were on the
opposite side of the country, but the horizon was nothing more than a black
line. Being able to see it from here was alarming. What must it be like in the
Amazon itself? 


The beach was clear, no one on it or in sight of it. Zoya
and I didn’t really even have to plan much. We just divided out duties—I’d
tackle getting the platform running, she’d prep the area with glamours and
barriers. We played to our strengths. Assuming I knew enough at this point to
figure out what the issue was. The platforms weren’t that complicated in
design, which I hoped meant there were only so many possibilities for what was
wrong. I was anxious to dive in, figure it out. When Ciarán finally pulled up
to the beach, I almost leapt free before the car could come to a complete stop.



I had a few glass vials from the other platform in India,
the one I’d shut down. And a picture of both sigils for reference. I figured
spare parts couldn’t hurt, just in case something here wasn’t operational. The
last time we’d tried to connect to the platform here in Macapá, it had shut
down rather firmly, so something had to be wrong. I just hoped whatever I
needed, I had, or could create in a pinch. 


The platform stood right next to a cute little white hut
with a red roof, and beyond it was nothing but beach and sea. It didn’t look
all that pretty under the circumstances, and I didn’t spare it much attention.
I just ran for the platform, my feet sinking and skittering from side to side
in the loose sand. Really, stupidly hard to run in sand. 


As I ran, I tried to take in the platform all at once. It
looked okay—for something that had been out in the weather on a beach for over
a hundred years, that is. In truth, it looked worn around the edges, none of
the edges sharp anymore. The four columns on all sides still stood, at least,
and the base panels were in place. 


I dropped to my knees in front of the first one, checked the
interior, but all looked sound. A good dusting of sand covered the sigil on the
base. I wasn’t sure if that would interfere with the signal or not, so I
hastily swept it clean with my hand. Replacing the panel, I went to the next
one, saw it was in the same condition, and swept it clean too. Still, both of
the boxes contained all three glass tubes, so what was the problem? 


Ciarán caught up with me at that point and demanded, “What
can I do?”


“Check the other side,” I ordered, pointing to the far one.
“Check to see if the glass tubes are there and damaged. If there’s sand
covering the sigil on the bottom, clean it off.” 


He nodded and sprinted for the other side, far easier than I
could. Pookas, man. They could run on any surface. 


I got to the third panel, popped it off, and barely got a
look inside when I realized the issue. Without thinking, a MythBusters saying popped
out of my mouth. “Well, there’s your problem.”


From the opposite side, Ciarán called out, “ONE OF THE TUBES
IS FILLED WITH SAND!”


I nodded, though he couldn’t see. That was the same trouble
I had here. The tubes had sand in them. I imagined it was like putting sand
inside an engine—it would clog all sorts of things it shouldn’t. It was really
a miracle the platform had worked at all, those brief times we’d tested it. I
didn’t think any power was running through it, but I had already been shocked
once for assuming something. I created a rubber glove, just in case, and slid
it promptly on. Reaching in, I carefully removed each tube, shook out the sand,
blew on it a few times to get it clean, then stuck them back in. I popped the
panel back into place, then jogged to the other side to repeat the process,
Ciarán hovering the whole time. 


In an instant, I could feel the difference. The platform
went from this shuddering, chugging machinery to something that thrummed
happily. Not actual thrumming, mind you, but the energy level changed from
inert to alive and flowing. The aether flow kicked in immediately. I could feel
and see the difference visibly as it wrapped its way around the platform. I
still had to test it, but I was already confident we’d fixed the problem. 


Hopping up onto the platform, I ran along the top of it,
sweeping the area with my eyes, making sure nothing on top was damaged. It all
seemed fine, if worn by wind and water. 


Descending the short ramp on the other side, I went to the
column with the three symbols in a line and tapped the ones for Thais’s
platform. I fortunately knew which two I needed, as of course the old directory
that told addresses to the platforms was long gone. Bless Jackson for texting
me that earlier, as I would have totally been guessing otherwise. The symbols
lit up instantly, the platform humming with power as it worked, a tunnel
forming. 


Go, me.


I paused and looked at the platform. It was no longer
showing red around the sigils, so it had power, at least. It wasn’t fully
green, though, kind of a green-in-transit. I took that to mean it was powering.
It probably took the glass vials a while to fully charge. Right? I mean, they
weren’t batteries, per se. They drew in aether, that’s what Jackson said. But I
don’t think they stored it actively. Surely they needed time to draw power in. Time
we didn’t have.


I took fifteen precious seconds to really study the tunnel
that was up, make sure it was stable. It didn’t flicker. The vials in the box glowed
steadily too. Alright, as long as it was still charging while in use, we were
okay. But I’d have to limit how many people came through at a time. Just as a
precaution. I had no idea what would happen to people if this thing failed mid-travel.



I turned, catching my master’s eye and called, “I’m going
through!”


Zoya waved me on. 


I darted through, Ciarán following me, and it took five
minutes to reach the portal on the other side. I arrived with a happy greeting
on my lips that died unspoken. 


The world was burning. 


I looked around me at the devastation and felt like hurling.
All I could really see was dark ash blowing through on the wind, with glimpses
of the green forest and the river beyond. The air was thick with the scent of
burning wood, to the point it was cloying and overpowering, making the air
beyond hard to breathe. The scene was gut-wrenching, and I wanted nothing more
than to fix it. Tears welled in my eyes just looking at the ruined landscape,
and it wasn’t even my home. I couldn’t imagine what this experience was like
for the people who lived here. Who had been here for decades, centuries. 


Ciarán’s hand landed on my shoulder and he gave me a single
shake, snapping me out of it. Right. Right, I had a job to do. I could grieve
later. 


I looked around, trying to spot Thais in the crowd. The area
was packed with every possible species I could think of, and quite a few I
couldn’t. The ones closest to the platform stared up at me hopefully, seeing my
presence as a good sign. For them, it was. I could at least get them out of
this hellish environment now, even if it was only to a deserted beach. I
finally caught sight of a familiar head of dark hair, and yelled over the
crowd: “THAIS!”


She twisted around, caught sight of me, and lit up in
relief. “You’re through!”


“It was just sand blocking the tubes!” I said at the top of
my lungs. The roar of the distant fire made it hard to be heard. “It’s fully
operational! I’ll lead the first group through, okay?!”


Thais waved me on, and I could hear her as she turned away,
urging people to get ready to move. 


To the ones standing at the base of the platform, I quickly
explained, “We can’t overload the system. Twenty at a time, no more than that,
okay?” 


Ciarán, bless him, repeated all this in Portuguese, and the
ones who didn’t understand before nodded. 


I counted out twenty, then urged them through. Thais counted
the second group, and I went with them. Zoya was the only one on the other
side, and settling all these people would be too much for any single person.
Thais had more help on her end; she’d manage. 


My five-minute run through the portal took ten minutes to
walk, as of course several people were injured or weak. It felt like ages
before I hit the beach again. Thank everything I could name we had glamours.
The beach was right outside a city, and while not high-trafficked, it was still
very visible to the road. Without glamours, we’d be screwed. And sun-shields.
Because of course we had a few races out here sensitive to the sun, and they
did not mix well with the beach. At least right now the sun was covered by the
smoke.


Parsed twenty at a time, it took a while for us to get
people through, but everyone was super good about moving quickly. Some of them
were hurt—burns, smoke inhalation, that sort of thing. Still, they moved as
quickly as they were able, and I had no doubt Zoya would start healing people
as soon as she could lay hands on them. I’d have to learn some tricks from her
and do the same. Healing wasn’t something I had any experience in. 


I lost track of time, but it was probably close to two hours
before I saw a noticeable difference in the crowd. People filled up the beach
on Zoya’s side, probably a good three hundred. Thais had another hundred-and-something
at least to go. I saw more still arriving, traveling by the river, as it was
the only safe way to get to the platform. 


Stealing a minute, I darted to Thais’s side and demanded,
“Sitrep?”


“Jackson just called. He’s got the platform up on the other
end,” Thais reported, beaming. She was dark with soot, soaked with sweat from
standing out here in this blazing inferno, her hair a sticky mess on her taupe
skin. Still, I’d never seen a woman happier than at that moment.


For that matter, I couldn’t be happier. Having that platform
up meant a safe place for people to go. I was mentally doing cartwheels of joy.
“That fast?”


“There’s an airport near the mountain where the clan is. He
flew in, then drove up the rest of the distance. It didn’t take nearly as long
as we feared, once he knew where they were.”


Ah, got it. But then, that’s probably what kept the clan
hemmed in, if they were that close to civilization. It wouldn’t be safe for
them to leave clan territory without a lot of glamour spells involved. Which,
not every clan was capable of. 


Thais urged, “I want to stop shuttling people to the beach
and get them going to him now. When we’re clear here, we can move your people
to him as well.”


“Sounds like a plan.” I almost asked what had been wrong,
how Jackson had fixed the platform. Had it been with the lost clan after all? But
we didn’t have time for that. I’d ask later. 


Since she needed the platform clear, I took the last group
through, then shut it down on my end. Ciarán met me at the bottom of the ramp
with a curious expression on his face that bordered on hopeful. 


“Progress?”


“Yes,” I confirmed for him happily. “Translate for me? I’ll
make the general announcement.” 


“Of course.” He followed me as I went back up the now-inert platform,
as it gave me the highest vantage point in order to speak to everyone. I
imagineered a cheap, plastic megaphone, something that wasn’t complicated but
would boost my voice. I did not have the lungpower to reach everyone at once.
Then I held it between me and Ciarán so we could both speak into it. “Hey,
everyone. I’m Reagan, an Imagineer. You’ve already met my master, Zoya. The man
at my side is Ciarán. We’re from Mononoke Clan, in the US. We’re here to
pitch-hit and help you guys. I’ve got good news and bad news.” 


The curious faces looking at me were grim, not that anyone
could blame them. Their homes were already burned to the ground. They sported
injuries. What could be worse news than that?


“Good news is, we’ve made contact with one of the lost
tribes. The Bandeira Clan, you know them?” I got some nods, and a few people
turned their faces hopefully up to mine. “Yeah, cool. Our other Imagineer,
Jackson, he went down and found them. Got their platform there working. They’ve
offered sanctuary to anyone who needs it. So, good news is, we’ve got a safe
place to send you, and friends waiting to help.”


A ragged, tired cheer went up. They were happy to have a
place to go, and more than a few tears of relief were shed, but they were too
heart-sore to be truly joyous about anything. I wanted to hug every single
person. I might yet. 


The cheer died down and I continued, pausing after every
sentence to give Ciarán a chance to translate. “Now, bad news is, I can’t send
you guys through immediately. Our first priority is getting everyone on the
river out first. I’m sure you guys understand that? Cool. It might mean you
waiting here for several hours, and I promise you, we’ll get you off this beach
as quickly as we can. But for now, we’ll come through and give you as much
treatment as possible, okay?”


I got nods, a few called out thank yous, and I figured my
speech was over. I set the mic off to the side and hopped down, half-jogging to
Zoya. She met me halfway with a delighted smile. 


“Jackson really got there?” she demanded incredulously. 


“Yup. Thais talked to him herself.” I really wanted to know
just what kind of phone modifications he did to get signal. I’d have to pick
his brain later. “There’s about a hundred and fifty on her side, I would guess,
but more were coming in as I was leaving. I don’t know how long it will take to
get them all through.”


“They definitely take priority,” Zoya agreed. “We’ll call in
an hour and check in with her, assuming she doesn’t call first.”


I agreed, but that wasn’t my focus just then. I looked
around, saw the injuries, and asked Zoya helplessly, “What can I do?”


“I don’t think your first healing lesson should be now,” Zoya
said with a judicious look at me. “Erect shelters—I know it’s a long shot, but
we’ve got species here that don’t do well with sun. If that black cover over
our heads falters at all, they’ll be in trouble. Then make up some water
bottles and start passing them out. Everyone’s seriously dehydrated, and the
water will be good for their throats.”


Now that I could do. 














 





It was past nightfall before we got the last of our beach
group through. I went with them, just to check on people, although I intended
to return to civilization. We had to collect bags from the airport, settle into
a hotel, and all that fun stuff. I was starving, so dinner was definitely a
priority, but I wanted a shower and to be horizontal for a while like I wanted
my next breath. The jet lag was no joke. I’d gone from Brazil to India and back
to Brazil. What day was it, even? My body was all sorts of confused on this
point.


And I really needed a few minutes (hours, days, preferably
weeks) to just sit and process. I’d had an emotional bombshell handed to me by
having my father find out about me. About the magical world. Of not needing to
hide from him. I was reeling from the emotions of that, the possibilities of
it, but had no time to even really think about it. I was too busy trying to
save everyone else. 


Not that I was complaining about it. I mean, how could I?
These people had just lost a lot. Some of them had lost everything, and it was
heartbreaking. Sometimes I wanted to hug them, share in their tears, because it
was devastating, even for me. I couldn’t imagine what they were going through. 


It was, in a word overwhelming. And I really wanted to sleep
on things for a few days until I could get a handle on life. But I was not done
just yet. While we had gotten everyone safe from the fire, I didn’t feel any
closure yet. I wanted to see them safe with the other clan. Then I’d rest. 


It was a relief, too, to see with my own eyes that the
Bandeira clan was alright. In this area, volcanoes, landslides, and forest
fires were all a real threat. We had no way of knowing what had happened to
them. When all communication had died out, we’d all assumed the worst, I think.
And with them hemmed into the southern section of the country with lots of
cities and human settlements on all sides, traveling out would have been
incredibly difficult for them. Perhaps impossible. We weren’t sure if the communication
breakdown was because of something serious or not. As it turned out, they’d
just lost their communication grid to a landslide. No one had even been hurt, just
unable to talk to the outside world. 


The lost clan up here had a proper civilization of their own
going. The buildings were all stone, some of them three stories high, and I
didn’t see any mortar in the joints. They had flat roofs, plants and vines
dangling down from the top, colorful banners and awnings over the doorways. I
stepped through and to the side of the portal, giving room for people to follow
me, and looked around as I got my bearings. Really, it felt like I’d stepped
into some sort of historical touristy place of a town from the Mayan past.
Maybe Incan. 


Thais spotted me and paused mid-conversation with someone in
a very colorful, feathery headpiece. She said something to them, then jogged
toward me, waving as she came. 


I waved back and met her halfway. “You sure we got
everyone?”


“Yes. I left instructions at the gate on what to do to get
here, just in case.” Wrapping both arms around my shoulders, she hugged me
hard, rocking back and forth for a moment. “Reagan, Reagan, it’s such a
terrible situation, and thank you for coming so promptly.” 


I hugged her back because today was definitely one of those
days that called for all the hugs. “Tell me about it. And you’re welcome. I’m
honestly glad to help. How is everyone?”


“Heartbroken. Struggling. But alive. We can rebuild as long
as we’re alive.” She let go and took a half step back. “If the international
portals had been operational…”


I grimaced as she trailed off. “Yeah. I hear you. I could
have gotten here a lot faster. Let’s definitely work on those next. Do you need
any more help here?”


“It’s not something you can really help with, for the most
part. We’re just trying to get people settled for the night. I was speaking
with the clan leader here—”


As she spoke, the person with the feathery headpiece slithered
up to us. What I’d mistaken as a headpiece was in fact part of his body, the
brilliant feathers like a collar around his neck and springing up, looking much
like a headdress. The rest of him was a giant snake, green scales gleaming
dully in the mellow lighting of the street. 


Thais cut herself off and turned slightly to make room for
him. “Let me introduce you two. Aapo, this is Imagineer Reagan Hunt. Reagan,
this is the clan leader of the Bandeira, Aapo.” 


Aapo dipped his head toward me in a serpentine bow and I
returned the gesture. “Hello, Master Aapo.” 


“Hello, Imagineer,” he returned with a slight hiss to his
words. “Your aid is very welcome in this time. We are blessed to have such a
capable apprentice. May I borrow your help a bit longer?”


I didn’t think I was done yet. Gut feeling. “Absolutely. What
do you need?”


“We do not have enough housing or bedding for our guests.
Simple tents would suffice for now.” 


Tents I could do. Tents and I were friends—they were only three
layers. “Tell me how many you need and where to put them. I’m on it. Thais, can
you do bedding?”


“Sure,” she agreed readily. 


Aapo looked relieved—I think; it was hard to read snake
facial expressions—and turned, slithering off to an open area near the center
square. A water fountain splashed prettily in the middle. The space was
obviously meant for a marketplace, as I saw many tables and benches lined
around the area. Empty now, sure, but I bet on a regular day, when the world
wasn’t trying to burn, this place was hoppin’. 


I created good-sized, six-man tents and basically crammed
them in the open space. Thais came in behind me, making sleeping bags and a few
round beanbag-looking things, I assumed for the creatures who needed more
cushion to sleep on. We went in rounds, and I lost Aapo’s attention several
times as one of his own came to him, asking questions. 


The area was very pretty here. I couldn’t see much past the
streetlights with such thick forest around us, but we sat high up in the
mountains, and the air was clear. So different from the Amazon. I hoped such
peaceful surroundings would help people rest easier. 


“Excuse me, Imagineer?” a hesitant voice asked behind me. 


I turned to look and found three different people bunched
together. They looked the worse for wear, dusky skin streaked with soot,
clothes turned a dingy grey. “Yeah?”


“Thank you so much for the tent.” The woman spoke for them all,
her smile hesitant, as if she wanted to smile at me but couldn’t maintain it.
“I wonder, can you modify one for us?”


“Absolutely. I’m just making tents willy-nilly, honestly. I
don’t know what people need precisely. Whatcha need?”


“Can you make one of these thicker, so no light gets
through?”


Ohhh, this must be one of the sun-sensitive people. “Sure!
Just one? How many do you think are actually needed?”


“More than one would be helpful,” the man behind her
admitted. “Our family alone is sixteen.”


“Dude, I’m not cramming sixteen people into two tents. I’m
not sure what the fallout would be, but my bet’s murder.” I thought through the
logistics of this, trying to imagine what their lives would be like over the
upcoming weeks. It might be months before they could go home to rebuild, who
knew? And only having one safe spot every day? In a tent, no less, which didn’t
have a lot of space to begin with? 


Yeah. I was going with a no on this one. 


“Tell you what. I have an idea. Gimme two seconds.” I popped
up onto a bench, looking around until I found my quarry, and then I was down
again, weaving my way around refugees filing into the tents, and the natives
here who rushed back and forth, trying to help them. 


“Master Aapo!”


The quetzalcoatl turned, spying me. “What is it, Imagineer?”


“I’ve got a request.” I slowed down before I rammed into
him, lowering my voice to speak with him more one-on-one. “So, you’ve got quite
a few races here that are sun-sensitive. One family alone is sixteen people,
and they want me to modify a tent to be more blackout for them, which is cool.
I can totally do that, but that means they’re stuck in a tent all day. Can I do
blackout material over your main square and the main streets at least? Give
them the ability to walk around?” 


He nodded before I could even finish trotting it all out.
“It is a sound suggestion. I do not want anyone here stressed more than they
already are. Please do so.” 


“Cool beans. Thanks.” I turned, going back to the square.
For this, I’d need a good vantage point. And I had a few questions to ask, too.
I went back to my request-givers with a bounce. “Hey guys, just talked to
Master Aapo. He’s cool with me putting up protective screens over the main
square and the streets.” 


All three of them sagged a little in relief. The speaker of
the group gave me a more genuine smile. “Thank you so much.”


“Now, I’ve not done this before, so you tell me what you
need. How much sun does this have to block? Are we talking all UV light, does
it need to be blackout? I can create a screen that blocks UV light but still
filters light in.”


“Can you? That would be so helpful for us.” 


“Sure, just gimme a few minutes.” I went for one of the
tables, as it was taller than the benches, and stood on it. The architecture up
here helped tremendously for my game plan. All the roofs were flat, giving me a
perfect edge to work with. I could extend the screen over the building so there
were no gaps, no danger if they wanted to go in and out of the shops lining the
square. 


They made UV screens that applied to windows all the time. I
basically used the same concept, with a dark grey material that stretched from
building to building, and covered the square with a taut, flat surface. It went
up in a split second and I studied it carefully, making sure everything had
gone according to plan. It seemed to. The square turned a little darker, with
the moon and stars overhead filtered. 


Hopping down, I asked them, “That good?” 


“Yes, thank you so much.” She grabbed me up and hugged me,
which I wasn’t at all expecting. But I had noticed the Brazilians didn’t have
the same concept of personal space as an American. Read that as they had no
concept of personal space. It was fine. I liked hugs, and she looked like she
needed one. 


I hugged everyone, in fact, and created a few more things
for them so they at least had a change of clothes, some towels, stuff like
that. Thais came around to create bedding for them. 


Then someone else came up with a request, and I went to go
help them, and it snowballed from there. I darted across the town like a ping
pong ball being batted around. 


“There’s my wandering apprentice!” 


Who, little ol’ me? I turned to see Zoya coming toward me
with a sort of proud exasperation, if that made sense. “Hi, Mactep.”


“I have been looking for you for the past hour,” she
informed me. “Not even Ciarán knew where you were.” 


“We kinda lost track of each other at some point.” He’d been
sucked into helping people too. Which was fine. I was in safe territory, so it
wasn’t like I was in danger running around here. “Where is he, anyway?”


“Here.” He strolled out of a doorway, stifling a yawn as he
moved. “It’s near midnight, a stór, and I vote we find dinner and a hotel
before it’s breakfast and a hotel.” 


Now that he said that, my stomach made gurgling noises of
complaint. Yeah, past time I fed it. When was my last meal, anyway? “Sounds
heavenly. Are we done here, then?”


“We’ve done all we can for now.” Zoya looked around her with
sad eyes. “Helping these people recover isn’t our responsibility. We need to go
back to our true task.” 


“Yeah.” Figuring out what went wrong with the Hub and
getting international travel back online was definitely our real job. I agreed
with her, but I didn’t regret the help I’d given people tonight. They’d needed
it, and I felt good about it. Part of me felt like I could do more, but it was
a dangerous thought. I couldn’t take on the world’s problems, that was for
sure. I didn’t have enough spoons for it. And I wasn’t a superhero, anyway. 


Zoya was right in that I couldn’t get sidetracked here.
Other people would come in and support them through recovery. My job was
something else entirely. 


But first, food. Then sleeeeep. 





We found a late-night diner and a hotel, then crashed. The
hotel beds were hard, but I was so tired it didn’t even register. I did require
a hot shower and some stretches the next day to get a crick out of my neck,
though. 


Zoya was still fast asleep even after that, so I imagineered
myself up some clothes (because luggage was still at the airport), got dressed,
and wandered over to the next room, knocking on it softly before asking,
“Ciarán, you awake?”


“I am, come in!” he called back. 


Oh, good. I slipped in. His hotel room was an exact mirror
of mine, two queen-sized beds, blue carpet, white walls, bad art, and all.
Ciarán sat at the small desk in front of the window, laptop open in front of
him. He’d been up for a while, I think, dressed in a hotel robe with his black
hair still a little damp and combed back. I really should create clean clothes
for him too. 


I could see James’ face over his shoulder. Oh, Skype call? I
came further in and waved. “Hey, James, good morning.” 


“It’s afternoon here—you’re three hours behind us,”
he replied, waving back. He did look more properly settled, although tired. I
had the feeling he hadn’t slept much. There were dark circles under his blue
eyes, prominently displayed in his pale skin. And his thinning hair was
standing up a bit, as if he’d run his hands through it a few times. “But
sure, good morning. Ciarán was updating me. Sounds like the past few days have
been rough on you.”


“They were absolutely anti-fun,” I agreed with a wince.
“Tell me something good, James.”


“Actually, I have a suggestion. I know we started in
Brazil because Thais found that working platform down there. But really, we
know the original platforms were here in Europe. With the state of Brazil right
now, it’s no longer conducive to research there. I don’t think you should stay.
Why not fly to London, stay with me here? Uh, you don’t like that idea?”


“The thought of yet another international flight makes me
want to cry inside,” I admitted frankly, and I was not kidding. I would need at
least two really good books if they were going to drag me back onto a plane. I still
suffered from jet lag, and right now, just the idea of boarding a plane sounded
traumatic. “But…”


“The man speaks sense,” Ciarán pointed out, although he wore
a sympathetic smile like he understood exactly why I balked. “I think Zoya will
agree.”


“Yeah. Just…yeah, you’re both right. Okay. I’m game.
Mactep’s still asleep, but once we revive her, I think she’ll be on board with
the idea. Is there anything you want me to read while I’m on the flight? Like,
have there been breakthroughs in the last couple of days that I missed because
of the chaos? Please, please tell me you’ve at least figured out where the Hub
is.”


“I wish I could say so, but sadly, no. But then, we were
frantically trying to understand how the platforms were powered so we could get
them working.” 


“Yeah, true. I’m just checking. And maybe being hopeful you
had a flash of genius.” 


James shook his head wearily. “I wish. Maybe if we all
get into the same room and start talking this through, we’ll have that flash of
genius.”


“What, like a think tank of Imagineers?” Now there was a
thought for you. Most of the time, or so I had been told, Imagineers didn’t
collaborate much. Situations had to be grave or really important to pull more
than two Imagineers into a problem. Like, for instance, the whole Amazon
rainforest burning. Yikes, now there was perspective for you.


“Precisely like it. Well, I’m going to head off and make
arrangements for you here so you’re comfortable in your stay. I have a feeling
you’ll be here awhile.” 


“James, don’t curse us like that!” Although he was likely
right. 


With a laugh, he waved and disconnected the call. 


“If he just called on Murphy, I will be so upset with him.”
I glared at the now blank screen. 


Ciarán matched my glare. “So will I. We’ll have to do
something nasty to him.”


I offered a fist to bump, which he bumped. “I knew I liked
you for a reason.” 














 





The flight was semi-bearable this time, maybe in part
because we’d taken a late departure time, so we were able to spend several
hours restlessly napping. I’d taken advantage of hotel wi-fi to download
several episodes of anime and two ebooks onto my kindle. It took all of it to
keep me entertained during the sixteen-hour flight. 


Sixteen. Hours. Yes, I did about lose my sanity in the last
half hour of the flight, why do you ask? 


Having now been in multiple airports, I suspected the same
architect had designed them all. Why else was this airport also predominantly
white? White tiles on the floor, white arching ceilings soaring overhead in the
main part of the building. I mean, seriously. There were some differences, of
course. They didn’t look exactly the same. But the similarities were enough to
confuse an already addled mind. 


It took us about a half hour to get through customs, which
Zoya seemed to think was something of a record, and then we were free birds. We
stepped out into the late afternoon sun, as of course it was around four p.m.
over here, what with the time difference and all. James met us at the curb,
waving an arm overhead. He looked better rested than he had been the day
before, and look, pants! His brown hair was even properly combed. The man had
apparently gotten a proper night’s sleep.  


I waved back. “Hi, James! Thanks for picking us up.” 


“Glad to do so,” he assured us brightly. “How was the
flight?”


“Long,” Ciarán answered, rolling his neck around on his
shoulders. “We’re very glad to be off that plane. You’ve got a hotel for us?”


“No need. My clan’s putting you up. We’ve got a bed-and-breakfast
right next door to me, so I’ve made arrangements for you there. Agna—she’s the
kobold who runs the place—is expecting you for dinner.” 


“Bless her.” I was half-starved. Airplane food leaves much
to be desired, let’s put it that way. 


We loaded suitcases into the trunk—or boot, as James called
it—and I settled into the back of the green Range Rover with Ciarán. Once we
were settled, James put the car into motion. 


Without us prompting, he started filling us in. “Heard from
Thais about three hours ago. She’s confident everyone is out of the rainforest
at this point. The Bandeira are managing things swimmingly, got everyone tucked
in. Really, they’re handling it all so well, you’d think they were used to
emergencies. And I know for a fact they’ve never handled something on this
scale before. Quite impressive.” 


It really was. “How long do you think it’ll take before
rebuilding starts?”


“No way of knowing at this point. We have to wait for the
fires to stop. But I know many people are making plans and gathering up
materials, prepping for it.” 


The magical community was excellent at pulling together to
push through a crisis. I was seeing that in action, and it gave me warm fuzzies
to be part of it. 


“We didn’t see Jackson once we reached the Bandeira,” Zoya
mentioned. “Have you spoken to him?”


“This morning, in fact. He was busy hopping from one place
to another, trying to get as many platforms operational as possible to give
people multiple ways out. Thankfully, as not everyone could reach Thais because
of the fires. He’s fine, though, and plans to catch a plane to London tonight.”


I was glad, as I’d been a little worried about him. We’d
lost track of him pretty quickly in all the chaos. Stupid platforms were
regional—only certain ones were linked together. Otherwise, we’d not be in this
mess and running around like chickens with our heads cut off. 


“We haven’t made much advancement since I last spoke with
you, Reagan,” James pitched over his shoulder as he got on a highway. Freeway?
Did the Brits have a different name for it? “We’re still stuck on where the Hub
could even be. We’re still getting in witness statements from all the clans,
though, so I have hope someone knows the answer. Your grandmother seems to be
in her element. She’s quick to update us when some new sliver of a clue comes
to her.” 


“She’s totally in her element and loving every second of
it,” I assured him. 


“Good, we’ll need her even more, I think. Word’s spreading
about our request, and I feel like the amount of post to us doubles every day.
I’ve recorded an activated platform on the most sensitive equipment I can find
or make, for all the good it did me. To both lens and the naked eye, a person
activates it and a doorway pops up with a lighted tunnel you can only see from
the front. Absolutely no sign of this is visible from the back of the
platform.”


I leaned forward in my seat to hear him a little better. I
was intrigued by this, as I had used the platforms several times but hadn’t watched
someone else use them. Well, I had, but only from the front. I’d never gotten a
side or back view. “Like a Stargate?” 


James snorted. “Watched that show, did you? Yes, almost
precisely like it.” 


“Weeeeird.” 


“That was always the case,” Ciarán observed. “It’s partially
why none of us have even a theory to offer you. To us, it worked much like
portal magic. We had no reason to suspect it as anything else.”


“Well, it’s not portal magic in the traditional sense. The
fact you have a tunnel connecting one platform to another makes that obvious.
Traditional portal magic would transport you in a hot second.” 


Ciarán nodded confirmation. “True enough.” 


Zoya gave a hum, thinking hard. “Something Reagan said
earlier, when we first got on site, has stuck with me. She said Imagineers
create objects, hence if the Imagineers created the system, it must be an
object. She’s rather correct on this, as there’s very few things Imagineers
create that don’t fall in that territory. Barriers and wards are the exception,
and even they have a physical manifestation.” 


James shot me a look via the rearview mirror. “You’re
absolutely right on that Reagan, but I’m afraid I don’t see where this thought
is going. Isn’t that why we’re confused now?”


Tsking him, Zoya gave him that look I recognized all too
well as her student. It was a look that informed him he was being slow and to
mentally catch up, please. “James, we now have thousands of Imagineers looking
at this problem, and not one of us has even an inkling. Doesn’t that suggest to
you this isn’t a purely imagineered construct? I will bet you they
collaborated with other magicians in order to form the system. Druids, witches,
wizards, maybe even a sorcerer or two helped to build this thing. It’s the only
thing that makes sense. We are looking at something part magic, part physical.”



Shut the front door. I blinked, then blinked again, feeling
like my brain had just gone through a blue screen and needed a reboot. What
Zoya suggested made total sense. If it wasn’t a purely physical structure, it
must not be a purely physical creation. Like, duh? I’d said it myself and yet
hadn’t taken the thought any further. 


Brain, come on, we could do better than this. 


James hissed in a breath. “That’s so obvious. Why didn’t I
think of that?”


“We keep hearing that the Imagineers built it,” Zoya pointed
out oh-so-logically, smug that she had shocked us. My master’s got an evil
sense of humor that way. “The records never mention anyone else, so we assumed
it was only Imagineers who’d built it. But our records are faulty, so why we
all rolled with that assumption, I do not know. I do know we are stupid for not
realizing the obvious. James, I think it’s time we pulled in some of our other
magicians. We need fresh eyes on this.” 


I swear to you, James vibrated in his seat. I didn’t think
adults could get that excited about something, but he was seconds from coming
out of his own skin. “I know just who to ask. I’ll send off emails tonight.
Zoya, that might be what we need to figure this out. Heavens knows, I wasn’t
any closer to a breakthrough, and I’ve been through everything at least a dozen
times.” 


“I certainly hope it is,” my master returned with a tired
sigh. “I’d like to get this figured out.” 


I had further questions for them but was distracted by a
tall thing off in the distance. “Wait, is that Big Ben?”


“Indeed, it is,” James replied, amused at my question.
“You’re almost in the heart of my clan’s territory now.” 


I stared at the back of his head, nonplussed. “You guys are
in central London? Really?”


“Keep in mind, the clan was here long before the city,” he
pointed out reasonably. “We weren’t going to give up territory just because
Nixes decided they liked the area too. We’ve managed to hold onto it just fine,
although the amount of portals and Doors is no joke.”


Yeah, I bet. Actually, the thought was alarming. Stabilized
magical portals were a favorite of the magical community, as it allowed them to
use established doors in plain sight to connect to magically protected places.
A lot of magic went into them, and people sometimes got a little too exuberant
about putting them in places. Too many Doors in close proximity usually made
things go boom. It must take a fine balancing act to keep everything separate,
that was for sure. 


“It’s just as well we did,” he continued, slowing at a
light. “The only platform in London is here in Waterloo. They built a subway
station over it in the mid 1800’s, Necropolis Railway. Bit of a ridiculous
reason, too. They had too much overcrowding of the cemeteries, so they built the
railway to ferry the burials to a new cemetery in Surrey. We kept the platform
under heavy glamour, they built right around it without realizing. It did
suffer some damage in World War II, sad to say. Air raid bombed most of the
building, which is why it stands empty now.”


“It’s not in use now?”


“No indeed, hasn’t been since 1940-something. Fortunately
for us, we can waltz right in with no one the wiser. But because it was
damaged, we’ll need to fix it. And fix the building around it so it’s stable
enough to start using again.” 


That sounded like a lot of work. And a headache. 


Zoya snarked at him as he made a turn, “You want us to fix
something when we’re not certain how it was constructed to begin with?”


“You know, that’s almost exactly what I said to my clan
leader when he and I spoke of this. But he said we fixed the ones in Brazil.”


“The ones in Brazil were still operational. And are
different from the ones in Europe,” Zoya growled in aggravation. “None of which
means it’s not our job. Fine, we’ll figure it out.”


I had a feeling one of the occupational hazards of being an
Imagineer was never actually knowing what you needed to build and having to
figure it out as you went. Yipee? 


James pulled up to a curb in front of a row of connected
houses, built of a reddish-brown brick, wrought-iron fences around the front to
block out little sunken patios. Each ‘house,’ or section, or whatever you
wanted to call them were sort of distinct, each with its own style of trim over
the windows and doors. Some had brick, others white stone, and all the doors
were painted a different color. 


“Here we are,” James said, already opening the door. “Your
bed-and-breakfast is the blue door.”


Hard to miss such a bright royal blue. And when James had
said he was right next door, he hadn’t been kidding, had he? 


The glamour around the building extended to the sidewalk,
which was just as well. As I got out of the back, the door opened and stayed
that way, leaving the interior of the house in full view and showcasing it in
all its magical glory. Our hostess stood in the doorway, short as all kobolds
were, her dark hair up in a bun, dressed in little black slacks and an equally
black shirt, wiping her hands off on a towel. 


She zeroed in on me, light grey eyes sharp. “Reagan Hunt?”


“That’s me,” I answered, coming toward her and offering a
bow. “Hello.”


“Hello, my dear. I’m Agna. You’re very welcome.” She clasped
my hand, tiny fingers folding over my own, and smiled warmly. “I should tell
you that Klaus is my cousin, three times removed on our mother’s grandmother’s
side, and he’s been on the phone with me most of the morning, telling me all
about you. He’s anxious to make sure you’re comfortable here.” 


“He fusses.” And I adored him for it. It was such a Klaus
thing to do, to call ahead and make sure I was comfortable while away from him.
“I’m sorry if he was a pest.”


“Not at all, dear. He’s your kobold. Makes perfect sense for
him to be antsy with you away from him like this. I’d likely do the same in his
shoes. But I say this because if there’s anything lacking, you must tell me.
He’ll never let me hear the end of it otherwise.” 


I believed her. “I promise I will, but I think I’ll be fine.
Right now, I’m just hungry and so glad to be off a plane, you have no idea.” 


She snorted, amused. “That I can believe. Imagineer Mikahilov,
Ciarán, welcome. Come in with your bags, I’ve dinner waiting on all of you.” 


“We’ll be pleased to have it,” Ciarán answered, already
lugging his bag in. 


We trooped in, James splitting from us at the door with
promises to meet up for breakfast. Agna showed us each to a room, and I didn’t get
more than a glance as I threw my suitcase and backpack in before going
immediately back downstairs. From what I gathered, every room was different in
design. None of them were painted or decorated the same. Some had TVs in them,
some didn’t. A few had beds so large they took up most of the room. I’d been
given one with a twin, which meant I had a desk to work at and a TV-armoire
thing. Which was fine by me. 


As I came back down the narrow stairs, I emailed Klaus and
Nana with the news I was safely at the bed-and-breakfast and that Agna had me
well in hand. That last part was mostly for Klaus. 


I followed my ears to the dining room, which didn’t have
much space due to the massive table taking up most of the area. Ciarán was
already tucked into a plate of what looked like excellent pot roast. My mouth
started salivating from the smell alone. 


Agna ushered me to a seat with a hand at the small of my
back even as she said to Zoya “—I have plenty of room, don’t worry about that.
You three are currently my only guests. I have four other bedrooms I can put
people into. Why, do you expect others to come?”


“We spoke some on the way here about how we need to consult
with other magicians,” Zoya explained, pouring herself a glass of water from
the pitcher on the table. “I don’t think we’re dealing with a purely physical
construct. Us Imagineers can’t wrap our heads around this.” 


“Ah, I see. Reagan, do you want something aside from water?”


“No, thank you.” I felt parched from the trip, having not
drunk much on the plane, and happily quaffed half the glass in one long pull.
Ahh, better. I refilled the glass before digging in. The meat was perfect,
juicy and succulent, the potatoes lovely with their seasoning, and I suspected
I might have to be rolled out of here. 


“We’re all behind you figuring this out.” Agna wore a very
determined expression as she looked between me and Zoya. “Modern society makes
it very difficult to travel. It’s far worse than the old days. We’re almost
locked into clan territory, and none of us enjoy that. For some, it’s dangerous
to even try and venture out. Whatever we can do to help you, we will.” 


“Thank you, Agna,” Zoya answered ruefully. “We’ll need all
the support we can get.” 


Not to mention more brain power. And ideas. And some
inspiration, please and thank you. The problem we had been handed would not be
so easily solved. 














 





What with the madness, I’d lost touch with what happened in
India after I left. I plugged in my laptop that night and called up Nana. She
was about seven hours behind me, so she’d still be up. 


The call connected remarkably quickly, and then I realized Nana
wasn’t behind the screen, but Klaus. I gave him a smile and wave. “Hi, Klaus.
How are things going?”


“Well, all things considered.” He smiled back,
revealing slightly sharp teeth. 


To the uninitiated, a kobold didn’t look that threatening.
Klaus, for instance, had the height of a dwarf, and with his too-big feet and
oversized hands, he just looked adorable. Like a shoemaker’s elf. Then you
realized his teeth were all canine sharp, his hands and feet had claws, and you
revised that opinion. Not much in the world was more dangerous than a kobold
with a mad on. “How are you? Agna has you well in hand?”


“Yeah, I’m great. She’s super prepared to handle us. I
haven’t had to ask for a single thing so far. And her house is good too. It’s
already moved outlets for me so I could plug things into the wall.”


“Good, good. Are you checking in?”


“Yeah, I wanted to see how you guys were doing. And follow
up on Dad. I heard he was back at work but got no further details.” 


“That he is. He and his colleagues. A moment, I’ll fetch Julia.
Or…” He turned his head with a smile. “Nevermind, House told her. Julia,
Reagan is on Skype.”


“Good, it means she’s settled enough to talk,” I
heard Nana say. To my surprise, she didn’t wheel into view, but walked. She held
a cane in either hand, and didn’t move super fast, but she walked upright and
steady. I hadn’t seen my grandmother walk in years. 


“Nana, you’re walking!” I blurted out in astonishment. I
knew the treatments Ivan had for her were supposed to give her mobility and
balance back, but this quick? Then again, he’d said within six months, and it
had been over three since he’d started on her. 


Nana gave me the most brilliant smile. She wasn’t just
walking; her posture was better. Her white hair had been pulled back into a
neat braid that ended in a bun, something else I hadn’t seen done in years. “I
am! Ivan’s brilliant. I can’t do it for long periods yet. Have to build
my stamina back up. But I’m doing as much as I can.”


“That’s great, it really is.” I waited for her to settle in
the easy chair in the library. I studied her as she moved, saw the ease with
which she did so. Even her walnut-colored skin looked less lined with wrinkles,
and I didn’t think it was just skincare pulling that off. Wow. Talk about a
difference! Klaus put the laptop in her lap, then perched on the arm of the
chair so he could fit into the frame. “How is Dad?”


“Back at his dig site. The cover story for them was
they’d all caught a bad cold and slept it off in their tents, hence how they
lost three days. Your father reports everyone mostly believes it and suspects
nothing is wrong. I’ve gotten more emails from him. Demanding information, for
the most part.” She shook her head sadly, a frown pulling down her mouth. “He’s
just found another rabbit hole to fall down.”


That’s exactly what it was, sadly. I’d hoped after our
conversation in India, we’d connected a little better. But he’d not sent me a
single email since I’d seen him last. And I’d been looking for one. Why
wouldn’t he want to know how things went for me, when I’d had to leave in such
a hurry to race toward a fire? I’d sent him one email from the airport, waiting
for our flight here. I still hadn’t received a response. 


I almost said something to Nana about it, but it was just
the same old story. I smiled instead and let it go. “Yeah. As long as he’s okay
there, though. And the platforms have both been turned off for now?”


“I’m told they were. No further incidents were reported
to us, at least. You haven’t heard anything?”


“I’ve been so busy handling the insanity of the fires in the
Amazon, and then hopping on international fights back and forth, that I have no
faith I’m caught up on the news. I am officially roadkill on the information
highway at this point.”


They both snorted, but neither seemed surprised. 


“How is everyone in Brazil?” Nana asked in worry. 


“It’s…bad over there. I don’t even know how to describe it.
People are heartbroken, but you know, the clan over there took everyone in
without any hesitation. Just bam, took them all in. And every Imagineer on
scene, we were running around like mad, making up tents and shelters for
people, creating the necessities so they had something. I left knowing people
would survive this, and they’d be able to rebuild. James promised me relief
efforts are already underway, and he’s been able to keep up with things better
than we have. It really lit a fire under us to figure out the mystery, you
know? Because if we’d been able to do international travel, we’d have gotten
people out a lot faster.” 


They both nodded in understanding, sympathy on their faces.
Klaus stirred and asked, “What can we do from here? Anything?”


“Help fill me in. I tried to catch up on the flight over
here, but I might have missed something. Right now, we’re calling in magician
experts to help us untangle this. Zoya’s called in a sorcerer, some witches,
and a few wizard friends, asking them to come and take a gander. The more we
look at it, the more we think it wasn’t just Imagineers who built the system.” 


Nana blinked at me owlishly. “I thought this was the
Imagineers’ greatest creation?”


“See, everyone says that. But think about it. Imagineers
create objects and barriers. Our magic doesn’t really do anything else. And
those objects and barriers are sometimes very cool, granted, but they’re still
objects. Every single piece of information we have, every theory, suggests the
Hub isn’t anywhere on Earth but on a different plane entirely. How would an
Imagineer possibly do that?”


“It’s always confounded us,” Klaus agreed slowly, his
eyes blindly staring at some point past the computer screen. “It’s why the
rest of us were so in awe when the system was unveiled. We didn’t think an
Imagineer could construct something like that. But they’d also seemed a little
shy about explaining how they’d built it, or who was involved. How it worked,
they’d tell us. We all got several explanations of how to use it. But not much
else. Really, you speak sense. They must have had at least one other magician
to help them.”


“To tether their creation from Earth to this other plane,
yeah. Mactep’s with me on this one, which is why we’re calling in other
magicians to help us unravel the mystery. Magical think tank is a go.”


Nana, at least, got the reference and chuckled. “Sounds
like you need one. I do have something that came in this afternoon that might
help.”


I perked up, like a squirrel with the promise of a nut.
“Yes?”


“A very talented man sent in a series of paintings he did
of the Hub. He said his memory is a bit shaky on the details, but he thought it
might help if you saw what it looked like.”


Pictures. Actual pictures. “OMG, can I have his babies?”


Nana burst out laughing. “This, before you’ve even seen
them!”


“Excuse you, that adage about a picture being worth a
thousand words is an UNDERSTATEMENT in this case. Like, no joke. We keep
getting these descriptions from people, which helps, but we can’t really
visualize it well. And you know Imagineers, we’re all about that visual.”


“That you are.” Klaus gave me a staying motion with
one hand, then popped up and went to some other part of the room before he came
back. He had to stretch to do it, but he unfurled a canvas and displayed the
picture on it. “Here’s one of them. He painted about a dozen.”


My eyes roved over the painting with keen interest. The picture
was a street view, as if the viewer stood right on the curb, looking up. Buildings
stood on either side, what looked to be shops, like something you’d see in an
airport. Vendors who offered snacks, rest areas, that sort of thing. A few
people were in the scene, nothing but silhouettes of grey, as of course they
weren’t the focus. But the buildings and street—and I swear to you the street
was paved—were pristine in detail. Almost photograph quality, that’s how
realistic it looked. An incredible scene, breathtaking, and it gave a hint that
nothing else had because we could see part of the structure. 


Beyond the buildings lining the street, a very tall
structure jutted upward. I could only see a part of it, a slope that might have
been the base, made of a white, glistening material like metal twisting ever so
slightly upward. I couldn’t understand what it was, although just this hint
thrilled me. But the structure cut off at the top, like it was axed, revealing
nothing but blue skies. 


“That’s an amazing painting,” I breathed, bending further
and further in to peer closer at it. “But I don’t exactly understand what I’m
seeing. Why is the top part of the central building cut off like that?”


“Ah, that’s clearer in a different picture. Klaus,
get that first one we saw.”


“Wait, wait, before you show me more things. Let me get
Mactep and James over here. They will freak if I don’t pull them into this.” I
certainly would if the roles were reversed. 


Nana shooed me on and I popped up, heading straight down the
hall. “Mactep!”


She opened her door a crack and gave me a bleary look.
“Devushka, some of us are old and tired and need to sleep.”


I blinked at her innocently. “Oh, so you don’t want to look
at the paintings someone did of the Hub?”


Zoya stared at me, a woman waiting on the punchline. Then
she swore in Russian and yanked the door fully open. “When was this?”


“Paintings arrived this afternoon. I’ve only seen one. Let
me run next door and grab James.” 


She was already going into my room and pitched over her
shoulder, “Have Agna make me coffee.”


Yeah, she might need it at this rate. I happily descended
the stairs and poked my head in the kitchen, where our hostess was already at
work. 


“House told me,” she assured me. “Coffee’s on. I take it new
information came through?”


“Boy, did it ever. Hopefully it’ll spark a breakthrough.
Make enough for James too, please, I’m fetching him next.” 


With that said, I bounced out the front door, down to the
sidewalk, and rounded the iron gate to the next door, where I gave it a firm
knock. As I did, it struck me that the black iron fences around the doors
likely weren’t actually iron. Oh sure, they were painted to look that way, but
I’d bet they weren’t. With this many magical races sensitive to iron living
around here? Yeah, no. 


James opened the door, wearing what looked like a very
comfortable loose shirt and PJ pants, slippers on his feet. His expression
suggested he was braced for another emergency but really not in the mood to
change out of his comfy clothes. I knew that look well, having worn it many a
time. “What’s happened?”


I gave him a smile to put him at ease. “Someone painted
pictures of the Hub and sent it to my house in Oregon. Wanna see?”


His blue eyes grew wide behind his glasses. “Actual
paintings? How detailed?”


“Photograph quality. My nana and kobold are unrolling them
and holding them up so we can see them over Skype.”


He lost no time in shutting the front door and bolting down
the stairs, running right past me without even a ‘sure, Reagan, that sounds
bloody brilliant.’ It amused me, but at the same time, I understood. I was
right at his heels as we went back into Agna’s house and up the stairs. 


In my absence, my laptop had been taken downstairs to the
living room, where Agna hooked it up to the big TV on the wall. House had
rearranged the chairs a little so we could all comfortably sit and view the
screen. James sat next to Zoya in a comfy, padded chair, pushing the glasses up
on his nose. 


“James,” Nana greeted with a smile. “We have
precisely thirteen paintings to show you.”


“Julia, I cannot express how happy I am to hear it. And who
painted these?”


“A lovely elf by the name of Adolowyn Starlight. He’s
promised more, if these are helpful.”


“Super helpful,” I promised both of them. “Even just the one
I saw is super helpful.” 


Klaus had also rearranged things while I was gone, and he
had the laptop on the desk now so he and Nana could fully display each picture between
them. I was sure if they’d had an art easel in the house, they’d have grabbed
it. Mine had gotten broken during the move, and I hadn’t bothered to replace it.
I hadn’t used it much to begin with. I was a sketcher, not a painter. 


They started with the first picture I’d already seen, which
was only fair, to catch Zoya and James up to speed. I swear James drooled a
little as he looked it over. But then, he’d spent years studying this very
subject without a single picture to go off of. This was like the best present
ever for him. 


“What is that cutoff about?” Zoya asked, pointing toward the
top. “It’s like the building just disappears.”


“There’s another picture that explains that better,”
Nana assured her, just as she’d done me. 


They dropped that picture and lifted another, this scene
looking up, with only the edge of a roofline for reference. The sky was cut exactly
in half, like an old-timey solar machine moved the sun down even while another
brought the moon up. Half the sky was a view of the stars, the other half of
the sunset. 


“A glamour,” James murmured thoughtfully. “It must have
been. It’s why no one has a reference on where this is. There was a glamour in
the sky to make it look like day, or sunset, or night, so people had a point of
reference to time. Likely also a protection for those races that couldn’t
handle UV light.” 


That made so much sense. At least part of that did, but it
did leave me with questions. “And they didn’t continue the glamour to the very
top of the central tower…why?”


“An excellent question,” James allowed, eyes still fixed on
the TV, “and one I have no ready answer to. It could be it was a matter of
power. It was easier to keep the glamour like a low dome over the city rather
than try to stretch it to the very top of that central building. That’s my
first guess.”


“Also possible they needed an unfettered view up top to run
things smoothly,” Zoya offered, pausing only to accept a cup of coffee from
Agna with murmured thanks. “Think about it. I bet you that central tower was
much like a modern control tower. They’d need to see what was going on. A
glamour would have hampered them.” 


James nodded, agreeing, but also gestured back at the screen.
“Another picture, please.” 


The next one they held up for us was a view right at the
edge of the tunnel, like what a passenger would see as they stepped out of the
tunnel and into the Hub itself. There was a waiting area on either side of a
large, enclosed space, much like an airport terminal. The walkway continued on,
past the lines of chairs, stretching out further to another set of doors. 


What intrigued me was that for once, the artist had painted someone
in full color. Standing next to the edge of the tunnel stood a kobold in a
black-on-red uniform, gesturing the passenger out. “That looks like an
employee?”


“Yes, we’ve had reports that people were designated in the
Hub to run the platforms, which makes sense.” Zoya sipped at her coffee, brows
furrowed as she took in the picture. “People screw up simple instructions all
the time. Better to have someone trained to do it.” 


I didn’t remember anyone mentioning an employee before this,
but I hadn’t read all the records, either. Maybe I missed something. “Nana, out
of curiosity, did he send anything with the pictures? The elf who painted
these, I mean.” 


“Yes, he did send a letter with what he remembered. As
well as a few smaller sketches, such as what an international ticket looked
like. Apparently, they did issue tickets if you used the Hub. He said they were
never expensive, the tickets meant more as a way of helping you get to the
right terminal.” 


Klaus gave a sheepish shrug. “I’d forgotten about the
tickets entirely until I saw his sketch. Strange, how things slip as time goes
by. He did mention in his letter that he wasn’t sure what information would be
helpful, that he just drew anything that came to mind. He did think of other
things, but he sent these ahead, waiting to hear back from us if we wanted
anything more from him. Also a phone number, if you want to call him.”


“I”—I put a hand to my heart and spoke emphatically—“would
love to talk to the guy.” 


“We all do, devushka. But the question I have is, how do we
get these paintings to us here? Julia, we fully plan to have a think tank here,
under Agna’s roof. It’s a more central location to meet in.” 


Nana nodded. “Reagan told us. I suppose we can ship these
to you? Oh dear, no, they’d take forever to get through customs. Maybe someone
can fly them? Our scanner is much too small, and I’d hate to take a picture of them.”



I looked at all the adults, who were seriously stumped on
how to handle this, and sighed. Generation gap, anyone? “Nana. You can take
these to Kinko’s and get them scanned.”


She blinked at me. “I can?”


“Sure. They have a huge scanner. It’s how I sent scans of my
artwork, back in the day, when Mom and Dad still cared enough to take a look.
Remember?”


“Child, I remember nothing. I only remember sending you
into the store and you doing something and coming out with a receipt.”


“Come to think of it, you generally did wait in the car. Or
were doing something else. Anyway, go there. Take a thumb drive with you,
they’ll load everything onto it. Tell them to go as high-res as they can.”


“High…res?”


“High resolution,” I translated. So much generation gap
right now. Or maybe it was technology gap. “That way there’s no quality loss.
And then you can just upload it to the Google Drive with everything else.” 


“We’ll do that first thing in the morning,” Klaus
promised. “Do you want to look at the rest of these tonight?”


“I’d at least like to take a look,” James admitted. “I’m too
wired to sleep now. And it usually works best for me to let my subconscious
mind work on things.” 


I’m all for looking stuff over and sleeping on it.
Sometimes, my sleeping self is far smarter than my awake self. Not sure how
that works, but it’s sadly the truth. “I want to look at them too. They’re really
amazing in terms of artistry.” 


“He’s very talented,” Agna agreed. She’d been so quiet I’d
almost forgotten she was in the room. “Can I get you anything else?”


I thought about it for a moment, but my laptop had been
commandeered. “Agna, you got any notebooks or paper? Something I can take notes
down on? We’re going to have a lot of questions to ask, but I don’t trust any
of our brains to remember them right now.” 


“Certainly, wait a bit.” She ducked out of the room to fetch
it. 


James rubbed his hands together in anticipation and open
glee. “Show me another one, please.” 


If this didn’t turn into an all-nighter, I’d be very
surprised. 














 





I totally called the all-night binger. We went to bed
somewhere around three o’clock in the morning and I didn’t wake back up until
well after ten. I went through the motions of showering, because my scalp was
starting to itch, and no one wanted to see the swamp witch version of me this
morning. Not even me. Then I pulled on clothes—laundry needed to happen today,
definitely—and wandered down the stairs while stifling a yawn behind one hand. 


Agna’s house gave me a little rattle, which I took to mean
good morning. I gave it a pat on the wall as I descended. “Morning, House.”


House gave another rattle, this one sounding happier. Not
that I was an expert at rattling walls, or anything. But it didn’t turn the
stairs under me into a ramp and dump me out onto the floor, so I was going with
happy. 


“It’s pleased you understand it,” Agna informed me, popping
her head out of the kitchen. “Neither of us were sure if you would, since your
House hasn’t been awake for very long.”


“No, but my House is pretty talkative. And my grandmother
talks to it and plays with it all the time, so I’m used to it by now, I guess.”
From the general direction of the kitchen, a lovely smell wafted towards my
nostrils and promised culinary delights. “Tell me that’s pancakes.”


“And eggs. I’ve bacon too, if you want that.” 


I may or may not have whimpered. Still out for confirmation
on that one. “Yes, please? Oh, and after breakfast, maybe tell me where the
laundry room is?”


Agna shot me an inquiring look over her shoulder as she led
the way into the kitchen. “You’ve laundry that needs doing?”


“I’m wearing my one clean outfit. With all that happened, I
didn’t have a lot of time to do domestic stuff.” And yes, technically, I could create
new clothes. Or banish dirt out of these clothes. But my banishing skills and I
had a barely-controlled raging hatred for each other so, yeah. Hard pass.
Laundry was just easier all around.  


“Understandable. I’ll handle it.” 


I thought about insisting I could do my own laundry. Then I
realized I spoke with a kobold and thought better of the impulse. I had no
desire to die on that hill. “Thanks, Agna.”


She smiled, pleased that I didn’t fight her over my laundry.
“Sit and eat. I’ll need to take a picture of you to show Klaus. He’s fussing.” 


Six months ago, that statement wouldn’t have made sense to
me. After living with my kobold guardian for several months, though, I now
understood him a little better. And yeah, in a way, I felt loved that he wasn’t
happy about our separation. “It’s irritating him you’re taking care of me
instead of him, isn’t it?”


There was a bit of mischief in her smile as she shrugged.
“No kobold likes to entrust their master to someone else. Even if we do trust
each other.” 


“Well, hopefully we figure this out quickly and I can go
home.” That actually did sound nice. Not just because the situation needed a
resolution, but I missed my own bed. Like, words could not describe how much I
missed my own bed. I could write angsty poetry about how much I missed my bed,
no joke. 


The pancakes were perfectly light and fluffy, the scrambled
eggs somehow also light and fluffy, and the bacon crisp. I tucked in with
gusto, my mouth reporting much happiness. 


I paused mid-pancake when I realized it was Tuesday. What
with the jet lag and excitement and all the flights, I hadn’t realized the day.
I normally Skyped with my parents on Sunday, but I hadn’t gotten a message from
either of them about missing me this week. 


They hadn’t noticed. 


A little frown flitted across my face. It wasn’t that it was
unusual for them to forget. But I expected better communication from my father
after seeing him in India so recently. At the very least, I expected he would
want to Skype just to ask me more questions. I was a little confused at this
radio silence.


Alright, well, we’d all been really busy. I’d try messaging
them. I sent a message to both parents, asking how they were. At a sound from
the doorway, I put my phone down, looking up to see who joined us. 


James shuffled in, looking a little bleary around the edges
with his shirt half-tucked into his jeans, and house slippers still on. He had
his phone in one hand, reading something, even as he gave us an absent-minded
greeting. “Good morning. Agna, could I trouble you for some coffee?”


“Two sugars?”


“And cream. Cheers, love. Your coffee is far superior to
mine, and I need it this morning.” He dropped into the chair adjacent to mine
and flashed me a quick smile. “I’ve heard back from two colleagues who are
eager to join us. Seo Ra Im—she’s a witch and probably one of the most
unconventionally brilliant minds you’ll meet—and Aisling. She’s a druid, quite
knowledgeable in the lore and craft. I’ve sent word out to Richard as well. He’s
an expert in historical building techniques, I thought he’d be able to weigh
in. But he’s not emailed me back yet. I might have to call him. The man’s
notorious for not really checking his emails more than once a month.” 


That all sounded good to me, just the sort of experts to ask
questions of. “And they’re coming here to meet?”


“Bless them, yes. They’ve said they’ll drop everything and
come. Seo Ra Im warned she might not make it in for a few days—she’s in Korea,
bit further of a trip for her. Distance means very little to Aisling, however,
she can arrive whenever and wherever she wishes. She said she’d be here later
this afternoon.” He put the phone down on the table to accept the coffee Agna
offered him. “You’re a jewel I don’t deserve, Agna.”


“You always say that when I hand you coffee.” She was
pleased with the compliment though. I could tell by her expression. “If you’re
pulling in multiple people, will you have room in your house to host them all?”


James shook his head with an anticipatory wince. “I could
make room?”


“I figured that’d be your answer. I’ll open up space here.
House will enlarge the parlor and we’ll put more chairs in there. Table too, I
would assume.” 


I nodded in support of this. “A table would be great. And
maybe a dry erase board or chalkboard?” 


James made a humming noise of agreement in his throat. He
swallowed coffee to tack on, “That would be quite helpful. It will allow us to
draw out ideas we can all easily see. Do you have one, Agna?”


“No, but I can easily go get one. Our clan master has made
it very clear we are to aid you in whatever ways we can.” 


I had to assume Agna’s expansion worked different than
Doors. Kobold space generally did, for reasons they failed to fully explain. It
would be safer for her to do it than for James to try and make Doors in his own
house and end up in trouble from overcrowding. 


Zoya chose that moment to join us and she eyed the plate I
had in front of me with interest. “Good morning. Breakfast is served, I hope?”


“It will be as soon as you sit down,” Agna promised her. 


Taking the hint, my master sat with commendable alacrity. At
her heels was Ciarán, looking far more awake than the rest of us, but he seemed
to handle time differences by taking many cat naps. As a cat. I found it
unfair, to tell you the truth. 


Agna was clearly in her element with so many guests to fuss
over, and since we were all jet lagged and sleep-deprived from last night, we
basically let her. 


For their sakes, James repeated the info of our two new
members coming in. As he talked, I could feel my brain coming fully online. It
was something of a process, but when it did, a thought came to me. A rather
obvious thought. 


I waited until they were done speaking before sending my
thought up a flagpole, seeing if anyone would salute it. “James, you said the
platform here in Waterloo was damaged, right? Can we work on fixing it while
waiting on people to arrive? We might want to test things out, and it’ll be
hard to do that with a damaged platform.” 


Zoya nodded in support of this but had to swallow the bite
in her mouth first. “I know our knowledge of how the platforms were made is
shaky at best, but we do need to figure that out regardless. I don’t see why we
should sit about sucking our thumbs and waiting on the others.” 


Waffling a hand back and forth, James admitted, “I’m of two
minds about this. We do have several platforms to study, in an undamaged
fashion, that we can look at. But this might be a good opportunity to take one
apart and see how it was put together. I’m still confused on how the aether
powers the whole platform. Might as well examine this one like we did with
Brazil’s. It’s already half-apart anyway, after all.”


Oh. Good point. 


“But, the building it’s in is very unstable. I’d love to
have your help fixing it today so we can safely enter it and work on the
platform without fear of the roof coming down on our heads.” 


Zoya splayed a hand out before sipping at her coffee. “A
fair compromise. Let’s attend to it after breakfast, then.” 


“Should we document this?” I asked a little uncertainly.
“When we actually work on the platform, I mean. And aside from taking notes. Have
a camera running and following people around.” 


“It’s a good idea, not that we have a camera readily
available.” James pursed his lips in thought. “We can nip to a store and buy one,
though. Who’d man it?”


Ciarán lifted a hand. “Why don’t you let me? I’ll just be
standing uselessly around anyway.” 


“You don’t mind?” I asked my pooka and got a shrug in
response. Come to think of it, hanging idly around was probably pretty boring
for him. He didn’t understand all we were doing. “Cool. If we hook it up to the
laptop, we could do a livestream for other Imagineers too, maybe get real-time
feedback.” 


“The reason why we need apprentices,” Zoya said to the table
at large, “is because they are far better with technology than we are and think
of things we’d never imagine. Livestreaming, for instance. Reagan, you’re in
charge of that.” 


I figured I would be as soon as the words popped out of my
mouth. The reward for a good idea was more work. Them’s the breaks. 


James got all excited, blue eyes sparkling, and rose to his
feet. “I’ll grab a few things, meet you at the front door in fifteen minutes?
Then we can start work.”


“Maybe real shoes too, James?” Agna called to him sweetly
from the sink. 


He tilted his head down to look at his own feet and blinked,
bemused by the fuzziness that greeted his eyes. “I did think my feet were far
too warm and comfortable.” 


Agna just shook her head, rolled her eyes, and went back to
washing dishes. 


I bit my lip to avoid laughing. To be fair, on very sleep
deprived mornings, I’d stepped out in my house slippers too and not realized it
until later. 


Reminded of Agna’s warning, I pulled my phone out and took a
selfie with the empty plate in clear view. Then I texted it to Klaus with a
quick caption. I hit send before I realized autocorrect had once again done me
in. 


Ciarán leaned in when I groaned. “What?”


“So, I sent a pic to Klaus, and what I meant to say was,
‘Look, I’m a functional adult!’ but autocorrect kicked in and changed it to,
‘Look, I’m a fictional adult!’ Which was not at all the message I meant to
send.” 


“I personally feel that’s more accurate.” 


I elbowed him in the ribs for that. He just sniggered, the
rat. “Autocorrect and I just cannot be friends. It’s like this little gnome
inside the phone, trying to be helpful, but it’s drunk off its rocker.” 


Zoya almost snorted coffee up her nose. 





The subway building housing our platform proved to be very
close by indeed. In fact, we walked to it, a whole six blocks down. The
temperature made for a good day of walking, in the low seventies. The air was a
bit smoggy, but otherwise not bad. I enjoyed walking after being stuck on a
plane all day yesterday. 


We walked along Westminster Bridge Road, and let me tell
you, that was a very packed place. I was sort of used to congestion from
California, as people built very closely together there. But London took it to
a whole new level. I rarely saw even a crack of space between the buildings,
they were sandwiched in so tightly. This road seemed to be a mix of churches,
multi-story apartment buildings, and little delis or shops put in along the
street level. There wasn’t a single one-story building, all of them at least three
stories or more. Real estate was apparently at a prime. 


I saw other things, too, as I walked along behind James. A
few doors opened, and I recognized them as Doors, with some mythical being
popping in or out. They gave James a wave hello, which he returned. The vegan
shop was one of them, and I got a good whiff of the place as we walked past it.
It smelled rather good, actually. That might be lunch. 


And in between all those apartment buildings and small
restaurants sat our target. It read “Westminster Bridge House” in black letters
along the white sign, with a black gate below it locked with many a Keep Out
sign in red. 


I looked the building over with some perplexity. Hadn’t
James said this thing was broken and dilapidated? It didn’t look that way at
all to me. The building’s face looked perfect, in fact, the grey stone on the
bottom sort of gothic in style with its elaborate stonework touches. The top
half of the building was made of red brick, with creamy stone columns bracing
either side of the windows. What part of this was broken?


“James, I thought you said the building was in bad repair,”
Ciarán pointed out in confusion. 


“So it is, on the interior. The city council voted to at
least fix the front exterior, so as not to be a blight on the city’s
appearance. It looks much as it did when first built, or so I’m told. I’ve only
old pictures to go off of and witness accounts. But wait until we reach the
interior, and you’ll see what I mean.” 


I wanted to know just how we were supposed to go through
when the gate contained a rather stout lock. And that looked like black iron to
me, which meant Ciarán might have trouble going through. 


To my surprise, James didn’t even slow down. He waltzed
right through the gate like it wasn’t even there, without so much as a ripple
to show for it. I whistled, totally impressed. Now that was some A+ glamour
work, right there. Even with my magically-trained eyes, I hadn’t spotted it
immediately. 


We all walked through like we knew what we were doing. Once
inside, I saw more of what James meant. The ticket office to the left of us
stood empty, its glass window in good repair with the gold lettering announcing
it as a ticket office in perfect condition. I had a feeling it was part of the
rebuild to maintain the façade of the building, though. Once we were past it,
going further along the cement floors, that’s when things got abruptly dicey. 


The roof was enclosed overhead, that much was true. But the
rest of it…yikes. Someone had cleaned up—there wasn’t much actual debris lying
about—but gaping holes dotted the interior. It literally looked like World War
II had hit, which, yeah that wasn’t an exaggeration. Missiles had definitely
gone through this place. Not a single door or window was left standing, and
when we rounded the curve and got to the railway tracks themselves, it became
obvious why they’d abandoned it. I could barely see any hints of tracks, and
what remained was all twisted up and sticking out at random angles. 


“Wow.” I turned in place and looked around me at all angles,
head craning to look up at the rather tall ceilings. “This place really took a
beating. Um. Where do we even start?”


“The city maintains that the building is structurally sound
enough to stand,” James reported dubiously. “I, for one, would rather have more
supports in here. The framework to the building was likely warped.” 


“Let’s you and I tackle that,” Zoya suggested to him.
“That’ll take some sensitive teamwork. Reagan, why don’t you work on the area
here? Banish all of this and turn it into more of a waiting room. Many
passengers will come through here.” 


I went cross-eyed. “Uh, banishing?”


My master gave me a pointed look. “You need the practice.
With practice comes confidence.”


Erk. She had a point. And I hadn’t seen that acidic purple
goo the last couple times I’d tried banishing. Rubble no one cared about should
be safe practice material, right? I wouldn’t experiment on my clothes, but I
didn’t care if I screwed up with broken masonry. I tried to sound confident as
I answered, “Sure. Should I model it off the waiting areas we saw in the
paintings last night?”


James perked right up. “That’s a smashing idea. Do it. Don’t
wear your brain out, though. We’ll need it for later.” 


I took that warning to heart, as I hadn’t really learned my
limits yet. It’s not that overdoing things was bad for my health. My brain
wouldn’t implode from overuse. It would just feel like it and leave me a
migraine as thanks. I was all for taking it in stages. “Sure.”


They headed off, already talking about what to do about the
frame, and how much of the second story they wanted to fully restore instead of
just putting walls in. I did walk around the lower level a bit, getting my
bearings. I wanted to see where the platform was. As it turned out, it wasn’t
far away from the waiting area, just hidden by the rubble. It had its own
enclosed room, the front facing out toward the rest of the building. I did look
at it as much as I could. It seemed in rough shape, which was understandable
when part of a roof fell on it. But I didn’t see any sign that it was
completely unusable. All the columns were still upright. Maybe a few minor
repairs needed? 


Hopefully I hadn’t just mentally jinxed us all. 


I turned and focused on the area in front of me. There was a
sunken track—not by a lot, but enough to move a train underneath for some
distance. I didn’t see any reason to keep that there. Our platform didn’t need
to go underground. 


Okay, me. It’s okay to screw up here unless you bring the
building down on your own head. Okay? Cool. Let’s just banish that section
there first. 


It winked out of existence, easy as pie.


Huh. Had my banishing skills improved magically overnight?
Or was I just not stressed about messing up here, and that made the difference?
I swear I could mentally trip myself up better than anyone else. Maybe I should
be kind to myself. 


I focused and banished the next section, going a little
larger this time. See, no problem. I gave myself a pat on the back. 


With a bit more confidence than before, I kept going,
winking broken bricks and such out of existence. With the area clear, I then
filled the area with concrete, giving it good strength. Roman concrete, of
course, as that stuff was legit. 


“Very smooth,” Ciarán commented, admiring my handiwork. “And
that leaves a great deal of space to work in.” 


“I think we need to split this up a little.” I judged the
area with my eyes. It was now a rather large rectangle with smooth floors. “Someone’s
going to want to put, like, a snack bar in here, maybe a gift shop.”


“Or several,” he agreed. Walking forward, he started
gesturing. “What if we leave designated areas for that? It doesn’t need to be
built today, but if you want to put in benches for waiting passengers?”


“Yeah, I do.” 


“Then best to mark it all out beforehand, get a feel for
it.” 


I rather agreed, so I first created a stack of poles with
some rolls of bright yellow tape, like police use to cordon off an area. With Ciarán’s
help, I started setting things up and marking them off, then created a
measuring tape so I didn’t have to just randomly make crap up and eyeball it
before calling it good. It did mean I had to Google the usual dimensions of
kiosks and things, but that was fine. We’d be here for a few hours, and I had the
opportunity to do it right the first time. 


If there was one thing this year had taught me, it was do it
right the first time. I wouldn’t find the chance to do it over. 


We had to play with it for a while, but I finally hit a
point I thought looked good. And if someone disagreed, they could come in
behind me and do it over. That was on them. I left the designated spots for
snack places alone and faced the spot for my waiting area, cracking my neck to
either side. “Right. Let’s get cracking.” 


“Reagan? Dying request?”


I tilted my head to look over at Ciarán. “Yeah?”


“Make the chairs actually comfortable? Every station I’ve
been through, the chairs were hard and not to be sat in for long.”


Remembering all the chairs I’d sat in at various airports
over the last week, I had to agree. I threw out a fist for him to bump. “All
the padding, my man. All.”


He bumped with a grin on his face. “I knew I could count on
you.” 














 





She blew in like a storm. I meant that literally. House
opened the door and wind literally heralded her entrance, swirling about her
with a wisp of fog. Leaves were caught up in her springy curls, red hair like a
halo around her heart-shaped face. She held a staff in one hand, made of
twisted woods, and looked like she’d just stepped out of some forbidden realm.


I felt a shiver of jealousy. Now THAT, my friends, was an
entrance. Could this possibly be our druid expert? She certainly looked the
part. 


“Agna, I’m here!” she called out and then her head turned
towards me. She spotted me in the chair next to a window, where I’d curled up
to organize the Gramarye folder in Google Drive a little better. The
redhead blinked at me and then snapped her fingers. “Reagan Hunt. Am I right?”


“Er, yes.” 


“I thought as much. Brigid described you to me. You couldn’t
be anyone else. I’m Aisling the Druid.” 


Brigid—as of the Tuatha Dé Danann? With all that had
happened, I’d almost forgotten meeting her, but I had, the first day I was
introduced to the clan. Aisling was on speaking terms with her goddess? Now
wasn’t that interesting. “She’s quite lovely.”


“She is,” Aisling agreed promptly with a smile. “And fierce.
She said upon meeting you that you were destined for great things. I can see
why she said that if you’re helping to spearhead this project while still an
apprentice.” 


I may or may not have blushed on that one. 


Agna appeared and saved me, taking in her guests with barely
a blink. “You’ve made good time, Aisling. Come in, I’ve got a room set up for
you.” 


I went back to working on the drive while she followed Agna
upstairs. People had been throwing so much into this drive, it had lost its
cohesion. I couldn’t figure out the rhyme or reason of it. It had taken a good
hour just to figure out where everything had been put. I had to create a
physical list to keep it straight as I moved things around. 


In between organizing, I checked my messages. Still no
response from the parents. But I could see in the app that both had seen my
message. Were they just too busy to respond right then and would later?


So focused was I that I literally startled when an alto
voice said in my ear, “Whatever are you doing?”


My head snapped around. Ah. Aisling had rejoined me at some
point. “I’m re-organizing all the information that’s come in. We’ve had way too
many cooks in the kitchen and it’s gotten messed up.”


“I see.” She regarded me curiously. This close, I could see
that she had hazel eyes with flecks of gold in them. “I haven’t had a chance to
look at any of this. I understand from James there are pictures?”


“Yes, a very talented elf painted several of them for us,
and a few sketches. Would you like to see those?”


“If I may.” 


I obligingly pulled them up for her. Aisling pulled up a
chair and perched on the side of it, leaning over the arm of mine in order to
see better. I did a sort of slow slideshow, giving her several seconds to look
at each before going onto the next. 


“These are fascinating.”


“I take it you’re too young to have traveled through the
Hub?”


Aisling threw back her head in a hearty laugh, sounding like
gusty windchimes, if that made sense. “Bless you, child, no. I’m nearly as old
as the system you’re trying to repair, in fact. But I never used it. We druids
have our own way of travel which was both cheaper and easier for me.”


“Oh.” My hand to Thor, she honestly didn’t look a day over
thirty. Wrinkles fled in fear from this woman, okay? Her pale skin was perfect.



She grinned at me, delighted. “I like you and thank you for
the compliment.”


Does it count as a compliment if I didn’t mean it that way?
You know what, I’m gonna roll with that. “You’re welcome. Okay, if you never
used it, then do you know much about it?”


“Hmm, only what I’ve been told. I did stop in the Waterloo
station, since it was on the way. I wanted to see a platform with my own eyes.
What I saw was quite interesting.” 


I sat up a little straighter. To my knowledge, she was the
only druid to have examined the platforms. “What did you see?”


“A tether. A bit bedraggled and needs restoring, but a
tether.” 


Excitement rising in a tide, my voice got a little louder.
“Like the druid tethers you guys use? My nana, she said it was similar, that
the Hub was tethered in place in order to support it.” 


She blinked at me. “Your grandmother has knowledge in this
field?”


“She was a mythology professor before she retired.”


“Ahh. Well, in this case she’s half-right.” 


I punched the air in victory. “She’s going to be so smug
about that, you have no idea. But how was she half-wrong?”


“It was a little hard to judge, you understand, with the
state the tether is in.” She pursed her lips and stared at the picture I still
had up on the screen. It was the one that looked as if the viewer was just
stepping out of the tunnel with the Hub waiting area around it. “But I don’t
think the Hub was tethered. Or at least, it wasn’t tethered via the platform.
Instead, it looked as if the platform was tethered to a designated point.”


“I’m sorry, I’m not sure I’m following?”


“I don’t blame you. I’m speaking aloud in a way. Allow me to
give you a baseline of information. You’re aware of how tethers are made and
function?”


I shook my head. “I’m a clueless wonder. Tell me all,
Obi-Wan.”


She snorted a laugh. “You’re lucky I’ve seen Star Wars
and can catch that reference. Alright, from the beginning, then. Our system is
two-fold. First is our ability to plane-walk, which isn’t something we can
grant someone else. We can take passengers along, assuming we only have two or
three, but it’s not a skill we can teach. It takes a particular sight to manage
it. The sight enables us to plane-walk, meaning we can reach many of the planes
and choose which one to walk about. The planes of course are not our creation,
but the ability to walk upon them, that is part of our training.”


I nodded to show I was following along. 


“Now, the second part is the tethers themselves. The tethers
are tri-functional. They operate as a doorway for us, as a tether between one
plane and the next, and as a beacon upon all the planes. As I’m sure you’re
aware, all the planes look vastly different from each other. They have no
geographical points in common. Without our tethers shining as a beacon, we’d
become very quickly lost.” 


Did I know that? Nope. But I nodded along anyway. 


Warming to her subject, Aisling rubbed the tips of her
fingers together. “Now. As I said, the tethers are the key to this. Our tethers
do not hold anything in place, that is not their purpose. They are a connection,
a road leading from one place to another. Think of it this way: you have many
roads going from one city to another. Do those roads hold the city in place?”


“No,” I agreed, seeing her point. “They just connect the
cities for travel. Gotcha. The tethers can’t function that way.”


“They were not designed to do so. Nor do they have the
strength or ability to be modified in such a manner. Now, what I found
curious—”


“Aisling!” James called from the front door, sounding
peeved. “I hear you in there theorizing, and how dare you have fun without me.”



I tilted my head back to see past Aisling and realized it
wasn’t just James coming in, but Jackson too. “Jackson, hey! I lost track of
you days ago. How are you doing?”


“Fine, fine. I had some emergency shelters to put in place,”
Jackson answered with a tired wave. His panda eyes were seriously no joke. If
he walked into a zoo right now, the pandas would accept him as one of their
own. “Hi.”


Agna appeared out of thin air. I’m not kidding. She took one
look at Jackson and tsked, taking his bag out of his hand. “You’re hungry, no
doubt. Upstairs with you, have a hot shower. I’ll bring up a tray so you can
snack before you have a nap.”


“That obvious I want a nap, huh?” Jackson followed her dociley
upstairs. He did call back, “Don’t come up with any breakthroughs without me!”


“Fat chance!” I called back, mostly to tweak his nose. 


“I wish for a breakthrough more than anything,” James
muttered rhetorically. He came to plop on the couch, staring at Aisling with a
pout on his mouth. “I call you in to help and you start giving her all the
meaty clues?”


“She asked,” Aisling responded in amusement, totally
unbothered with his pout. “And do stop, James, you look like you’re five. I’ll
tell you too.” 


His attitude did an abrupt 180 and he went back to being
happy James. “What have I missed?”


For his sake, Aisling backtracked a little. “I stopped by to
look at the platform on the way here. Your tether there is raggedy, no doubt
from the air raid that hit the building, but still stable enough I could figure
it out.”


James threw up a hand. “Wait. Wait, there’s a tether on that
platform?”


“Hmm, aye. Not something anyone other than a druid could
detect. It’s not visible on a magical spectrum. The tether connects to three
other points—two linear, one vertical.” 


The linear points made sense to me. “Connecting to the other
platforms in-country.”


She pointed a finger at me and winked. “You’re quick. That’s
precisely it. The vertical point, I would think, is the connection to the Hub.
And that’s rather where the problem child is. The tether going up is damaged and
will need extensive repair to stabilize it again. Frankly, not something I’d
want to do by myself.” 


James leaned forward. “But it’s there? It can be repaired?”


“Oh, aye. Or just done anew, if need be. What’s interesting
is that someone has placed a warning on the tether. A ‘do not pass’ sign, if
you will. I know when they first shut it down and sent out the announcement
that the system was not to be used, many signs were posted all around the
platforms. And the platforms themselves were disabled to prevent their use. But
why tamper with the tether in such a way? Only a druid could see it, and the druids
have no use for them.” 


Now that was odd. Unless that was an international platform.
Each country had at least one platform designated as the one that would connect
to the Hub. Not every platform did. It was something I hadn’t checked when we
were over there. 


“I wonder if it was to prevent a druid from tampering with
them on behalf of another?” James postulated slowly, each word building a path
forward. “So many wanted to use them, perhaps they feared someone talking a druid
into renewing the connection?”


“That is perhaps it.”


“That’s likely it.” Aisling gave a satisfied nod. “Often,
the simple explanation is correct.” 


All this was important info, but she didn’t tell him the
most important part, in my opinion. “James, she also explained to me that
there’s no way the tethers support anything. That’s not how they function.
They’re just a road connecting from platform to platform, they can’t be used as
a support.”


James sagged in place, shoulders and head dropping. “Blight
it. I half-hoped that was the case.” 


Aisling looked around to me, eyebrows arched. “Was this
really such an issue?”


“We don’t know where the Hub is,” I explained on a long
sigh. “Like seriously, no clue. We do know it’s not on the material plane, but
that means they’ve fixed the Hub in some point on some other plane, and we’re
not sure how they managed that. Connecting it to the material plane is one
thing. Anchoring it to another? Whole other headache.” 


Aisling tapped a finger to her chin. “I wonder where it is,
then?”


“Aisling,” James groaned, sounding truly pitiful, “You are
here to supply answers, not ask more questions. We have too many of
those as it is.” 


Waggling her eyebrows at him, she crooned, “I bring joy
wherever I go.”


“Remind me why I like you, again?”


“You’re a glutton for punishment. We’ve established this.” 


I tried not to laugh and mostly failed. When James turned
those mournful eyes on me, I decided to have pity and bail him out. We’d gotten
off track anyway. “But I do have a question you might be able to answer. You
said there was a warning on the tether leading up, but nothing to stop you,
right? Just a warning?”


She regarded me through narrowed eyes. “I can renew it and
make it functional once more, aye. With a little help. But isn’t it risky to
open that platform back up and just waltz through? Your forbearers shut it down
for a reason.” 


“Risky, sure, but we don’t have to risk us. We can send in a
drone like we did before.” 


James nodded in vigorous support of this. “A drone’s an
excellent idea. Aisling, who do you need?”


“I think Liam and Oisin for this. They’re the best with
tethers. I’ll call them, see if I can bring them in. I assume same rate of pay
for them?”


“The clans are all in agreement on this. Everyone who helps
is paid the same,” James assured her. “And we’re allowed to bring in however
many experts we need to.” 


“Excellent. Then let me make some calls.” She stood
gracefully and left the room, her forest green skirt swirling about her ankles
as she moved. 


Can I be like her when I grow up?


James turned to me and asked, “Why don’t the two of us go to
the store and buy some drones and a camera or three? My clan’s covering
expenses while you’re here and I’ve got a charge card to use. I think we’re
going to need things shortly.” 


“I’m always up for buying more toys.” Although it did worry
me that he wanted to buy multiples of them. Were the chances of us breaking
them that high?


Not sure if I wanted an answer on that. 














 





Liam and Oisin arrived the next morning. They didn’t have
the cool staff in hand, though, and no wind accompanied their entrance, so
apparently it wasn’t a druid thing to arrive that way. Just an Aisling thing. I
have no idea how Zoya contacted any of them, come to think of it. Did druids
have cell phones? Surely, right? 


Both men introduced themselves generally to the room, all
while my hottie alert went off. Liam alone warranted the hottie alert with his
thick red hair, stubble beard, and yummy build. But Oisin also looked handsome,
though too old for my tastes. He was dark-haired and heavily salt-and-peppered,
hint of a beard on his jaw, with cool, slate grey eyes that seemed to miss
nothing. He wasn’t as boisterous as Liam, instead hanging back with a slight
smile on his face, but he seemed cool. Knowing my luck, they were both as old
as Aisling, despite appearances. Druids seemed to age only when they wanted to.



Both were dressed in street clothes, not looking druidy at
all, but I supposed it was easier to blend in with society than to stand out
from it. 


We gathered up laptop, drone, camera, and all marched down
to the platform. Aisling caught Liam up as they walked, filling him in on what we’d
discussed last night. Oisin chose to talk with James and Zoya, also getting the
gist of it all, with me, Jackson, and Ciarán bringing up the rear. 


Jackson hadn’t been awake long enough to catch up on
everything, although he’d tried to as he’d eaten. He’d apparently heard enough to
only need to verify a few things with me. “Tethers don’t say exactly where the
Hub is?” 


“Aisling says yes, but the coordinates are apparently
confusing. At least, they made no sense to her. She can duplicate them,
though.”


“Rats. Good thing they can redo them, then, so we can use
the platform.”


“Yup. I think we’re going to have to reverse-engineer this
one. The Hub, I mean. We’ll have to get up there somehow and figure out how it
was built. We’re not going to figure anything out from the ground.”


Jackson made a face, nose wrinkling. “Dangerous prospect,
that. They shut it down for a reason. I really wish someone had recorded the
reason.”


“You and me both.” 


We waltzed through the glamour as before. Jackson had
clearly been here before, as he didn’t even blink. Our two new druid friends
did, though, which made me wonder what Aisling thought of it the first time she
popped in. 


We walked in and Jackson let out a low whistle. “You lot
have been busy. Much cleaner in here. Who created the waiting area?”


I lifted a hand. 


He gave me a nod. “Cheers, Reagan, looks quite good. And
those chairs have all sorts of padding, which is brilliant. We’ll likely be
here quite a while.” 


“Ciarán made a dying request,” I explained seriously. 


My pooka shrugged. “I figured you’d all be thankful for it
later. I certainly will be in the future.” 


I was quite happy with how it turned out, too, and was pleased
to get feedback from everyone else saying they felt the same. I’d put in little
side tables every third chair, and James promptly made use of one for the
laptop, choosing the one with the most direct line of sight to the platform. He
was intent on setting up video feed already, eh? 


Not to brag, but I was the most tech-savvy person in this
group, so I went to his side to help. The druids headed for the platform to
work on the tether. I tried to keep an eye on them, but whatever they were
doing, I literally couldn’t see it. Aisling had been right on that. Druidic
magic wasn’t something visible on the magical spectrum. I would love it if
someone could explain to me why at some point. 


We’d done an inspection of the platform yesterday, and it
seemed okay enough for some trial runs. Definitely worse for the wear. It would
need a cosmetic makeover at the very least before we let people use it. The general
consensus was to test it before doing anything to it. 


They started talking in some other language I couldn’t even
identify, so I lost track of what they were doing pretty quickly. I focused on
helping James set up, and then created a room for a livestream. We had people
pop in pretty quickly, ratcheting up the numbers to over a hundred in the space
of ten minutes. I watched the counter with a growing frown. “James, we might
need to limit the room. I don’t want them to overload and crash us.” 


“Oh. Good point. Do that now. We can’t afford any loss of
data.”


“Nope.” I capped the limit at the current count, as that was
holding steady, and frankly? I wasn’t willing to experiment right now. If the
server was happy at the moment, then happy it would remain. 


Liam came back to us, brows drawn together in worry. “James,
bit of trouble over here. We’ve repaired the tether. It looks right as rain
from here, but there’s something…odd at the far end.”


It was a sad state of affairs that James didn’t even look
surprised. “Odd how?”


“Normally, when we touch a tether, we can sense the far end,
in a way.” Liam scratched at one cheek, his beard stubble making a rasping
noise. “If there’s a block on the far end, we feel that, as it has a remote
feel to it. If it’s open, it echoes. Sort of like a tunnel for you, I suppose.
If the tunnel’s blocked on the far end, you can tell by the sound of it.” 


We nodded, showed we were following. 


“Right, so we’re getting a sort of mixed reaction? It’s not
open, that much I can tell you. There’s something blocking it on the far end,
but it feels more like a door that’s been shut, not a collapse. But when we
tried to probe at it, we couldn’t really tell what’s blocking the path.”


“So, we may or may not be able to send a drone all the way
through, is what you’re telling me.” James sighed, as if he were just done with
this year. “Right. Well, all we can do is try it.” 


Liam shrugged agreement, then turned to go back to the
platform. Jackson followed with drone in hand. I really wanted to play with
that drone at some point. I wondered if I could make a case for it being my
turn yet. 


Ciarán manned the GoPro camera in one hand and followed
after, although he stayed back enough to catch the full platform, out of the
way of everyone working. I monitored the feed for a minute, but it seemed
stable, no glitches. 


“We ready?” Aisling called back to us. 


James waved a hand over his head in a go motion. “Do it.” 


Zoya was actually the one to touch the symbols, as she knew
better than the druids how to use it. The symbols on the column spluttered to
life like a machine chugging up to speed after sitting idle for decades. Which
it basically had. We all kind of held our breaths to see if it was going to
work, or if we’d need to repair it fully after all. 


After a minute, the green light of the symbols held steady
and the platform’s tunnel opened, allowing entry. It never failed to remind me
of Stargate when it initially engaged, although we saw a lighted tunnel
stretching out instead of a wormhole. 


“Steady as she goes,” Jackson muttered as he maneuvered the
drone through. 


I switched to watching the laptop’s screen, as that would
show me more information than anything right then. Zoya and James gathered at
either shoulder, watching as well. The tunnel matched up perfectly so far with
my own experiences using a platform, not any different in appearance to those
in-country. It was a narrow tunnel just like the others, running lights along
the baseboard and the top of the ceiling creating a mellow lighting. The floors,
ceilings, and walls all looked to be of unrelieved grey stone. It did seem to
take a while, but I expected that since the distance was longer. Supposedly. In
theory, anyway. 


The drone flew along, Jackson flying it like a pro. The
tunnel started to change a little, a warning sign popping up here and there in
different languages, urging the passenger to go back and explaining that the
Hub was no longer in operation. It didn’t warn of any specific dangers, more’s
the pity. I’d love to know what was actually wrong with the Hub. We all would. 


“Ah,” James muttered in understanding. “Liam, you’re right.
It’s closed off. There’s a door.” 


Liam was at our side in the blink of an eye, leaning over
James’ shoulder to see. “So there is. With a rather stout lock.”


“No kidding,” I agreed, eyeing the lock in question. Ancient
dungeons sported locks like that. Seriously, it looked the size of a giant’s
hand, and stout enough it probably could lock an ogre in place. 


But the lock wasn’t actually what worried me. “Uh, guys? Is
it just me, or does the door look warped to you?”


Zoya leaned in closer, eyes narrowed. “It does. Jackson, can
you get closer?”


“Yes ma’am.” He got the drone within a foot of it, panning
the camera to see the full length and breadth of the door. 


It definitely looked warped. Like something had hit it from
the inside, trying to get out. I didn’t see an imprint in the metal of the
door, but it cracked on all sides, the door hanging a little cockeyed in the
frame. If not for the lock, I’m not sure if the door would still be on its
hinges, to be frank. 


“So, what are the odds something destructive got loose in
the Hub and is still locked inside?” Liam asked with morbid cheer. 


“I would think they would have hunted it, or poisoned it, if
that was the case.” James added on doubtfully, “Probably. Depends on how
dangerous this thing was. Still, to abandon their greatest creation and leave
millions stranded because of one creature doesn’t seem realistic to me. It does
look like something rammed into it, though.”


“It’s either a ferocious beast, or we’re looking at a great
deal of kinetic force that hit it,” Zoya theorized, nose almost at the screen
as she tried to see every detail. “Like an explosion.” 


“Wow.” I stared at the image of the door and made a face. “I
can’t decide which is better: having a wild beast loose in the Hub or possible
explosions.”


“Neither are appealing,” my master agreed dryly. “Especially
when it’s our job to deal with it, either way. Jackson, can you get that camera
up to one of the cracks?”


“You want to see past the door?”


“If we can.” 


He obliged by putting the drone’s eye right up to one of the
cracks. Which took some mad skill. Maybe he was the better choice to operate the
drone after all. Unfortunately, at this angle, we couldn’t see much. Just a
sliver of what looked to be a waiting area, although it was hard to tell. We
caught a glimpse of jumbled chairs and deep grooves in the floor but couldn’t
see much beyond that. 


“The marks look like an explosion to me.” Zoya pulled back
with a frown so the rest of us could properly see the screen. “I wonder, did
something go wrong? Or did someone plant a bomb?”


James protested, “Surely if a bomb was set off, someone would
remember it. We’d have heard rumors about it before now, and the Imagineers
would have just gone in and fixed the damage.” 


“So…” I drew the word out, looking from face to face. “Are
you saying it’s more likely something went wrong with the Hub itself and we’re
dealing with internal combustions? Or something?”


“Or something,” Zoya agreed in a low tone. She adopted her
thinking pose, hand on hip, eyes staring off into space. “If a structural fault
with the Hub caused this damage, it would explain why they’d had to abandon it.
It might have proven too difficult to fix at the time. This was just prior to
the first world war, after all. They might not have had the ability to pull the
specialists together in order to figure out the problem and deal with it.”


I couldn’t help but ask, “But wouldn’t someone have
remembered the Hub catastrophically failing?”


“Da, you would think,” she agreed, frown deepening. “Unless
they saw that the Hub was failing and shut it down first? Or at least emptied
it?”


“And never figured out how to fix it?” James asked
doubtfully. “Or didn’t have the time to go in and figure it out later? And then
of course those who knew of the problem died out before the next generation
understood the problem.” 


I would think something this important would have been
talked about. That the next generation of Imagineers would have heard something
from their masters. But maybe they’d played it close to the chest, not wanting
rumors to spread of how dangerous the Hub was? It would be bad for business. I certainly
wouldn’t go through an area likely to explode at any second. 


Heh, funny thought, considering I’d be doing exactly that in
order to fix the Hub. Somehow, I wasn’t laughing. 


“Jackson, pull back for now,” James requested. “We have all
the information we can gather. I vote we spend tomorrow taking the platform
apart, truly studying it, and then restore it. I want a stable platform here
before we try to break through and into the Hub.”


No one disagreed there, as it sounded like common sense. But
it did beg the question of just how we’d approach going into the Hub. Bomb
suits suddenly sounded like the perfect gear to wear inside. Kevlar. All the
Kevlar. 


Ciarán shut off the camera and came back to me, handing it
over. I took it, kind of an automatic thing, as I was arrested by the look on
his face. He did not look at all happy, his expression mixed with worry and
dreaded anticipation. Not a good look, not at all. 


I could more or less guess the reason. “You’re not real
happy about the idea of me going in there.”


“No,” he admitted with a shake of the head. “No, I’m not
keen on that, a stór. I knew intellectually speaking that this could be
dangerous, but I don’t think that realization fully kicked in until now, when I
saw a glimpse of what that danger could be. And….”


The ‘and’ was going to be worse, I could tell. 


“Klaus will not at all be alright with you going in there.” 


Oh yeah…Klaus. My overprotective kobold who had zero chill
where I was concerned. Just picturing trying to explain this to him gave me an
ulcer. “Yeah, can we tell him about this after the fact?”


“No.”


“That sounded very final. No? Just no?”


“No, because I want to live.” 


The man made a fair point. If—when—Klaus learned that Ciarán
had known about this later, even if I made it out fine, the kobold would kill
him. I huffed out a breath, but for the life of me, I had no idea how to handle
this. 


I’m currently open for suggestions, if any were on offer. 














 





Ciarán, the rat fink, told Klaus. I called him a rat fink
because he ratted me out without even a head’s up. 


I found myself at the kitchen table with a very unhappy
kobold at the other end of the laptop screen. Volumes could be written about
the anger tracing its way through his face. Have you ever looked at someone’s
face and known they were a ticking bomb of anger, ready to go off? That was
Klaus. 


Very carefully, every word over-enunciated, he bit off, “You
expect me to happily send you into an area that shows signs of an explosion you
don’t know the source of?”


Said like that, it did sound really stupid. “It’s not like
we have much of a choice here. We need to get in there in order to figure it
out.” 


His scowl somehow impossibly deepened. “What’s your safety
measure? What do you plan to do if the situation is that volatile?”


Umm, pray? “I can throw up a ward around myself and
whoever’s close by to take the brunt of the explosion.”


“And if the ceiling caves in, or the floor lets go from
under you? If you’re trapped inside? What then?”


I got nothing. To be fair, it’s not like I was trained for
disaster situations like this, either. “I’m currently taking suggestions.” 


He stared at me another five seconds that felt like five
years. Then he abruptly got up, calling to Nana as he went. 


Oh, now that was really playing dirty, bringing her into it.



I could hear him tell her the situation, bringing her up to
speed even as he walked her back into the kitchen, where his laptop sat. She
did not sound happy, no surprise there. 


Nana sat abruptly on the kitchen barstool, and I blinked a
little in surprise. She looked even healthier compared to a couple days ago
when I spoke with her. I didn’t expect that kind of difference in just a few
days, but maybe Ivan’s treatments were really kicking in? Could also have been
that her hair was done, something I’d not seen in ages, cut in a bob and
straightened to where it curled gently toward her chin. 


“Wow, Nana, that haircut is great on you.” I meant it, and
not just because it was a sign her energy levels were back up. 


Her frown briefly flipped upside down enough that she smiled,
giving her hair a pat. “I had it done yesterday. I feel so much lighter with
it like this. But don’t distract me, Rea. What’s this I hear about the Hub
showing signs of a bomb and you going in?”


“We don’t know there’s a bomb in there,” I hastily
clarified. “We just know there’s signs of something that impacted the Hub at
one point. The door leading into the terminal is off its hinges, and we saw
damage in the waiting area on the other side. We have no idea what caused it.
It’s why we want to go in.” 


Her frown matched Klaus’s now. I think they’d spent too much
time in each other’s company. They were starting to look alike. 


“And what safety precautions can you take going in?”


“Personal wards?” I really had nothing else to offer. 


Zoya, bless her, appeared and sat down next to me at the
table. She took in the tableau and winced. “You’re worried, and rightly so.
We’re not sure what’s going on over here. But we take precautions, da? Even
now, the clan here is making personal shields for us. And we’ll take in walkie-talkies
so we can still talk to each other because cellphones will likely not work.”


Oooh, we got walkie-talkies to play with? Like we were some
secret agents? I tried not to let that thought show on my face. I think I
failed. Klaus abruptly looked exasperated with me. 


“Your precautions are all well and good, but again,”
Klaus reiterated, “what if the Hub collapses in on you? What if you lose the
floor, or the ceiling caves in? You’ve said the waiting room showed signs of an
explosion of some sort. Wards can only protect you so much.”


“Klaus, I respect that you’re worried about her safety.”
Zoya didn’t roll her eyes or even look exasperated, which showed she was a
little worried about it all too. “And especially this soon into her training,
she might not be able to think quickly enough on her feet. But I don’t know
what else to do. We’re shorthanded as it is, and she’s one of the few
completely up-to-date on all the information. I do not want to leave her
behind.”


I seconded this with a fervent nod. Really wanted to go.
Pretty please with a cherry on top.


Klaus got that steely-eyed, stubborn look that heralded
trouble. “Fine. I’ll go in with her.”


Uh. Come again? 


Zoya almost instantly brightened, as if she understood what
he really meant by that. “Horosho, that would be very helpful.”


I didn’t get it. “How does that help?”


“Kobold’s dimension,” Zoya reminded me. “With Klaus there,
he can create pocket dimensions throughout the Hub. Not only so we can easily
carry all the equipment with us, but so we’ll have a safe place to dive into if
something goes wrong. And he can open it again here so we can travel back
without a problem. Horosho. Why did I not think of this?”


Oooh, yeah, that would be majorly spiffy. Super helpful,
sure, and the added safety measure would ease a lot of concerns. I just had one
objection. “Wait, what about Nana? Is it safe for you to be by yourself?”


Nana waffled a hand back and forth. “I think so. My
balance is much better these days. I think if Matteo checks in on me throughout
the day, I should be fine. Klaus isn’t helping me as much when it comes to
getting around.”


Klaus nodded in support of this. “That’s true. She hasn’t
needed my aid as much for several days now. If we request that Matteo stay here
with her, will that ease your mind?”


“It would make me feel a lot better about things,” I
admitted, hands spread. “That okay with you, Nana?”


“Have a handsome man around the house to wait on me hand and
foot?” she drawled, eyebrows waggling in a ridiculous way. “I can suffer
the hardship.”


“I should have figured that would be your answer.” Well, if
everyone was okay with this plan, and it kept Klaus from having ulcers, I
didn’t see a reason to argue. And I kinda missed him. It’d be nice to have him
with me again. “Well, then. I guess I’ll tell Agna to open another room for
you.”


“I’ll tell her myself. You’re not allowed into that Hub
until I get there,” Klaus warned. 


“Can you hop on a plane soon? The platform here is a little
damaged, so we’re actually going to take it apart and then put it back together
again. Should take—” Here I turned and looked at Zoya for confirmation. The
estimate of how long the job would take kept changing every time I asked. “Maybe
a couple of days?”


“Two days was the last number I heard,” she confirmed. “Can
you fly here that quickly?”


Klaus gave a determined nod. “I’ll be on a plane by
tomorrow. Keep me updated.”


“Sure thing. Go pack. Bye, love you.” I gave a wave as I cut
the connection. “Phew. That went better than I’d anticipated, no thanks to
Ciarán.” I looked around to give the pooka grief, but he was suspiciously
absent. I’d have to catch him and do something mean to him later. 


Not a minute later, I heard Agna’s cell phone ring. She
answered with a patient, “Hello, Klaus. What? You’re coming?”


I shared a look with Zoya that spoke volumes. “He’s been
dying to get over here, hasn’t he?”


“Seems like it. Then again, no kobold is comfortable with
his charges being out of sight for long. Especially if they’re in dangerous
areas, which you have been.” Zoya shrugged, as if this was a given and there
was nothing to be done about it. “Well, devushka. Why don’t we go into the
living room and have a lesson about building materials and construction.”


“All things considered…probably for the best.” 





Because no one wanted to screw this up, we were very careful
dismantling the platform. We documented every stone’s removal, with Jackson
actually charting it all so we could put it back together. As you can imagine,
it was rather tedious. And frustrating because we kept waiting to hit some kind
of mother lode. Elements of some sort that would tie in with the columns.
Wires, pipelines, something. 


Nada. Zilch. 


Jackson had me recreate my spiffy glasses here, the ones
that could see through anything. Just so we could see through the rocks to some
degree and not accidentally break something while taking it apart. But all we
saw was mortar and stone. We worked steadily all through the layers, one at a
time, until we were basically down to the foundation with nothing else to
remove. Still nothing.


Come on, throw me a bone, here. We still had no idea where
the Hub was, and nothing about any of the platforms gave a hint of its location.
The design from platform to platform didn’t seem to change much, either. Basic structure was the same, at least. Some variations,
sure, like how the sigils were put in. But all the platforms had four columns with control panels that housed the sigils; symbols
on one column that acted like an address book not only to the other platforms
but also to the Hub; glass vials in each column that gathered and harnessed
aether to power the platforms. Same ol’, same ol’.


One hint about where the Hub was. Just one. Was that too
much to ask for? 


I scratched my head, then regretted it, as that left stone
grit in my hair. Ugh, whatever. I’d need a shower after all this physical labor
anyway. I’d sweated right through my shirt and jeans. 


With that last layer of stone mocking us, we all took a
break and sat in my comfy chairs, swigging water and lying about like dead
logs. I felt about as lively as one, too. 


Someone’s phone rang and I was glad it wasn’t mine. I had no
energy to talk to someone. Fortunately, it seemed to be James’ and he answered
with a tired grunt. 


“Yes, hello there, Richard.”


Richard. Richard? Did I know a Richard? Oh, I wonder if this
was James’ friend he’d mentioned earlier to me, the wizard who was good at
building things. I’d connected a bunch of people to our live feed earlier,
could be him. 


“What’s that? Oh, you finally got it working on your end,
then? About bloody time there, mate. Ah, that’s Reagan’s doing, the livestream.
Handy, isn’t it? Oh? There’s sound with that too?” James lifted his head to
give me a perplexed look.


I stared back with equal confusion. “Uh, yeah, it’s got
sound. I just hooked the camera feed to the computer. Of course it has sound.” 


“Oh. I guess I thought it was only the visual, for some
reason.” James focused back on his phone call. “Sorry? Oh, yes, we have been
saying that. For Pete’s sake, Richard, this is why I wanted you here in the
first place! None of us are up on ancient building techniques, not like you
are. Hang on, I’m putting you on speaker.” 


This sounded semi-important. We all sat up, orienting
ourselves toward the center, where James sat. He jacked the phone’s volume up
and put it flat in his hand. “Alright, say that bit again.” 


“Right,” a deep, gravelly male voice intoned. “Like
I said, I’m not surprised you’re not finding anything under the stones. Indoor
plumbing, drains, and such are a very modern invention. You realize most places
didn’t have any indoor plumbing until well into the 19th century?
The ancient Imagineers, they wouldn’t have thought to put anything into the
structure of the platform. It wouldn’t have been a concept they’d have
entertained.”


I stared at the dismantled platform with irritation. He
really could have mentioned that before. 


Jackson leaned in and demanded, “Then how is it operating?
The four blocks at all corners have to be connected somehow.”


“I’m sure they are. But this is where magical theory
comes in. What you’re looking at is the magical equivalent of a wireless
signal. Think about it. Doors, for instance. They’re connected to a doorway,
and yet not. How are they connected? How do they occupy two places at once?
It’s because magic gives the address and connects the two areas. Simple and
difficult as that. Those compartments at the base of every column house a
combination of direction, power modulation, and connection to other spaces.
With the symbols on the front column, and the sigils in the boxes themselves,
the platform knows the size of the tunnel, the power it needs to draw to form
it, and which direction to connect it to. That’s all it needs in order to
function.” 


It was so simple once he outlined it that way. I suppose it
really was modern thinking that did us all in. We kept thinking there had to be
more to it. That those four boxes and the symbols on the front column couldn’t
possibly be all there was to it. Our examination of the platform in Brazil had
gotten interrupted. We’d never fully figured out how the platform was built. 


“Richard.” James’ voice was deceptively mild. “When did you
say you were arriving, again?”


Richard let out a boisterous laugh, amused but a little
sympathetic too. “Yes, yes, I’m coming. I was actually packing until I saw
your live feed go up. I stopped to watch it. Why don’t you all knock off for
the day. I would like to look at it individually while you have it apart like
that. I’ll arrive likely mid-morning tomorrow, as I’m taking an overnight
train. You can put it back together tomorrow, after I’ve given it a good
once-over.”


“Splendid. We’ll do so.” 


Shower and some down time to catch up on anime and not think
about dusty stones that made no sense? Yes, please. 














 





The next morning, I came across a gentleman standing in
front of the gate. I bumped into him at the entrance of the platform station,
as I’d gone to fetch drinks at the local café for us.


He turned to watch my approach and gave me a genial smile. 


“Hello. I’m Richard. Are you a member of the clan here?”


If he was asking about clans, he couldn’t be a Nix. 


“I’m from Mononoke Clan,” I corrected him, slowing with
drinks balanced in both hands. “I’m Reagan Hunt, apprentice Imagineer.” 


“Oh, yes. The one who organized the Google Drive for us
all.” 


“That’s me.”


“Brilliant to meet you, my dear. I’m Richard Hawes.” 


“Nice to meet you.” Sometimes, people looked exactly as they
sounded. Richard was a case in point. He was exactly the portly, white-haired
gentleman in a cardigan and khaki pants that I’d expected—much like a professor
in search of a blackboard. In this case, in search of an archaeological dig.
“Please, follow me in.” 


“Delighted to. Pray tell, how goes it?”


“Well, we’ve basically been doing cleanup on the rest of the
building while waiting on you. Did you know this place took a bad hit during an
air raid in World War II?”


“I did, in fact.”


“Yeah, so we’re working on it. The building’s stable at this
point, but some areas need serious overhaul. And since—crossing fingers—we’re
likely going to have the Hub open for business in the foreseeable future, we
figured we’d get stuff knocked out while we could.” 


“Wise of you. Can I help you with those drinks?”


“Please and thank you. They got a bit heavy.” I handed over
one container with relief. 


We walked in, me showing him the way. People stopped to get
introduced and retrieve drinks before returning to work. I ended up showing him
right to the platform and then staying when he kept talking to me. Really, the
person who wanted to talk to him was James, but I had no idea where he was in
the building. 


“Truly fascinating, what I’m seeing,” Richard noted. He
knelt and pried a little bit of loose mortar from the edge of a stone and
peered at it with the aid of a magnifying glass. “I saw many notes and pictures
on the first platform you examined in Brazil. It seemed to be constructed with
a mix of Roman and Incan building techniques.”


“Yeah, that’s what I heard. The way the stones were fitted
together was Incan method, everyone said.” 


“Yes, quite. The design was more Roman. Those Romans did
like their columns. But here, I see no influence of that Incan technique.” Richard
turned a little, picking up another stone and eyeing it from every angle,
tilting it in his hand. “Rather, this seems to be a completely Roman technique.
Which rather makes sense, in a way. This is one of the oldest platforms on
record, and the Romans were quite busy conquering the known world at one time.
Even if they didn’t conquer a place, their building techniques and such went
much further afield.” 


The geek in me was curious. “Just what is it you’re seeing
that makes you so confident it’s Roman?”


Richard was absolutely delighted by that question. A little
too delighted, and I almost regretted asking. “Come in a little closer. I’ll
explain. You see the stones, first of all? The facing of it all is irregular
stones, no doubt quarried from somewhere nearby, and then they were fused into
concrete. It was a very standard technique for the Romans to pour a concrete
foundation first, and sometimes the walls, with timber supports as a temporary
structure. Then they would apply either broken bricks or irregular stones to
the facing of it with a mortar. Much like the mortar I see here, which is a mix
of lime and volcanic sand called pozzolana.” 


Yeah, that did match what was in front of us. I just had one
problem with it. “But we had multiple layers of stone. Was that typical?”


“Not usually, no. I think what might have happened was that
they built the platform and then belatedly realized it wasn’t the right size.
Rather than remove a perfectly nice structure, they just built over it to the
size they needed.”


“Ahhh. Simple solution.”


“Indeed. Removing Roman concrete is not a fun job, I assure
you. Only an Imagineer’s banishing skills would be equal to the task without a
great deal of sweat and labor. Why bother when you could just build on top?”
Richard set the stone down and climbed up to his feet with a grunt of effort.
He looked around, walking short strides before stopping to peer at something
else. “Hmm. Yes, I think that’s exactly what they did. It did look that way
from the camera yesterday, but sometimes it’s best to see these things in
person.” 


I couldn’t figure out if he’d learned everything he needed
to. “So…does that mean we can put it all back together now?”


“I’d like a bit longer, but certainly, we can start
reassembling it today. It’s a good chance to study the foundation and building
techniques, make sure we can replicate it later. And I want pictures to put in
the Gramarye folder for reference.” He turned and gave me a look over
the top of his glasses. “Or you can imagineer it together.” 


I grinned and shrugged because heck yeah, I would so do that
over painstakingly reassembling it. Like, really, why bother when we didn’t
need to? 


“Richard!” James flashed a wide smile as he came toward us.
“Good, glad you’re here. I’m curious what your thoughts are.” 


I left them to it, going back to my own thing of renewing
the front tiles leading into the building. They were looking pretty 80’s beige,
and everyone agreed something else would be better. But as I worked, the
thought came to me that if the platform was built with Roman techniques, the
original Hub likely was too. But that wasn’t how it looked in the paintings
we’d seen. Or the glimpse of it we’d gotten via the drone. Heck, the door alone
was wildly different, with a metal cast to it. And not something like bronze,
either. It had looked rather modern, something more turn of the century. 


No building could withstand the test of time through centuries
without some wear and tear. It only made sense they’d have to make repairs,
reconstruct, etc. I imagined any new Imagineer assigned with the task of
repairing something or updating it would use the building techniques they were
familiar with—aka, the building techniques of their own time. Which…oh man,
that likely meant the Hub was a hodgepodge of architectural styles and
construction that not only spanned cultures but centuries. That could not be
good. Some of those things likely didn’t mesh well. 


Was that what happened with the Hub? Too many things had
deteriorated and people had fixed it patch-work style without really tearing it
out properly and fixing it from the ground up? 


Seriously, what were we walking into?





I ended up in what was becoming my favorite chair at Agna’s,
studying construction techniques and learning about things like load-bearing
walls and beams and such. I took notes because I’m one of those people who remembers
things better if I write it down, and as boring as construction manuals were, I
made myself focus. I needed to know this, and I’d likely need to know it as
soon as tomorrow. 


I did take a second to send another message to my parents,
as they apparently forgot about the other one. No immediate answer this time,
either. 


With a sigh, I went back to studying construction. I
switched between the book and watching something like Holmes on Homes
just to get a visual of what I was doing. And Mike Holmes was good about
explaining why he had to change something or pointing out errors, so that
helped too. I took notes there as well. With my headphones on, I was pretty
much deaf and blind to what was going on around me in the house. 


Until someone plucked an earbud out and informed me, “He’s
here.”


I blinked up at my pooka blankly, his words not registering
for a full second. Then I saw Klaus coming in through the door and realized
what he meant. “Klaus! You’re here already?”


He set his suitcase aside and beelined for me, coming around
the many chairs and the table. I set my notebook and laptop aside, freeing up
my arms so I could hug him. He caught me up and sighed against my hair, like a
man who was finally satisfied. I hugged him back, glad to see him, even if he
was likely going to hover like the worst helicopter parent ever. 


A bit of a bittersweet feeling came over me for a moment. I
couldn’t even get my father to respond to a text, but Klaus had just flown across
an ocean to see me. I guess I knew whose priority I really was. 


Klaus drew back and looked me over, then glanced at the work
I had set aside. “Busy as ever, I see. I hope I arrived in good time?”


“I actually expected you tomorrow,” I admitted. “Did you
take an earlier flight?”


“I did, as it happens, first thing this morning. And glad of
it, too, as you apparently finished quicker than anticipated.” 


I shrugged in agreement. “We thought dismantling would take
longer, and for our expert to take longer, and neither ended up being the case.
So, yeah, platform is in tip-top shape and ready to go. I think we’re getting
more tools together tonight and tomorrow morning before we go in.” 


“Why not simply make the tools?”


“A lot of them are power tools. Lots of parts. Easier to buy
’em.” 


“And,” Zoya added as she joined us in the living room, “we need
to save our brain power, da? Hello, Klaus.” 


“Zoya,” he greeted with a nod. 


“I believe Agna has a room already set up for you.” 


Agna popped her head around the door frame and greeted her
cousin however many times removed with a laconic, “And yes, it’s next to
Reagan’s room. Come up, I’ll show you.” 


He fetched his suitcase from the foyer and followed Agna,
asking a lot of questions. I listened to him with half an ear and considered.
Two kobolds in the same household, taking care of the same people. Um. Houston,
we might have a problem?


Well able to read the thought off my face, Zoya assured me,
“They won’t kill each other.”


“I really hope not.” 


Zoya came around to sit on the arm of the chair and looked
over everything. “You seem to have the general concepts down of foundation and
framework, horosho. You might need to step away and take a break.”


“If that’s the nice way of you saying that I might be trying
to cram too much into my brain all at once, you are absolutely correct and I
will take that break.” As I set it aside, I had the thought and asked her,
“After we get this fixed, can I do a little sightseeing?”


“I think it will be a shame not to,” Zoya agreed readily. “I
have not been in London before either. I want to see it some as well before we
head home.” 


“Awesomesauce.” Yay, something to look forward to that
wouldn’t give me more headaches! 


Agna came back downstairs at that moment and announced,
“Dinner will be ready in five!”


I took that as a cue to wash my hands and put my work away
for the evening. 


Because Agna was a good cook, I ate far too much and had to
gently roll myself back to the sitting room. We all seemed to end up there,
conversation flowing again as we discussed theories on what the Hub was made
from, how it was made, all of that. I mostly sat and listened, taking in their
ideas, and wondering who would be proven correct at the end of the day. 


We lingered there probably longer than we should have before
finally retreating to our own rooms. I took a shower just to get the grit off of
me, and immediately regretted not taking one sooner. Sleeping on wet, naturally
curly hair ended up in a big No Thank You. 


As I lay in bed that night, I pondered my thought from
earlier. If the Hub really had become a hodgepodge of different construction
techniques, different renovations, then could that be the problem? The whole Holmes
on Homes show was built on the fact that people had come through and messed
things up because they didn’t know what they were doing. As far as we were
aware, no blueprint existed for the Hub. Maybe plans existed on the Hub itself,
but even following those, what if someone had made a hash of things? 


Was the Hub the victim of something gone wrong, be that
beast or a deliberate attack? Or was it more the combination of deterioration
from time and bad renovations? If it was a beast or a deliberate attack, I
would think it easier to handle and easier to fix. Maybe not easy, no, but
easier than doing an extensive renovation of the Hub. 


A mental image of me fixing the Hub for the next fifty years
ran through my head and I shuddered. Oh, please no. Hand to Thor, not what I
wanted to do. Although granted, I probably wouldn’t be the one assigned to do
it. My job was to help unravel the mystery. Fixing it was second to that, which
of course we’d do if possible. But we were also to pull in the experts if it
called for that, too. 


But if it was the latter, a matter of deterioration and bad
renovations, we might be in a world of trouble. Unless we found really
excellent blueprints hanging out in an office somewhere, we’d have no way of
knowing what the Hub originally looked like. Or how to fix it. And that sounded
like a migraine coming in on a bullet train. 


If we could just figure out where they put it, and how it
all worked, maybe we could just build a new Hub? The thought tantalized my
brain, but it seemed really impossible at this stage. We had no idea how the
ancient Imagineers had managed it, after all. Duplicating their work seemed a
stretch at this point. 


I turned onto my side and breathed in deeply, trying to
settle enough to sleep. Tomorrow would bring its own problems and possible
answers. I would need a sharp, clear head to sort through both. 


And may the Hub not collapse on my head, please and thank you.
If I died, Klaus would absolutely never let me hear the end of it. 














 





I knew I should get back in bed. I needed rest since we
planned to go into the Hub tomorrow. Instead, I was sitting in the living room
downstairs, in front of a cold fireplace, staring at my phone. 


This was one of those moments kids normally told their
parents about. Something exciting and amazing was about to happen, something I
had a hand in. But neither of my parents were, apparently, interested. Despite
messaging them multiple times, I’d failed to get any sort of response. They
couldn’t even take the two seconds needed to reply with an emoji. 


And I really didn’t know how to feel about it anymore. 


“Reagan? Why are you still up?”


I turned my head and found Klaus framed in the doorway. The
thought crossed my mind to play this off and just move to my room to brood. But
since day one, Klaus had always been a good listener. Maybe he could help me
sort this out. “I just realized a few things. It’s keeping me awake.”


He came toward me, sitting on the ottoman next to my feet,
his eyes taking me in with concern. “What things?”


“It’s been two weeks since I spoke with my parents, due to
one thing or another. I mean our Skype calls. It’s been a week since I spoke to
my father. And yet I haven’t gotten a single email from either of them. I’ve
messaged them multiple times, and they see the message, but no response.” I
went back to staring at my silent, black phone. “I just realized that whenever
we Skyped, it was always me who sent the reminder email. It was me who pushed
for communication. Without me repeatedly pushing buttons, they don’t remember
me.”


His hands reached out and cradled mine, warm and firm, a
little calloused. Like a father’s hands. “That’s not your fault, my darling
child.”


“I know. What’s become clear, ever since I found the clan,
is that it’s really not me.” I managed a sorry smile at him. “Because everyone
in the clan seems to like me. They like spending time with me. You and Ciarán
have moved the world for me multiple times, without me even asking. It’s not
that I’m not lovable. It’s just that the two people who had me can’t seem to
love me. And I’m not…sure how to feel about that.” 


His eyes were dark with anger but mostly concern for me.
“Are you so sure they don’t love you? Perhaps they’re just very selfish
people?”


“Oh, they’re definitely that. But you know, even after
seeing my dad face to face in India, he didn’t really respond like a father
should. I didn’t realize it for most of my life, what a father should do. Not
until I met you. As I sat with him and answered questions, not once did he ask
the questions you would have asked me. He never asked me how I felt. How
I was coping, being thrown into this magical world. He never asked questions
about you or Ciarán living with me. I couldn’t help but compare you with him,
and he kept coming up lacking.” I let out a shuddering breath, my heart burning
in pain from my own words. But they were true. And we both knew it. “He sired
me. But I can’t call him my father.” 


“My dear child,” Klaus sighed, his shoulders slumping. “I
would do anything to take the pain of this realization from you. But I’ve seen
their neglect, and I cannot argue the point you make.”


“I don’t think anyone can. It hurts, yes. Being rejected by my
own parents was bound to hurt. But I’ve also seen this coming for years. I’ve
been in denial about it, but we’ve all seen it coming. The older I got, the
less invested they became. I’m six months from turning eighteen. In their
minds, I’m basically an adult and can manage on my own, I guess.” 


“No child completely outgrows needing a parent.” Klaus got
his murder face on. He definitely had torture racks and thumb screws dancing in
his brain. “That’s what they seem incapable of understanding.” 


“Yeah.” I had no argument for him. But as I looked at him,
this amazing little man that moved heaven and earth for me, that treated me so
preciously, I felt that crippling pain fade a little. 


He reached up, stroking hair from my face, and looked me
dead in the eye as he promised, “You have me until the grave.”


“I know.” I smiled at him, eyes burning a little from unshed
tears. I believed that promise with every fiber of my being. And that was why I
didn’t fall apart in a big, emotional mess right then. The rejection of my
parents stung, but Klaus’s love and support soothed the pain. 


Klaus gave me an encouraging smile. “You can stay back
tomorrow if you don’t feel up to it.” 


“No, I want to go. And I’ll be okay. My parents suck, but we
all knew that. And my family of choice rocks. I’ve got an amazing master, a
Ciarán, and you. Really, Fate did great compensating for crappy parents. I just
needed a minute to process it, y’know? That realization.” 


“Then why don’t I make us some hot cocoa, and we can sit
here and let you process it.” 


It was one of the best offers and precisely what I needed.
I’d need to get him the most amazing birthday present to thank him. For just
being him. “Yes, please.” 


I watched him go into the kitchen, staying curled up in my
chair. I was a little sad tonight, still a little depressed over everything.
But I’d be okay. I was determined to be okay. I wasn’t going to chase after
people who didn’t want me anymore. I wasn’t signing up for more of that
heartbreak. It was time to let that go and focus on the people who did
love me. 


They were the ones who deserved my time and attention, after
all. 





We woke early. Why? I had no idea. It seemed like a bad idea
to me, but people kept saying things like, “We’ll need all the time we can get,”
and “Better to get an early start,” and weird things of that nature. What
happened to being—I don’t know—awake to work? Little hard to focus when my
eyelids were still glued with sleep. 


Ciarán and Klaus took turns chivvying me into getting ready,
and Klaus actually braided my hair while I ate breakfast. I found it unfair
that even after our late-night talk, Klaus was still bright-eyed and bushy-tailed
this morning. I wanted the ability to survive on four hours of sleep, please
and thank you. 


By the time I walked to the platform I was mostly awake, at
least. The brisk walk in the morning air did something to get the blood
pumping. 


Klaus had taken all of our equipment last night and put it
in one of those special rooms of his. So, we had basically nothing to carry
except a few essentials, what we thought we’d need right out of the starting
gate. Jackson did the honors of starting the platform up and connecting it to
the Hub, touching each symbol lightly. On this international platform, it meant
touching all three usual symbols and the fourth, top one. It started up without
even a blip, proof we’d rebuilt it correctly. 


With the connection strong and steady, we filed into the lit
tunnel, walking toward the bent door and the Hub. I wasn’t quite sure how we’d
get past the door, unless someone wanted to try banishing it. Not me. My
banishing skills were still a mite iffy. 


Aisling walked alongside me. She wore more practical pants
and a white shirt with a vest today, looking a little Renaissancy but with
Celtic flair. Her hair was braided in a fat French braid over one shoulder, and
she twirled the end of it around her finger as she walked. “What do you think
happened here, Reagan? I’ve not heard you offer a theory.” 


“I don’t really have much of one, to be honest. But I do
wonder if we’ve had too many cooks in the kitchen.” 


She cocked her head at me, curious. “Aye? How’s that?”


“Well, think about it. The original plans to the Hub didn’t
seem to get passed down to anyone. And no building lasts forever, no matter
what plane it’s on. Repairs have to happen sooner or later. So, every time
something needed repairs done, that meant an Imagineer would need to go in and
look it over, decide how to go about it, and just do it. Without really
understanding all the structure it tied into. Multiple Imagineers from all
ages, all cultures, who just walk in willy-nilly and patch stuff. Doesn’t that
sound like a recipe for disaster to you?”


Aisling rolled her eyes. “Oh, aye. That sounds right
terrible. And it might cause us more than a few headaches. But truly, you don’t
have a theory on why they shut it down?”


“I don’t have enough information to form one, really.”


“Fair enough.”


This line of inquiry made me ask, “Are you here to satisfy
your curiosity, or help solve the problem?”


“Healthy mix of both. That, and when James asked, I couldn’t
bring myself to say no. He’s a dear man, that one.”


“That’s fair.” Everyone seemed to have their own motivations
for coming in and working on this. 


Like in all things, when you’re actively anticipating
something, it seemed to take forever before it happened. But according to my
watch, we only had to walk for about twenty minutes before we reached the door.
James and Jackson both gave it a good once-over before shrugging, taking it by
the sides, and pulling it free of the frame. It came with a wrench and a screech
of tortured metal, but not as much effort as I would have guessed. That badly
warped, eh? 


Klaus was the first one through, and while I couldn’t see
him over everyone else, I could hear him. 


“Just a minute. Give me one moment to see if there’s
anything here…hm. Oh dear, this is quite a bit of damage. Nothing living, at
least. Alright, come through.” 


We filed in, some of us quite eagerly, but people stopped a
few feet inside and then just stood there. I had to squeeze through with
Aisling and around them to finally get my own eyes on the room. 


“Oh dear” just about covered it. 


I knew what this room should have looked like, but only
because I had a painting to compare it to. Lighting strips along the base of
the walls provided ambient light, similar to the tunnel. It looked much like
emergency lighting, as if they were on a backup generator or something. The
arched dome ceiling overhead was half-caved in, and every wall in line of sight
leaned at a significant angle, as if someone had taken the Hub by one
side and shook it hard to the right. The chairs and such were all jumbled
together, almost stacked against one side of the wall, and the floor itself
slanted significantly. I had to stand cockeyed to brace myself. This didn’t
bear any resemblance to the waiting room in the painting. It was just a wrecked
room, thick with dust. I didn’t see any other gates here, but we were probably
in a gate waiting room just for London visitors. We’d likely see the other
gates tied to the international platforms as we walked. Maybe. The scale of
this single room made it clear the Hub was ginormous. We’d be here a while,
that was for sure. 


“What happened?” Jackson asked in bewilderment,
basically voicing what we all thought. “It’s almost as if this place
experienced an earthquake!”


“Perhaps it did,” Richard stated slowly, turning in place to
look around him. “I’ve seen this kind of damage before. Either something
happened to the foundations of this place and sent a strong kinetic energy
ripping through it, or something is structurally wrong here to make it warped
like this.” 


“A building flaw can do this?” Zoya asked him incredulously.



“Remember, dear lady, we’re not dealing with the average
building. It’s rare, I grant you, but I’ve seen buildings cave and warp due to
a lack of connecting framing, which didn’t give the roof and walls enough
support.” 


I was reminded of a few Holmes on Homes episodes
where Mike was honestly not sure how a building still stood because of that
very issue. “So, you think the framework either wasn’t sufficient to the weight
load, or it wasn’t tied together properly?”


Richard turned to me, his expression that of a proud
professor speaking to a student. “Precisely. It could be they tried to do so,
but failed to consider the foundational challenge. If this isn’t braced on
something solid, like earth, then it would need to be self-supporting. That’s
an engineering nightmare with something this large.”


“Based on ancient building techniques, no less,” someone
muttered sarcastically. “Oh, I can see how things went wrong, alright.”


“Let’s go further in, see what we see,” Richard encouraged
everyone. “If we see more evidence to support that something impacted it, then
this might be repairable.” 


I loved how he didn’t voice the obvious. If this was a
structural flaw, then it might not be fixable. And y’know, my money was on the
structural fault. It would explain why no one had tried to fix it and just shut
the Hub down instead. They probably just had no idea how to handle the problem.



We came to an end terminal, so we only had one direction to
go, which was straight and down a hallway. The walls were warped here, too, but
not as badly. We still didn’t get too close to them, or even brush up against
them, for fear it was just gravity holding things in check right now. We all
had our guards up, ready to throw up personal wards just in case. I was
starting to wish for something like a hard hat or some safety gear, too. 


The whole thing looked eerie. You know how schools at night
look and feel creepy, as if there’s something right past your shoulder, or dead
ahead in a dark hallway you can’t quite make out? Multiply that feeling by ten
and that was the Hub. There was only emergency lighting in here, little glowing
channels along the base of the floors to give illumination, and everything else
was cast in shadow. It smelled really musty too. There was no air circulation
whatsoever. 


Nothing about this place gave me an orientation of where I
was. I had no sense of direction here and that freaked me out on an internal
level. 


Ciarán put a hand on my shoulder and leaned in to ask in a
low tone, “Are you cold? You keep shivering.” 


“Goosebumps,” I admitted to him. “I’m not cold, just a
little freaked out. There’s something fundamentally wrong here.” 


Klaus appeared at my other elbow and looked me over in
concern. “Yes, the area here is warped. That’s what you’re sensing. I forget
sometimes how sensitive you Imagineers are.”


“Where are we?” Zoya demanded of the group. “I keep
waiting for some sign, but I can’t figure this out. And the gravity is off here.
I feel much lighter. I will swear we’re not on Earth.”


“Oh, we’re not on Earth,” Aisling assured us flatly. She
kept looking around her as if ready for something spooky to leap out. “We’re
not on the planes, either. We’re somewhere else, in between. I’m not sure
entirely where. I can just sense the oddity of it.” 


“Well, that doesn’t sound promising.” Jackson lifted eyes to
the weird, pitch-black sky overhead and squinted as if trying to discern
something. “You can’t sense where?”


“No. Not a plane I normally walk, that I know for sure.
Oisin?”


Oisin shook his head, looking just as disturbed as the other
druids. “No, we’re not connected to an actual plane. But I think we’re tethered
to one. I sense the tethers, at least. But it’s not something I’ve been able to
put eyes on yet.”


“So, we need to find a way to dig into the Hub,” James
summed up, looking grim. “We’re not getting concrete answers until we do.
Klaus, I’d truly like to get hands on our tools.”


Klaus grunted, expression peeved as he turned in place,
panning the area. “I keep searching for a suitable place to open a Door and
bring your equipment through, but so far nothing is strong enough. Or stable
enough.”


“Wow. That’s really not good news.” I felt my stress levels
ratchet up another few notches. I’d need a good book and a hot tub of water
after this to unwind. 


“No,” Klaus agreed grimly. He turned his head to look around
us. You could barely see hints of the stores that used to line this area, their
wares still in the windows, but no longer neatly displayed, instead jumbled up
in a pile. “I used to question the decision of closing the Hub. It’s hard to
envision anything an Imagineer can’t fix. But seeing this place, I realize now
the scope of the problem. This might be beyond any team of Imagineers to
restore.” 


“Yeah,” I agreed faintly, “no kidding. Speaking as one of
the Imagineers in question.”


“AH!” Richard cried out ahead of us in a happy tone. “Yes,
precisely what we need!”


Good news? Oh, yes, please! We could really use some good
news. I was feeling all sorts of overwhelmed just then. 


I caught up to him and realized what he meant. He’d found a
sign, now half off its hinges, with a map on it, written in six different
languages. Thankfully, one of them was English—old school, we were talking
Victorian Era—but still perfectly readable English. We all took our phones and
immediately snapped a picture. A map was super useful to have at this juncture.



“Alright, I feel better suggesting this now.” Richard turned
and faced the group as a whole. “I would like to split up at this point. I want
a team to go towards the outer rim, poke around there and see if you can figure
out where we are. I want another team to start taking things carefully
apart—mostly the floor—and see if we can figure out what the foundation and
supports are doing. I want another team to find the main control tower in this
place. I assume it’s the tall tower we saw in the pictures. If there are
blueprints in existence, they are surely there.” 


Klaus lifted a hand, “Why don’t Reagan, Ciarán, and I go
hunt for the main control room? I still haven’t found a place I can set up a
Door. If we head for the center of the building, I might have better luck.” 


Richard gave him a nod. “Fine by me. Zoya?”


“Da, it’s fine,” Zoya assured him. “Jackson, Liam, and I can
try for the outer rim, da? I think a glamour is overhead, but it’s not working
right. I want to see if I can undo it. It might tell us where we are.” 


“Be careful on that, please, but certainly. The rest of you,
with me. Let’s carefully take a few things apart and see if we can’t figure out
some of the structure, possibly what happened here. Everyone is on channel 1?”


We all waved walkie-talkies at him in confirmation. 


“Alright, disperse. And talk to each other, keep us all
updated.”


I personally found the silence in this place oppressive, so
I was happy to chatter. I kept the map up on my phone and used it to navigate
by. So far, we seemed to be following a very uncomplicated route of dead ahead,
Captain. 


The streets were oddly empty at moments, full of debris at
others. I skirted by some of it. Ciarán gave me a hand over the piles too big
to easily hop, and Klaus had to clamber over some as well, but we all managed. The
central tower loomed ahead of us like a dark shape against an even inkier sky.
It was a strange inside-outside feeling, like I was walking through an outdoor
mall. Still in a building complex, but outside at the same time. The trip also
felt like it took forever because no matter how much we walked, it didn’t feel
like we made a lot of progress. Just how big was the Hub, anyway? 


After eons and eons—fine, it was like an hour and a half—we
finally made it to the base of the tower. What I could see of it looked pretty,
or it had been at one time. The tower spiraled upward with white grooves in it,
an elegant, twisting shape. Some of it was broken and warped, but the remains
told the story of its beauty in former years. 


“It has a Fae sort of look to it,” Klaus noted, touching the
side of the building with light fingertips. “They favor this sort of elegant
twist, like an ice sculpture.” 


“Yeah, that’s what it reminds me of.” I’d take his word on
the Fae part, not having been in their territory to see for myself. I put the
walkie-talkie to my mouth and said, “Finally reached the tower. Looking for a
door now.” 


Zoya’s voice came over the tiny speaker, “Does it look
safe, devushka?”


I looked to Klaus for this, as he had a better sense of the
structure than I did. He gestured for the walkie-talkie, so I handed it to him.



“Seems solid enough, only semi-tilted,” he answered. “We’ll
go in by stages.”


“Keep us posted,” she requested. 


It meant walking to the side a few feet, but we finally
found the door, still on its hinges but thankfully unlocked. Ciarán opened it
for us, and I panned my flashlight around. The inside of the tower had such
little lighting that I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face without the
flashlight. I walked with Klaus as my point, Ciarán guarding my rear. There was
nothing at the base of the building except a foyer and stairs leading up. 


And up. 


Did I mention up?


At least it wasn’t a spiral staircase, there was that. But
still. UP. 


Somewhere around floor 1,368, I panted out, “I should have
worn a Fitbit today. I would have so gotten my steps in.” 


Klaus also panted a bit for breath and waved us to a stop at
the next landing, just to catch our breath. Ciarán didn’t seem all that winded,
but he routinely ran around as either a horse or a cat, which I guess was sort
of an aerobics exercise? Enough that he didn’t think anything of climbing
multiple flights of stairs.


“I think we took the wrong door,” Ciarán stated, looking
around. “I think this was the back service entrance. It’ll go straight to the
top, or the mechanics room, whichever floor that is on.” 


I stared at him in absolute dismay. “Uh. Seriously?”


“Common thing back in the day,” Klaus agreed and groaned as
he said it, as if only just realizing it himself. “That should have been a Door
downstairs, to connect directly to the mechanics room or the service quarters, either
one. The stairs here were a backup measure in case the Door ever had an issue,
nothing more.” 


Well, that would make more sense than forcing poor working
employees to lug toolboxes up and down multiple flights of steps. I mean, that
was just cruel and unusual punishment, right there. “Yeah, so…where does that
leave us? Do we continue to go up? Go back down, try a different door, see
where that leads us?”


Klaus stared over the railing toward the bottom doubtfully.
“I’d rather not go down. We’re still about halfway up, which means we’d have to
climb the same height on the other side.” 


“Veeeery good point.” I nodded in vigorous support of this
opinion. “So, not down. Up?”


“Either that”—Ciarán pointed to the blank wall ahead of us—“or
you can create a doorway here and we can walk through to the other side. There
should be either an office or another staircase we can use.”


“Office would be great.” Mostly because an office meant we’d
be finally getting somewhere. We were here to hunt for clues, and stairways
didn’t have any clues to offer. Offices would improve our odds. “Klaus, is the
wall stable enough for a door?”


“Hmm. I think so. Make sure it has a solid frame around it,”
he suggested. 


“Solid frame I can do.” I envisioned the front door to my
own house, as that was something I’d seen so often it took no brain power to
envision. As I did so, I mentally called upon the universe for good luck. Dear
eyelashes, wishbones, dandelions, pennies, shootings stars, and various
birthday candles I’ve blown on over the years, do your job. 


The door looked good and solid, so I opened the knob and
swept it aside. My anticipation immediately fell flat. I’d never make a wish on
birthday candles again. 


More stairs. 














 





This side of the tower was an improvement over the other for
the simple fact that offices branched off on each level. We went in to each
one, but they seemed to be cleared out for the most part. The employees had
taken the time to pack everything up and haul it off, not leaving much behind
but furniture, it seemed. And usually just odd pieces—a chair here, a filing
cabinet there, things like that. Nothing helpful, anyway. 


We were on floor 3,622 (to be honest I lost count) when Zoya
got on the walkie-talkie. 


“We found controls for the glamour dome,” she
reported. 


James’ response was immediate. “So, there is a glamour
dome overhead?”


“Da, but no. It was in place overhead. Now it isn’t. The
only thing still operating is for atmosphere.” 


I blinked down at the walkie-talkie. Wait, so that inky
darkness overhead was natural? There wasn’t any glamour giving that appearance?
But there wasn’t a single light in the sky, not even a star, which meant we
weren’t on any terrestrial plane. Uh. So…that left the million-dollar question,
I guess. 


“Where are we?” Liam asked plaintively. 


It wasn’t the first time someone asked it, but it was
disturbing we still didn’t have an answer to the question. You’d think, after
several hours of poking around, someone would catch a clue. On the other hand,
hundreds of thousands of visitors had tramped through the Hub and never once
guessed where it was, either, so maybe it wasn’t that strange. 


“Reagan, anything?”


I love how Jackson asked that. I mean, seriously, if I had
any clue of where we were, I would have been shouting it from the rooftops by
now. “We’ve only gone through about a dozen offices at this point, and there’s
not much left in them. Furniture, odds and ends, no paperwork. People packed up
and left.” 


“Odd,” Aisling noted. “We saw merchandise in some
of these windows.”


“But not much,” James pointed out. “I would imagine
it was whatever people couldn’t quickly cart off, or couldn’t fit, that’s what
was left behind. The shops would have the worst of it, having so much inventory
to move.” 


That could explain why the bigger pieces of furniture were
left here in the offices, too. I saw traces of Doors, so I assume they could
move things to a certain degree, but moving absolutely everything in a short
amount of time just didn’t seem possible. As evidenced by what was left behind.



James seemed to be thinking aloud as he asked, “Zoya, you
said the glamour is off. Was it turned off or destroyed?”


“Seems to be turned off. The sigils and control panel are
still relatively intact, at least. I see no obvious signs of damage. The
controls were designed to display a full twenty-four-hour day, complete with a
rising and setting sun and cloud cover. It’s incredibly impressive work and
obviously not the doing of an Imagineer. A full team of sorcerers would have been
needed to pull this off. They even have weather gauges to give a light spring
shower if they felt like it.” 


We all let out a low whistle at that. 


“There’s also atmospheric controls to keep the air
quality in certain tolerances. I don’t see how this would be necessary if we
were anywhere on the material plane.” 


No, I didn’t either. Seriously, where were we? What she
rattled off was something I would expect on a space station. No one needed to
have full atmosphere control unless they were outside the atmosphere. 


“Zoya,” Jackson requested seriously, “record every
bit of that, will you? So I can look at it properly tonight back at Agna’s.”



“We’re doing so now. Just in case.” 


In case something went drastically wrong while we were
trooping around in this creepy place? Yeah, I didn’t blame her on that. Klaus,
Ciarán, and I trooped out into the hallway. I paused on the landing of the
stairs, looking around uneasily. Seriously, there was something spooky about
this place. I couldn’t put my finger on it. There were too many things to put a
finger on, really. 


Ciarán noticed and asked, “Something wrong?”


“I’m just really glad we’re not closer to Samhain, let me
say that,” I answered, reluctantly moving toward the stairs again. “This place
is creepy as all get out, and being anywhere near October seems like a drastically
poor life decision.” 


“It’s not haunted,” Klaus assured me. At least, it should
have been a reassurance, but he looked grim and was also eyeing our surrounding
walls uneasily. “What you’re sensing is the funhouse effect. Because the
perspective of the stairs is changing as we climb, it feels like a warped
tunnel, and our senses are constantly reorienting to it. It’s disconcerting and
the sensation gets worse the higher up we go.” 


“Oh,” I said faintly. “Lovely. Um, what do you say we ignore
the rest of these probably empty offices and go straight up? See if there’s a
control room up there or not. I want to get back down as quick as possible.” 


Both men seemed to think this was a good idea. They nodded,
and we started going straight up. I didn’t think we had many more stories left
to go, maybe fifteen. 


Okay. I may have whimpered when I thought that. I was going
to be so, so sore tomorrow. I’d reached that stage where I was already
exhausted from next week. 


Through some kind of grace or luck or just sheer
determination, we finally reached the top floor. I could actually hear the
creaking of the walls now, feel a slight sway. It wasn’t like air pushed the
building back and forth, but more like gravity pulled it all to the right.
There was a visible tilt to the room. I felt like I was in the tower of Pisa,
no joke. 


If this was a control room, it was the strangest one I’d
ever seen. The space was large and perfectly round, big enough to jam three
minivans inside with room left over. The walls seemed to be nothing but stained
glass and mortar framing. I couldn’t see a trace of stone. There were no
control boards lining the wall like an aircraft control tower would have.
Instead, there was something in the middle, stretched from floor to ceiling,
and it looked sort of alive? Like a huge tree, but we only saw the trunk. It
didn’t look really like a trunk, though, not quite wood texture. I wasn’t quite
sure what it was, to be honest. 


I’d made my round on the tree-like thing so turned to
recording what was left of the room. It was actually incredibly beautiful. Each
stained-glass window told part of a story. Klaus and Ciarán were busy staring
at one and trying to decipher words written into a bottom panel, although I could
tell they also listened and tracked my movements. I made sure to keep my form
slow and steady so the focus on my phone’s camera didn’t blur as I panned up
and down each window. 


Then I returned to staring at the center, because I still
had no answer for that. 


“What is that?” I asked, almost rhetorically. 


“I’ve seen this before,” Ciarán answered slowly. “I traveled
once with a druid on their own plane, and they had trees like this.”


“Oh, so it is a tree?”


“I think so. It bears a remarkable resemblance, at least.” 


I hit record on my phone again, slowly covering it from
every angle. With my other hand, I put the walkie-talkie near my mouth.
“Aisling.”


“Here.”


“So, I think we’re at the main control tower. And we’re
seeing this huge tree-like thing that goes straight up the center of the room?
Ciarán says he’s seen something similar to this on the druidic plane.”


“Does it look very pale, sort of twisted, with a silvery
sheen to it?”


“No silver sheen, but you’re dead on the money for the rest
of it.” 


“That, my dear, is a honed Alder Tree. It’s similar to
what you see on Earth, but when they’re honed, they’re crafted and grown to be
a tether between planes. Ha! I had a feeling we’d find at least one on the Hub
somewhere. It only made sense, really. The platforms being tethered as they
were, they had to have an anchor. Something to recognize and tether TO, you
see. And the only way for a druid to do their work is to tie it into something
living, and trees are the best for it.”


How did I see this huge trunk now and not before? Had the
whole building been built to wrap around this thing, so that only the top part
of it was visible? Why? What was I even looking at? “So, did they grow this
tree in place? We saw no hint of it on the way up here.”


“My guess is they started its growth on Earth and then
moved it here, wherever here is. The building was built around it. Alder Trees
are incredibly large once fully mature.”


Yeah, that part was obvious. I’d just climbed fifty
gazillion stairs and still hadn’t reached the top of the tree. I mean, I didn’t
see a hint of branches even at the top of the tower, so that said something
about the height of this tree. 


James slid into the conversation. “Would the tree
continue to grow?”


“They’re not supposed to. A honed tree is grown to
maximum size and then only regenerates itself. It doesn’t grow past that height
or girth. It’s what makes them ideal for tethering. Earth trees cause us trouble.
We have to renew the tethers every hundred years or so because they change so
much in size.” 


Huh. Made sense. 


“Aisling,” Jackson inquired, “are you still
certain about the tethers only functioning as a road?”


“Yes, there’s no if’s about that. They can’t be any other
way, really. It would be like asking a paved road to also function as a house.
Even with a please and thank you, there’s no way for it to work. Why?”


“We’re still not seeing any sign of how this place is
here. Or where here is.” 


“Hmm. We do need an answer to that. Alright, two ways to
possibly ask. Reagan, sweets, put your hand up against the tree’s trunk and see
if it will speak to you. It might give you a strong sense of where it is, and
we’ll have our answer. If it won’t, then can either you or Klaus make a Door
for me? I can just pop over and ask it myself.”


I didn’t blame her for avoiding those stairs. Although how I
was supposed to get a tree to talk to me, I wasn’t sure. Trees had never talked
to me before. Or was this such a second-nature thing that druids thought all
people could talk to trees? Anyway, game to try if it meant leaving this room
faster. The tower still unnerved me on some level. 


Returning to the tree, I put my phone back into my fanny pack
and freed up a hand. Then I put my palm flat against the tree’s very smooth
bark. It gave a little under the light pressure, which was odd. Or was that my
imagination? Either way, no sense of anything. “Aisling, it’s not talking to
me.” 


“Try again, hold it for a moment,” she encouraged. 


“Druids,” Klaus despaired, already heading for the doorway,
no doubt to create a Door. “They think anyone can talk to trees.”


Ciarán snickered in front of the window. 


I was with Klaus on this one, but I rolled my eyes and
wrapped both arms around the tree. I could at least tell her I tried, even if
it did feel weird hugging—


At that moment, everything went wrong at once. The solid
bark against me disintegrated abruptly, as if it had only been a shell of thin papier-mâché
this whole time. The entire tree went from being solid and in front of me to
nothing but dust in the wind, the entirety of it gone in a split second.
Because I’d had to lean into it to get my arms around any of its trunk, I lost
my balance. The tree’s girth had been large enough that no windmilling on my
part caught the edges of the floor, and I free-fell headfirst into the hole. 


My heart leapt into my throat, panic filling my brain so
fast I went dizzy with it. I could hear Klaus and Ciarán screaming my name, but
it was in a tunnel effect, air rushing past my ears stealing away most of their
voices. I knew precisely how much height I had to fall, having climbed it, and
I panicked all over again as I realized there was no way I would survive it.
Not freefalling like this. 


I had seconds to react, seconds before I hit the ground or
floor or whatever it was beneath me. Instinctively, I threw my hands over my
head at the same time I shouted, “WARD!”


A ward of the thickest, most cushiony substance I could
think of wrapped around me from head to toe. It was like a bounce house on
steroids. I still fell, though, and could feel myself heading for the ground. I
tried to mitigate that fall one more time. “NET!”


The net was a blind throw on my part, trying to catch the
edges of floor below me, something that would catch hold and take my weight. I
felt it three seconds later, landing hard despite the padded cushions
surrounding me. I hit with a bounce, then hit again, a little softer this time.
It jarred me badly enough that I felt nausea welling up inside me in a hot,
bitter tide. I tried to swallow it back as I fought my way free of the layers around
me. 


The feeling of air on my face told me I was free, but I had
no light to see by. It was pitch black down here without even a trace of light.
I rolled a little to the side, and that did it. My stomach pitched a fit and I promptly
threw up. 


And I didn’t even hear a splatter as it landed. Oh man.
Crrraaaap on a stick, that wasn’t good. Just how much further did I have to
fall? Could the net hold me? I didn’t even know what I’d caught it on. Did I
even dare wiggle and test the limits of my net? I went abruptly still with
fear, almost rigid with it. 


“Reagan! REAGAN! God, child, answer me!”


Klaus. I could hear him through the walkie-talkie,
thankfully not damaged in my dramatic fall. I lay still, panting and fighting
my still-upset stomach, but pulled it toward my face. I’d never been good with
amusement park rides, and that one had been like the worst rollercoaster in the
world while under maintenance. In a blizzard. “Here. I’m here.” 


“What’s wrong with Reagan?” Zoya demanded, voice
rising. 


Klaus was a brave man. He ignored her. “Reagan, are you
alright?” 


“Absolutely sick to my stomach, but otherwise okay.” 


Ciarán had more survival instincts. He explained quickly,
the words tripping over themselves, “She fell down a hole, where the tree
was. It fell apart when she touched it and she toppled through head first and
Reagan, you’re not hurt seriously? How?”


“Threw a bounce house around myself and a net to catch me.
Really glad about the net. I, uh, don’t feel any kind of floor below me.” Here
I paused and swallowed hard. I pulled my phone out and turned on the
flashlight, shining it in all directions, but all I saw were the rounded edges
of the floors above and below me. 


“Reagan, where are you?” Zoya demanded urgently. “How
far did you fall?”


I saw nothing but darkness below and the faint grey of light
from above. Literally nothing else. “I don’t know. I wish I could tell you, but
I honestly have no idea where I am.” 














 





“Don’t panic,” Zoya cautioned, tone soothing. “We
do know approximately where you are, as you fell straight down. How far down is
the question. What hints can you give us?”


“Not much. The opening above my head is the faintest grey. I
can’t even see light, really, just a lighter patch of darkness. I’ve got a lot
of open space below me, I can tell you that. Not even a hint of a floor.” I
turned my head around carefully, as I still wasn’t sure what the net was
attached to. Aside from my willpower. “The walls are this weird striated sort
of material? I’m not sure what it is, to be frank. But there’s no openings.” 


“Reagan, can you create a door? Any kind of opening?”



I think I saw where Klaus was going with this. “You think
you can connect a Door to it, pull me out?”


“I’ll bet I can. I know approximately where you are, and
it might take a false try, but I should be able to.”


I trusted his knowledge on this better than my own limited
understanding of how his magic worked. All I knew was that a kobold could reach
out to an approximate area, find a doorframe, and connect to it. As long as it
was the right shape and in the right general area, their magic would connect
the dots. It was likely more complicated than that, but it was how Klaus had explained
it to me the time I’d asked. 


“I think I can, but give me a second. I need to create a
better floor to stand on. Right now I’m balancing my weight on a net.”


“Do so,” Klaus encouraged. 


Because I wasn’t messing around, I went with a full steel
floor, something that perfectly fit the edges of the round tube I currently
found myself in, with mega I-beam supports running underneath it to hold it in
place. Only then did I feel like I could breathe properly. With a sigh of
relief, I untangled myself fully and stood. My floor didn’t even notice my body
weight. Good floor. Floor is friend. 


Since the surrounding wall looked and felt the same, I went
with the patch in front of me to create a doorway-ish opening. It had a slight
curve to the sides, but there wasn’t much I could do about that. “Klaus, it’s
curving on the edges some, is that going to cause trouble?”


“It shouldn’t, but I’ll keep that in mind. Are you ready,
then?”


“I am, yeah.” Really ready to get out of here. I was still a
little nauseous, to tell you the truth. I wanted Gatorade and to lay down for a
while. I was really starting to hate the Hub. 


A Door abruptly appeared in the opening, as fully intact as
if a carpenter had hung it there himself. It glowed to my magical sight, as
every Door did, a clear indication that it connected to a different space
beyond its immediate surroundings. I cheered before realizing the walkie-talkie
button wasn’t pressed and quickly remedied that. “Klaus, it connected. I’m
stepping through.”


I opened the door and wasn’t even properly inside when two
pairs of hands grabbed me and hauled me through. I latched onto both of them
and ended up in a three-way group hug, and I was never so relieved in my life
to be in one. Klaus had me more around my waist, Ciarán around my shoulders, creating
this messy octopus of limbs. I didn’t care. I was shaking, literally trembling
from head to toe, still nauseous from my fright, with tears threatening to
spill over. Only their hands, comforting and with strong grips, kept me from
falling apart altogether. I’d come far too close to death. 


“Do you have her?” my master demanded irately. “Don’t
keep me in suspense over here!”


Ciarán answered with his walkie-talkie, “We’ve got her.
She’s alright.”


“Klaus, get her down here now.”


Klaus was perfectly okay with this plan, as he mostly let go
and gave me a pat to the cheek. He did keep an arm around my waist,
half-support, but mostly because neither of us wanted to let go of each other
just yet. “Thank you for being so quick-witted, child. I’ve never blessed your
brains so much as I have today.” 


“That was beyond freaking scary,” I admitted, making a face.
I nearly vibrated with the need to get out of here. Tower and I were no longer
friends. “I’d rather face down a wendigo any day.” 


“That’s saying something, since you’ve done exactly that.”
Ciarán’s eyes took me in, studying me from head to toe and his expression drew
into a frown. “You’re looking more than a little green, a stór.”


“I’m really bad with rollercoasters, and that was like the
worst rollercoaster ever. I threw up after I landed and I’m still queasy,
honestly.” Gatorade, lay down. Gatorade, lay down. It was my mantra. 


“We’ll get you down and then you can lie still for a bit,”
Klaus promised over his shoulder. He was already at the door, making it into a
Door so we could quickly leave. 


Sounded like heaven. Especially since no stairs would be
involved in my descent. Kobold magic for the win. 


Klaus’s Doors were a thing of beauty, and it connected
perfectly to the one at the base of the tower. We went through without
hesitation, and I was never so grateful to have flat ground all around me. And
no trees. Especially no trees. 


Since I really still wanted that Gatorade, I made myself one
and sipped at it as we walked back toward a relatively clear plaza. Klaus
paused us there, near a fountain that no longer ran with water, and used one of
the shop’s doors nearby to create yet another Door. He reached in and came out
with a big recliner, which he moved out. I was promptly situated into it,
curled up with a fuzzy blanket, feet propped up on an ottoman. 


“Kobold powers are the bomb,” I told Klaus, mostly to make
him smile. 


He stroked hair from my face, smiling down at me. He still
looked very worried and upset, but Klaus hated it when I got hurt. I didn’t
expect him to be okay with what just happened. None of us were okay with it. 


“They come in handy from time to time,” he said gently. “How
are you feeling, child?”


“Loads better. Starting to really hate the Hub, though.”


“I admit I’m not fond of it myself.” He kept stroking my
hair, cuddling me against his side, and I could practically feel his protective
instincts go into overdrive. It was nice, having his warmth pressed in close,
and I leaned into it, taking the comfort. 


Ciarán went cat and curled himself into my side, front paws
resting on my knees. My hand naturally gravitated there and stroked him.
Really, was there any motion more soothing than petting a cat? Especially one
cuddled up and snuggly. He even purred at me. With both of them curled around
me like this, I felt more than a little loved. 


Aisling’s voice came over the walkie-talkie. “Loves, I’m
glad Reagan’s alright, but we’ve a bigger problem at hand just now. That tree,
I do believe, was the tether for the Hub.”


It took an embarrassingly long second for that to connect. I
blame the fall for scrambling my brain. Of course, for the platforms to connect
to something on the Hub, the tree would have to be it. And if the tree was
poof, no more, then…oh crap. Crappity crap crap, we miiiiight be in trouble.
“Houston, we have all the problems.”


Jackson demanded, “But if the tree was in such bad shape
that a single touch destroyed it, doesn’t that mean it wasn’t connected in the
first place? It couldn’t have possibly functioned in that state, could
it?”


“Could and apparently did,” Liam corrected grimly. “I’m
at the gate right now, checking the connection, and the tether is in ragged
ribbons now. No using it.”


“It must have been just intact enough to anchor the
tether,” Oisin theorized. “The shell of it was still there, after all.
Reagan, the hole you fell down, any hint of moisture in there?”


I lifted the walkie-talkie to answer, “No, none. Dry as a
bone.” 


“That’s it, then. That’s why. Without a water supply
going to the tree, it dried up past redemption. Everyone, I hate to break it to
you, but the Hub is done for.”


James was quick to protest, “Surely all of you druids can
help us grow another tree and tether it back in here!”


“Growing the tree isn’t a problem, no,” Aisling
agreed heavily. “But James, don’t be daft, man. Think this through. That
tree was huge, larger than any Redwood, and the Hub must have been built around
it. The central tower, at least, was built around it, which means we’d have to
tear this place half apart to get a tree back in. We can’t grow one in situ. The
conditions up here aren’t right for it.”


Richard cut in plaintively, “Can we argue about building
the Hub later and figure out first how to get back to London? I can’t say I
fancy living out the rest of my life up here.”


“I came up here with you as a secondary measure against this
very problem, remember?” Klaus reminded him patiently. “We can pass through one
of my Rooms and return to London.” 


“Oh. I, ah, actually did forget that for a moment. Ever
so glad you’re with us, Klaus.” 


“So am I.”


I thirded this with a vigorous nod. I may have found Klaus’s
caution a little ridiculous and overbearing before, but it turned out he’d been
totally right to worry. His caution had just saved a lot of lives. I guess when
you’re as old as he was, you develop a fine meter of when it was all about to
hit the fan. Or maybe it was just that he’d learned to take things cautiously
and not trust in good luck. 


“Alright, you lot, I’m not inclined to stay up here much
longer,” James informed us, sounding really put out. Like, cat-with-a-stepped-on-tail
put out. “This place is bloody dangerous even when we’re being cautious, and
it’s not giving us much in the way of answers. We’re nearing two o’clock in the
afternoon as it is, so I vote we spend another two hours up here, investigate
as much as we can, then go home. We’ll convene and talk about what each of us
have figured out back at Agna’s and then decide from there if we’ll return to
the Hub. Sound good?”


A chorus of assents answered him. 


“As for Reagan,” James continued, “I think she’s
had enough for the day. I know her guardians would like her in a safer spot for
today. Reagan, how about you nip ahead of us to Agna’s, relax, and wait for us
to rejoin you?”


I didn’t want to wuss out, but I really had reached my
limit. I was still rattled from my near-death experience, and if I never set
foot in the Hub again, it would be too soon. I wanted out. I was dreaming of
normalcy to help put myself back on an equilibrium. A hot bath, anime, maybe
some Final Fantasy to kill all the things sounded like a good way to improve my
mood.


“He speaks sense, devushka,” Zoya encouraged. “You’ve
had a bad scare and that fall likely scrambled you up. Take a rest. You’ve more
than earned it.” 


It didn’t seem like anyone was giving me an option on this.
And truthfully, I wasn’t fighting it too hard. The Hub and I were no longer
friends, it wasn’t invited to my birthday party anymore, and it was even crossed
off my Christmas card list. I was more than ready to leave. “Okay.” 


Klaus informed them, “The Door for your equipment is at the
base of the tower, to the west side, in a small plaza. I’ll leave the recliner
out here as a marker for the right spot. I’ll take her through, see her
settled, and then return for all of you.” 


There was clear relief in Zoya’s voice. “Thank you, Klaus.”



Good to his word, Klaus created a Door to the equipment room
and then took me through it, Ciarán trotting at my heels. Agna sat on the other
side of the room, peeling potatoes. When we came through the back door and into
the kitchen, she looked up sharply. Her hands paused on the potato, her eyes
taking us in. 


“What happened?” she demanded sharply, already rising. 


“We were at the top of the central tower when Reagan fell
through a deep hole,” Klaus reported, each word bitten off. “She’s shaken and
nauseous. Agna, you’ve the fixings for porridge?”


“Of course I do.” 


“I’ll make some for her in a moment. Child, how about a lie
down?”


I shook my head. “Can I have a hot bath? I’m really sore.
And I feel kind of gross and sweaty.”


“Of course,” he assured me, turning me by the waist to lead
me upstairs. “Epsom salts too, to help with the soreness. Do you want your
porridge sweet?”


“Can I have the pumpkin porridge again?” Klaus had made it
for me once, coaxing me into trying a bite because frankly, pumpkin porridge sounded
weird to me. It was apparently popular over in Asian countries, though. After
that first bite, I may or may not have eaten the rest of the pot that night.
There were no leftovers. 


“You may have whatever you think you can stomach. I’ll be
pleased to make that for you.” Klaus seemed happy I wanted to eat. 


And I didn’t, really, but I suspected that after relaxing in
a hot bath for a while, I might change my mind on that. 


He drew the bath for me and fetched another change of
clothes, something super comfy and loose fitting. Then he withdrew and I was
able to slide into blissfully hot water. 


I may have zoned out for a while, just sitting there,
splashing the water a bit with my fingers. The stress of what happened eased
out of my joints. I hadn’t realized how much my body had locked up until I took
a breath and things released. The Epsom salts had been a really good call. 


Eventually, I got bored of just sitting there. And I felt a
little bad that everyone else was still working and I wasn’t. Granted, I’d been
sent home early for a reason, but still. I reached over to the counter,
snagging my phone, and chose to upload all the pictures and video I had taken
today into the Gramarye folder. People around the world were hungry for
more information, for news of what we’d discovered. I figured an update
couldn’t hurt. 


Then I opened a Word doc and typed out everything I could
remember while it was all fresh in my head. I cheated and used speech-to-text
after a while because no one wanted to type all of that out on a phone. But
getting the impressions of it all down was the important part, not the method. 


By that point, the water had cooled significantly, and I
found my appetite was back after all. Pumpkin porridge sounded good. I dragged
my pruned self out and threw on comfy clothes, feeling more human. As I
returned downstairs, I heard voices. Oh? Had people returned? Granted, it had
been about two hours. 


I still had two steps to go when Zoya appeared at the bottom
and looked up at me. Her eyes crinkled up in a smile, but it drooped a bit
around the edges. “How are you, devushka?”


“I’m loads better,” I assured her, closing in for a hug. She
wrapped both arms around my shoulders and rocked us a bit. It felt nice, this
comfort. 


“I’m very glad you’re alright,” she said against my hair,
and some of the tension eased out of her. “And very glad you’re a quick study,
da? Still, I’m of two minds about you going back in.” 


“Yeah, me too.” I’d go if they wanted me to, but part of me
really rather wouldn’t. I may be traumatized for life. Well, okay, not really,
but still. 


She pulled back and looked me dead in the eye, studying my
expression and weighing her words. “How do you feel about staying here tomorrow
and organizing all of our findings? The pictures and video and reports.”


“I’m okay with that, if that’s what you want me to do. I did
a little myself while I was in the bath.” 


“Da, good. I’m not sure if we’ll go back in tomorrow,” she
admitted, this at a more confidential volume. “Richard and Jackson both think
it’s a bad idea to dig any deeper than we have. But we might go back up with a
witch, when Seo Ra Im gets here, and do a seeking spell for blueprints. If none
respond to her call, then we’ll stop. You weren’t the only one almost hurt
today.”


Alarmed, I demanded, “Who else?”


“Aisling almost took a tumble, too, and Richard got a nasty
cut we had to stop and attend to after you left. Not as scary as your fall, but
still. Not good.” 


“Crikey,” I muttered. “That place really is dangerous. I can
see now why they didn’t try to fix it.”


“Don’t think it’s fixable,” Zoya agreed, looking like she’d
bitten into something rotten and covered in mold. “But the alternative is that
we have to design and build another Hub. From scratch.” 


Uh. Oh boy. “Mactep, just out of curiosity, does the job of
an Imagineer ever get easier?”


“Not that I’ve noticed, devushka.” She laughed but it ended
in a pained groan. “Not that I’ve noticed.” 














 





Klaus fussed. That was the only word for it. He prepared
favorite snacks, got me cozy and situated in an overstuffed chair in my
bedroom, all tucked in with a blanket and a manga. How he found Yona of the
Dawn, I do not know, but I enjoyed the reread. It was like he read minds of
what I needed to process what I’d lived through today. He didn’t hover,
precisely, but found ways to check in and bring me things, like water. I was
feeling rather dehydrated so drank everything he handed me. 


On his fifth trip up the stairs, I could hear him speaking
with someone. “It was a sharp fall, but she’s not hurt. Sore, nauseated, and
rattled, yes, but not seriously hurt. I know, I’m bringing the laptop up to her
now.” 


Ah. Nana. Must be. Klaus wouldn’t think to call anyone else.
I’d briefly thought about calling my parents, but…that thought was more habit
than anything else. I didn’t actually feel like calling them and only having
half their attention. Why bother? 


Klaus appeared in the doorway with laptop in hand and
brought it over to me with the explanation, “Your grandmother wants to see for
herself that you’re alright.” 


I put the manga aside on the arm of the chair and reached
for it. The woman on the screen did look fit to be tied, anxious and not shy
about showing it. I barely had the laptop pointed at me before she demanded, “Are
you truly alright?”


“Still a little shaky, like my insides are quivering,” I
admitted. I settled the laptop comfortably on my lap, tilting the screen angle
to adjust it. Ah, that was better. “And I randomly feel vertigo? Like some part
of my brain is reliving the fall, which isn’t nice. But otherwise, yeah, I’m
okay.”


She didn’t look entirely sold. I wasn’t a good salesman at
the moment, that could be why. “Klaus said you went down almost twenty
stories.”


“Holy crap, was it really that far of a drop? No wonder my
body is still up in arms about it, then. I wrapped myself up in a bounce house
and then landed on a net, so I bounced some, but I don’t think I have whiplash.
It hasn’t set in yet if I do.”


“It would have if you’d wrenched something.” Nana
pulled on a smile for me. “You look a little pale, but far better than you
should, considering the fall.”


“Tell me about it.”


“You’re not going back up there, are you?”


“No. I mean, only if it really has to happen, but no. I’m
not keen on going back, and James was upset that I almost died. Especially when
we were all being cautious. It’s kind of an insult to injury thing. He said he
was going to pull people out soon after I left. I’m not sure if anyone is going
back up there.” I shrugged, as that didn’t bother me one iota. Not at this
moment. “The Hub is basically done for, anyway, with the tree gone. There’s no
way to tether any of the platforms to the Hub without that tree.” 


Nana shook her head slowly from side to side. “This is a
right mess.”


“Tell me about it.” 


“Have you told your parents about today? In some way?”


“No. And…Nana, honestly, I’m done trying to connect to
them.” 


She blinked at me, head jerking back in surprise. “What’s
happened?”


“It’s more what HASN’T happened. You said you’ve talked with
Dad several times since I saw him in India, right?”


“Yes, we’ve been emailing almost daily.” Nana saw
where this was going and winced. “He hasn’t reached out to you?”


“No. Not an email, not a text, nothing. Complete radio silence.
From Mom too. It’s like, if I don’t remind them I exist, they honestly forget.
I thought things might change because of India, at least for Dad. That even if
he couldn’t bring himself to be a good parent, we could sort of be friends. I
had common ground with him, for once. But he still isn’t interested in talking
with me.” I spread both hands in a shrug. “They don’t know how to be parents to
me, or even friends. I’m done breaking myself against that wall of
indifference.”


Nana looked torn between murder and heartbreak. If her son
was anywhere within arm’s reach, she would have cheerfully strangled him. “I
don’t know where he got this from, Reagan. I really don’t. I always invested in
him. His father did too. We made our child our priority.”


“I don’t blame you or Grandpa for this.” I barely remembered
my grandfather, as he’d died when I was seven, but I’d been his pride and joy.
I remembered being absolutely loved by that man. “I know my father’s workaholic
indifference didn’t stem from you guys.”


“Are you truly alright with just…” She didn’t finish
the sentence, staring at me in consternation. 


“Closing them out? I doubt they’ll even notice I already
have. And yeah, I’m okay with it. I realize I wasn’t several months ago. So,
this is something of a switch on my part. But back then, I didn’t understand
why I wasn’t loved by my own parents. I kept assuming it was my fault,
somehow.” I turned my head and gave Klaus a smile, as he looked worried too.
“Now I understand it really has nothing to do with me. I’m a loveable person. I
know this because I’m now surrounded by people who love me.”


Klaus wrapped both arms around my shoulders and hugged me
tight. “You are dearly loved.”


I hugged him back, unable to suppress a grin that stretched
from ear to ear. “I love you just as much.” Pulling back, I told them both,
“I’d rather focus on the people who love me. I don’t have time to deal with
people who can’t spare me the time of day.” 


Nana nodded, a little sadly. “I understand. And I can’t
blame you. As long as you are alright with it.”


I was, oddly, alright with it. Was I disappointed? Yes, but
that disappointment was so old its edges had worn away. I was a little
surprised by how apathetic I now felt toward them. Even a year ago, I wouldn’t
have felt like this. But now? Well, now I had a father figure who actually
invested in me. Now I had dear friends at my side. And that, I supposed, made
the difference. 





Breakfast the next morning was pretty subdued. I think
everyone had had high hopes that if we could just get into the Hub, we’d be
able to figure it out. But that hadn’t really happened. Instead, we’d left with
half the answers we needed and exchanged part of our questions for a new, more
complicated set. Hard to feel like a success. 


Aisling sat next to me at the table, poking at her breakfast
more than eating it. She seemed more interested in talking to me instead. “I
saw the pictures and video you took, thanks for uploading that so quickly. It
answered a few things for me.” 


“Oh yeah? Like what?” I ate my porridge with happiness. (I
was secretly glad everyone else chose to eat the waffles and left my porridge
alone.) 


“The windows, for instance, told the story of how the Hub
was built. They started construction on the ground, and then when it was
complete, they lifted it up. The window illustrations weren’t clear exactly how
or where, but it seemed to be between the material and aethereal plane.” 


I blinked at her, waiting for the punchline. “Wait. Wait, between
planes? How is that even possible? I thought those two were pretty connected.”


“Oh, they are,” Zoya pitched in from across the table.
“Which is what makes it interesting. But apparently there’s a gap, too, a sort
of void space between them. It makes sense of the controls I saw which demanded
an atmospheric climate and perfect glamour. I imagine between the planes there
is no suitable air for a person to breathe. And the sight would have been
beyond alarming, almost panic-inducing. The glamour was there to preserve sanity.
That it also induced the mystery of where the Hub was located was more
side-effect, I think. But it was also how they drew such large amounts of
aether to power the Hub. It was literally connected to the aether plane itself.”



That imaginary hamster in my head had stopped running and now
stood in a bewildered sort of daze. Too much of this did not make sense.
“So…uh…asking the obvious question here, but how did they anchor it?”


“That’s the thing we have no answer for.” Zoya made a face.
“Jackson, James, you saw nothing to explain this?”


“No,” James admitted heavily.


“Not for lack of trying.” Jackson stabbed at his waffle with
more force then necessary. “We were able to discover a few things. A cantilever
support kept it sustained on all sides. We saw the spellwork for it engraved
into the side walls. But we couldn’t figure out if it was tied directly into
the foundational support. Trying to dismantle anything was like playing Jenga
with pieces big enough to crush you.” 


Richard nodded in fervent support of this. “Perfect
description, actually. It was all so warped, trying to remove even a floor
panel often had dangerous repercussions.”


“Is that how you guys got hurt?” I asked in concern. “I
heard a few injuries happened after I left.” 


“That was part of it,” Aisling muttered sourly. “That, and
the floor wasn’t as stable as it looked in a few areas. There’s weak spots, and
I almost found one the hard way. I do not see how going back in is a good idea
or will yield any answers.” 


“Not more than we already have.” James sagged morosely in
his chair. 


Richard grimaced as he explained to me, “But I do think I
know what went wrong with the building as a whole. You need a very strong
material to span between supports to sustain a cantilever, and that means you
must have a very large platform to work with. The building has to be able to
support itself at the base as well as hold itself up vertically. From what I
could determine, there wasn’t enough support to do both. Especially with such a
tall, vertical spire, there’s going to be many lateral forces pressing against
it. Any kind of wind event would push hard at the top of the tower, creating a
tendency to tip the structure over. I don’t know how much wind factors in
between the planes, but I assume there has to be at least some, at that
altitude. And with the structure struggling to be kept right side up, it will
start to bend under stress. The portion at the base of the tower needed to be
quite strong so it wouldn’t deform under those stresses, and I don’t think it
was. Too many windows and doorways compromised the strength of that connection
point.”


I think I followed this well enough. “So, the whole base of
the building wasn’t strong enough for the weight at the top, is what you’re
saying. It was too top-heavy and not supported enough, that’s why it twisted
and wrenched sideways like it did.”


“As expected of an Imagineer,” he responded with a wink, “you
follow along admirably. That’s it precisely. I’m afraid the original building
was doomed from the very beginning. It wasn’t built correctly. That said, the
Hub showed amazing feats of engineering and magic working that leaves me in
awe.”


“Seo Ra Im is coming in tonight, and I want to do a seeking
spell with her, see if we can find some blueprints.” James looked tired just
saying that, as if he really didn’t believe he’d find what he wished for. 


Klaus cleared his throat, an attention-getter. “Might I ask
why you’re so determined to find these blueprints? I speak from experience when
I say building technology has improved by leaps and bounds over the centuries.
What was cutting edge when the Hub was first built is very outdated now. Surely
you can build a stronger structure.” 


Jackson nodded, although he had to swallow before he could
speak. “It’s true, we can. It’s mostly the question of how they connected to
all the platforms that we need answered. That, and Richard is correct—some of
it’s ingenious. We don’t want to take away the good parts of the design.”


Looking between them, James protested, “Hang on, you make it
sound like we’re going to rebuild the Hub from scratch! I know it’s
structurally challenged, but sure—” 


Exasperated, Aisling hissed, “Don’t be stupid, James. I told
you yesterday, you can’t put a new tree in the tower. It can’t be grown in
situ. We’d have to tear that building down completely to get a new tree in.
After all the trouble we had yesterday in just taking a wall down, or opening
up a bit of floor, you think the tower will come safely down?”


James looked crestfallen. “No, but…Aisling. Think about what
you’re saying. We’d have to build the Hub from scratch. The greatest
achievement the Imagineers have ever accomplished in this world, we’ll have to
build again. Do you know how insane that project is? How much work is
involved?! I know we need it, that people have been suffering without it.
Especially in this day and age, with all the cameras, it’s hard for most clans
to travel any sort of distance. But this is…this is just….”


The adults did look overwhelmed by this, and maybe I didn’t
understand the full scope of the problem, but to me, that didn’t sound like
mission impossible. To me, that sounded like the most amazing opportunity ever.
“You make it sound like the worst possibility. Like we can’t manage it.” 


James drooped, worse than a wilted flower baking in the
Sahara. “There’s no way we can.” 


“Not with the people at this table, sure, that’s kind of a
tall task to assign just us.” I gestured to everyone listening, feeling a
little uncomfortable under this sudden spotlight. I hadn’t meant to challenge
him. But I didn’t like this defeatist attitude, either. “But the original team
that put the Hub together wasn’t a dozen people, either. They probably had a
lot more help than that. James, why are you acting like we’re alone in this? We
are so not alone. Do you know how many people ask me, on a daily basis,
for view access to the Google Drive? How many emails I answer for people around
the world, who are dying to know what’s going on? Hundreds, man. I’m talking
hundreds. Everyone wants to be a part of this, the largest, most amazing
project they’ll ever see in their lifetime.”


Here I addressed the whole table, turning my head to look
each of them in the eye. “Do you really think you’re alone in figuring this
out? If we issued a call for help this very day, we’d have dozens of people
knocking on Agna’s door by tomorrow. I guarantee this. We have the opportunity
to work the greatest magic of an age, right now. And yeah, it’s not going to be
easy. But that’s what makes it incredible, right?”


“Imagination has no limit,” Zoya said and then chuckled,
shaking her head. “Once again, my apprentice seems intent on reminding us what
Imagineers really are. James. You should not look at this as what it is, but by
what we can imagine.” 


He didn’t take his eyes from me, and I could see it in his
expression. Closed doors in his mind slowly opened as he forced himself out of
the mental corner he’d been lurking in. “With modern building techniques, it’d
be easier to build a strong structure, that’s true.” 


I nodded, encouraged by this. That was the spirit. Come on,
James. 


“I—” He paused, looking around the table as I had done,
meeting faces that slowly smiled with newfound hope. “Oh bollocks, I don’t know
what to do now. I thought us done, frankly. I didn’t see a good option. But
she’s so excited to do this, and the more I look at Reagan, the more I think
it’s possible. Not easy, no, but possible. What say you, everyone? Can we do
this?”


“I’d like to try,” Jackson confessed, practically vibrating
with the idea. “I’ve a few notions on how to make it smarter. Can’t we at least
ask everyone else, see if they’re willing to help? I think Reagan’s right, for
the record. A lot of people are likely dying to chip in, put their own stamp on
this. Let’s see how much help we can call in, before we decide this can’t be
done.” 


“My vote’s on Reagan issuing the call for help,” Oisin threw
in. “Agna, can I have some more of that ale?”


I spluttered a protest. “Wait, why me? I’m not team leader.”


“Cute girl always gets a better response,” Liam answered
with a nod to his friend.


I would have blushed at his comment if I wasn’t busy
spluttering out denials.


Liam ran right over my protests. “He’s right in that. I
think James can back her up on this, throw in a word or two of support, but
Reagan, you’ve more direct contact with most of these people than any of us. As
you said, you’re the one they’re emailing to ask for information and permissions
and such. It’s your name they know more than anyone’s.”


Uh. Well, hard to argue that. 


“And you’re the one who feels most passionate about it.”
James gave me a smile. “You’ve lit a fire under me, haven’t you? We’ll all be
in on the call; we’ll pitch in too. But I want you to start us off.” 


“You keep saying call. Are we doing another livestream?” 


“I think it’s the best way, don’t you?”


Now there was a loaded question for you. I was much more
eloquent over text. Really. 





Everyone wanted to start the live feed immediately after
breakfast, give people around the world a chance to respond. I emailed everyone
on my distribution list a head’s up that we’d have a livestream update in an hour,
then went and changed into better clothes. If I had to address most of the
Imagineers and magicians in the known world, I was not doing it in sweats.
Just, no. 


Not gonna lie, I was nervous about it, not really sure what
to say. Did I just speak my mind? Explain what problems we had today? How do
you address people like this? I sat down and sort of worked out on paper what I
wanted to say. Notes to myself. I had to start over three times, which made me
glad I’d started on paper first. 


Zoya picked up on my nerves, as did Klaus, and they both
pulled me to the side of the living room while Jackson set up the camera and
such. 


Zoya kept a hand on my arm as she explained, “Just speak
clearly. Explain what it is we need, but also tell them how excited you are
that you can build something with them. That we can do a major project like
Imagineers of old did. That sentiment is what changed everyone’s minds. We
don’t do group projects like that anymore, and there’s a fantasy wrapped up in
that, of being part of something so incredible.”


That sounded good. I liked the direction. “Okay. I can do
that.” 


“And if you’re stuck, you don’t know what else to say, then
just stop,” Klaus tacked on. “You can turn to James or Richard, ask them to
clarify the situation with the Hub. They know more of the technical aspects
than you, and it’s better coming from them, anyway.” 


“Also really good to know. Okay. I think I got this.” My
stomach was wrapped up in origami knots and my mouth was as dry as any desert
floor, but I could do this. 


That was code for I had no idea what I was doing but be
prepared to be thoroughly entertained. 


“Okay, Reagan, room is open!” Jackson called to me. “Places,
everyone. We go live in a minute.” 


I drank heavily from my water glass first, getting that
dryness out of my mouth. Then I took my place in the middle of the living room
floor. Everyone else was perched around me in various chairs, in sight of the
camera, a visible stance of support. James perched on a chair nearby, ready to
pop up when needed. 


Jackson gave me a three, two, one with his fingers, and then
we were live. 


Oh god, why did I agree to this? I tangled my sweaty hands
together, fingers knotting and hopefully out of sight of the camera angle. My
face felt hot, but hopefully my golden skin tone disguised that. I swallowed
hard and managed a smile. 


“Hi, everyone. I’m Reagan Hunt, Imagineer of Mononoke Clan.
Thanks for joining in. I know it was short notice. I’ve got a bit of an update
for you, and a request. But let me start with the update. It’s…not good news. I
wish I could say otherwise. The Hub is a hot mess express. From what we can
tell, it’s not structurally sound, and something happened to warp the very
framework. There’s very little we can salvage. Worse, the main component that
connected the platforms to the Hub disintegrated. I mean that literally. I was
leaning against it when it fell apart at the seams and—” A cold chill chased
its way down my spine at the memory and I had to swallow hard. “And I almost
died because of it.”


Okay, I should not have brought that up. Bad mouth,
seriously, what were you thinking? I took a second, a deep breath, regaining
control of myself. Don’t dwell on that. I was fine, after all, and I didn’t
need to talk about that here. 


“We’ve had multiple injuries. We can’t even do any
excavation work to figure out how it was built, that’s how bad the Hub is right
now. It’s dangerous just walking into it. Guys, I hate to be the bearer of bad
news, but we’re not looking at a renovation here. We’re looking at a rebuild.
And that’s where my request comes in. We need you.” 


A bit of spark came back, that feeling I had when I
encouraged James and everyone else at breakfast. Because really, the idea of
doing something this cool, it inspired me as nothing else could. 


“We need all of you. We want to rebuild the Hub, completely
redesign it and do it again from scratch, just like our ancestors did. But
there’s no way we can do it with this small group. We need every single person
willing to come. I guess I’m issuing a call to quarters. Anyone willing to
help, anyone who wants to be a major part of history, I’m asking you to come to
London. And I hope you all do. I, for one, am really excited about this idea.
How often will I be able to work major magic like this? To build something
that’s going to stand for centuries? And I get to work alongside all of you. I
think it’ll be awesome. So please, come. Let’s do the coolest thing of
our lifetime. We’ll make history and have a blast at the same time. Jackson,
can you throw up Agna’s address and my email onto the bottom of the screen?”


“Done and done,” Jackson assured me. 


“So yeah, here’s where to meet. Email me please if you’re
coming so we can plan for you. We don’t have a new design for the Hub yet
either, but we have ideas of what we need. So come with inspiration, we’ll need
it.” I was running out of words, so I took Klaus’s advice and just stopped. I
turned my head and indicated to James with a wave. “Annnd that’s your cue,
James.” 


He popped up and gave the camera a smile. “If you’re
wondering why I asked Reagan to address you instead of me, it’s because I knew
she’d be more eloquent than I would. She’s already given me the pep talk needed
to ask all of you for help. I’m feeling a bit overwhelmed over here, ladies and
gents. It’s too much for us to tackle. I hope you all come. Not just druids,
witches, and sorcerers, but anyone with architectural knowledge. Anyone who
knows structural engineering, architecture, mechanical engineering, construction,
any of that, please come. Invite people with those skills to come. We need to
draft out a plan.” 


I felt more than heard Aisling’s approach as she came to
stand at my other side. “I’m Aisling, a druid. To my fellow druids, I ask for
your aid as well. The main tether for the platforms to tie into the hub is a
honed Alder. It’s not something the three of us here can grow on our own. I can
start it, and will tomorrow, but all aid given will be blessed.” 


“We’ll end this video, but please, email us, even if you
just have questions. Or suggestions of who we need,” James encouraged. “Thank
you and wish us good luck.” 


Jackson ended the feed and gave us a thumb’s up. “We’re off
air. Great job, all of you. That was the best I could’ve hoped for.” 


I was still kind of nervous even after the fact and went
back to drain the rest of my water glass. Klaus ran a soothing hand up and down
my back and assured me, “You did well, child.”


“Thanks, Klaus.” 


“Let me get you more water, you sit down.”


“That obvious I want to sit down, huh?” 


He laughed at me as he went into the kitchen. 


I sat next to Ciarán on the two-seater couch and he gave me
a hug around my shoulders. “You really did do well. I felt all inspired to
march off into battle, and I didn’t even have an army to face.” 


I snorted a laugh at this description. “Wow, thanks. I guess
my first public speech wasn’t a hash, which is cool.” I pulled out my phone and
checked my email. “Well, let’s see if anyone’s respond—holy guacamole! Uh.
Guys? I’ve had over fifty people email me already.” 


People instantly turned to face me, some of them crowding in
closer to look over my shoulder at my inbox. 


“Are they all saying they’re coming?” James demanded
incredulously. 


“Uhh…one sec…” I scrolled through, quickly reading the first
line, as that was displayed along with the subject lines. And most of the
subject lines read something along the lines of ‘I’m coming.’ “Like, three of
them are just asking for more info. But everyone else is coming. James.
Seriously, no joke, we’ve got at least fifty people saying they’re coming and
they’ll be here in a matter of days.” 


James looked like someone had taken a two-by-four and
whapped him upside the head with it, he was that surprised. 


Zoya outright cackled at the look on his face. “You really
didn’t think many people would respond, did you? You fool.”


“No, but,” he spluttered in protest, “everyone has such busy
lives and their own agendas, I didn’t think they’d drop everything!”


“To be part of one of the greatest achievements of our
lifetime?” Zoya countered, still cackling. “Of course they will, you idiot!”


Apparently. I mean, I know I said that, but this many?
Already? And that didn’t include the word of mouth that would spread the
message after this. Or the people who would watch the saved video on the drive
later, who were in a different time zone, who would respond. 


Klaus brought my water back, and I took it, but that wasn’t
my main worry. “Klaus, will Agna be able to expand the house enough to
accommodate lots of people?”


He just patted me on the head like I’d asked a silly
question. “We’ll make room for them all, child, don’t worry.” 


Not my job, not my problem, I guess. I just hoped Agna
didn’t kill me for this later. 














 





It was too soon to expect people first thing in the morning,
so I wasn’t worried about wandering downstairs, still rubbing sleep from my
eyes. I was dressed, though. Mostly. Shoes were somewhere. If I asked House, it
would tell me, so I wasn’t too worried about finding them. 


I had the rest of my pumpkin porridge for breakfast (yum!)
and then wandered over to the living room to see what everyone was up to. Only
James, Zoya, and Richard seemed to be working at this point. “Morning,
everyone.” 


“Morning,” Zoya greeted with a wave to join her at the card
table. One of those big world maps was stretched out on top. “Join us,
devushka. We’re trying to solve the first major problem.”


“I love how we have multiple major problems.” I took the
seat offered and looked at the other two. James had a bottle of aspirin sitting
next to his coffee cup, and that pretty much summed up how things were
currently going. “So, what’s the first one?”


“Where to put the Hub,” Richard answered, gesturing to the
map. “I think what did the old Hub in was that it had no physical support
sustaining it. Suspended buildings are very, very tricky to build. The larger
they become, the harder it is. It’s a feat of engineering they managed it at
all, but I think that’s why the building warped as it did.” 


“No foundational support and the platform cantilevers
weren’t up to the job.” My own study of construction had taught me the
importance of that. You screw up a foundation, you screw up a house. And trying
to redo a foundation afterwards was no easy feat. “So…you’re thinking, put it
on solid Earth this time?”


“It’s the only viable option,” Richard agreed. 


“But what about powering it? I mean, the old Hub was powered
by aether, and with it sitting right there near the aetheric plane, it had
power galore.”


Richard waved this protest away. “With the Hub on solid
earth, we have multiple means of powering it. Geothermal energy, for instance.
That would supply us with enough power for the Hub and then some. It depends on
where we put it. Even wind power might be the ticket.” 


“We’ve basically already debated this while searching for
the Hub.” James gave an eloquent shrug. “Where could the Hub possibly go? Not
to the other planes because those are all owned, and we can’t give any
particular pantheon or clan control of it. Obviously, between planes is
problematic, as eventually the structure will warp and fail. We saw that with
our own eyes. Earth comes with its own problems, which is why we discounted it
so many times. But putting it on a different plane simply isn’t feasible. Earth
is our only real option. We’ll have to put it somewhere remote, on land
unclaimed. Somewhere Nixes don’t normally go that isn’t prone to natural
disasters, etc.” 


Richard nodded in support of this while grunting
affirmation. “Planes, or even between planes, isn’t wise. No way to truly
support the building. And truly, if they had been able to go outside the Hub
and do repairs, or shore up the structure, it might not have reached that point
of collapse. Sustaining it between the two planes like that doomed the
building, in the end. It didn’t give them a good way to do repairs.” 


“And every building needs repairs, eventually.” I nodded,
following this. Common sense, really. “I think it’ll definitely be easier on us
to build it here, too. So, the problem is location, I take it?”


“Location, location, location,” James sighed, holding onto
his coffee mug as if he were waiting for the magical beans to supply
inspiration. “They put the old Hub where it is for a reason. It was in
perfectly neutral territory. That’s a rare thing in this world. I’ve already
emailed several people coming, asking for opinions of where to put this. I’m
not thinking of any good possibilities right now.”


“There are a few places no one sane lives in.” Zoya made a
face. “For a reason—they’re not very habitable. The Antarctic, for instance.”


“That sounds distinctly unpleasant to build in.” Just the
idea shivered me timbers. Uh, no. Not looking forward to working in subarctic
temperatures with the penguins. “Surely there’s other places that aren’t part
of any clan’s territory that isn’t absolutely covered in ice.” 


Zoya pointed to the laptop screen at the end of the table.
“It’s a short list. Even with the feedback we’ve gotten, it’s a short list. The
Arctic, which isn’t viable—there’s no ground underneath that ice. The Antarctic,
some uninhabited islands, that’s about it. We’re currently looking at the
islands. Most of them are small, far too small to support the Hub’s
infrastructure.” 


I followed this fine. I knew the Hub would be rather big out
of necessity. Each terminal door connected directly to a specific gate, which
meant a lot of gates. It would have to be a very large place to accommodate all
of that. At least a mile across—that’s what Jackson said last night. And that
didn’t include whatever power source we’d need to keep this thing operational.
Obviously, drawing from the aether to support the Hub down here was out. The
platforms were small enough and had a small enough draw that it worked fine.
But the Hub? Without being tied directly next to the aetheric plane, it
couldn’t begin to draw enough power. No way that was feasible. 


Room for a power plant was part of the problem. Location,
location, location, indeed. 


“There’s a few places that I think might work.” Richard
pointed to a group of islands south of New Zealand. “The Antipodes, for
instance. They’re uninhabited, rather large, and have enough resources to make
building there possible instead of a nightmare.” 


“They’re also cold, have harsh winds, and are responsible
for numerous shipwrecks and deaths,” James pointed out laconically.


“Tetepare,” Richard immediately countered. “South Pacific,
one of the largest uninhabited islands of the region.”


“Which is also under conservation laws and covered in
rainforest. People are going to notice if we start building on it, trust me.” 


“Aldabra,” Richard countered again, pointing to an island
off the coast of Africa with a victorious sort of jab.


“Aldabra,” James replied wearily, as if he was now repeating
himself, “is uninhabited for a reason. It’s deucedly hard to get to. We have to
be able to get to this place, Richard, remember.” 


Zoya cleared her throat, trying to derail them, I think. “I
still like Devon Island.” 


Ever felt like you were taking a geography test you hadn’t
studied for? “Where’s that?”


“North Canada.” Zoya helpfully pointed at the map for me.
“It’s rather large, in fact, over fifty-five thousand square kilometers of
land.”


I had to convert that in my head before whistling. Whoa,
that was basically twenty-one thousand square miles. “We’d definitely have
enough space there. Why is it uninhabited?”


“Combination of factors.” James didn’t look as if he
disagreed with Zoya’s choice. He had his thinking face on. “It gets very little
precipitation, it’s at a relatively high elevation and extreme northern
latitude, so it doesn’t appeal to anyone. And it is far enough out of the way
from any clan territories that no one can dispute ownership of it. Certainly,
no one’s going to use it for tourist purposes, either. As long as we avoid the
Haughton crater, I don’t see why we’d have an issue building the Hub there.
We’d definitely need to put a glamour over the whole thing to avoid drawing
attention, though. They like to do studies up there near the crater.” 


How does one acquire all of this knowledge? Or had they been
looking things up after I went to bed last night? Probably the latter. 


“But if we put it up there, we can use either geothermal energy
or wind turbines to power the Hub. Possibly even both, if we feel we’d like to
have a backup in case one of them fails.” Richard pursed his lips thoughtfully,
eyes going to the ceiling. “I’m for geothermal if we choose that site. It’ll
run like a top, the conditions are right for it there. And we’ll never be short
of power.”


“Not ocean or wind power?” James queried, blinking a bit in
surprise. 


“Maybe,” Richard said in a doubting tone. “Depends where on
the island we situate it. It’s not a small landmass, and for every foot energy
is transferred, power is lost. Maintaining multiple glamours will be hard on
our magicians.”


“Ah, valid point. But the geothermal plant can be included
in under the Hub’s glamour, is that what you’re thinking?”


“Precisely so.” 


The door blew open with a slight gust of air, and a goddess
waltzed inside. No exaggeration. Brigid of the Tuatha de Danann had decided to
grace us with her presence. She looked as stunning as always with her red hair
in vibrant curls around her face, a luxurious green gown of crushed velvet
draped around a full figure. She turned her head, spied us, and lit up in a
smile. 


“Greetings, all,” she said, voice light and airy. “Zoya,
Reagan, how fare you?”


We all more or less stood to greet her, but it was Zoya who
answered, “We’re well, thank you for asking.”


Agna appeared out of thin air and greeted the goddess with a
bow. “Brigid. Welcome to my house. I pray you’re comfortable here. Can I offer
a cuppa?”


“Tea would be lovely, dear Agna, thank you.” She glided to
the table and took the only remaining chair with the air of one who intended to
be there a while. “It seems you’ve been busy since I saw you last, Reagan.” 


“Have I ever,” I admitted with a wry smile. “You’ve heard
about the disaster yesterday with the Hub explorations?”


“Oh yes. It’s why I’m here today. My sweet Aisling came up
last night and bent my ear.” A frown chased its way across her face. “I was not
best pleased to hear the news. My druids, of course, they can come and go as
they please. But as modern society cuts down more and more of our Trees, well,
travel does become more difficult. And that doesn’t speak for everything else
in my domain who cannot use the Trees as my druids can. There’s many who would
benefit if the Hub and platforms were in operation once more. I understand you
intend to build anew?”


James gave her a respectful nod. “We do. We’ve issued a call
to quarters and many people have already stated their intent to join us, to
help. We’re currently trying to find a good location.” 


“I see. I’ve come to offer my own aid. Aisling spoke to me
not only to update me on the situation, but to ask for the seed of an Alder
Tree. I am quite happy to gift you with such.” She gave us all a blinding
smile. “Indeed, that is the least of what I’ll do. Find a spot to put the Hub,
and I will help you grow the honed Alder Tree.” 


The breath just about whooshed out of me. Whoooa. Crap just
got real, folks. We had a live and in the flesh goddess offering to pitch in.
“That would be amazing, Brigid, thank you! We want to get the Hub operational
as fast as we can, and the Tree was one of the things we’re all worried about.
It takes a while to grow it, right?”


“It can, depending on all who help me. I would suggest
finding a spot to build quickly. I can immediately plant the seed and start
honing its growth. How long will this take to build?”


“Depends on how much help we have,” James answered honestly.
“I think we can at least get the skeleton of the building up, get it partially
operational within three months. We’ve had seventy people commit to helping
us—”


“Hundred and ten,” I corrected him. When his head snapped
around, eyebrows shooting up, I shrugged sheepishly. “I checked my email while
eating breakfast. Forgot to tell you, sorry. We’re at a hundred and ten.” 


James let out an incredulous laugh, echoed by a heartier
chortle from Richard. “I think we can definitely get it operational in three
months,” Richard opined. 


“Three months.” Brigid pursed her lips, calculations
whirling in her eyes. “I think the Tree will not be fully grown by that point,
but it should be mature enough to tether. Very well. Tell Aisling when you have
the spot chosen, and I’ll come to plant it.” 


Agna brought tea, which Brigid took with a pleased thanks. 


“We’re very glad for the aid,” Zoya told her gratefully.
“It’s a tall task we’ve taken up.”


“Yes, it certainly is. But I think you’ll find we all wish
for its success. Do you have a spot you wish to scout?”


“Devon Island is currently the most viable place we can
think of.” 


“Hmm. The conditions there are a bit harsh for one of my Trees.
I think protections are in order to keep it from withering while it grows.” 


I lifted a hand uncertainly. “I can go with you when you
plant it, maybe erect a greenhouse around it? If that’ll help?”


“Bless you, child, it would.” Brigid gave me a nod, sipped
at her tea some more, then eyed Zoya sideways. “I think it’ll do her good to
experience traveling by druidic methods, don’t you?”


“I’m certainly not going to deny her the experience,” Zoya
replied dryly. “Ciarán will no doubt want to go with her.” 


“I certainly will.” 


I looked around for him, only to find him in cat form,
lounging in the windowsill and enjoying a morning sunny spot. Now, just how
long had he been there? 


“For that matter, Brigid, I would like to go with her.”
Klaus came in and around the table to stand at my side. “I realize three of us
will make travel a bit tougher, but if you’ll allow, I can open a Door on site
once Reagan has constructed the greenhouse. It will make travel much safer and
faster for everyone else.” 


Brigid shook her head. “I do not want others trampling about
my Tree.” 


“I’ll make a separate building for them, then,” I
immediately countered. She did have a point. Someone was sure to accidentally
step on the seedling. And really, the point of the greenhouse was to keep warm
air in, which would be hard to do if people were constantly popping in and out.
“A temporary house or storage shed or something. We’ll need that up there
anyway. Klaus can anchor the Door to that.” 


“I think that the better path.” She took another sip before
allowing, “You may accompany us as well, Klaus. But you’re correct, no more
than you three. It’ll become too crowded otherwise.”


“I understand, and thank you.”


She finished her cup with a smile. “Everyone, I’ll leave you
to it. Contact me through Aisling when you’re ready to proceed.”


“We will,” James promised. 


Brigid stood, and I swear Agna had bat ears, as she knew to
return to the living room at that point. “The tea was lovely, Agna, thank you.”


“You’re of course welcome,” Agna returned while accepting
the cup. 


Then as suddenly as she blew in, Brigid left, leaving us
confused mortals in her wake. I looked around the group. “Right. When a goddess
says get to it, time to get our game face on. Who’s in favor of a scouting
mission today?”


“I’d prefer to have a designated building site by the time
people arrive,” Richard admitted. “And if Devon Island isn’t suitable for
whatever reason, best to know it now. Do you think Aisling will take us through?
She’ll be faster and can get us at least most of the way, I think.” 


Zoya encouraged, “Let’s ask her. Richard, why don’t you just
go? You can survey the area as well as we can, and a single passenger will make
it easier on her.” 


“Right, then I’ll give her a ring.” Richard pulled out his
phone while muttering, “And hope she’s actually on Earth so it’ll connect.” 


That was kind of the problem with druids. You never knew
what plane they were on.














 





I lost most of the day to greeting people as they came in.
And it was quite the gathering, let me tell you. Imagineers, architects,
sorcerers, wizards, druids, witches, you name it. We had people of every
possible specialty show up to help. House was constantly adding on rooms and
staircases. From the happy rattle it gave, I think it was really excited to
have so many people. 


Agna turned Sonic the Hedgehog on me, that’s how fast she
zoomed around the place, showing her new guests in and settling them. I couldn’t
seem to settle for more than five minutes before someone else showed up. It was
insane.


And amazing. I ended up hugging practically everyone,
thanking them for showing up, and getting happy hugs in return. They were all
really, really excited by this project. 


Somewhere around late afternoon, I took a few minutes to Skype
Nana, partially to check up on her, mostly to update her on what was going on.
She answered with a cheery smile. Seriously, it looked like she’d lost another
five years since I’d seen her. She was de-aging in front of my eyes, and it was
amazing. 


“Reagan!” she greeted happily. “How are things?”


“Well, it started out as an absolute disaster, but things
are looking up now.” I gave her the condensed version of how badly the Hub was
doing. She lost her smile, frown replacing it as I listed off the sequence of
events and what the Hub was like. 


“Rea, I have to say that sounds terrible. What are you
going to do? I know the Hub was incredibly important and we still have that
clan that’s lost, right? The one in Finland.”


“Yeah, that’s an issue I’m not sure where we stand on right
now, to be honest. But we do have a game plan for the Hub. We’re going to build
a new one.” 


She blinked. “You can?”


“We can. I mean, it’s not going to be easy, but we totally
can. I take it you didn’t see my call for help?”


“Oh! No, honey, I wasn’t aware of it. I haven’t been on
the computer yet today. Did you send out a call for help?”


“Yup, we all did. They had me start off, as everyone knows
my name. I’m the one they correspond with the most. But then James and Aisling
pitched in. Basically, we asked for everyone willing to help us build the Hub
to come. Any expert, any magician, to just show up here in London. And holy
guacamole, Nana, it’s…it’s crazy. Just crazy how quickly people are coming in.
I’ve got a confirmed one hundred sixty as of this afternoon coming, and about
forty people have already made it here.” 


Her eyes crossed. “But you sent out the invitation to
join you?”


“I had fifty people email me before I could even upload the
saved video into the drive. That’s how eager they are to start this. They are
all super, super excited. It’s actually kind of cute, really. I’m watching
grown adults revert to children with a shiny new toy right in front of my eyes.”



That got her to snort. “We never really grow into
adulthood. It’s just a cloak we don and take off as the situation calls for it.
Where does it stand now, then? Have you a spot to put the new Hub?”


“Hmm, maybe. Richard’s gone on a scouting mission with
Aisling, and we’re waiting to hear back from him. Jackson might not have known
what to do yesterday, but he’s in his element today. He’s already organizing
people into groups, depending on their specialty. He’s popped back up to the
old Hub with a scouting crew. They want to do a seeking spell, see if they can
find any blueprints. We’re still not sure exactly how they tied the platforms
into the Alder Tree, just that they did. Aisling found the tether a little
strange, because normally you have to tether directly to the tree, and that
means a very close proximity. But the terminals were all a good two hour’s walk
away from the tree.”


Nana knew enough of druidic lore to be able to follow, and
she looked perplexed as well. “That is strange. I can’t think of how they
did it, either.”


“Yeah, mass confusion over here. So, they’re looking for
plans that will hopefully explain. That, and I think James wants it as a sort
of base? He wants to hand this over to the architect team so they have an idea
of what we need.” 


“I see. Easier to show than tell, I suppose. What will
you be doing while they’re planning all this?”


“I’m not entirely sure at this point. My immediate task is that
after the location is decided, I’m going with Brigid to plant an Alder Tree in
the location. I offered to put up a greenhouse around it, protect the tree as
they work on growing it.”


Her eyes crossed. “You’re going to travel on the druidic
plane?!”


“Sounds cool, right? I’m legit excited to do it. But after
that, I’m not sure what I’ll be doing. No one’s even hinted about me going back
home, though.”


“The devil you are,” James protested as he stomped into the
room. He shook a finger at me, mock scolding. “You started this, young lady.
You’re not skipping out on it now.” 


I laughed at him and shrugged. “Didn’t expect to. What’s up,
James? Come say hi to Nana.”


“Oh, hi, Julia,” he greeted, coming around my chair to see
the screen. 


“Hello, James. I hear things are hopping over there.”



“Like a frog on a hot tin roof,” he agreed wryly. “Mostly
thanks to your granddaughter. I think she was a rebel leader in a former life.
She certainly knows how to get the rallying spirit up. If enthusiasm could
build, we’d have a new Hub tomorrow, that’s how excited everyone here is. Say,
I’ve meant to ask, how do you feel about joining us?”


We both stared at him as if he’d said something nonsensical.



Getting those twin looks, he hastily explained, “I want to
learn from history and not repeat the mistake. The main trouble we’ve had with
the Hub this whole time is that no one documented what was done, who was
involved. Wouldn’t it be better to have someone dedicated—that is to say, a
professional observer—record this history as it’s being made? Write it all
down, take a ton of pictures, and assemble it all into a record that will
survive? I can’t think of anyone better suited to the task, Julia, to be frank.
You’re an academic, and you’ve written and published multiple papers and journals.
You’ve the right experience for this.” 


“James.” Nana looked beyond touched at this
invitation, and I could see the enthusiasm reach her too. The same sort of
glee. “I am beyond touched that you thought to ask me, and I will be
ecstatic to join you. I’ll book a flight for London.”


It would be super cool to have her here, but it did bring up
the question. “Is your health up to it?”


“Yes, it is. Honestly, I feel like I’m ten years younger
and more mobile besides. I can manage very well for this.” 


“Then come as quick as you can,” James encouraged, grinning
from ear to ear like a leprechaun. “You’re already missing the beginning of
this saga.”


“I’ll pack today,” she promised him, rubbing her
hands together with anticipation. “Reagan, take pictures and notes for me
before I get there, so I have something to refer to.” 


“You got it.” I really did think this was a smart idea James
had. It would hopefully curtail a future disaster, having a detailed record of
this. And who wouldn’t want to learn about the history of the new Hub? 


“I’ll end the call. I need to pack and buy a ticket. Rea,
I’ll email you the flight itinerary soon, alright?”


“Sure, I’ll be on the lookout for it. And tell Agna you’re
coming too. See you soon!”


“See you soon,” she echoed and then cut the
connection. 


James came around the chair and sat down on the ottoman
nearby, his eyes serious behind his glasses. “Reagan, I actually came to speak
to you about that very thing. What you’ll do after you’ve assisted Brigid, I
mean.”


“You guys are quickly going over my head,” I told him,
passing my hand over my bun in illustration. “Not to mention over my paygrade.
I’d love to help, really, I’m just not sure I know enough to be of help.”


“There is something, in fact, that you know very well and
can do swimmingly. But it’ll mean a great deal of travel. I need someone to go
hunt up all the platforms on the old maps and rebuild them. And build or fix
the buildings around them, get them operational.”


I felt like someone had smacked me on the back of the head
when he said that. Or maybe it’s that I needed a slap on the back of the head.
Duh. The Hub wasn’t going to see much use if the platforms around the world
weren’t usable. And he was right, the platforms were well within my abilities.
I’d dismantled one and completely redone it, so I knew precisely what to do
there. “I can do that.” 


“I know you can, but are you willing to do that much
traveling?”


“Honestly, I’m really keen about traveling. Before this
year, I never went anywhere. Seeing the world sounds awesome. I just have to
ask, who’s going with me? And is it just me going?”


“To start with. I’ll draft someone to help you, as it’s too
much for any single person to do. Hopefully at least two others. But to start,
it will be you. Your guardians are a given. I doubt they’ll let you traipse
around the world without them.”


I snorted because yeah, Captain Obvious, that was a given. 


“Aisling, if she’s willing, because someone needs to undo
the tethers on the platforms and prep them for the new tether to our Alder Tree.”



Ohhh yeah. Old tethers would go to the wrong place. Yeah,
that’s no bueno. 


“And likely Zoya, as I doubt she’s willing to let you go
anywhere without her, either.” 


“Yeah, probably,” I agreed. I thought it through, but
really, I doubted we’d need more help than that. Two Imagineers and a druid
could do the job handily enough. Even the sigils in the power boxes were something
I could duplicate, the design straightforward enough. It wasn’t like they were
inherently magical, just a function to draw and harness aetheric power. “Have
you asked Zoya about this?”


“Not yet. I mentioned it to her this morning, the need for
the platforms to be renewed, and she agreed to that. But I’m not sure if she’s
up to that much travel.” 


“I’m not sure either, but I’m willing to go.” 


“Alright, I’ll go and ask her.” James let out a sigh. “Thank
you. I didn’t say that before, and I should have. Thank you for giving us all
that push. This really is the only path forward. I think we were all a little
scared to take it. That fear blinded us to the wonder—the magic, I guess—of
what we could do.” 


I grinned at him. “You’re welcome.”


He smiled back, then stood with a grunt. “Alright, let’s see
if I can track down your master. House, where’s Zoya?”


House gave a rattle. 


Frowning, he turned and walked from the room, asking the
ceiling and walls, “Where? I’m not following.”


Ciarán in cat form hopped into my lap. I gave him a good
stroke along his spine, which he liked, and he purred at me for a moment. 


“I’ll be glad to travel some more with you,” he told me,
tail flicking. 


“You’re probably getting bored just sitting around watching
us talk math and building materials, huh?”


“Can’t say it’s riveting,” he admitted, flicking an ear.
“But it’s fine, I didn’t think it would be. Still, a chance to stretch the legs
would be welcome. Although the question of where to start comes to mind.”


“I think we should start with the clan in Finland that’s in
trouble and possibly lost,” I admitted. “And the platforms around them. We can
at least connect the platforms so they can travel within country.”


“Ah.” His ears flicked again, a sign he was thinking.
“That’s probably wise. Dangerous for us, though. You seem to attract danger, a
stór.” 


“That is totally not on purpose,” I protested. “And isn’t
that why I have you and Klaus? Because Imagineers attract danger?”


“True enough.” 


Agna popped her head around the door jamb. “Reagan, dinner’s
soon, so wash up.”


“Sure. Oh, wait, Agna!”


She reappeared, still just her head in view. “What?”


“My grandmother is coming soon. She’s volunteered to
document the whole process of rebuilding the Hub,” I quickly explained. “Can
you open a room for her?”


“Oh! Jolly good thought, that. I’ll put another one on the
second floor, then—”


“Ground floor,” I could hear Klaus call to her. “Julia’s
hips are bad!”


“Ground floor,” she immediately amended. “Thanks for the
head’s up. Wash quickly, now.” 


I barely got the laptop closed and off to the side when
Richard came through the front door. I kid you not, he was bouncing, literally
bouncing on his toes as he stepped through. 


He spied me and lit up. “Reagan! I’m back with fantastic
news. Where is everyone?”


“Dining room, probably. Agna’s putting dinner on the table
now.” I didn’t have to ask, as I could pretty much tell from his expression,
but I found myself asking anyway. “Is Devon Island a good site?”


“Perfect,” he responded, looking a little mad scientist with
that grin stretching from ear to ear and his hair in a wild, white halo around
his head. “Absolutely perfect. We’ll have all the room we need and there’s not
a blessed soul in sight for thousands of miles. I’ve found just the spot for
it. We’ll need to buy the land, of course, all that. But should do the ticket
splendidly. James!”


I followed him through to the dining room, and yikes, when
did it get this big? Agna and House had definitely added a good twenty square
feet to this room. I swear, the table was used at the Last Supper, that’s how
huge it was. Granted, we already had a good two dozen people seated around it,
so it needed the expansion. 


James was half-seated but paused, turning to see Richard.
“Good, you’re back! What’s the news?”


“It’s perfect,” Richard repeated, still bouncing like he was
Tigger in a previous incarnation. “Mountains in some places, but there’s a
good, large, flat patch that will be the right size for our Hub. No one about
for thousands of miles, and I do think the bedrock dense enough to support the
weight of a building. We’ll not find better. I took the time to do some
surveying, with Aisling’s help, I’ve got hard numbers to work from. Video, too,
so you all can see.” 


People were very interested to see, so he fetched his iPad
and pulled up all sorts of things, which everyone poured over. Surveying
results was outside my wheelhouse, but the video was interesting. It looked extremely
flat with barely any grass to be seen. Mostly patterned dirt, like the wind and
ice had shaped it into cobblestone-looking waves. I could see why Richard
thought it easy to build on. Nothing to clear away, for one. 


“That’s the place,” James decided. “Everyone in agreement?”


Lots of nods and noises of assent. 


Richard seemed smug as he put the iPad down. “I thought
you’d agree. Reagan, I suppose this means you’re planting a tree tomorrow.” 


I shrugged, but I did feel rather excited about that. “I
guess I am.” 














 





Brigid came and got me at some bird’s hour of the morning. I
say that because only the birds were awake. Goddesses didn’t really sleep? That
was my guess as she looked all bright eyed and bushy tailed and I was tempted
to kill her just for how awake she was. 


She took us out of the city and into a park, where grand old
trees stood. I vaguely had been aware there was a Tree nearby the druids were
using, but I hadn’t thought much about where it stood exactly. A park made
sense, since we were literally in the middle of London. I noticed no more
details than that, still struggling to get my eyes properly open and focused. 


“Step lively around the Tree now, keep your hand on the
bark,” Brigid instructed. 


Bark. Right. Hello, Tree. Such a nice Tree you are. I kept
my fingers trailing on the bark, the other hand covering a yawn as I stepped
around the base of the Tree. As I did, I felt a tingle. Like static electricity
on the verge of a buildup, but without the actual zap. That woke my brain up as
nothing else could while the world was still dark. What was this sensation?


Then I circled the Tree entirely, Ciarán at my heels, and
realized our surroundings looked a bit hazy. Like a mist shrouded my view even
though that wasn’t the case at all. It was a surprisingly clear morning, for
London. I kept walking, because Ciarán prodded me if I hesitated, and we
wrapped around the tree for a third time. Huh. Definitely hazier, and the air
had a dense feeling to it. Not quite humidity, but something like it. 


And it smelled earthy? Like damp soil and green, growing
things. 


On the fourth rotation around the Tree, I lost sight of the
city altogether. The fifth, I was obviously in a different plane, one of thick,
primeval forests, although I couldn’t see the fine details as it was hazy
still. But on the seventh rotation, I’d stepped completely onto a different
plane and it was obviously no longer on Earth. The air felt different, richer
and clearer, the sky overhead a totally different time zone as it was high noon
here. Had to be, or near that, as it was incredibly bright even through the
canopy of trees. And the trees—seriously, Sequoias, move over. These trees were
the granddaddy of all trees. I could move my three-story house into one of them
and have a little room to spare. No kidding. 


Brigid turned to look at me and giggled, a surprisingly
girlish sound. “The look on your face!”


“I’m sure it’s a good one,” I allowed, still looking around
myself in wonder. “Brigid, where are we?”


“This is the realm of the Tuatha Dé Danann,” she answered, a
smile toying around the edges of her mouth. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”


“It’s amazing.” I meant it. 


“We need to walk some distance before we reach the
appropriate Tree that will let us back down. And then it’ll mean some more
conventional travel, as there are no tethers established on that Isle.” 


“Yeah, I figured.” I fell into step with her as she showed
us the way, weaving around forest floor fauna and massive tree trunks. “I mean,
the video and pictures that Richard brought back didn’t show any trees, just
shrubby looking grass.”


“Indeed, child. I fear the conditions in that land are not
suitable for trees, hence its lack. It’s why I’m glad that you volunteered to
go with me. Your aid will be invaluable here.” She turned to regard me, then
glanced back at Klaus and Ciarán following us. “Did anyone make arrangements?”


“Richard did. He’s got a boat chartered and waiting for us
on Prince of Wales Island in Nunavut. Aisling told him there was a Tree on the
island?”


“Indeed there is. The Inuit granted one of mine to plant a
few trees there, in return for their protection of a tethered Tree. The
agreement has worked out quite well.”


“Correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t the Inuit living in
areas where trees are rather rare? What did you plant that could survive such
harsh conditions?”


“Spruce and Hemlock do quite well there, and that’s largely
what we planted. The trees you see here are Hemlock, in fact.” 


We fell to talking about how the arrangements with the Inuit
came into being—turned out it was well before Columbus ever got on a ship—and
what all that entailed, which was a very interesting story that I was certain
never made it into a history book. I tried to take really good mental notes
because Nana would be highly upset she’d missed this conversation. 


The forest wrapped around us, alive with the sounds of
woodland animals and leaves rustling in a light breeze. It was definitely an
enchanted place, and I could see the magical influence in every piece of bark.
I knew I’d go home after this and try to draw it, recapture this very moment.
And never be able to quite manage it. 


Eventually, she found the Tree she wanted and we walked
seven times around it, descending back down to solid Earth once more. It was a
very different look and feel than the lush forest I’d just left. For one thing,
much colder. If it was over fifty degrees, I’d eat both of my shoes. I now
understood why Klaus insisted I bring a jacket with me and promptly put it on. 


We were on a shoreline now, the forest of spruce and hemlock
very thick here, but it ended abruptly at a sandy beach that overlooked still
water. I assumed this to be the ocean, even though it almost looked like a lake
at first glance. I could barely see the land on the other side. If Inuit lived
here, there was no sign I could see. 


Ciarán gave us a nod, like there was some prearranged thing,
and shifted to a raven before taking off into the sky and flying south. I
watched him go and then belatedly realized that he’d gone to fetch the boat for
us rather than have us walk through forest for however many hours. He’d be much
faster flying and then coming to get us. 


I’d be very glad to have a Door in place on Devon Island so
we could skip this weird, random method of getting there. 


I heard the splash of an oar in the water and turned to see a
woman and child in a kayak. They waved in greeting. 


Brigid waved back with a broad smile. “Ai!”


“Tunngahugit, Brigid!” the woman returned and promptly made
for the shore. 


I found this greeting interesting and asked sotto voce, “Brigid,
do you come here often?”


“Every century or so, I pass through here,” she answered
with a small shrug. “Every generation seems able to recognize me. They have a
very strong tradition of mythology and storytelling, that’s likely why.”


That, and she really couldn’t be mistaken for anyone else.
Made sense. 


The woman brought the kayak to shore with an audible scrape
as the hull went over the small pebbles and sand. The child—a little girl, it
looked like—hopped deftly out of the front and helped tug it more securely onto
land while the other woman got out, and then they brought the kayak in far
enough so the water couldn’t sweep it back out. She came toward us with a
bright smile and an awed expression. 


“I am Amka,” she introduced. “This is my daughter, Kirima. Brigid,
you bless us by visiting. You were last here in my grandmother’s time.” 


“Yes, I believe I was.” 


Amka spoke respectfully to Brigid. “Our trees still grow
strong and healthy. They offer protection from the wind and warmth on dark
nights. We are grateful still for your gift and honor your Tree.” 


“I am happy to see them so healthy.” Brigid turned and
introduced us with a graceful gesture. “This is Imagineer Reagan Hunt and her
kobold, Klaus. We’ve come to build a new Hub on Devon Island. I am to plant
another Tree there.” 


Amka’s expression lit up and her body language became more
animated, hands gesturing. “This is amazing news! We’ve heard many complaints
from those that wished to travel and could not. We will tell them the
Imagineers are rebuilding. Imagineer Hunt, you are welcome in these lands.” 


I had a feeling that wasn’t said all that often and
appreciated it. “Thank you very much. Amka, can I ask you if there are
platforms up here? We are struggling to find all of the old platforms, you see,
and it’s my job to fix them.” 


“Yes, there are several. Will you come and have a mid-day
meal with us?”


I was totally okay with making more friends but wasn’t sure
what everyone else thought of this. I looked to my two companions for an
answer. 


Without waiting on me, Brigid flashed that goddess smile of
hers. “Certainly. We’ll need to wait on our companion, at any rate. And I can
show Reagan my trees.” 


Trees were very important to her. I’d gathered that much and
put the appropriate expression on my face. “Sure, love to see what you’ve done
up here.” 


Amka led the way along the shoreline, leaving the canoe
where it was. The ground wasn’t exactly hard here, sand and gravel mixed in, so
I had to watch my footing. Hopefully there was a road or something nearby. 


Amka’s daughter trailed after, as we all did, but Kirima
proved to be both chatty and curious. She kept right at my side and asked,
“What’s an Imagineer?”


How to explain in ten words or less. Uhhh. “You’ve heard of
witches and sorcerers, right?”


Kirima nodded sagely. “The ones with magic. And the hats.”


Close enough. “I’m kind of like that. Only I don’t have the
hat. I can create anything I can imagine.” 


“Oh.” She ruminated on that for a full second. “Like what?”


I really should have expected that follow-up question.
“Literally anything, as long as it’s not over six layers. For instance—what’s
your favorite animal?”


“Seals!”


“So, if I wanted to make a stuffed seal…” I paused for a
moment, imagining this in my mind’s eye, the shape and texture and size of it,
all the layers culminating into one thing in my head. “Seal.”


It landed in my hands, a stuffed seal about the size of a
large pumpkin. I handed it to her and she squealed in delight, holding it close
to her chest and beaming at me like I’d just performed magic of the ages. It
was a nice stroke to the ego, I must admit. 


“Oh, Imagineer Hunt, you didn’t have to do that,” Amka
protested, but she was smiling too. 


I waved this off. “It took only a thought on my part. And
she understands now what I mean.”


Kirima bounced on her toes. “Can I be an Imagineer too?!”


That stumped me for a second. “I guess we’ll see? I didn’t
figure it out until I was almost seventeen. That’s pretty typical, or so I’m
told.”


Kirima, as all children did, heard precisely what she wanted
to and nothing else. “I’m going to be an Imagineer when I grow up!”


Her mother smiled at her indulgently. “Of course you are.
Let’s not keep our guests waiting.” 


The tree line appeared abruptly. We moved from the relative
warmth of the sun into the coolness of shade. And it wasn’t really warm up here
to begin with. I shivered as we walked in. Brigid chose to pause here and
there, her hand on a tree’s trunk, and I swear it was just like she was
checking in with old friends. Hey, how are, Tree? Water good up here? Yeah?
How’s the weather and the fam? Good, glad to hear it. That kind of vibe. 


Eventually we reached a town—village? I don’t know the right
word for it. It was small, maybe fifty buildings altogether. The buildings
weren’t big, for the most part—one or two stories—but they were all colored in
bright golds or blues or even turquoise. It created quite the sight against the
backdrop of a grey sky and evergreen trees. 


People were out and about on their own business. I didn’t
see many cars parked. They seemed to walk around with wheeled wagons trailing
behind them. Which made sense, when the town was this small. It started out as
a wave. One person noticed Brigid, then another, and they started for us with
bright smiles on their faces. I hung back a bit as Brigid greeted them, holding
hands, rubbing cheeks with people as if she greeted friends. To her, they
likely were. 


Klaus leaned into my side and murmured, “I never would have
expected this, that she was known and loved on the opposite side of the world
from her own people.”


“She definitely gets around, doesn’t she?” I did agree it
was strange. Strange, but kind of wonderful she’d reached out to the other
people in the world. Brigid was good people. 


Someone called for us to come into a building and sit, and
we did. It was right along the shoreline because, of course, this was a fishing
village and was smack on the water. The bright red building was a restaurant,
and a portly man hustled out of the kitchen with arms outstretched, a bright
smile on his round face. “Brigid! You honor us with your visit.”


“Thank you.” Brigid waved to me and Klaus. “I’m here as an
escort for them, in fact. This is Imagineer Hunt and her guardian kobold,
Klaus. We are traveling through here to rebuild the Hub.”


“This is good news for all,” he said with a bob of the head.
“I’m Kanaaq, mayor of the town. You are welcome. Please, sit, let me fix you
something. We’ve fresh halibut from this morning, and tea brewing.” 


My mouth watered. Yes, please. 


“Sounds lovely,” Brigid assured him in her genteel way.
“Imagineer Hunt wishes to consult with you about the platforms in this area.”


“Oh, I’m not one to know. But Nanouk, he’s our ranger up
here. He’ll know precisely where they are. I’ll call him for you. Please, sit,
be at your ease.” 


It wasn’t hard to do. The diner was cute, like something
from the fifties, in a way. I sat at one of the wooden tables, letting my
backpack rest on the floor next to me. A very shy girl about my age brought us
a pitcher of water and glasses, which I was glad to see, as I was beyond
thirsty. 


People filtered in and just sat, watching us, which wasn’t
exactly comfortable. I bet they didn’t get many visitors up here to begin with,
and here I was in the company of a goddess and a kobold. Had to be one for the
records. Still, mighty strange to be the focus of attention. 


It was a relief when a very trim, fit man entered and came
straight toward us. He was rather handsome, actually, with a patrician nose and
dark hair falling loosely around his shoulders. He’d rolled up the sleeves of
his dark green shirt at some point, and he’d clearly been in the middle of
doing something because there was mud on his boots and jeans. Ranger, yeah, I
could see that. 


Amka stood and caught his attention. “Nanouk, this is
Brigid.” 


Brigid stood to greet him, touching her cheeks to both of
his. “You are one who takes care of my trees.”


“I am,” Nanouk greeted in a mellow tenor. “Thank you for
gifting them. They’ve helped us tremendously.” 


She beamed at him, which made him blush a little. “I will
come back a little later, I think, and give you more. But for today, our
purpose is to rebuild the Hub on a neighboring island. And to learn where your
platforms are in this area. I’m afraid that information has been lost. This is
Reagan Hunt, an Imagineer, and she is tasked with this.” 


I stood and offered a hand. “Hi.”


Nanouk took it with a firm grip, looking at me curiously.
“Hello, and welcome. Just you?”


“Good grief, no, there’s a whole team of us,” I assured him
hastily. “Not just little ol’ me. But I’m supposed to come up, figure out where
to put things, and help Brigid plant an Alder Tree up here. Get the ball
rolling. If you can tell me even approximately where the old platforms are,
that’ll be super helpful.”


“I can tell you precisely where they are.”


I loved competent people. I had a map of Canada on me—I’d
packed one the night before, as I wanted to get an answer to the platforms
today if I could—and I reached into my backpack to fetch it. Then I stretched
it out in my hands for him to see. “Point them out for me?”


“Of course.” Nanouk came in closer and pointed to the tip of
this island, much further north than where we stood. “Here is one.” 


Klaus, bless him, pulled a pen from somewhere and marked
that for me with an x. 


“I am told there is one near here.” He indicated to the far
west, near Prudhoe Bay. Then his finger traveled east and south, toward Baffin
Island’s eastern shore. “And here, south of Kipsia. I’ve not seen those with my
own eyes, but that’s what our reports say.” 


“That is awesome, thank you. We knew there were three over
here on the far edge of Canada, but there’s no records surviving of exactly
where.”


“You are welcome. There will be those who come to fix them?”


“Uh, yeah, that will be me.” I shrugged as I folded the map
back up. “I’m probably not the only Imagineer with the job, but everyone else
is really busy right now trying to plan the new Hub, and I know how to fix the
platforms. So, I get to start.”


Brigid interceded, “If you will guide her, Nanouk?”


“It’ll be my honor to do so.” Nanouk looked relieved I was
coming up, which told me something about the situation up here.


“Thanks! It’s not going to be an immediate thing. Expect me
in a few weeks, okay?”


“We will.” 


“And for that, I am glad,” Brigid returned. “You’ve taken
good care of all of my trees and have honored our agreement. Tell your elders
I’m grateful for it.” 


“I believe you can tell them yourself. They are coming to
speak with you.”


Yeah, that didn’t surprise me. Well, it did. The Inuit, they
were strange Nixes. Most people who weren’t magical had no idea about the world
around them. The magical world, I should say. But the Inuit were far more in sync
than any other culture I’d come across. They believed readily in the magical
world and were plugged into it. It was kind of refreshing, honestly, to be
around people who knew what was going on. Instead of me guarding every other
word out of my mouth. 


The elders arrived, moving slowly with age. Brigid stood to
greet them. I got introduced, but it was Brigid they really wanted to talk to. I
needed to start writing down things in a journal. Blog. Something. I kept
meeting people that future generations of Imagineers really needed to know
about. If not for Brigid, I’d not have met any of the Inuit today, and that
would have slowed my progress down considerably. Not to mention it would have
stepped on toes because I wouldn’t have thought to introduce myself to anyone
up here. 


I took a moment as Brigid did her meet-and-greet and pulled
out a notebook, recording things like names. I sucked at remembering people’s
names. Then I marked on the map where Amka said her home was, as I trusted my
brain to remember precisely nothing. And then, since we were still waiting on
lunch and Ciarán, I wrote everything Brigid told me on the walk here. 


Lunch arrived and let me tell you, Alaskan halibut freshly
caught? Mouth-wateringly delicious. I ate two and felt no guilt about it. I
spoke to people, asking questions and getting questions in return, enjoying the
process of making a few friends. The kids especially were wildly curious about
me. I may have made another dozen seals like Kirima’s because she was busy
showing it off to absolutely everyone who would glance her direction. 


After an hour, though, I started to worry. Ciarán should
have caught up to us by now, right? He’d been gone a good two hours at this
point, as it had taken a while for us to walk here and get settled in. 


Klaus was finishing off lunch next to me but caught my
worried glance. “What?”


“Do you think Ciarán is confused on where we were? We didn’t
tell him we were coming into town.”


“Ah. A valid point.”


“He’s got his phone on him, right?”


“He does.” Klaus started to pull his phone out then grimaced
when one of the kids got rambunctious. 


Not that it was quiet in here. People were chattering and it
had gotten rather noisy. I waved him down, assuring, “I’ll call him. I’ll step
outside so he can hear me. Be back in a minute.”


“Alright.” 


I slipped out of the restaurant and called my favorite
pooka. He answered on the third ring, the noise of the engine a hum in the
background. “Hey, Ciarán.”


“Speak up, I can’t hear you!”


Probably not. Maybe I should text him? I walked away from
the restaurant door, heading out so people wouldn’t think I was yelling at
them. “I said, hey! You looking for us?”


“Yeah, where are you?”


“We’re in the fishing town around the bend!” And that wasn’t
helpful—he didn’t know what I was talking about. I looked around and spied the
wharf nearby jutting out over the water. Maybe I should stand over there so he
could see me. “Follow the shoreline up, go left!”


“Are you much further north?”


“Not a lot. We only walked about thirty minutes to get up
here.” I stopped at the edge of the wharf, looking out over the water. I didn’t
see or hear any trace of him, but that didn’t mean much. I assumed he was going
in the right direction. 


“Coming up. I see the canoe. Past it?”


“Yeah.” Oh good, he was coming the right direction. 


“Things going well?”


“Sure! I had to give the kids about a dozen seals, but we’re
all friends now!”


“Give them what?” he asked, voice rising. 


Did I cut out? “Seals! I gave them seals!”


“Why?”


“How about you come here and I’ll explain when I don’t have
to yell?” 


“Sure—”


Something grabbed me around the waist and mouth, hard hands
which yanked me abruptly off balance. I didn’t even have time to gasp or panic
or scream before I splashed into the water. 


The waters in northern Canada were cold. Even that didn’t
do it justice. The cold robbed me of all breath, an immediate shiver racking my
skin. I shook with it, mouth automatically closing in defense. My eyes were
useless under the water; it was too murky to see anything. I fought for the
surface, but my arms were captured by something and I was drawn deeper down,
down, down. No matter how I struggled, I couldn’t get free of it. The surface
was drawing further away from me by the second, and panic seized me all over
again. 


I was going down. And whatever had me wasn’t letting go. 














 





Cold, cold, cold!


No air, need air!


I gasped and flailed, but the hands only latched on tighter.
Bruises were forming, that’s how tight the grip was. I had to get free, and I
only had a few more seconds to do it in. 


My panic-induced brain was slow to think. But think I must,
because no one was getting me out of this predicament but me. 


My first thought was I needed scuba gear. An air mask,
something. But those were more complicated than the six layers I could create,
and I didn’t know how they worked well enough to duplicate one. Screw it, brute
force approach it was. 


I imagined a dense, tough rubber all around my body, tight
to my skin, and then when I had it in place, I inflated it with a rush of air.
It popped out, and the thing dragging me down was forced to let go. I breathed
in deeply, taking in the air I’d just imagined into the space with greedy
lungs. I panted for breath, still shivering hard. The rubber ball I sat in was
clear, but I still only saw the dark murkiness of water. 


My first priority was warmth before hypothermia sat in. I
looked down at what I was wearing, everything with five layers or less in each
individual piece. I quickly stripped it all off—or tried. My frozen fingers
weren’t cooperating. Screw it, I’d banish it. It felt unnerving to banish
something off my skin, but I was more worried about hypothermia. Fortunately, I
didn’t accidentally take off both skin and clothes. Relieved, I imagined a
thick towel. Shivering non-stop, I dried off as quickly as I could. 


I did not know what had dragged me down here, but I was
going to MURDER them. I hated being cold and this was not cool. Not cool
at all. 


My ball went rolling, and something latched onto it, like
they were still trying to drag me somewhere. 


My temper flared up and I shook a fist in that general
direction while yelling, “Excuse you, no! I am sitting here naked and in a
towel. You do not get to drag me somewhere else, you inbred swamp
thing!”


That made them pause, whoever they were.


I took advantage of the distraction to imagine new clothes
on me, from undies up. Ahh, blessed warmth. I wrapped the towel around my wet
hair, which probably looked strange. I was past caring. 


I pointed a finger in the general direction of the swamp
thing. “Listen, buddy, I’m up here to do some work. You’re not dragging me off
to be a virgin sacrifice or whatever. Take me back to the surface.”


My ball abruptly dove another foot. 


“Wrong. Freaking. Direction,” I gritted between my teeth.
“But you know what, I don’t need your help.” 


They wouldn’t take me up? Fine. I imagined a pedestal under
me, one that curved along the sides so it would hold my ball in place. Then a
column that stretched up many, many feet into the air. “Form.”


I rose quickly into the air, bursting free in seconds, with
water sloughing off all around me in a wave. I was so happy to see that grey
sky I felt like crying for a second. I imagined myself a knife, then stood
before cutting my bubble open and climbing out, as I didn’t need it anymore. 


Now, in normal circumstances, I’d just create myself a
bridge and walk back to land. Easy peasy lemon squeezy. But if I did that, I
was afraid of getting too close to the water and repeating this whole nonsense
that got me cold and wet in the first place. Not exactly my idea of a good
time. 


A few people watched me from the docks, pointing and talking
to each other. I was too far out to hear what they were saying. I only caught snatches
of words here and there, but they probably wondered why I was out here on top
of a pedestal that didn’t exist five minutes ago. Funnily enough, I wondered
the same thing. I still had no idea who my wanna-be kidnapper was. 


Something’s head popped out, and I kid you not, it looked
like something straight out of the old black and white version of Twenty Thousand
Leagues Under the Sea. A big fin trailed out the back of a very round head,
with similar fins on either side of its face. Its eyes were round and
frog-like. The skin resembled a dolphin’s but icy blue instead of grey. The
creature reached up with webbed hands to touch my column, and I think it was
frowning at me. 


I frowned back and leaned over the side so I could yell
better. “What’s the big idea? Why are you trying to drown me?”


It frowned harder. “You take seals.”


I blinked. “What?”


“You take seals. You say so. Where seals?”


Oh, for the love of— “STUFFED seals, you idiot. I gave the
kids seal toys!”


The creature gave me a slow blink, processing this. “Not
real seals?”


Kanaaq came running out toward the dock, his bulk moving
faster than I would have guessed him capable of. Klaus was right on his heels,
despite being significantly shorter. Someone had reported that I was in trouble,
and I was relieved to see it. With my cellphone sopping wet, there was no way
for me to easily call my kobold guardian.


Kanaaq screeched to a halt on the wet wood, hands waving
frantically above his head. He lifted his voice and it sounded like he had a
mic, he was that loud. “Honored Agloolik, please hear me!”


Oh, is that what this creature was? I knew basically nothing
about this culture’s mythology, so even knowing the name didn’t help. Who was I
dealing with, here? 


The Agloolik turned its head, revealing more of its body,
and it looked kinda seal-ish in the way it was formed. “You are the elder
here?”


“Yes, I am,” Kanaaq confirmed hastily. “The young woman
above you is Imagineer Hunt. She has come to help us build a Hub.” 


There was that slow blink again, like the Agloolik was
processing information. Maybe on a Windows Vista, ’cause it sure wasn’t going
at high speeds. “She is ally?”


“Yes, yes, she is an ally. Please release her to us.” 


The Agloolik wasn’t entirely convinced. He looked up at me
dubiously. “Toy seals?”


Showing’s believing, I guess. I created another one and
dropped it down to him. He caught it with a webbed hand before it smacked him
in the head, and looked it over curiously. Then he grinned. (Very alarming
expression, that. Sooo many teeth.) “Cute.”


“I’m glad you think so. Can I come down now, or are you
going to drag me back under again?”


“You are ally. I will not harm you,” the Agloolik promised
faithfully. Then he looked at the seal again wistfully. “Can I keep it?”


Seriously? He wanted to keep the seal—yeah, okay, whatever.
I made a clear, water-proof bag and dropped that down too. “Put the seal in
there. It won’t get wet and destroyed that way.” 


He flipped onto his back, kinda like an otter would, and
immediately put his toy inside the bag. Then he waved at me, like we were friends
now, and dove back under the water. In seconds, he was gone. 


Klaus cupped his hands around his mouth and called, “You
alright?”


“Peachy. Everything with me is soaked, though.” Including my
phone, curse it. Of course he’d destroy the thing I couldn’t just easily
imagineer a replacement for.


I heard a motor and turned to see. Ah, there was Ciarán. He
throttled back and drove the cigarette boat in closer to my pedestal. Oh good,
he could easily get me back to dry land. The closer he got, the clearer his expression
became. He looked me over carefully. “What’s going on?”


“Misunderstandings. Wet and cold misunderstandings,” I
sighed. “Help me down?”


“Okay, but fill me in, too.” 


I swung my legs off over the side and dropped down into his
arms. It wasn’t that far of a drop, only a few feet, so we didn’t rock the boat
much. We were barely seconds from shore, and Klaus was eager to help me out of
the boat and back onto the dock. 


“What happened?” he demanded of me as soon as he had me back
on dry land. 


“The Agloolik heard me say something about giving seals to
people, mistook that as something nefarious, and grabbed me. He was dragging me
down to the bottom of the ocean before I could get free of him.” I turned to
Kanaaq and demanded, “Is that normal?”


“No, no,” Kanaaq assured me, waving hands in dismissal of
this. He looked dismayed at the idea. “The Agloolik are the guardians of the
seals and their pups. They help us find enough food to feed ourselves and our
families, thereby ensuring that we all survive. They’re protectors of this
area. He must have misunderstood what you said and thought you were an enemy of
the seals.”


“Ugh. I wished he’d asked questions first.” 


“I do as well.” Kanaaq looked embarrassed, high color on his
cheeks. “Please, come back inside. I will make you something hot to drink so
you can warm up. We’ll find a hairdryer to dry your hair.” 


“Yeah, thanks.” I sighed because there was no saving the phone.
Silver lining, I would get an upgrade?


Doing all of that took a good hour. Klaus called in an order
for a new phone and headphones so that when we returned to London, I’d have a
replacement ready. Ciarán took over drying my hair for me, which felt nice. I’d
always liked having my hair played with. 


Kanaaq made me some mean hot chocolate and put it in a large
thermos so I could take it on the road. There wasn’t much point in staying here
any longer, as this wasn’t the place where we were meant to be. So, after
Brigid hugged and kissed her trees, we loaded into the boat. I had to banish my
pedestal, as it was really in the way. After so much practice with banishing
recently, I felt more confident than usual as I took it down. Zoya had been
correct—the more I practiced, the more confidence I gained. 


With it gone, we waved a final goodbye, and away we went. 


It took several more hours to go from Prince of Wales Island
to the harbor at Devon Island, which was Dundas Harbour. Klaus had packed a
picnic lunch, which we all ate on the boat, and it was a good thing too. By the
time we arrived, it was very late afternoon, and the only thing that kept me
from fainting from hunger was that picnic lunch. The before birds rising was
making more sense. Brigid had obviously realized it would take a while to get
over here. 


It begged the question of when Richard had left with
Aisling, as he’d had to do surveys and all sorts of stuff. Granted, he came
back late, but still. 


I was relieved to reach the harbor, as being on the water
had been even colder. I was not adequately dressed for this weather, and it was
only going to get colder as the day went on. I should have created myself even
warmer clothes. Without my yummy hot chocolate, I’d have been a popsicle. I’d
definitely drop a word in people’s ears about designing the Hub with plenty of
heating. We’d need it up here. 


We switched to another vehicle, a Jeep this time, and off we
went. I had Richard’s survey map in hand, and we followed it out into the
middle of freaking nowhere. Literally, nothing in sight. Just patches of
something that might be grass? And lots of water and dirt. Yeah, he definitely
picked an easy spot to build on. 


Brigid climbed out of the Jeep, lips pursed as she looked
around in all directions. “Hmm. We’ll definitely need that greenhouse. Make it tall,
Reagan. Give my Tree room to grow.” 


I did not underestimate the size of what she wanted. Not
having seen the remains of a honed Alder Tree with my own eyes. Insanely tall
greenhouse, coming up! “You bet. Uh, according to the map, you’re standing precisely
where the Tree should go?”


“Yes, so I am.” She backed up two feet, taking something out
of the belt pouch at her waist, then bent. The ground opened up for her, and
she poured black soil into the hole with her hand. She did that three times,
creating a rich bed of nutrients, then pulled out a seed from another pouch.
She folded it in with more black soil before standing back with a judicious
eye. “Reagan, I do not trust there to be enough water to start a seedling
here.” 


“I certainly wouldn’t,” I agreed. The place did not feel
very humid, and I knew from the reports that it didn’t get much rain here. “I
can do a rain collecting tank to the side, just in case, but how about a
sprinkler system? I can make something simple and we can fill it with water whenever
we bring supplies through and as we’re building.”


“Yes, that seems the better plan.” 


“Sure. Let me make a supply building first, so Klaus can
work on the Door.” 


Ciarán lifted a hand. “I’m going to return the Jeep. We
don’t need it with a Door to go through.”


“Good thought,” Klaus approved. “It will take Reagan a while
to build everything anyway.” 


“Yeah, that’s true,” I agreed. And Ciarán could just fly
back, it wasn’t a big deal for him. As he went for the Jeep, I surveyed the
scene with a judicious eye. “So, Klaus, if this is the center of the Hub,
should I really put anything here? I mean, they’re going to be building right
here.” 


“That is a good point. I would say nothing permanent. How
about something temporary?”


I agreed with him, but that brought up another question. “Do
you actually need a building? Or a room? Can I just make a door?”


“Sorry,” he corrected with a shake of the head. “I need a confined
space, like a room. I can’t properly anchor to it otherwise.” 


“Ah. Okay, room it is. How about something like a shipping
container with a door on the side? That way they can move it around if they
need to.”


“Oh, certainly. That’s a good thought.” He waved me to a spot
several feet away from the seed. “Over there somewhere, I would think.”


“I’ll mark out dimensions first, as I don’t really want
these two things that close to each other. Someone’s bound to accidentally send
something through the glass, which would be no bueno.” I created stakes and set
about marking the dimensions of both, then changed my mind and moved the
shipping container/storage shed further out. Just in case. 


As it stood, I had about three hours of daylight left. It
was a good thing I could imagine a shipping container, greenhouse, and
sprinkler system all into place. If I’d been forced to build it all by hand,
we’d definitely be here a while. 














 





I returned victoriously, and kind of pumped. Bummed I had to
set up a new phone because that’s a pain, but yay new phone? I was trying to
see the silver lining to my almost-drowning-kidnapping earlier today.


When I waltzed back into Agna’s house with everyone
else—sans Brigid, as she chose to go home directly after reaching London—it was
to a full house. Fuller house? I couldn’t get more than three feet inside the
door because of the people. 


“Reagan!” a happy voice boomed out. A hulking brute of a man
in skin-tight jeans and a medieval tunic—yes, those did look odd together, why
do you ask?—came forward with arms outstretched and gave me a hug. “Glad to
finally meet you in person. I’m Boyd Rogers.” 


It took a second, then I realized this was one of the people
who contacted me regularly for updates. A witch, in fact, although he’d told me
once he had an Imagineer mother who he read all the notes to, as her eyes were
no longer up to the task. 


I hugged him back, stretching up on tiptoes to get arms
around his shoulders. “Oh, hi, Boyd! Glad you could make it.” 


“Wouldn’t miss it. Me mum, she was all excited to hear your
call for help, told me to pack me bags, and booted me out the door.” He relaxed
the hug to beam down at me. “Don’t know how much help a witch can be to you
Imagineers, what with you building things, but thought I’d offer my services.
You said for all to come.” 


“We’ll need all,” I assured him sincerely. “There’s a lot of
glamour and protection spells that go into the Hub, something we Imagineers
can’t really manage. That’s something more in your wheelhouse. And considering
the size of this thing, it’ll take more than a witch. Or a team of witches,
even.”


“That right? James said something to me, but he got
interrupted partway.” 


“I have no doubt. I swear, every time I turn around, the
amount of people in this house doubles. He’s probably going crazy trying to
meet and greet everyone right now.” 


“Oh, aye, that’s clear. Who are these gents behind you?”


Belatedly, I turned and introduced them. “Klaus, my kobold,
and Ciarán, my guardian pooka. Guys, this is Boyd.”


They shook hands all around and said hello. I spied Aisling
coming out of the living room and hailed her. “Aisling!”


She turned, spotted me, and changed direction, slipping past
Boyd’s broad back to manage it. “There you are. How did it go?”


“I honestly wasn’t sure if Brigid was giving birth to a
child or planting a tree,” I answered ruefully. “She put it in the ground
readily enough, but she had very, very definite opinions about how the
greenhouse should function, and the sprinkling system, and all of that. The
nesting instincts ran at high throttle.” 


Aisling laughed, a warm, rough purr of a sound. “That I
should have guessed and warned you of. But if you’re here, it means you
satisfied her.” 


“Took three tries, but yeah.”


Boyd listened to this with keen interest. “What’s this,
then?”


“I went with Brigid to our building site and planted an Alder
Tree,” I explained to him. “Well, she planted it, I built a greenhouse around
it for protection to help its growth. We also have a storage container on site
with a connected Door. You guys can go through it instead of the very, very
roundabout method it takes to get over there otherwise.”


“Bless you, that’s a lot of work for a day,” he replied with
a broad smile. “Right, I’m getting all shivery now. Let’s tell the good news,
shall we?” Boyd turned, cupped his hands around his mouth and bellowed with all
of the sound and reach of a foghorn, “THE ALDER TREE’S BEEN PLANTED!”


A ragged cheer went up through every room in the house.
Well. I felt all accomplished now, hearing that. 


“Does that mean she’s back?” an unfamiliar male voice called
out from…er…somewhere further back in the house. 


“She is!” Aisling answered, raising her voice to be heard.
To me, she explained, “Eoin Gallaghar came in from Finland this morning. We
explained to him you’d be fixing the platforms, and he’s eager to sit and tell
you what’s going wrong.” 


Finland—oh! This was the druid who went to find the clan
we’d lost contact with and then disappeared for weeks. I swear, this failing of
communication thing was a real problem with the magical world. With so many of
the older generations not being comfortable with tech, the only way to see how
they were doing was to go in person. Or send letters. Having the Hub out of
commission really had caused communication issues worldwide. Losing track of
someone for weeks brought that home in a way nothing else could. 


“I really need to talk to him. Finding space to have a
conversation is going to be the trick.”


“I’d suggest outside,” Aisling agreed wryly. “There’s no
peace to be found in here. He’s talked with Zoya for the past few hours, ever
since he came in. I think they’ve been hiding in her room.”


“I do not blame them.” 


Two pairs of feet clattered down the stairs and then Zoya
was in view. I gave my master a wave. “The conquering heroes have returned.”


“And we’re glad of it.”


“Also made friends,” I reported with a satisfied smile. “The
Inuit of the area have promised to help guide me to the platforms over there.”


“Even better! I’m glad you’re the friendly type. It does
make our job easier.” Zoya turned and indicated the man behind her. “This is
Eoin. Eoin, my apprentice, Reagan, Klaus, and Ciarán.”


“Ciarán and I know each other,” Eoin stated, extending his
hand to me. “Hello, Reagan.”


“Hello.” I took him in curiously. Eoin wasn’t the redhead
most druids seemed to be, but rather a skinny blond with freckles dancing
across tanned skin and a nose that had to have been broken at least three
times. He seemed like a friendly type on the surface, and his crooked smile
suggested he didn’t take himself too seriously. But that handgrip of his was a
silent testament he could probably wrestle a bear if he felt like it. I didn’t
give the bear in question good odds. 


“You’re likely hungry,” Zoya mentioned to me. “Let’s go out
to eat. The clan has a café across the street.” 


In other words, safe for Klaus to come with us without
needing glamour spells. Cool beans. “Let’s do it. Uh, is my phone here?” 


“It’s sitting in your room and charging.” Zoya eyed me
sideways. “Do tell me the full story of how your phone got soaking wet later.” 


“I feared for its immortal soul and decided to baptize it,”
I deadpanned back.


Zoya snorted. “Sure you did. Later.”


“Yeah, okay.” I could tackle both the setup and telling her
the story after lunch. 


The decibel level fell by about half just stepping out of
the house. Ye little gods and pink elephants, but Agna’s was noisy right now.
Which probably meant she was having a ball. Kobolds loved a full house. We
skipped across the quiet residential street and into the house across the way.
At least, it looked like a house but was instead a fairy café. The door chimed
a sweet, trilling tinkle of glass as we entered, and a fairy buzzed in close to
take in our party. 


“How many?”


“Six,” Klaus answered readily. 


I’m glad he knew the answer. I had to stop and count. 


“Right this way.” She led us to a corner with a round table,
and we all scooted in and got settled. 


It was a pretty café, sort of a living forest. The trees
were lined with soft moss, a river flowing along the floor with a glass top
over it to protect people from falling in. Even the chairs had a hewn feel to
them, as if they’d been crafted from a tree that very morning. A slice of woods
in the middle of the city. 


The druids obviously approved. They looked far more
comfortable here, smiles stretched ear to ear as they looked over the menu. We
placed our orders (me with a big bowl of clam chowder because I needed soup to heat
my bones after today), and the fairy whisked away in a flutter of wings. 


Eoin let out a huff, and his smile faded as he turned to me.
“Well, Reagan, as I explained to your master, it’s a bit of a mess up there
right now. Here’s the situation.”


I was suddenly glad I was sitting down. 


“How much do you know of Finnish mythology?”


“Uhhh, not a bit. Cliff notes version?”


“Right.” Eoin paused for a second, visibly ordering his
thoughts before speaking. “So, not many creatures in Finnish mythology, not
compared to the rest of the world’s cultures. They have a full pantheon of
spirits and gods, but not much in the way of creatures themselves. What few do
live in Finland tend to be in woodland areas in the far north of the country.
Hammastunturi Wilderness Area, that’s what it’s called at the moment.” 


I took the ‘at the moment’ thing with a faint smile. When
you lived centuries, it must get confusing, what with humans constantly
renaming things. 


“It’s a pretty place,” Eoin allowed. “Not hard to get to. Humans
have put in roads on all sides, although that’s part of the danger. The firefox,
otso, and Antero Vipunen all claim the place as home. They’re the nice ones.” 


For my sake, Zoya summarized, “Firefoxes actually look like
black foxes but scatter fire from their tails when they run at night. A forest
spirit, if you will. The otso are friendly bear-like creatures mostly thought
of as forest neighbors. And Antero Vipunen is a giant who lives underground and
possesses great knowledge and interesting spells. He’s generally a guardian to
an area.”


“The trouble comes from what else is in the area. There’s pirus—far
too many pirus—and menninkäinen. The pirus are nasty spirits. Tricksters with a
mean streak to them. They’ll give you impossible riddles to solve before they
let you past, perform all sorts of poltergeist activities, and generally be as
much of a pest as possible. The menninkäinen are sort of like leprechauns, but
they’re always in some kind of political dominance struggle with each other.
And that’s where the trouble started.” Eoin passed a hand over his eyes as if
just the memory gave him a headache. “Several months ago, the menninkäinen got
it in their heads that they were going to control the one platform in the area.
It’s apparently still operational and works with the other platform in southern
Finland—”


I perked up. Oooh, that was good to know.


“—and they needed something to hold over everyone else’s
heads. That was the easiest thing to use. It wasn’t guarded and everyone is
pretty invested in being able to readily access it. So, they built a rather
solid structure around it and put up guards and whatnot. The pirus immediately
took advantage of the trouble this started with the rest of the clan and have
been causing more trouble left, right, and center. They’re aiding the menninkäinen
in keeping the clan barred from it by adding complications and having a jolly
fun time with it. I spent weeks up there trying to unravel the politics and the
grudges, trying to straighten it out enough that they’d undo the protections.”


I didn’t have to guess the result. “Didn’t work.”


“Not at all. I might have made it worse. I’m not sure.” Eoin
lowered his hands and gave me a crooked smile. “You’re walking into a political
hotbed right now, young Imagineer. If there’s an easy solution to it, I
couldn’t find one. Right now, the entire clan is so enraged with the
Menninkäinen for driving them into a corner, they refuse to even consider
talks. The pirus are egging this attitude on with every possible trick. I
eventually came back because I knew everyone was worried and I had no idea how
to fix it.” 


Oh boy. I looked to the others, not sure how to take this
information. “Um. Anyone have any bright ideas? I’m currently open to
suggestions.” 


Zoya made a humming noise that suggested she was thinking
hard on some level, her brows furrowed. “I’ve been thinking about this ever
since Eoin explained the situation. Eoin, you said the platform is still
working, that clan members were using it to pop back and forth between the
other platform in Finland to visit the other clan. How recently was that?”


“Beginning of this year, I believe. They said they went to
pay New Year’s respects.” 


So, it was definitely operational, then. “I’m surprised they
were using it. I mean, I thought everyone else stopped using it?”


“They don’t have a lot of communication with the other clans
as a general rule,” Eoin explained. “They’d somehow missed the memo that you
weren’t supposed to use the platforms at all. They just knew the Hub was down
and supposedly under repairs. Time flows very, very differently for them. They
were surprised to hear almost a hundred years had passed since the Hub was shut
down.” 


I shook my head. Geez, I guess when you lived that long,
time really didn’t mean much. “Okay, well, it’s good news for me. It means I
likely won’t have to do much in the way of repairs, assuming they didn’t do
something to the platform when they built a building around it.” 


I shared a speaking look with my master. This all sounded
problematic in the extreme. 


Zoya frowned deeply. “Devushka, you worked more on the
platforms than I have. If you need to rebuild it, can you?”


“Yes. I mean, it’ll be a pain, it’s not something I can do
all in one go, but I can.” A small hand patted me on the back and I turned my
head enough to see Klaus comforting me. “I don’t like people today.”


“I understand,” he assured me. “I feel that way most days
when dealing with stupidity. Alright, Eoin, we understand the full issue. Are
you taking us back in?”


“I promised I would,” he assured me. “With Aisling along, we
can divide you between the two of us and plane-walk most of the way in. Easier
that way.” 


I was good with that. Plane-walking was a really cool
experience. “Okay. Can we leave tomorrow morning?”


“I’d prefer it. Too late in the day to easily navigate.” 


“Cool beans.” And maybe sometime tonight, in my sleep, I’d
think of an easy way to circumvent this problem. 


Our food arrived and I heartily accepted it with gimme gimme
hands. Because food, yes. 


Eoin watched me as the food was delivered and asked, “Are
you really going to each and every platform to fix them?”


“I don’t know enough to design or build the Hub,” I
explained, my mouth already watering from the enticing scent of the soup in
front of me. This bowl might not be enough. “And we don’t want to pull someone
off the project who does. But the platforms, I know how to fix them. I’ve done
it three times already. We’d like to have those platforms up and operational,
ready to be connected to the Hub when they’re done.”


His concerned expression didn’t ease up. “How many platforms
are there?”


“Too many,” Ciarán sighed. 


I gave him a fist, which he bumped, as that was exactly the right
answer. Waaaay too many. 


Eoin snorted amusement. “Well, I hope you all like to
travel.” 


“So far, it’s been great.” I just hoped the feeling didn’t
get old. I was in for a lot of it. 














 





Eoin and Aisling took us up onto the next plane, then down one,
then over to another Tree, and then up again, and—just read it as there was way
too much walking and trees involved, okay? It’s a blur of vegetation in my
mind. But it took half of the day to get over there, and I was footsore and
ready for a nap by the time we arrived in mostly the right area. 


In fact, we didn’t go into clan territory immediately, but
rented a hotel room nearby and slept there for the night. I was a fan of being
horizontal for a while, trust me. After breakfast the next morning, we traveled
the rest of the way into the territory. At least, that was the plan. You know
what they say about the best laid plans of mice and men and how they oft go
awry? 


We were currently awry-ing. 


I eyed the tableau uncertainly. We’d gotten maybe a fifteen-minute
hike into the Hammastunturi Wilderness—which was quite pretty, really, lots of
evergreen trees and rolling mountains and lakes sparkling in the sunlight—when
we were almost immediately surrounded. 


Pirus, as it turned out, were horrible-looking little
creatures. Sort of like hobgoblins. They were short, barely knee high on me,
boney, and had elongated foreheads and wispy hair. We’d not spotted them
instantly because they were a sort of moss green in color, an almost perfect
blend with the forest floor around us. 


Their eyes glowed with a malicious spirit. Literally glowed,
not talking figuratively there. They were hyped up with new targets at hand,
practically bouncing from foot to foot, their bare toes clawing into the soft
soil with each step. I counted almost a dozen, and despite their small size,
they made me nervous. I’d been in the magical world long enough to know you
never, ever underestimated something because of its size. Point in case: kobolds.



Eoin eyed them all in open disgust, but I noticed he didn’t
try to shove past them, either. “Antti. Enough. I’ve answered your riddles. You
agreed I could come and go as I pleased.” 


Antti wore a sly smirk on his pointy face as he sneered,
“And so you can, druid. But those with you have not answered any riddle of
mine.” 


Um. I’m really bad with riddles. Did this game come with
phone-a-friend options?


“Let’s play tit for tat.” To my surprise, Ciarán moved ahead
of me, facing off with Antti. “I’ll answer a riddle of yours. Then I’ll ask my
own riddle of you. If you cannot answer my riddle, we all have freedom in this
forest.” 


Antti’s eyes narrowed. “And what if you can’t answer my
riddle?”


“I highly doubt that. But if I can’t, each of my party must
answer your riddle for all of us to pass.” 


That satisfied him, and he puffed his chest out
triumphantly. “Fine. I’ll give you the hardest riddle, then, fairy.”


“I’m a pooka,” Ciarán complained.


Antti thought hard for a moment, then stepped back to confer
with someone. I watched this proceed and eyed my pooka with some misgiving. Was
he really that good with riddles? Sometimes, I felt like I didn’t know Ciarán
all that well, despite him being a constant companion. He’d never said a riddle
once in my hearing, or shown any interest in it. Or was this a skill he’d
picked up over his long life? 


The piru leader came back to stand off with Ciarán once
again. “Which is faster, hot or cold?”


Uh. What? 


“Hot,” Ciarán answered readily, with a lazy blink. “You can
easily catch cold.” 


Ooooh. Nice answer. 


Antti glared at him, a visible tic at the corner of his
mouth. “Fine. You’re right. Ask your riddle.” 


“I’ll make it easy on you and give you a Finnish riddle,
shall I? What has a flap over the fold, fold over the flap, and a block in the
bum?” Ciarán rocked back on his heels, and did I see a smirk toying about his
mouth? 


Antti’s brow compressed. I could see his mouth moving
soundlessly as he repeated the riddle to himself. If his face was anything to
go by, he was thinking hard enough to grind gears together. A minute ticked by,
then two, and he grew increasingly frustrated. 


With a shake of the head, Ciarán tsked him. “Time’s up,
Antti. My party has the freedom to go where they please now.” 


Openly sneering, the pirus turned on their heels and stomped
back into the forest, blending almost instantly with the foliage. They were
invisible in seconds. It was actually rather impressive. 


Leaning into Ciarán’s side, Eoin asked, “What’s the answer?”


“No idea,” Ciarán admitted brightly. “Heard it once in a
bar. Had a drinking competition with a Finn and he refused to give me the
answer unless I could outdrink him. I was no match for him, and by the time I
woke back up with a splitting head, he was long gone.” 


I spluttered, “You used a riddle you don’t know the answer
to?”


“Thing of it is,” he confided to me, “I’ve asked many people
since that day what the answer might be. Even Googled it. Couldn’t find the
answer after years of asking. If I couldn’t so easily answer it, then what were
the odds he could?”


Well. That was a rather good point. 


“At least you bought us all entry.” Zoya pushed a lock of
hair back off her face, looking aggravated. “There’s enough going on without
them to navigate around. Eoin, how far are we?”


“A half hour to the clan’s village. An hour if we’re going
by the platform.”


So, the village was up past the platform, not next to it?
Not all villages were built right next to one, just most were. I exchanged
looks with Zoya and we said in almost perfect unison, “Platform first.” 


“We need to know if the platform is damaged,” Zoya explained
to him. “And what it’ll take to fix it.” 


Eoin didn’t seem to care either way, just nodded and led us
off again. I fell into step with him, a question burning on my tongue. “Do you
know why the platform is outside of the village’s area? Normally, it’s right in
the center of it.” 


“I believe it originally was. I’m not sure why it isn’t now,
just that the village was moved at one point.” 


“Humans encroached too close?” Klaus asked from behind us.


Eoin tilted his head to speak over his shoulder. “That’s my
guess. But I didn’t really ask many questions about that. I didn’t really care
why. I was trying to mediate the immediate problem.”


Made sense. I’d do the same in his shoes. 


We kept hiking. It was not exactly warm up here, even in August.
My understanding was that Finland never got above fifty degrees, and that this
was actually balmy weather for them. In the shade of the trees and at this high
elevation, it felt chilly to me and despite my jacket, errant shivers raced
over my skin. My priority was definitely settling this quickly and going
somewhere warmer. Much warmer. 


Despite the cold, it really was pretty. The air was crisp
and fresh, too, and I could enjoy the scent of fresh pine in my nostrils. It
made the hike in pleasant. 


Eoin turned on a trail, going further up into the mountain
and then cut again around the side of it. I followed gamely, not exactly fit
enough to hike all over the place like this. All those days sitting around
doing intellectual stuff had definitely caught up to me. My hips and calves burned
from the exertion. 


“Intto!” Eoin called. “I’ve brought Imagineers!”


We passed a rather large spruce tree and slipped between two
very large boulders, then stumbled upon a village. It wasn’t full of houses,
like I half-expected, but rather dens dug into the hillsides with either
branches weaved around the openings, or logs bracketing the top and sides like
a doorframe. I saw multiple dark heads peek out, their large ears flickering
back and forth as they regarded us. It was the most adorable scene ever. I
wanted to cuddle them all. 


A black fox with a lot of grey in his fur stepped forward
curiously, stepping up onto a rock in the central area between all the dens. He
dipped his head in greeting, his voice half growl, part yip. “Imagineers are
always welcome.” 


“I’m Zoya,” my master introduced, stepping forward with a
smile. “This is my apprentice, Reagan. With her is Klaus and Ciarán, her
protectors. We are blessed to have Aisling, a druid, with us.”


“I am Intto of the Bright Tails,” he returned the greeting.
“All are welcome.”


“We understand that your platform here has been taken
hostage and possibly damaged?”


His lip curled, showing canines. “Yes. We normally keep to
ourselves, but this troubles us. We do wish to have a safe route out of the
forest. Our forms are such that humans either hunt or capture us if we venture
too far outside of a forest.”


Yeah, I could see how that would be the case. And especially
if their tails light up as they run at night, it wouldn’t be easy to lose a
pursuer. 


“We will fix it,” Zoya promised. “My apprentice is well
schooled in the construction of the platforms. We can easily fix this. But we
must figure out how to handle the matter of the others who have barred your
access from it.”


“I do not know how you’ll manage that, Imagineer.” Intto
grimaced, sounding more resigned than angry. “Eoin tried for many weeks. The menninkäinen
are adamant about controlling access to the platform. They wish to exact a toll
upon it. Their fees are outrageous. Even visitors are expected to pay these
fees.” 


Ouch. I can see the problem, alright. “Can we see the platform
without paying a fee?”


“I believe you might be able to.” Intto’s head cocked as he
considered this. “How you’ll convince the menninkäinen to let you close enough
to do so, I’m less certain.” 


“We can only try.” Zoya cast me a look. “I’d rather do it now,
if we can. I want to know what we’re up against.”


“Same,” I admitted. 


“I will guide you.” Intto leapt lightly off his rock and led
us back the way we came. He didn’t stay on the trail, though, but went down the
mountain side. Which made sense. There was no flat space to build on up here. 


As we followed, Intto spoke to Zoya. “It is always a
blessing to see an apprentice Imagineer.”


“Da, I’m happy to have her.” 


Awww. I’m blushing. 


“Might I request something else of you? A ward around the
village would be helpful for us.”


“Consider it done,” Zoya promised easily. 


“Thank you. Our old village site was warded well, but we did
not feel comfortable there. The humans were always close. We were forced to
abandon it and move.” 


That sounded like a good segue. I moved to walk at his heels
so I could ask, “Is that still a problem? Too much human activity up here, I
mean.”


“No, the problem has died down in recent years.” He turned
his head a little as he answered me. “At one time, there was a gold rush up
here, and many had a reindeer husbandry in this land. We couldn’t seem to turn
around without tripping over a man’s tent. But the gold rush is gone now, and
no one raises reindeer here anymore.” 


I’d read that they’d turned this into a protected wilderness
area in 1991, that was probably why. “Would you like to move back to your old
village?”


“We like the comfort of the mountains. The water is clear
and plentiful here. We only had our village where it was to accommodate the
platform.”


“Ahh. Gotcha.” So, they didn’t want to move. Hmm. A thought
tickled and tantalized me. Considering that it was basically just one race of
firefoxes up here, did they really need a full-sized platform? Oh wait. There
was the giant, too. Rats, I’d nearly forgotten about him. And the Otso,
although I wasn’t sure if they were as big as a regular bear or not. They might
be able to fit in something smaller. 


We reached the valley floor with its picturesque lake
sparkling in the sun off to one side. Intto led us further along its banks and
into the tree line once more. We’d barely gotten back into the canopy when we
were abruptly stopped, this time by a pair of guards in front of a picket fence
of sticks held together by ropes. 


Menninkäinen, I assumed. They looked a little similar to the
pirus, what with the short stature. They were taller, though, their skin a more
olive complexion, and they wore proper clothes of thick fur coats, moccasin
shoes, and leather headbands keeping their hair up in high pony tails.
Interesting-looking guys. 


“You may not pass without the toll, Intto,” one of them
snapped. “You’ve made no agreement with us.” 


Zoya was absolutely done with this nonsense. She stomped
right into their faces and leaned in menacingly. “I am Imagineer Zoya Mikahilov.
You WILL let me pass.” 


They glanced at each other uncertainly. The magical world
had unwritten rules, and one of them was that an Imagineer was always welcome.
Anywhere, anytime, under any circumstances. Always. We were Switzerland. We
could go and come as we pleased. Normally, we adhered to the cultures and rules
of whatever clan we visited because that was polite. But no one denied us
entry. 


That these guys were even hesitating to let us in? Seriously
not good. 


My master’s tone dropped into your-death-is-imminent levels.
“You would deny an Imagineer entry?”


That got them moving. They jerked their makeshift gate aside,
and we all marched through. I couldn’t see much of the building they had over
the platform at first, what with all the trees blocking my view. Then we got
close enough to hit the clearing and I could see it unimpeded. 


It wasn’t that they’d built a building around it, oh no.
They’d built walls right on top of the platform, using it like a foundation. I
could see through the open door in the front, and that single line of sight was
enough to make me whimper. The columns had been sawed off to accommodate a
sloping roof, and worse—


Oh man. Surely I was seeing that wrong. I ran up the three
steps and inside, looking at it more closely, then went directly to the nearest
column, pressing against the wall. No dice; the column was solidly built into
the new wall. 


I sank to my knees near where the wall joined the floor of
the stone platform, trying to dig at it with my fingers. I couldn’t. It was
rock solid. No pun intended. They had completely anchored the wall into the
platform, obscuring the side of the column that had the symbols. There was no
prying anything free without dynamite. Even banishing would take some of the
original platform with it, as the mortar from the new additions had sunk into
the rock and gotten all cozy with it. 


“How bad?” Zoya asked from the doorway in a grim way that
suggested she knew it was plenty bad. 


I flopped sideways in a dramatic sprawl. “Mactep. Is it too
much to ask for an alien abduction right now?”


“You’re absolutely not allowed to go play with aliens and
leave me to fix this mess.” She groaned and looked around her. 


Aisling popped her head inside without fully ascending the
steps. “It can’t be that bad?”


“Worse,” I informed her flatly, heaving myself back up to my
feet. “They’ve not only ruined the structure, they’ve destroyed the symbols on
the column by plastering masonry over it.You can’t use them to dial out anymore.”



Aisling winced. “Oh.”


“Yeah. Oh about covers it.” 














 





“You let who in?” a stringent voice demanded from outside,
the vowels covering several octaves. “You fools, I told you to not allow anyone
entry!”


A feral smile twisted over my lips. That sounded like the
boss. Oh good. A target. I stomped immediately back out of the building, my
eyes scanning for my quarry. He stood not far from the base of the steps, a
pointy green hat on his head, although he was dressed similarly to the others.
He spied me at the same time and huffed, his chin coming up, chest thrusting
out. 


“I am Mauno, the leader of the menninkäinen, and you—”


I overrode him, too angry to listen to whatever pompous,
selfish speech he was about to give me. “I’m Imagineer Reagan Hunt, and the
only thing I want to know is, is this your doing?” I flung a hand to indicate
the ruined platform behind me. “Did you order this done?”


He got red in the face because I’d cut him off but
belligerently answered. “It was for the good of all menninkäinen. We have
rights, and the firefoxes refuse to—”


“Well, congrats,” I said in my most sarcastic tone ever.
Seriously, it was a thing of beauty. “Because of what you did, you destroyed
it.” 


Mauno’s self-righteous attitude paused. He looked at me,
then at the platform/building in confusion, and back to me. “It’s standing
right there.” 


“The trouble with people messing with technology they don’t
understand is that they can screw it up without meaning to.” I jerked a thumb
to indicate it. “You fall right into that category. I mean, seriously, how
stupid are you to think you can cut the tops of the columns and plaster
over the symbols and the platform will still function? You can’t even dial
it to another platform—you’ve covered the symbols completely!”


His mouth worked, searching for words. He still looked belligerent,
but confusion was coming in like a wrecking ball. “It’s—still standing right—”


“What you now have is a very old collection of rocks forming
a floor in a building that doesn’t even have a door,” I informed him flatly.
“You literally destroyed the thing you’re trying to use as a bargaining chip.
Which has to be the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen someone do. Do you know why
I came out here? No? Let me enlighten you. We are breaking ground on a new Hub
this week. My task is to go around and fix all of the platforms and prepare
them to reconnect to the new Hub. And I can’t with yours because your stupid
powerplays DESTROYED THE PLATFORM.” 


Zoya came to stand at my side, introducing herself with a
brief, “I’m Imagineer Zoya Mikahilov. She’s unfortunately correct. We’d have to
break everything you’ve done and rebuild the platform from the ground up in
order to fix this mess.” 


With two Imagineers telling him he screwed up, Mauno’s
attitude crumpled completely. He looked between us, his expression flitting
between anger, panic, and worry. I imagine managers who have figured out they’re
in the wrong looked like him. He was already looking for someone else to blame
for this fiasco. “The firefoxes called you in?”


I tried to wear my angel wings every day. But this was one
of those times I’d like to take them off and beat someone with them. I got
right into his face and repeated myself, biting off each word, “The new Hub is
being built. I came in to do any repairs and ready it for connection to the new
Hub. I’m not here on some political agenda. This is your screwup. You
and the rest of the menninkäinen who followed you out of blind loyalty.”


He couldn’t meet my eyes at that, staring hard at the
ground. 


I seriously wanted to slap him. Could I slap him? It would
make me feel better. I think Ciarán sensed that need, as he put a hand on my
shoulder and hauled me back a foot. 


In a deliberate play, Zoya said to me, “I don’t think you
should try to fix this platform here.”


“No, I don’t think I should either,” I agreed one hundred
percent. 


Mauno’s head came back up, and he protested in panic, “You
have to fix it!”


“No, I really don’t,” I informed him. “Frankly, I don’t
trust you guys. You and the pirus, you’ve got too many power games going on.
I’m not putting a platform anywhere where you can control it.” 


“You can’t leave us stranded here!” His voice shot up into
the octaves of screeching cats. 


What if I wanted to? 


Zoya was nicer than me. Or at least, more politically savvy.
She shook her head. “She said control, not access. We’ll put a platform in a
new location where you can only use it but will have no ability to control it.”



I had nothing left to say to these idiots and marched back
out of the makeshift fence. People more or less followed me, but it was Eoin who
lengthened his stride to catch up to my side. 


“Can you really build a platform from scratch?” he asked
curiously. 


“I really can. It’ll take a day or two, even with Zoya’s
help. They’re not really complicated, you just have to connect everything
right, and there’s a lot of layers to it.” 


“Ahh. In that case, I can see why you’d so readily abandon
the ruined platform.”


“It’s twice the work trying to save something from it. I’d
have to tear it apart to get anything usable, and then rebuild it from the
ground up. Why bother? And I can’t put the platform in the same spot.
Obviously.”


“It’s not a good location,” Eoin agreed, making a little
disgusted, growly noise in the back of his throat. “Where are you going to
build the new one?”


“I don’t know yet.” I spied Intto waiting for us and gave
him a wave. “Intto. Bad news and good news situation.”


“It normally is with the menninkäinen,” he answered wryly.
“How is the platform, Imagineer?”


“Well, in their efforts to keep everyone out of it, they’ve
destroyed it. You can’t use it at all. It’s basically a very old collection of
rocks now.” 


Intto’s lip curled on one edge in a snarl. “Fools. They have
trapped us all here.” 


“Yes and no. Yes in the immediate sense, but otherwise no. I
can build you a new platform.”


“Oh! You can?”


“I can. It’ll take me a few days, is all. But I need a new
location. Old location is obviously not okay.”


“Hmm, yes. I’m not sure where else you can build one that
the pirus and menninkäinen won’t immediately try to claim.” Intto’s head
cocked, tail flicking idly behind him. “I wonder where a good spot would be?”


I was hoping he could tell me that. I really didn’t know
this area, after all. “I’m currently taking suggestions.” 


No one seemed to have an immediate answer to that. 


“Lunch?” Aisling suggested. 


“As good a suggestion as any,” Klaus agreed. 





Obviously, us humans didn’t eat the same thing as the foxes.
And we needed different accommodations. Klaus had planned for this and packed
food, which we’d all backpacked in. Everything else we needed, Zoya and I made.
They opened up a spot in the village area for us and we pitched some tents,
threw in air mattresses and sleeping bags, all while Klaus got a fire going and
grilled us up some mean ham and cheese sandwiches. 


Eoin ended up sitting next to me, munching down on grilled
ham and cheese, a very content man. “These camping chairs are comfortable. I
might need to get one.” 


“Easier than the ground,” I agreed. 


He gave me a curious look, his head tilted a bit. “I realize
it’s a strange thing to ask you now, but how did you end up on this project?”


“Rebuilding the Hub and all the platforms, you mean? I kind
of fell into it.” I jerked a chin at Zoya, sitting across the fire from us.
“She was actually the one who James invited in.”


“Da, this is true,” Zoya admitted easily. “But Reagan
quickly proved we needed her. She has a ready mind for building, which has proved
useful. But she’s more comfortable with technology than most of us. She keeps
us organized.” 


That was true, so I just shrugged. 


“She became expert of the platforms because that was her
focus while I tackled other problems.” Zoya smiled at me, a hint of pride in
it. “We probably should have taken her back home, let her finish high school
instead of dragging her around the world for another few months.” 


“I’m learning more here in the field than I would in
school,” I pointed out. “All of this is hands-on experience. And it’s not like
I have to be on target for a certain graduation date, anyway. My principal is
well aware I’ll be hopping in and out.” 


“Fortunately, also true.” 


I understood her worry, sort of. But nothing about my life
had been ‘normal,’ and frankly? I wasn’t really keen on normalcy anymore. I
liked going around the world with my chosen family and seeing more of it. I
liked making new friends of all ages and races. Staying in one place had only
gotten me a lousy friend and judgy adults. Exploring the magical world was much
better in comparison. 


Intto came and plopped down, joining the ring of people
around the fire. He regarded us all with a pan of his head. “You are all
comfortable here?”


“We are, Intto,” Aisling immediately answered. “You’re a
good host, thank you.”


“This pleases me. I’ve thought long and hard about where to
put the new platform, but I cannot think of a ready answer. I suggest instead
that I introduce you to Antero Vipunen.”


That name sounded familiar. “I’m sorry, who’s that?”


“Antero Vipunen is a giant who lives among us,” Intto
explained patiently. “He is very wise and knows much of spells.” 


It clicked. “Oh! The guy who lives underground in this
area.”


“Yes, he is the one. I suggest we consult him.”


I looked around. Everyone seemed to be in agreement on this.



It was Zoya who answered him. “We’ll do so. Before we do,
however, I think I want to put a ward up around the village. With your
neighbors now upset and without their bargaining chip, they might do something
foolish. Let’s not give them an opening to do something rash to your clan.” 


Intto’s lip curled in disgust, ears going flat to his head.
“I wish I could disagree with you, Imagineer. But you are likely correct. I
will gather everyone together and then help you mark the boundaries of the
ward.”


“Thank you, that’ll help.” 


I munched on the last of my lunch. Ward, huh? Would it be
possible to put the platform under the ward for this village? Or would doing so
start another fight? 


Hmm. If there was a good choice to be made here so everyone
was happy, I sure wasn’t seeing it. 














 





What Intto had failed to mention at lunch was that Antero
Vipunen was famous for sleeping. Like, literally, that was his whole legend.
Him, sleeping. So, waking him up? Well, that was something of a challenge. 


I walked with Intto around the side of the mountain, Klaus
and Ciarán shadowing us, and tried to get a better handle on what I’d just been
told. “Wait. Wait, you’re saying this earth giant used topsoil as a blanket so
he could sleep, and then he slept so long that he just absorbed all of nature’s
secrets? Like through osmosis? And now he’s covered in the mountain because he
hasn’t moved for centuries?”


Intto shrugged, as if this was common knowledge and he
wasn’t sure why I was struggling with it. “Yes.”


Umm. Houston, we might have a few problems. “Sooo…inquiring
minds want to know. How do you propose to wake him up?”


He gave me that look again as if I’d asked a silly question.
“That is your task, Imagineer.” 


“Right. Of course it is.” 


Ciarán snickered behind me. “People think Imagineers can do
anything.”


“It’s one of the job hazards,” I agreed with a groan. No,
seriously, how did you wake a sleeping giant who’s been out of it for
millennia? Was Intto testing me? I felt like this was a giant test. No pun
intended. 


We heard a grumbling noise in the air, a sigh on the wind,
and a low groan that was more felt than heard. It sounded like a very large man
dead asleep. I had a feeling that’s exactly what it was. 


We climbed up a very narrow game trail. The trees died away,
leaving a sort of ropey-looking vine that trailed in wavy patterns. No, not a
vine. Moss? Huh. Now, if I didn’t know better, I would say it was in fact
moss-covered hair. 


“Intto. Just throwing this out there. We aren’t, by any
chance, walking on the giant’s face, are we?”


“No,” Intto assured me, still spritely moving along. “His
chest.”


“Chest. Right. Cool beans.” I was absolutely not okay with
walking around on a giant’s chest. On the other hand, I hadn’t even detected
when we’d gone from normal mountain to walking on his chest, so…there was that
issue. 


I stopped short when the wiry moss-hair ended and what had
to be a nose protruded out of the ground. And it was a beak of a nose, let me
tell you. That seemed as likely as a target as any. I went to the side of it
and slapped it hard. “HELLO!”


Nothing. Still snoozing away. 


I tried kicking, as my hand still stung after slapping what
essentially felt like warm rock. Carefully, so I didn’t break a toe. I kicked
three times before trying even louder, “HELLO!”


Still nothing. 


Yeah, this was going about as poorly as I imagined. 


Okay, what makes people immediately wake up? Cold. Not being
able to breathe. Pain. Loud noises, although that apparently didn’t work on the
giant. Maybe a bull horn would help? I didn’t want to hurt him. Breathing,
maybe? Or cold? 


What if I blocked his nose for a second, forced him awake
that way? 


I created what was essentially huge nose-filters and
imagined them into place in his nostrils, blocking all airway. His breath
shuddered to a stop for three, two, one—


Then his mouth opened on a groan and he breathed again.
Well, crap. That didn’t work as planned. But maybe with his mouth open, I could
try something else? I had to be careful about this, though. We were right on
his face. If he decided I was a bug and tried to swat me, that would
potentially ruin my whole day. 


“Reagan,” Klaus said patiently, “what are you trying to do?”


“Well, I know if I stop breathing or something cold touches
me, I wake up instantly. And I’m a pretty deep sleeper, as you know. I thought
I could stop his breathing for a second and see if that would wake him up.” I
scratched at my head, considering that cavernous mouth. It was about the size
of a cave’s entrance. “Maybe a really huge ice cube in his mouth?”


Klaus eyed the gaping mouth in question. And could we say
morning breath? It was revolting, but then, when someone hasn’t brushed their
teeth in several centuries, what else did you expect? “Try it.”


I certainly didn’t see the harm. I formed the largest ice
cube I could, something practically as tall as I was, and released it into the
giant’s mouth. Hopefully it was too small to be a choking hazard. He closed his
mouth for a second, we heard a crunching sound, then he sighed and opened it
again. 


Did he just….


“Ice cube gone,” Ciarán confirmed after a peek over the
lips. 


I threw my hands into the air. “I honestly don’t know what
else to try. Someone give me something, here.” 


Intto gave me a consoling pat against my thigh. “Do not lose
heart so quickly, Imagineer. There is a legend of a man named Väinämöinen who
tried to wake Antero Vipunen by poking a stick down his gullet. This didn’t
wake him either. Instead, the man was swallowed. Because he was stuck in Antero
Vipunen’s stomach, he built a smithy inside and made the best of it. Eventually
he was spat back out.” 


“Wait.” I stared down at him, jaw steadily dropping because
excuse me? What? “You’re telling me this giant accidentally swallowed a man,
who then proceeded to build a smithy in his stomach, and even that
didn’t wake the giant up? But eventually it upset his stomach enough that he
spat him out, and the guy was freed, but even then, the giant didn’t wake up?
He slept through all of that?”


“That is how the legend goes, yes.” 


Seemed like a fairy tale in many ways, but that was how
legends usually worked. The grain of truth in the story was that Antero Vipunen
was absolutely impossible to wake up by any means. “You know what, I’m calling
it. We’re not going to be able to wake him up. Let’s put our heads together and
come up with something.” 


“Antero Vipunen is wise, though,” Intto protested with an
uncertain look at the sleeping face. 


“He’s also hundreds of years out of date and has no idea
what’s going on even if I did manage to wake him up,” I riposted, already
growing impatient with this argument.


Klaus stepped in, his tone patient. “Intto, I know you worry
about making the right decision. But we can all counsel together and come up
with a good solution.” 


I nodded fervently, hoping Intto listened. Trying to get
someone else to think of the solution was not the right tactic here. 


He sighed gustily. “You’re right. I’ve thought long on this,
but I cannot think of what is best for my clan. As much as the others aggravate
me, I do not want them left in danger, but how do we establish a new platform
so all may use it?”


“It does seem like something of a tall order at the moment,”
I consoled him. “But we Americans like to say where there’s a will, there’s a
way. We’ll think of something.” 


Intto nodded, but he didn’t look happy. We trooped back down
the trail, the wheels and cogs spinning in my mind as I hiked back down. Just
where could we put it? I’d had the stray thought earlier that we didn’t really
need a full-sized platform out here, not with everyone so small in size. A
small platform would be easier to place, easier to find a space for. And I’d
discounted the idea because of Antero Vipunen, but he seemed to just sleep
through everything. I don’t see how he’d need the platform. Or was that short-sighted
of me? If something really drastic happened out here, say a natural disaster,
even he’d wake up and need to move. Although he couldn’t fit through a normal-sized
portal, anyway. Maybe I shouldn’t worry about him? 


My cellphone rang. I’d put a booster on it before leaving
London so it had satellite connection ability. I knew we’d have no real
reception out here, and I wanted to stay in contact with everyone. I dug it out
of my pocket and answered the Facetime with a smile. “Hi, Nana! How goes it?”


Nana glowed, a hint of color in her cheeks, and was she
wearing makeup? Holy cow, she was. With her hair done, makeup on, a breezy
shirt of purple that I literally had never seen before, it was like she’d gone
back in time by a good ten years. Maybe fifteen. “It goes very well, Reagan.
I wanted to share the news that they’re breaking ground right now.”


“Holy crap, really?!” I stopped dead in my tracks, not able
to talk to her and navigate a forest trail at the same time. I was almost
immediately crowded on both sides as my guardians also jumped into the call.
“They have the plans already done?”


“They do. They’ve been working almost ’round the clock.
They borrowed heavily from the original structure—did anyone tell you we
finally laid hands on the original blueprints?”


“What! No, no one told me that. Last I heard from James was
that he would take Seo Ra Im up to do a seeking spell for them.” 


“Well, he did so, and she found them. In the last place
anyone would look, in fact, so just as well we had a witch doing a seeking
spell. But they’ve been using those plans as a sort of base of how the building
should be laid out. They’ve also taken the chance to update it to modern
building standards, so it’ll function very well, I think. There’s been some
concern over the permafrost in that area, hence why they’re breaking ground
now.”


I nodded in complete understanding. There was a phenomenon
in Canada where the upper level of soil expanded as the temperature dropped. It
could heave an entire foundation out of alignment in a very short amount of
time, sometimes as little as a single winter. There was a way to build so you
didn’t have to deal with warped foundations and floors. “Jackson was telling me
about their concerns. With the frost heave phenomenon in that area, they’ll
have to dig really far down for the footings. He said a caisson foundation was
the only way to go. They were talking about twelve feet deep, last I heard.”


“They decided on fifteen feet. Just to be on the safe
side, as no one wants to go back into the foundation and rebuild it.”


With that big of a building? I shuddered at just the mental
image of how much work that would take. If it was even possible. “Fifteen feet
sounds great to me. But yeah, that’s a lot of digging.” 


“Very much so. You can see why they started in on it now.
I can also tell you the Alder Tree is growing very, very well. We’ve been
getting in pictures and updates, and it’s a sprightly sapling now. Your
greenhouse is doing its job.”


“I’m really happy to hear it.” And relieved. And a few other
dozen emotions. So far, everything that could possibly go wrong with this
project, had. I was all for forward progress. 


“How goes it out there?” Nana asked with a smile. 


That smile was about to go upside down. “Well, there’s been
a power struggle out here, and the idiots who took control of the platform
basically destroyed it on accident. They built a building right on top of the
platform, using mortar and everything, and it sealed all the symbols and cut
the columns. Like, we’d literally have to rip it completely apart to rebuild
it.”


Nana winced. “We knew it wasn’t a good situation out
there.”


“Oh, that it is not. We’ve had to put a ward up over the
village because of all the nonsense. I honestly don’t know what we’re going to
do. We’re talking about just abandoning the old platform, building something
new, but we’re on the side of a mountain. Not a lot of flat land to work with.
And if we go down to flat land, that’s where the troublemakers live.” 


“Sounds to me like you need to carve into the mountain
and create your own flat land.”


“That’s basically what it boils down to. Where is still the
question. And I’m honestly mad enough at the idiots that I want to just put a
ward over the new platform so they can’t get into it.” 


“That’s spite talking, Rea.”


“Yeah, I know.” I started walking again. We had no reason to
linger up here, and I didn’t want people waiting on me. Klaus guided one of my
hands to his shoulder so he could lead me down, and I took the offer, the other
hand holding the phone up so I could still glance at Nana. “But it’s also
common sense, I think. I really don’t trust these guys to not do something else
stupid to the platform.” 


“It is a valid concern,” Intto agreed from ahead. 


“See? Even the clan leader here agrees with me.” 


Nana’s prophesied frown made an appearance. “But you need
to make it available to everyone in the area, don’t you?”


“Yeah, and that’s the problem.”


Ciarán leaned over my shoulder and threw in, “I think what
she’ll end up doing is creating two platforms. One for the clan, and one for
everyone else in the area.” 


I pointed at him over my shoulder. “And I think that’s going
to be the solution we land on. Because I can’t think of any other way to
approach this. And it might make things easier on me and Mactep too.”


She pursed her lips in thought. “I admit, I can’t think
of any other answer offhand.”


“Yeah, me neither. And I’ve had hours to think about it.” 


“Can you build two platforms close together?”


“Sure. Well, they’re not going to be that close. One will be
on the mountain, the other in the valley. That’s about the same distance as the
terminals were in the Hub.”


“Ah. Then that should be fine.”


“Yup yup. So, we’ll discuss, build, and hopefully return
triumphant. I think we’re still another two, three days away from being able to
return to London.” 


“You’re going to use London as your base of operations?”


“I might as well. A lot of the platforms are in remote
regions, and I have to keep up-to-date with things somehow. We might change
that approach as we get further into the field.” 


“Keep us all updated.” 


“I will. Love you!” I pocketed the phone and stopped
clinging to Klaus. The thought briefly crossed my mind to email my parents
about this. Habit. I tell you, habit was the most dangerous thing. As soon as I
thought that, I dismissed it. I’d already shared this moment with the people I
really wanted to. I didn’t need to reach out to anyone else. 


Intto’s look said he’d just realized something. “Imagineer,
you said you were tasked with repairing and reconnecting all of the platforms.”


“Right.” 


“How many platforms are there?”


“No idea.” 


He blinked at me, golden eyes looking up out of his dark
fur. “You do not know?”


I spread my hands in a shrug. “The maps we have show where
platforms were a hundred years ago. A lot can change in a hundred years. It
could be they’re still there. Or torn down. Or built on top of. It could be
I’ll have to change the location of the platform entirely, like I’m doing here.
And some of the clans have moved territories completely—like mine—so I’ll have
to create new platforms for them. I won’t even know what I’m dealing with until
I get into that area of the country. It’s part Indiana Jones, part Holmes on
Homes.” 


“Oh. Yes, I do see the problem.” There was a twinkle in his
eyes as he said, “You must love a challenge.”


“I must,” I agreed dryly. 


I sure did get them handed to me, either way. 














 





We went a few rounds of discussion that night around the
campfire, but in the end, we all agreed there was only one sane option. Make
two platforms. Make a small one for the firefoxes, then replace the damaged one
in a different area of the valley floor with a glamour ward around it to keep
the humans from spotting it. 


We fully planned to build them, then leave the next day,
which I was happy to do. I did not understand people who went camping. There was
nothing enjoyable about sleeping outside like this. I am a person who demands
my creature comforts, thank you very much. 


Zoya went ahead of me this morning to clear a spot for the
larger platform, which involved scouting a good area as well. She had every
intention of putting it smack between the piru and menninkäinen’s territory. Neutral
ground, I think was her theory. But really, it was the perfect spot for them to
fight over. 


And if that’s what they chose to do with their time, so be
it. As long as they left everyone else in the area out of their power
struggles, it was fine. 


Because banishing and I still weren’t exactly on speaking
terms, Zoya did banish out a section of the mountain before leaving, carving
out an area for a small platform. I decided to reinforce it with a wall so the
dirt didn’t eventually cave in a mini-landslide. I did not want to come back
here and fix something. I put in a nice stone retaining wall with a good
ten-foot foundation so frost heave wouldn’t warp it. 


Klaus stood at my elbow, watching me put in the wall, and
commented, “One of the things I appreciate about you is that you truly try to
do it right the first time.” 


“Well, Klaus, that’s because I don’t have time to do it
over.” 


He chuckled low. “There’s that. Here, stop and drink for a
moment.” 


“I don’t feel particularly thirsty.”


“Yes, that’s the trouble with being in colder climes. It’s
easy to dehydrate because you don’t ever feel hot. Drink a little. Your brain
will thank you.”


I accepted the water bottle he handed me and drank a healthy
swallow. I could practically feel my body sigh in relief. Huh. He was right, I
was dehydrated. I drank more deeply, emptying out half of the bottle. “Klaus,
you know everything, don’t you?”


He snorted as he accepted the bottle from me again. “Far
from it, child.” 


It was nice to have his support even though he couldn’t help
me with the work itself. A smile lingered on my face as I put in the foundation
for the platform, then started building it layer by layer. I had to do it a
layer at a time because of the columns on all four corners. It was easier to
hold it in my head that way, and since I wasn’t in a tearing hurry, why break
my brain? 


“It’s cute at this size,” Ciarán noted as he joined us. 


“Isn’t it?” Klaus agreed. “Like a miniature.” 


The platform this time was about the size of a king-sized
mattress, which meant I had to adjust the columns so the boxes were still large
enough for a human hand to monkey around inside. I still had sigils and glass
tubes to put in there, after all. And the columns still had to have enough
height to incorporate and sustain the tunnel, when it came up. 


Once I had the stone all in, I put in the sigils and glass
tubes in all the columns, then added symbols for dialing out. It had been long
enough since anyone had used a platform that I decided a set of instructions
was a good idea. I imagined a sign with simple instructions and put it next to
the platform. It also gave the address for each of the neighboring platforms.
This wouldn’t be an international platform, so I didn’t have to worry about that.
Thankfully. As I didn’t know how to designate that anyway. The Hub’s address
wasn’t set yet.


It was lunch time at that point, so I stopped to eat. 


Zoya hiked back up to join us for lunch, and she took in the
mini-platform. “That looks adorable, Reagan. Fully functional?”


“As soon as Aisling gets it prepped for a tether,” I
confirmed. “I’ve already got it connected to the other, southern platform in
Finland.” 


“Excellent.” She plopped down and accepted the plate Klaus
handed her. “You’re more or less ready to go down there, as well. I have the
site cleared, the foundation dug, and I’ve had a long talk with everyone down
there. They understand that if they mess with the platform again, we won’t come
back to fix it. I’m not going to embroil us in their power struggles.” 


I clinked my glass against hers. “Good call.”


Eoin paused in eating, shifting in his spot across from us
to lean in a little. “Wait, does that mean you can possibly be done today?”


“Hmm.” Zoya eyed me sideways, a look I matched. “Possibly?”


“It’s not like the size of the platform makes much
difference for me,” I pointed out. “And if you’ll make up the glass tubes and
help me put the sigils in place, that’ll speed things along. We’ll likely be
done before we completely lose daylight.” 


“The southern platform I know is working.” The way Eoin said
this, it was clear he half-thought out loud. “Do you need to check on it?”


“Well, yeah, I need to undo the tether on it that connects
it to the old Hub and do some maintenance on it. Where are you going with this,
Eoin?”


“Here’s my thought. Why not travel out of here tonight? We
can go to the other platform, stay with that clan tonight. You can do your
maintenance work on that platform in the morning. Then we can travel back to
London by afternoon.” 


Logistically, it all made sense. I really didn’t have an
order on which platforms to get to, or even a map on me of where the rest of
them were. We’d made this clan a priority because they’d fallen off the grid,
so I’d hurried out here, but I wasn’t prepared to keep traveling. Not at this
point. I never intended to start traveling from here, anyway. The point was to
get the clan here settled first, figure out the situation, while the adults put
together a list of what platforms I needed to do and what order to tackle them
in. But I might as well handle Finland while I was here. It was easier to hit
that other platform now, while I was still in the country, rather than have to
come back the hard way. 


“I like this plan,” Aisling admitted. 


Ciarán nodded. “I agree it makes the most sense.”


I shrugged at Zoya. Another night of not sleeping outside
sounded grand to me. “I’m sold.” 


“We’ll do that, then.” 


After I finished lunch, I lingered a bit to watch Aisling
work. I couldn’t really follow it, to tell you the truth. Druidic magic was
more nature-based, somewhat faith-based, and it was just different enough to
screw with my eyes. I could see the initial pass of her magic, as her hands
settled on the stone and infiltrated it like vines crawling over the surface.
And I could sense it strengthen as her magic took root. But that was about all
I got. 


Aisling pulled back with a sigh and gave me a nod. “Done.
Next?”


“Next,” I agreed. At least it didn’t take her long. That was
a plus. 


We hiked down to the valley floor. I approved of Zoya’s
choice in location. It was still in the woods so had some foliage cover, but
was flat enough that it was easy to build on. With her tag-teaming, we got the
platform built in record time. I handled the connection of the other platform
to the south while she put a ward and glamour up around the platform. 


Done. I surveyed the area, looking it over to make sure we
hadn’t missed anything. It didn’t look like we had. 


“We’re done,” Zoya assured me. She pulled out her phone and
called someone. “Klaus? We’re done. Alright, thank you.”


I didn’t quite follow this conversation. “Aren’t we going
back up?”


“No, they’ve been packing up while we were working. They’ll
meet us down here.” 


I didn’t have to hike up another mountain? Sweetness. My
thighs and calves thanked me. 


Zoya regarded me in that paternal manner adults often used
with me. “How are you doing, Reagan? I have to say, this job has turned out to
be much harder than I anticipated, and I wasn’t expecting it to be easy.” 


“Pfft, you’re telling me. Yeah, it’s been a bit rough.
But…incredibly satisfying, I think is the best way to say it. I feel very
accomplished.” I frowned, struggling to put all of these emotions into words.
“Most of my life, I’ve felt left behind. My parents got to travel the world
while I was stuck in one place. It really grated. Traveling like this is sort
of tiring, but it’s liberating at the same time. I get to see more of the
world. Meet really cool people.” 


“So, really, it’s a dream come true for you.” Her expression
relaxed into something more pleased. 


“Yeah. It really is. Why do you ask?”


“I’m a little tired,” Zoya told me wryly. “I figured
you had to be. You’re not used to it like I am.”


“Ah. Good point.” 


“Klaus related what you said about not wishing to have any
connection with your parents. Do you still feel that way?”


I shrugged, my smile a sorry excuse of a thing. “I don’t
miss them. My life’s suddenly full and busy, and I just can’t find the
emotional energy to care about them anymore. Besides, what’s the point? They
don’t seem to miss me, either.” 


A sad sigh slipped from my master’s throat. “You’re likely
correct. Still, it angers and saddens me in turns that you don’t feel it’s
worth the effort.” 


I shrugged, as I didn’t know what else to say. No, perhaps I
did. “My biological family—excluding Nana—kinda sucks. But, you know, my family
of choice is awesome. And I wouldn’t trade you guys for anything.” 


She reached out, pulling me into a tight hug. I wasn’t
really used to hugs, still, but I enjoyed them immensely. “We do love you,
Reagan. I’m a bit concerned that I’ve dumped too much on you.”


“Why? Because of school?”


“You should be making friends with your peers right now.
School started almost a month ago. I’ve seen this project as a journeyman
project for you, a way to expand your skills and your knowledge. And I do feel
that what you learn here is superior to what you could gain in a classroom. But
it’s not helping you make any friends.”


I snorted. “I’m not making friends my age, sure, but I’m
making plenty of friends. I’m not worried, Mactep. My principal assured me I
could catch up when I get home again. I’ll make friends with my peers once I’m
back home. We’re only another, what, three months from finishing? I don’t want
to go home yet.” 


“We’re both very invested in this now.” She gave me a nod of
approval. “I’d like to see it through to the finish.”


“So would I. I don’t want to go home yet.”


“Horosho. Then I won’t worry.” 


Everyone else joined us at that point, hauling down camping
gear and backpacks, and we broke apart to collect our own bags. Intto was with
them, and I bent down to say a proper goodbye to him. 


“Thank you for having us, Intto.” 


He smiled up at me, tail swishing. “I believe that is my
line, Imagineer. Thank you for coming. You are always welcome here.” 


The odds of me coming back were slim to none, but I did get
warm fuzzies from the sentiment. “Aww, thanks. One of the druids will likely
sweep through in a few months to properly connect the platform to the new Hub.
But you can use the platform to travel south now, so you’re not stuck here.” 


“So Aisling explained. We will guard the platform better.” 


“Good.” With a last round of goodbyes, Zoya tapped the symbols
to connect us to the other platform and we stepped through. I did so with a
bounce in my stride. I really had done good work here. Work I could take pride
in. And I’d left their world in a better situation than how I’d found it. What
could be better than that? 





Visiting the other clan and repairing the platform took no
time at all. We stayed with them that night, I spent maybe thirty minutes doing
some repair work on the platform, and then voila! Done. 


Aisling and Eoin took us back onto the other plane, and we
hiked back to the London tree. Someone, at some point in time, must explain
distances on other planes, because it still didn’t make sense how I could walk
four hours and end up on a different side of the continent. Like, seriously.
What kind of magical physics are we talking about, here? 


I’d ask, but odds were, it was one of those Closely Guarded
Secrets that would get me killed if I knew the answer. 


We made it back to Agna’s in time for dinner. I was a bit
scuffed from the camping and wanting a hot shower before I wanted food. Zoya
opened the door and I kid you not, somehow, even more people were there
than before. Like, how? I know kobolds have complete control over their houses
and how much space and rooms are in it, but isn’t there an upper limit
somewhere? Because I could have sworn that Agna had already hit it before we
left. 


“They’re back!” Jackson gave us a wave, a laptop open in one
hand as he approached. “Hey, how did it go?”


“Turns out it was politics and stupidity,” I answered him,
coming through and then to the side to give people room to enter. “They’d
mortared right over the sigils and destroyed part of the columns to put a roof
over it.” 


Jackson’s face screwed up. “Seriously? Woooow. I’m glad you
had to deal with that and not me. But we’re all fixed?”


“Fixed, and all the platforms in Finland reconnected.”


“Excellent. I’ll pass that along to James. We got your
grandmother to list out all of the platform locations and start making up a
priority list for you.” 


“Oh yeah? That’s great, she’s got her thumb on the info
anyway.” And who better to organize that information? 


Klaus tugged on the backpack straps. “Give that over to me.
Go hug your grandmother.” 


“Yes, boss.” I let him have the backpack with relief,
because I really didn’t know what to do with all of the camping gear anyway. I
was just as happy to go say hi to Nana instead. 


It took some hunting, and more than a few minutes, as people
spotted me and asked how things went. I answered but kept my eyes peeled as I
went room to room. We’d somehow acquired multiple dens, living rooms, and
dining rooms while I’d been gone. The dining rooms functioned more like
conference rooms, from what I could see. Lots of computers, blueprints, and the
like splayed across the tables. I also saw a lot of lists of materials. I
assumed that with this many Imagineers, no one planned to actually buy most of
the raw materials. Why bother? But the tools and such to finish off the
projects, those likely would be bought. 


I finally found Nana in the very back of the house in a
sunroom, her feet propped up in front of her with a laptop on one side table
and a map on the other. She looked very comfortable and established, and I
marveled again at how healthy she was. I could see it all in a glance. As much
as I enjoyed being an Imagineer—and heavens knew I loved it—this was the silver
lining I hadn’t seen coming. Restoring my grandmother’s health. And that alone
made all the struggles worth it. 


Nana’s head came up and she spotted me, a bright smile
breaking out over her face. “You’re back! How did it go?”


“Ugh, the stupidity over there could be sliced and served on
bread. But the firefoxes were cool. And I made lots of notes for you, as I got
to see and meet some pretty interesting people.” 


“I’m eager to see them.” She moved her feet off the ottoman
so I could sit with her. 


After walking around all day, sitting sounded heavenly, so I
plopped right down. I eyed the map with all its blue and red dots and couldn’t
help but ask, “You’re mapping out where I need to go next?”


“That I am. It’s quite a few places, Rea. I think it’s
better if you teach another Imagineer how to build a platform. Otherwise,
you’ll run yourself into exhaustion trying to do all of these. Not to mention,
it’ll take longer.” 


“You speak sense,” I admitted. “James never really intended
for me to do it all, anyway. He said he’d find someone to help me, but I think
he got sidetracked. I’ll ask around, see who’s willing to do some of this. It’d
be nice if we could have the platforms up and running at the same time they
finish the Hub.” 


“Are you setting yourself an impossible deadline?”


“Er…not on purpose?”


Nana shook her head, chuckling. “I know you’re enjoying the
travel now, but it does get old after a while. Pace yourself, Rea.” 


“It’s not like I’m going sightseeing,” I protested. “It’s
all work that needs to be done.” 


“I know, honey.”


Her concern made me wonder, though. “Are you getting tired?
I mean, you’ve been here several days already, and it’s a bit much for a woman who’s
retired.” 


“No, I’m having the time of my life,” she admitted with a
gamine grin. “Retirement is boring. I’d much rather be in the thick of things.”


I looked around in an exaggerated manner. “I think you’re
there, Nana.”


“We both are.” She sighed in satisfaction. “And really, I
don’t wish to be anywhere else. This is much more fun than normal life.” 


“I cannot disagree with you there.” 














 





 


Four months later 


 


The saying goes that the mechanic’s car is the one that
never runs. I think that pretty much applied to every profession in some way or
fashion. It certainly did here, as the last platform I built was for my own
clan. 


Mitsuki was patient with both of his Imagineers being gone,
and being the last clan to get a platform. But he was also very, very relieved
when we all showed back up with the news the Hub was done, and that all I
needed to do was build a platform and call Aisling over to connect it to the Alder
Tree. 


I’d built the platform yesterday, in fact, and Aisling was
with me this morning as she worked on the connection. I had Mitsuki, Zoya,
Ivan, Ciarán, Klaus, and Nana all standing nearby, chomping at the bit to go
through the platform and see the Hub. We’d seen pictures and videos of it, but
we’d all been traveling so much over the past four months that none of us had
actually set foot in the finished product. Which sounded crazy, but that was
how crazy busy we’d been. 


Mitsuki had his eyes on Aisling, but he seemed intent on
catching up with me. “Your principal tells me you’re a little behind on your
school work?”


I eyed him sideways. Really, he was keeping track of that?
“A little, yeah. When it became obvious I wasn’t making it back here for at
least the first trimester of school, my teacher started emailing me the school
work. Zoya basically homeschooled me, her and Klaus. But I could only work on
it in the evenings or in transit, so it was really hit and miss when I could
turn it in. I think I’m about a week behind right now.”


“That’s not terrible. I imagine you can catch up quickly
enough.” 


“Yeah, I think so, now that I have the time to catch up. And
I plan to start in on school next week.” I was strangely looking forward to
going to my magnet school. Being around peers who were just as magical as I was
would be a trip. 


“Excellent. I prefer you finish your education.”


“Believe me, we all do.” 


After I finished high school, I’d probably have another year
of apprenticeship with Zoya before I was a full Imagineer in my own right. And
I looked forward to studying with her on a daily basis instead of the evenings
and the weekends. 


Aisling stepped back from the platform with a noise of
satisfaction. We’d set it up in the back garden of the administration building,
in part because it was already under the protection of both glamour and ward,
in part because it made the most sense to put it there. And we had plenty of
space for it in the back corner of the yard. She turned and gave us a bright
smile. “Done. Let’s go see the Hub.”


Zoya waved a hand toward the platform. “Reagan, do the
honors.” 


“You bet.” I had earned the right to do this. Besides, if
something went wrong, I’d prefer it happen with me. Not that I had any doubt.
The platform looked perfect, and I trusted Aisling’s skills. I hopped right
over to the column, tapping the symbols so all were lit and would connect to
the Hub. They glowed brightly, a steady and strong signal. 


The tunnel leading in to the Hub immediately opened, the
lights flicking on along the base of the floor and the top edge of the ceiling.
We hadn’t changed that design, as it made the most sense. The tiny lights kept
the area illuminated without it being overwhelmingly bright. Many
night-creatures who didn’t handle full light well would be walking the tunnels.
This mellow lighting worked best for all. 


I skipped up the ramp and gestured for people to follow.
“Come on. We’ve got a bit of a walk.” 


“Should be only a half hour or so,” Zoya commented, readily
following me in. “Since we’re on the same continent.” 


That was true. 


We walked. People were too excited not to chatter among
themselves, so there were multiple conversations going. I shared the feeling,
and despite the fact I’d peter out quickly, I kind of wanted to run. Get there
faster. 


Aisling caught my arm and snuggled me in, leaning down to
whisper in my ear. “Your clan leader is incredibly lovely. Is he single?”


I blinked at her. Uhhh…wow, really? “Yes, he is.”


She cast a quick glance at him, a very subtle movement,
before whispering again, “Do you know if he’s one of those who don’t like to
date from other races?”


“I have no clue about his love life.” Nor did I want to.
“But if you try flirting, I think he’d be flattered even if he isn’t interested.
Mitsuki-sama’s pretty easygoing by nature.” 


“Then I’ll try it at the opening ceremony.” She gave a
decisive nod. 


That was today, even though the Hub had technically been in
operation for two weeks now. We had a few clans in bad areas who’d needed an
immediate way out, so the Hub had opened to accommodate their travel. We’d
seriously built that thing just in the nick of time. We’d have lost two full
clans to natural disasters if we’d been even a week later. I was never so glad
I’d made that call to quarters and asked for help. 


I saw the light at the end of the tunnel—no joke intended
there—and did speed up the last several feet so I could finally step into the
building I had poured both time and sanity into for months. 


My first good view of it was breathtaking. 


I couldn’t see the main tower from here, the one that housed
the giant Alder Tree, but the terminal we walked into had arched ceilings high
overhead, tall enough to accommodate even a giant. It wasn’t plain glass,
either, but stained glass in a bright display of colors. I understood that each
terminal had its own theme, to help differentiate them for travelers. Our
terminal displayed the solar system stretched out overhead. The planets and
constellations were bright against an inky backdrop of dark glass. It was
beautifully crafted, and the sun overhead filtered through it to send rays of
color all along the white tiles. 


“Oh!” Nana gasped audibly. “Oh, look at it, how pretty it
turned out. I saw the designs, but the real version is so much better.” 


“It’s splendid,” Mitsuki agreed, craning his head to take it
all in. “And so comfortable and inviting. I thought the original Hub welcoming,
but I do believe you’ve outstripped it.” 


I grinned at him. “That’s high praise, Mitsuki-sama, and
I’ll take it. We were all very focused on making sure that everyone was
comfortable coming through here. Traveling is tiring even at the best of
times.” 


“That is true,” he allowed. “But this is a haven for the
weary.” 


“It is very kind of you to say so.” James approached with a
wide smile, his hand extended. “Mitsuki-sama, welcome.” 


“Thank you, James. I am in awe of your work. I am now glad I
agreed to my Imagineers aiding you.” 


James grinned at him and shot me a wink. “Not as much as I
am. I’m stealing them away for just one more thing. Reagan, Zoya, if you don’t
mind coming with me? We want to do a group photo in the central plaza. You too,
Julia.” 


I knew they’d planned to do a group photo and display it in
the central waiting room, along with the story of how we’d built it all. A way
of preserving the history. After all we went through to excavate the history of
the first Hub, none of us wanted to risk a repeat. 


We all followed him to the central area at the base of the
main tower. We’d kept the design of the twisting curve, a homage to the
original tower, but this one was much wider at the base to withstand the wind
pressure at the top. It had also been built of reinforced steel. Absolutely no
one wanted to take chances with that tower. It was beautiful, a white spire
against a clear blue sky. 


I pulled out my phone and snapped a picture of it so I could
remember this moment better. Memories sometimes faded, and I didn’t want this
to be one of them. 


One hundred twenty-six of us had built the Hub or been
involved in its construction somehow, and that was a lot of people to fit in a
camera’s frame. We had to do eight rows and scrunch up a lot before we could
all fit. I got sandwiched between my grandmother and Jackson, and let me just
say, it was a good thing we all loved each other. 


Agna came for the opening, which was only fair, considering
how much her support made all of this possible, and she somehow got volunteered
to take the picture. “Serious!”


We all smiled and gave her a serious pose.


“Cheesy!”


At that I laughed and gave the two people near me rabbit
ears with my fingers. 


She took that picture too and then threw both of her tiny
arms up in a sign of victory. “We did it, people!”


There was a lot of clapping, whistling, and overall
cheering. I saw a few people with tears in their eyes, and everyone hugged.
Jackson immediately turned to me and caught me up in a fierce hug, which I
readily returned. 


“Good job,” he told me. 


“Dude, you were the one who mostly designed this place! I
should be saying that to you.”


“But without you, we’d never have pulled it off. You were
the initial drive that motivated us. Not to mention, half the terminals
wouldn’t even be active right now without you. Your platforms were half the
work to make this place really function.” 


“He’s right there,” Nana observed over my shoulder. “I want
a hug too, Jackson.” 


Jackson readily released me and gave her a hug too. They’d
become pretty good friends after working alongside each other for months. 


Pulling back, Nana asked mock-seriously, “Now the question
is, how are you two going to top this?”


Jackson blinked at her, more than a little startled. “Are we
going to top this?”


“You’re young,” Nana pointed out, and oh, she teased him so
hard. “Surely this isn’t going to be the greatest accomplishment of your
lifetime?”


I snorted. This woman, seriously. “I’m sure we’ll find more
trouble to get into soon enough, Nana.”


Eyes laughing with impish delight, she agreed blandly, “I’m
sure you will.” 


I looked around me once again, at this beautiful building,
and considered the journey it took to reach this moment. This amazing, euphoric
moment. It hadn’t been easy, not at all. Worth it, though. I might not ever be able
to top this achievement. This might be the greatest thing I’d ever do in my
lifetime. And you know, if that was the case, that would be alright. Because
the Hub not only granted freedom but saved lives, and that filled me with
satisfaction. 


Even if I could never top this, though, I’d sure have fun
trying. Because Nana was right. I had my entire life stretching out in front of
me, with all the wonders of magic at my fingertips. My life could be anything I
imagined it to be. 


And my imagination had no limits.


 














 





RUSSIAN


Da - yes


Devushka - girl


Durochka – silly, stupid child (female form)


Horosho - good


Njet – no


 


 


MAGICAL
RACES


A comprehensive list of the magical races referenced in this
book is available on Honor’s website at www.honorraconteur.com.
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Dear Reader,


 


Your reviews are very important. Reviews directly impact
sales and book visibility, and the more reviews we have, the more sales we see.
The more sales there are, the longer I get to keep writing the books you love
full time. The best possible support you can provide is to give an honest
review, even if it’s just clicking those stars to rate the book! 


 


Thank you for all your support! See you in the next world. 


 


~Honor


 





 


Honor Raconteur is a sucker for a good fantasy. Despite reading
it for decades now, she’s never grown tired of the magical world. She likely
never will. In between writing books, she trains and plays with her dogs, eats
far too much chocolate, and attempts insane things like aerial dance. 


 


If you’d like to join her newsletter to be notified when
books are released, and get behind the scenes about upcoming books, you can
click here: NEWSLETTER or email directly to honorraconteur.news@raconteurhouse.com
and you’ll be added to the mailing list. If you’d like to interact with Honor
more directly, you can socialize with her on various sites. Each platform offers
something different and fun! 
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