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 More Meetings, Bloody Meetings 
 
      
 
    "... and with the events in Manhattan yesterday, that brings us up to two hundred and three sightings in the last twenty days," the director of Homeland Security said with a sigh. 
 
    The president turned and looked at Carl and Kensington. "Gentlemen, would you care to enlighten us on just what our Mr. Valens is up to?" 
 
    Kensington sighed, "He's outing the lycans." 
 
    "Well, obviously," the president said with exasperated sigh. "I can see that. The question is, Why?" 
 
    "I think it has to do with the war, Sir," Carl said. 
 
    "The war?" General Baker said, looking surprised. But then, most of the people in the room were now looking that way. "What war?" 
 
    "The one Sean tells us the lions claim is coming," Kensington said. 
 
    "When?" 
 
    "Well, from what Sean was saying, literally any day now." 
 
    "What! With whom? Who's going to attack us?" 
 
    The president waved General Baker back down into his seat. "Sit down, Jim. Sean's representative, Steve Bryson, already told me about it. Demons from the underworld are due to invade us in an effort to take over the world." The president shook his head slowly. "Apparently we're their favorite food." 
 
    "And you believe this?" the secretary for Homeland asked. 
 
    "Jill, I saw what happened to George with my own two eyes. Demons exist; I don't see any reason to doubt that. But the invasion story? 
 
    "I'm willing to take a few precautions, but until we start seeing more proof, I'm not going to do anything that might cause a panic." 
 
    "That still doesn't explain why he's started this program to out all the lycans," said Peter Cohen, the director of the US Marshals. 
 
    "According to Mr. Bryson," Kensington said, "humans aren't much of a match for demons, but lycans are. So they'll be the ones leading the fight, and because of that, he wants the rest of the country used to them before the fighting starts." 
 
    "Well, if the fighting is going to start any day now, I don't see how that's going to happen." 
 
    "They originally thought they were going to have until winter before the gateway opened," Carl said, "but something changed, and now they're thinking by the end of September we'll be at war. If not sooner." 
 
    "And of course you side with him," the director of Homeland said with a sigh. 
 
    Carl shrugged. "He's a straight shooter; he hasn't really had the time or the years to learn how to lie to people and use them." 
 
    "What about the other lions? I've gathered they're all more than old enough." 
 
    Carl shrugged again. "The dwarves and the elves I've had the chance to talk to all claim that lions are pretty blunt and to the point. The lions view the earth as their territory, and are pretty serious about defending it. They also said this isn't the first time; it's more like the ninth since they came here. Apparently this has been going on forever." 
 
    "If it's happened so many times before, how come there aren't any records of it?" asked Linda Welsh, the CIA's interim director. 
 
    "There are," Kensington said, "but the last serious war was so long ago, it's all myths and legends now. As Carl said, we reached out to the dwarves and the elves, and they backed Mr. Valens' story up." 
 
    "People, we're getting off track here," said Josh Andrews, the President's new chief of staff. "We're talking about these incidents, and what are we going to do about them?" 
 
    The president nodded, "Thanks, Josh." 
 
    "I don't see why we have to do anything about it," Kensington said with a shrug. "If the lycans want to join society, it's not really our place to stop them." 
 
    Peter Cohen nodded in agreement. " I guess it shows that Mr. Valens' claims that the lycans didn't want any special treatment were truthful." 
 
    "How are the magic users taking it, Vincent?" The president asked. 
 
    Kensington nodded to Alistair, his deputy in charge of magic user affairs. 
 
    "Well," Alistair frowned, "they're not exactly happy about it. Sapientia hasn't complained, Eruditio is taking a 'wait and see' approach, but the Vestibulum and the Ascendance have been complaining rather loudly. Same for several of the smaller councils I've had contact with. 
 
    "Which reminds me, Mr. President, Sapientia has been dropping hints constantly about the Treaty of York. They want to know if you're really planning on renegotiating it?" 
 
    "I say we let them sweat," Peter Cohen said with a laugh. "They're part of the reason we're all in this mess." 
 
    "I'm not so sure," the president said, folding his hands on the table and leaning forward. "Linda here presented a very in-depth report on George. His ties to the Vestibulum went back several decades, and from what Sean told me, he had to have sold out to the demons quite a few years ago. Either he helped suborn someone in the Vestibulum, or they're the ones who suborned him." 
 
    "Then why haven't they infiltrated our government further?" asked Tom Matthews from the NSA. 
 
    "Who says they haven't?" the president asked. "Jill, tell them what you told me yesterday." 
 
    Everyone turned to look at Jill. 
 
    "After what happened with George, Vincent here undertook an examination of everyone working at the CIA." 
 
    "I lost two of my best people," Linda grumbled. 
 
    The director continued, "As Vincent continued to sweep through all the other important government agencies, I suddenly had a thought about those in elected office." 
 
    "The Capitol building is warded, like the Whitehouse," Carl interrupted, "no demon or devil can set foot in there." 
 
    "But George wasn't a devil or a demon," Cohen pointed out. "Just a traitor." 
 
    "Anyway," the director said a little loudly, causing the others to look embarrassed. "I turned a bunch of my analysts loose, and they discovered that six lobbyists were either murdered—or disappeared—within a twenty-four-hour period." 
 
    Everyone looked at each other, but Kensington got there first. 
 
    "Are these the lobbyists who were pressuring the senators and congressmen who all suddenly switched their votes and introduced the new 'Freedom for All' act?" 
 
    "Exactly." She nodded. "And this all happened during the ten days Mr. Valens was in Washington. We're reasonably certain he had them killed." 
 
    "Most likely he killed them himself," the president replied. "I've met with that young man several times now, even went to his wedding. He's the type that will do what has to be done and not hesitate." 
 
    "So why'd he kill them?" Josh asked. 
 
    "Jill and I suspect they were either demons, or in league with them." 
 
    "Actually, I bet they were possessed," Kensington said. 
 
    "What?" The director asked. 
 
    "I found out about it about a few days ago. The demons can possess humans and take them over. That's what happened to George after he died. Apparently it's not a pleasant thing to have happen, as your soul is eaten in the process. Duncan hinted to me that Sean had found some people who were possessed and 'dealt with them'." 
 
    "Just when were you going to tell me this?" she asked, looking at Kensington. 
 
    "It wasn't something I wanted to put in a report, Jill. And this is the first chance we've had to talk face to face." 
 
    The director sighed. "Fair enough. Back to the subject at hand; so what's our policy on the exposure of the lycans going to be, Sir?" 
 
    "If it's what they want," the president said, "we should support them. They're citizens after all, and with the 'Freedom for All' act due to hit my desk to be signed tomorrow, this was something we were going to have to face sooner or later. Josh?" 
 
    "Yes, Sir?" 
 
    "Get our public affairs people on it, we'll need to start some sort of campaign. Carl, see if you can't help them out with it." 
 
    The two men nodded. "Yes, Sir." 
 
    "Anything else?" the president asked. 
 
    "Yeah," General Baker said, "I'd like to know more about this war!" 
 
    "Then I suggest you make an appointment with Mr. Bryson and let him fill you in. Now, I have to meet with a couple of senators on a corn bill." 
 
    Taking their cue, they all stood up, said their goodbyes, and left. 
 
    "Anything of interest for me, Jeff?" Kensington asked the secret service detachment head as he walked to the exit. 
 
    "I think a couple of congressmen are werewolves," Jeff said in a hushed voice. 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    Jeff nodded. 
 
    "Guess we'll have to look into that then." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "I tell you, he has to be stopped!" Geoffrey Marson said, looking around the table. 
 
    "And just how would you propose we do that?" asked Will Bayer, who had only recently taken over as the Vestibulum head for North America. "He's a powerful man—a lot more powerful than we are, I daresay." 
 
    "For that matter," Gloria of the Sorceress Guild spoke up, "why does he have to be stopped? It's not like what he's doing is having any effect on us." 
 
    "That's just it!" Marson continued. "How long before he decides to out us as well?" 
 
    "Why would he? He's got nothing to gain from it." 
 
    "I have to agree with Gloria, Geoffrey," said David of the Lux. "Valens' actions have all been focused on the lycans and their welfare. Now that his people are free, he's moved on from us." 
 
    "He warned us he was going to be making a few changes." Duncan sighed. "He even suggested to one of my people that we should consider 'coming down off of our mountain', as he put it." 
 
    "What!" Geoffrey, Will, and several others said, looking surprised. 
 
    "He's worried about our numbers, believe it or not." 
 
    "Why would he be worried about that?" asked Kyle Wennegar, the head of the Tall Men. 
 
    "Because of the war that's coming. He's let it be known that he wants our help." 
 
    "Also," Gerald put in, "he is a magic user like the rest of us, and a powerful one at that." 
 
    "I thought that was just because he was a lion?" Kyle said. 
 
    "No, Sean was a magic user before he became a lycan, even if his powers had been blocked. From what we've been able to surmise, he taught himself magic in a period of weeks." 
 
    "Weeks?" Geoffrey said with a look of disbelief. 
 
    "Yes, weeks. His father was a magical genius, and apparently the fruit didn't fall far from the tree." 
 
    "Still, I don't know how much I'd want to trust him," Will admitted. 
 
    "Sean went to great lengths to avoid killing any of us, you have to remember that," Duncan pointed out. "Don't make the same mistake Rupert did; the Lions are neither weak nor stupid, and once upon a time they were our allies. We messed that up, not them; we should consider ourselves fortunate they're not carrying any kind of grudge." 
 
    "Still," Geoffrey said, "it's only a matter of time before people figure out our secret, once they start to accept that the lycans exist." 
 
    "Yes, well, that might be true, except for one little detail you seem to be overlooking," Gerald said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "And what detail would that be?" Geoffrey replied hotly. 
 
    "That we're about to be invaded by a couple million demons? Did you ever stop to think about just what that is going to do to the world? They have powers of their own, and they're rather fond of wholesale slaughter, if our records and histories are to be believed. Do you really think anyone is going to care about us when cities are being leveled?" 
 
    Everyone seated around the table got quiet then as they all looked at Gerald. 
 
    "Is it really going to be that bad?" Gloria asked. 
 
    Gerald shook his head. "I really wish I knew. The seers have come to an agreement that this will be the largest invasion our world has ever seen. The Fey we've talked to have told us that they now believe the last six attacks were all just probes of our strength and determination—which, I'm gathering now, they found to be lacking the last time they attacked,  fifteen hundred years ago." 
 
    "Fifteen hundred years?" asked Bill, the head of Goliard. "My God, man, just how long have the lions been fighting these things? 
 
    "Many thousands of years," Duncan told him. "When the lions discovered what was going on, they apparently got organized and took a stand against it. Before that," Duncan shook his head, "human civilization kept getting knocked down every time it was just getting started." 
 
    "What about the government? What are they doing?" Kyle asked. 
 
    "They're taking a 'wait and see' approach," Duncan said. "They just don't have the experience with magic and demons the rest of us do." 
 
    "You know," Kyle said slowly, obviously thinking about something, "we could use this to our advantage." 
 
    "Oh? How?" Gloria grumbled. 
 
    Kyle smiled. "We throw all in on the war, and I bet you any ideas about renegotiating the Treaty of York will quickly be forgotten." 
 
    Duncan coughed and exchanged glances with Gerald. "Actually, Sapientia and Eruditio have been having that very same discussion." 
 
    "Ha!" Kyle laughed and slapped the table. "Not so principled after all, are you?" 
 
    "Actually, we're very principled," Gerald shot back. "We're not opposed to the Treaty, we just got too full of ourselves and started to abuse its terms." 
 
    "And that abuse is going to end right now," Duncan said firmly. "That, coupled with doing everything we can to help in the fight, should put us back in the position of power and neutrality we once occupied.  
 
    "This brings us to the reason we are all here today. It's not to discuss Valens, the government, or to bicker about our differences. It's to start making plans for the war. It's a matter of survival for all of us, and not just because of the standing we'll regain. Let's be honest, do you honestly think the demons aren't going to target us first? They already know who and where we all are." 
 
    "They do? How?" Bill asked. 
 
    Duncan looked at Gerald, who stood up and looked around the room. 
 
    "After what happened in Winnipeg, we have reason to believe that the head council of the Vestibulum in Brussels has been suborned by demons." 
 
    "Oh. Fuck," Bill whispered and slumped down into his chair. 
 
    "I think that about sums it up rather succinctly," Gerald agreed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Counting Out Time 
 
      
 
    Sean sighed and looked around the room. 
 
    "So, another one done?" Roxy asked, coming in and looking around. 
 
    Sean nodded. "Someone should be here to pick them both up in the morning." 
 
    "That's what, number ten?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Eleven, and I'm done making tag machines for a while. Same for necklaces." 
 
    "How many of those have you made?" 
 
    "Just eight, but they turn out more per day, so we're still going to have a lot more necklaces than tags." 
 
    "Did they ever pay us for the last two sets you gave them?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "That's where those four Black Hawks sitting outside came from. How're Cali and Chad's training programs coming along?" 
 
    "Fairly well, actually. Cali found out about the local SCA chapter and drafted about half of their swordsmen to help train everybody." 
 
    Sean laughed. "I wonder what she told them? And Chad?" 
 
    "Chad's wondering where you've been; he wants you to brush up on medieval tactics so you know what to do." 
 
    "The First started teaching those to me several days ago, now that Keairra's passed on my sword training." 
 
    "Has he said anything about the invasion?" 
 
    "Other than 'any day now'?" Sean shook his head. "The only thing he's said is, that because it's going to start sooner, it'll end later." 
 
    "Well, that doesn't sound good. How long is that?" 
 
    "Three years, eight months, and five days," Sean sighed. 
 
    "That long!" Roxy said, eyes wide with shock. 
 
    "That was my response too," Sean admitted. "But he told me that it really started almost ten years ago, when small gates started to open here and there at random. There are lions who track those down, kill whoever comes through them, and shut them down." 
 
    "Does that mean we'll be dealing with the smaller gates after the main war is over?" 
 
    'Smart girl! How come you didn't ask that?' The First teased. 
 
    "Apparently," Sean said with a nod. 'Oh, shut up. I can't think of everything. Even you miss things.' 
 
    "But," Sean continued, "I don't even want to think about it until we get past the main invasion. No point in worrying about it, because if we don't win the big fight, it won't matter." 
 
    "Good point," Roxy agreed. 
 
    Sean's phone chose that moment to start ringing. 
 
    "Damn, I hate that ring tone," Roxy grumbled as the phone started to play 'Basket Case'. 
 
    "That's why John programmed it into all our phones!" Sean laughed and, pulling his phone out, he answered. 
 
    "What's up, John?" 
 
    "Trouble. Get your birds in the air. Kweeda just called me and said something big is stirring up at the northern end of Black Rock!" 
 
    "Yeah, it's called 'Burning Man'!" Sean laughed and then looked over at Roxy, "Scramble the Black Hawk crews." 
 
    "Yeah, well, it ain't gonna be that for much longer." 
 
    'Damn! He's right, something's opening up there!' 
 
    "We're on it. Call Chad for me, tell him to get his guys going." 
 
    Ending the call, Sean pressed the speed dial button for Claudia as he ran for the house, where he had his armor and weapons stored. 
 
    "Yes, Sean?" 
 
    "Game time! Get everyone armored up! Something's happening up north at Black Rock." 
 
    "Yeah, 'Burning Man'," Claudia said with a sigh, then yelled at someone to call the alert crews. "Guess they're going to get a real show this year, assuming any of them are sober enough to even know what's going on." 
 
    Hanging up, Sean ran into the house, pulling his clothes off as he ran. Shifting into his hybrid form, he ran to the rack holding his armor and started to quickly put it on. One of the nice things about the armor was that it stuck to your body. It didn't need any ties or clasps. The body piece you just pulled down over your head, and after carefully tucking everything in, it closed like a clamshell. The legs were each one piece that you slipped on from the side, and then they sealed closed; arms were the same. The footwear was more like spats, because most lycans wanted to use their claws. The gauntlets were also open at the end, with bare palms.  
 
    The helmet mostly covered the top of the head, but not his ears, and came down the back of his neck. There was a visor that could be used to cover almost all of his face and head, but he was still getting used to it, so he didn't pull it down. 
 
    One of the drawbacks to the armor was that it didn't shift when he did. It was shaped to his hybrid form, so if he shifted to his human one, it got very uncomfortable, very fast. He could shift to his full lion form, and his armor and two swords would all go into the magical holding space of the lycan necklace. 
 
    But absolutely nothing else would. It wasn't a matter of capacity, so much as that the magic of the armor and the swords repelled everything else. Sean had taken to carrying anything else he needed in a pouch on a cord around his neck. That way he didn't lose his wallet or his cellphone. 
 
    Clipping both swords to his back, he looked to see that all of the girls were finishing up their armor as well. Jogging outside, Sean ran off to where he could hear the helicopters starting. He'd given two of the Hueys he'd had to Claudia, who was now running eight of them. Chad had his six Black Hawks, and Sean now had four, plus the remaining two Hueys.  
 
    They loaded a dozen troops into each of the helicopters as Sean put in his earplugs and turned on his radio. 
 
    "Sean here, once we're all loaded up, we're heading out to the north end of Black Rock." 
 
    "Trey here," the lead pilot of the group who flew Sean's helicopter said, identifying himself. "We going to Burning Man?" 
 
    "Looks like," Sean replied. 
 
    "I got us loaded with four air-to-ground missiles," Roger, the crew chief, told him. 
 
    "Where'd you get those?" 
 
    "Where do you think?" Roger laughed. "Sawyer gave us a bunch." 
 
    "Well, I don't know if they'll do anything against the demons." 
 
    "Djevels!" Cali corrected over the radio as she dropped down on the floor next to Sean. 
 
    "Whatever," Sean said and rolled his eyes. "Trey, you in contact with Chad's forces?" 
 
    "Yup, they're about ready to take off as well. Close the doors and let's get this show on the road!" 
 
    Roxy dropped to the floor on his other side as the doors closed, and Daelyn sat beside her. Jolene, Roberta, and Peg would be staying back at the ranch, getting everyone organized for whatever came next. 
 
    'How did you know something's opening, Dad?' Sean asked the First. 
 
    'Those of us from my original pride can all feel it when one of the larger gateways opens into the world. With John giving me a location, I was able to feel even this smaller one.' 
 
    'But you're not really alive.' 
 
    'I can feel it through you. I may not control your body unless you let me, but I can still use your senses when I want to.' 
 
    Sean gave a small nod to himself. 'Fine, give me directions when we start getting closer.' 
 
    'Of course.' 
 
    Sean looked out the window as they quickly lifted off. He could have sat up front, but the swords on his back had a tendency to get in the way, and he already had trouble fitting in that seat at over seven and a half feet tall. 
 
    "Welp, there's the Burners," one of the squad members said, and turning to the right, Sean could see the huge encampment spread out across the playa, a huge wooden structure in the center with a stick figure man on top, and then there were all of the different structures, or 'art installations', all around the place. 
 
    "Ever been there?" Sean asked, looking around. 
 
    "Oh, yeah, a bunch of us usually run out there at night. It's easy to sneak in there as a wolf; people just think you're somebody's dog!" 
 
    "And no one thinks twice about your being nude!" one of the gals in the back added with a snicker. 
 
    "Well, I don't think they're going to be back next year," Sean said and, sitting up, he felt a nudge from the First. Putting a hand on the pilot's shoulder, he leaned forward and pointed. 
 
    "Thataway." 
 
    The pilot swung them over and started to head in the direction Sean had pointed, with the other five following. Off to the left, he could see Chad's five Black Hawks also turning to head the same way as they all raced over the desert.  
 
    "I see it!" Trey called over the radio to everyone. 
 
    "Where?" someone else asked. 
 
    "Let me mark the spot!" Trey said as a missile came off the helicopter, and Sean saw it then, too. It looked like something out of the old Saturday morning Dungeons and Dragons cartoon, a blackish kind of ragged dish with a deep purple colored border. There were what looked like black wisps of smoke, or something, that were coming off of it and evaporating as they did so.  
 
    The missile hit and exploded right before the opening, throwing bodies all over. There had to be thirty or forty djevels milling around by the opening, getting themselves organized. 
 
    "Shit, we're less then ten miles from the burn!" Roxy said, looking around. "That's gotta be their target!" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Alright! Get us on the ground a thousand yards from the enemy! Form up in skirmish lines by squads! Use formation Charlie! Squad leaders, sound off!" 
 
    "First Squad!" 
 
    "Second Squad!" 
 
    "Fifth Squad!" 
 
    "Sixth Squad!"  
 
    "Seventh Squad!" 
 
    "Eight-ball Squad! 
 
    "Land us, Trey!" Sean said and turned to face the door on the right side of the helicopter, which was now sliding back. Third and fourth squads were back at the camp, along with most of his company. They'd be organizing for the second wave. 
 
    "Eight-ballers! Get your asses out there and recon!" Roxy yelled, as they all started to jump out the doors before they'd even touched down. The moment Sean's feet hit the dirt he started running, head down to avoid the Black Hawk's blades, toward the enemy. 
 
    As soon as everyone had cleared the main rotor, Trey took off, fired another missile, then turned around and sped back to base, with the rest following.  
 
    Sean stopped, drew his big sword, and to looked to either side as the Eight-ballers all went running by in full animal form. The Eighth squad was made up of their fastest wolves, cheetahs, and even a couple of horses. Their job was to make sure none of the enemy managed to break off undetected. Sean got the reference, but as cocaine was pretty worthless to lycans, he was still surprised some wag had named them that. 
 
    "Fifth squad! Get the lead out!" Sean yelled, noticing that they were lagging a little bit. Calling up his defensive and offensive frameworks, Sean threw up the largest spell-deflecting shield he could muster. He had no idea what kind of magic they might use, or even if they'd be using any, but he didn't want  take any chances in his first battle. 
 
    Chad's troops came jogging up on his left flank, dropping into position as Claudia's moved up on the right. 
 
    "As we practiced!" Sean yelled and pointed forward with his sword, "Walk!"  
 
    As one they all started to walk forward; Sean checked the overall line. He could see Chad was yelling at somebody on his side to tighten things up, but over all, they were pulling it together quickly. Everyone knew this wasn't a drill. 
 
    "Jog!" Sean yelled again, and they all picked up speed. The line still looked good, and Sean stopped watching it, and instead devoted his full attention to the enemy ahead, who were piling out of the hole by the dozens now. The enemy was fully aware of Sean and his people, and the ones that looked like leaders were trying to get their people into a line. But from the looks of things, they weren't having too much success. Either they weren't well trained, or they didn't think they had anything to worry about. 
 
    Sean got a good look at the enemy as they closed. There were about twenty of those little nasty djevels he'd killed by Pyramid Lake for every one of the raseri, who appeared to be leading them. Then there was one really big djevel of a type he'd never seen before. Perhaps the one in command?  
 
    He'd find out soon enough. 
 
    "CHARGE!" Sean roared as they got to the last hundred feet, and they all took off as fast as they good go, then literally slammed into the enemy.  
 
    Sean spitted one on his sword immediately, and then just started laying into them like cutting wheat with a scythe. In seconds, they'd killed at least a hundred of them, which was close to half of what was there, but more were still coming out of the gateway. 
 
    'Get the big one,' the First told him. 'He's their leader.' 
 
    'What is he?' Sean asked, as he pivoted to his left and cut a raseri from crotch to shoulder with a backstroke, then he wound up for another strike. 
 
    'Mindre Terror, or Minor Terror.' 
 
    Sean looked at the Mindre; it had to be at least ten feet tall and had arms larger than his legs. 
 
    'Damn, if that's a minor, I sure don't want to meet one that's all grown up!' 
 
    The First snorted at Sean's joke as Sean took a step in that direction. 
 
    "Guard my flanks!" Sean called out, and Cali formed up on his left as Roxy took his right. Daelyn moved to stand behind him, throwing her hammer at targets of opportunity, as Sean started to move towards the Mindre Terror. 
 
    The djevel in charge immediately saw what Sean was doing and, yelling out something in the language of djevels, it pivoted to face Sean and moved to meet him. However, it was using its weapons—a whip and a flail—to move its troops in front of it, towards Sean.  
 
    Sean soon found himself almost overwhelmed by the number of djevels being herded towards him, slowing him down as he tried to close with the Mindre, who was getting closer, but at a maddeningly slow pace. All the while, more djevels were coming out of the gateway and making up for the ones they were killing.  
 
    Sean noticed then that the smaller, weaker djevels were all dead; only the raseri were left, and what was coming out of the gateway now were more raseri and something else. These new ones looked like the smaller ones, but they were larger, and they were wearing some sort of crude breastplates. The raseri accompanying them were also armed and armored, though their armor didn't look to be all that much better than some sort of leather. 
 
    Sean's moment of distraction cost him as one of the raseri he was now fighting stabbed him in the elbow. Roaring in pain, Sean kicked it in the crotch and, using his foot claws, he eviscerated it as his arm went momentarily numb. 
 
    'Cure poison, or you're going to be without that arm for a while!' the First sent. 
 
    Popping off the spell, Sean let his arm hang useless to the side as he waited for it to heal and wielded his sword with only one hand now. 
 
    The Mindre, seeing that he was wounded, took advantage of the situation and, pushing its minions out of the way, strode close and attacked Sean. 
 
    Using one weapon against its two put Sean at a bit of a disadvantage. He was faster than the Mindre, but as feeling came back into his other arm, he debated drawing his smaller sword or continuing on as he was. Thankfully, Daelyn's hammer was constantly flying at its face, forcing it to block with its flail. Her first attack had caught it off guard, and from the dark ooze running down the side of its face, Sean was sure it didn't want to get hit again. 
 
    But Daelyn had other things to worry about, so she was only drawing off perhaps half of the flail attacks. There were still a good many raseri as well as the new djevels to contend with, and as Sean was going after their leader, they were all concentrating on him. Roxy and Cali, as well as First and Second squads, all had their hands full trying to keep Sean from being flanked or attacked from behind. Sean himself was having to block attacks occasionally from other attackers, and when the Mindre finally got him in the side with its whip, Sean quickly shifted the sword to the 'wounded' arm and grabbed the whip, wrapping his arm around it and giving a strong pull. 
 
    The Mindre wasn't quick enough letting go and stumbled in closer to Sean, and suddenly they were in close combat, Sean with the large two-handed sword he was now using one-handed, and the Mindre with its flail.  
 
    The Mindre had the better weapon for close in work, but Sean had the claws on his feet as well as his free hand, and was using them liberally as he blocked the attacks against him using his sword. He needed to switch the weapon to his other hand so he could draw the shorter one. He would have dropped it, but he'd been lectured long and hard about never letting go of a weapon during mass combat, because you'd never see it again, and magical weapons didn't grow on trees. 
 
    When he finally got a grip on the Mindre, they started to grapple; then someone stabbed Sean in the kidneys, and he wondered just what in the hell he was doing? Casting a fire bolt, he sent it into the Mindre's eyes, point blank, then once it was stunned, he kicked it and pushed it back away from him as he spun in a circle, his blade laid flat. Daelyn was behind him trying to guard his back, so he arced the sword over her head as he sliced two opponents in half. Roxy and Cali were side by side, behind him a few feet, and were trying to move back up to his flanks. 
 
    As Sean rotated to face forward, the Mindre was scrambling to its feet, but Sean now had the space to use his sword and was just out of flail range. Lunging, he took the Mindre in the chest, then turning and ripping his sword to the side, Sean laid its chest open and took off an arm. 
 
    It shuddered and fell back to the ground, dead or dying. 
 
    Casting another cure poison on himself, Sean backpedaled slowly, working his way back towards his own line. 
 
    'You could have warned me!' Sean yelled at the First. 
 
    'If you don't learn from experience, you won't learn at all,' the First chided him back. 'If it had gotten really bad, I would have said something.' 
 
    Sean grumbled to himself and slew two more of the unnamed demons. 
 
    'Gnashers,' the First supplied. 
 
    Once Sean was back within his line, he took a moment to look around, being careful this time not to get stabbed while doing so. There were dead demons everywhere, and quite a few dead lycans as well. They were still coming through the gateway, but they didn't seem to be acting with any order or coordination. 
 
    "How's the fight going, Chad?" Sean called over his radio, attacking the ones in front of him again. 
 
    "Your tying up their big boss helped. Now that he's dead, they're not as ordered or disciplined as they were before." 
 
    "Does that mean we're winning?" Sean growled, killed two more of the gnashers, and went after a raseri that had been behind them. 
 
    "Yes, now keep it up!" 
 
    "Rox, Cali, Dae, how are you doing?" Sean yelled. 
 
    "I'm fine," Roxy replied, "but I think Dae's hurt." 
 
    "It ain't nuthin but a flesh wound!" Daelyn retorted. 
 
    Sean reached back with his free hand and, grabbing Daelyn, he cast a cure poison on her, along with a minor heal. 
 
    "What was that for?" she asked. 
 
    "I think a lot of their weapons are poisoned," Sean said. 
 
    "Ye can't poison a dwarf!" Daelyn laughed. "How do ya think we drink so much?" 
 
    Sean killed another raseri and just shook his head. "Learn something new every day," he muttered. 
 
    "I'm fine, my Husband," Cali said, and lightly hip-checked him as she finished gutting a gnasher. "So far this has been easy. Let us hope it does not get hard." 
 
    Sean held his tongue; if this was easy, he sure as hell did not want to see hard! 
 
    Sean lost track of time as he continued to hack and kill the demons before him. He became aware of the helicopters coming back, and figured that was the second wave. They had the enemy fully encircled now and were pushing them back towards the gateway. Those coming out of it were often tripping over those fighting in front of it, or the dead bodies of others.  
 
    Not long after that, there were twenty of them standing shoulder to shoulder, taking turns slaying anything and everything that came out of the gateway. The pile of dead bodies had gotten so high that the dead were actually starting to slide back through the portal. 
 
    "Sean, you need to rest; let someone else have a turn," Roxy said and pulled him away from the line of men. 
 
    Blinking, Sean stepped back, and sure enough, another lycan took his place. Looking around slowly, he saw there were several hundred lycans milling around. Wait, not milling, some were eating, some were being treated, and the rest were either doing crowd control for the bunch of people being kept away from the battle, resting, or gathering up the dead. 
 
    There were helicopters orbiting up above, and the sun was setting. 
 
    "What time is it?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Just after seven," Roxy told him. 
 
    "Seven? Wait, we came out here at..." Sean tried to remember exactly when they'd come here. 
 
    "One. We've been here for six hours." 
 
    That staggered Sean for a moment. "Six hours?" He looked around. "I think I need some food, and to talk to Chad and Claudia. Where's Cali and Daelyn?" 
 
    "Eating," Roxy said and pointed over to where the two were sitting. 
 
    'Dad, how long will this gateway stay open?' 
 
    'Probably another six hours.' 
 
    "The First says it should close in about six hours," Sean relayed to Roxy. 
 
    "Well, that's good," Roxy said with a sigh. 
 
    'It gets worse now,' the First said with a sigh of his own. 'We had one in South America a few hours ago as well. They're going to start popping up every few days, and they're going to get larger and longer, in stages, until the main ones open up.' 
 
    'How many main ones?' 
 
    'One big one somewhere around here that will stay open for two years, another in South America, then a few more temporary ones in Europe or Asia. But we'll keep getting these smaller ones every few days from here on out. The next time you sleep, I'll have someone explain it to you.' 
 
    Sean shook his head and started walking towards the person handing out food. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Roxy asked, so Sean told her what the First had just told him. 
 
    "I think maybe we need to talk to the president, Sean." 
 
    Sean snorted. "He's probably looking at pictures of us right now." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Welcome to the Party 
 
      
 
    "In conclusion, we lost fourteen of our own, and killed somewhere between five hundred and a thousand of theirs. They stopped trying to come through the gate two hours ago, and according to Sean," Chad motioned to Sean, who was now seated at the head of the table, "the gateway will close in another hour and a half. As it seems to be shrinking now, I think that's a fair assessment." 
 
    Chad sat down, and Sean looked around the room. The entire Lycan Fellowship was there, as were Arthur from Sapientia, Joseph from Eruditio, Samis and Roloff representing the dwarves, Sawyer, Mayor Schiere, and Governor Sandavol. 
 
    "Any questions on any of that?" 
 
    "Is it okay if I talk to Colonel Tibbets about what happened?" the governor asked Sean. 
 
    "Talk to whomever you want; none of this is secret. The war's begun, and unfortunately we've got a front row seat, because it looks like Black Rock is where the gates are going to be opening." 
 
    "How many?" 
 
    Sean sighed. "I don't have exact numbers, but we're going to see one like we saw today, every few days, for almost four years." 
 
    "Well, that's bad, but it's not that bad..." 
 
    "That's the least of it," Sean sighed. "We're also going to get bigger and longer ones along with those until the big one opens up. That one will stay open for two years." 
 
    "Just how many of these big gates are we talking about?" asked Bill Channing, his father-in-law. 
 
    "Two. One here, one in South America someplace. There will be two or three more permanent gates that open when the main ones do, but they'll be small ones, and they'll be in Asia or Europe." 
 
    "You said that a small gate was about ten yards across. Just how big are the big ones?" The governor asked again. 
 
    "One hundred yards." 
 
    "Damn, you could fly an airliner through that!" said Jorge, the head of the boar families, with a low whistle. 
 
    "Has anyone contacted the president?" Jeffery of the bear clans asked. 
 
    "We're trying," Sean said with a grimace. "Too many people think it was just another piece of performance art by the Burners up on the playa in Black Rock, so they're making it hard for us to talk to him. But it's not as big a deal as you might think; humans are easy prey to djevels or demons, whatever you want to call them. That's why they're here, to eat human souls. So we want to keep humans as far away from them as possible." 
 
    "What about lycan souls?" Mayor Schiere asked. 
 
    Sean grinned, all teeth. "They don't like 'em and can't eat 'em. Same for Dwarves, Elves, Goblins, Dark Elves, and Fey." 
 
    "Where are the elves, anyway?" The mayor asked, looking around. 
 
    "They're all down in South America," Samis volunteered. "They like the rain forests and the lack of civilization down there." 
 
    "I hear Canada and Southeast Asia have some as well," Roloff pointed out. "No idea if there're any other places with 'em." 
 
    "And the only reason we have any Fey here," Sean said, "is because they're related to me." 
 
    "Oh!" 
 
    "So, that's the bad news. What's the good news?" Bill asked. 
 
    Sean frowned. "There isn't a lot of good news, unfortunately. We're going to need to base our people closer to Black Rock eventually, so we can respond faster. This means that a lot of them are going to have to quit their mundane jobs, and that's going to make their lives harder. We've got ten months before the large gate opens; until then, we'll be fighting against guerilla-type attacks, as we won't know where a gate is going to open until it does. 
 
    "Once the main gate opens, we'll have a defined front, but even then, the small gates will still cause us problems." 
 
    "This is why I wish you'd invited Colonel Tibbets," Governor Sandoval said with a sigh. "He understands the military aspect far better than I do." 
 
    "If I may, Sean?" Chad asked. 
 
    "Have at it," Sean said and waved to him. 
 
    "Look," Chad said, standing up, "they're going to have two beachheads into our world. That may sound like a lot, but not in this day and age. We've got better logistics, and there're a lot more of us now than the last time they tried to take us over.  
 
    "Yes, it's going to be rough, especially the first few months that the main gate's open. But as long as we deny them their objective, it will close again." 
 
    "And just what is their objective?" 
 
    "To make it permanent, of course, so they can spend the next several thousand years living off of the human population on the planet, until it's gone." 
 
    "And how do they go about doing that?" 
 
    Joseph raised a hand, and Chad yielded to him. "By moving enough of their people here, and our people there, to upset the natural balance of the worlds. So all we have to do is keep them on their side, and stay on our side." 
 
    "Or at least kill any that get here," Chad added with a smile. 
 
    "Yes, that works too," Joseph agreed with a thoughtful look. 
 
    "Umm, I do have one final thing I'd like to address?" the governor said, looking around. 
 
    "Sure thing, Governor Sandoval, what is it?" 
 
    "The men and women who died today, is there anything we can do for their families?" 
 
    Sean sighed heavily, but smiled all the same. "They'll be taken care of, Governor. But thank you very much for the thought." Sean looked around the room then. "Chad, myself, and the rest of our planning team will be spending the next twenty-four hours figuring out how to handle the next incident. We'll let you know what we decide and what your part is. Any questions?" 
 
    No one raised their hands, but Sean wasn't all that surprised. They'd just been given a lot to digest. 
 
    "Okay, we're adjourned. We'll meet again in a week. Again, you're free to bring anyone you think is important, or tell anyone you think will believe you. I would suggest to all of you that you start thinking about what you're going to do once John Q. Public figures all this out." 
 
    Getting up, Sean left the room first, with Cali and Daelyn. Roxy and the rest of the girls were getting things cleaned up for the next fight. 
 
    "Sean, wait up," Bill said, trotting after him. 
 
    Sean stopped and smiled at him. "What's up?" 
 
    "I want on your team." 
 
    Sean blinked a moment, "Huh? What about Vegas?" 
 
    Bill snorted. "I've been there long enough; it's time to move on. I'm going to tell the governor he can appoint me to a special task force to work with you, which will give him a direct line to you, or I'm gonna retire and he doesn't get anything." 
 
    Sean laughed. "A direct line? Really? You think he'll buy it?" 
 
    "You're my son-in-law first, lion second. If you won't tell me what I need to know, then I'll just ask my daughter." 
 
    Sean stuck out his hand, and Bill shook it. 
 
    "Welcome aboard, Dad." 
 
    "It's the chance of a lifetime, Son. How could I possibly want to miss this?" 
 
    "Because your wife Gloria is going to kill you?" Daelyn said with a scowl. 
 
    Bill smiled even wider. "She's coming, too. You're still going to need a medical office, and who better to run it than her?" 
 
    "I thought she ran a morgue?" Daelyn said, making a face. 
 
    "She's still a doctor." 
 
    "And she's not squeamish," Sean said. "Okay, sounds good. I need to head back to the ranch. I'll see you when you get there." 
 
      
 
    "So now what?" Chad asked Sean as Daelyn drove them back to the ranch. Chad had all but moved out of the house he'd been renting, and was now living in a compound up in the west hills, not unlike the ones Claudia and Sean were both living in. Apparently Chad was taxing his people now, same as Claudia. 
 
    "That is the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question, isn't it? From what I've been told, the gates open on a three-day cycle. If you know when the cycle starts, then you know how much time after a gate closes is safe before the next one opens." 
 
    "That sounds interesting." 
 
    "I find it more confusing than anything else," Sean admitted. "A lot of it is based on a seventy-two-hour cycle, or three days. From here on out, everything starts somewhere in one of those three-day cycles. For the next month, we only get those small gates. For the following three months, half of those gates will be medium ones. They're a bit larger, and they stay open three times as long." 
 
    "Is there any pattern to which one opens next?" 
 
    "Nope, completely random, and even saying 'half' is just an estimate.  
 
    "Then for the six months after that, it starts to get rough; one third of the small gate periods will have a large gate open in them. That gate lasts for sixty hours, and it's possible for that gate to overlap the next three-day period, meaning we could conceivably have two large gates open at the same time." 
 
    "And that's the hundred-yard-wide gate?" 
 
    "No, it's only about sixty yards wide. In the middle of that, at least, is one three-day period with no gates at all. But then at the end of those ten months, the really large gateway, or maybe I should call it the main gateway? Anyhow, that opens, and stays open for twenty-four months. It starts out small, like just another one of the small gates, but it doesn't close. Instead, it grows over three months, and all the time the main gate is open, small gates continue to open." Sean stopped to take a breath. 
 
    "Now, here's where it gets complicated. After the main gate has been open for nine months, the small gates upgrade to medium-sized ones, but they only open every twelve days, for twenty-four hours. This happens seven times, then there's a three-day break, after which a medium gate opens for forty-eight hours. That gate is the one that becomes the permanent gate. If the conditions exist for it to achieve 'permanency' are achieved, the main gate collapses immediately." 
 
    "And we've lost the war." 
 
    Sean nodded. "But if that gate closes on its own after forty-eight hours, it doesn't matter what happens anymore. The main gate will exist to the end of its twenty-four-month cycle, starting to shrink back down three months before it closes. Then we get the same six-month, three-month, one-month set of cycles on the way out that we got on the way in." 
 
    Chad nodded, and Sean could see he was thinking. "Do we have a range on how spread out all of these will be?" 
 
    "Everything will happen within about five hundred miles of the main gate. In fact, by plotting all the gateways that open, we can probably figure out where that one will be. But..." 
 
    Chad sighed, "But, what?" 
 
    "There are off-location gates as well. They don't start forming until the six-month sequence. Those gates never get larger than the small gate, but they can open in a much larger region, as they jump around a lot." 
 
    "How do the demons control them?" 
 
    "Djevels," Cali corrected with a grin. 
 
    Sean and Chad both rolled their eyes. 
 
    "They don't," Sean said. "Or as far as we know, they don't. But their world bumps into a lot of other worlds, so they're a lot more experienced with this whole 'gateway' thing. I asked one of the lionesses who seems to be more research oriented to talk to Perkins up in Vancouver to get the Eruditio working on it." 
 
    "Yeah, knowing just when and where they're going to open up would help us a hell of a lot," Chad said with a nod. 
 
    "I know," Sean sighed, "I know. Basically, we have twenty-two months and one day to 'win' this, to keep them from making the gateway permanent." 
 
    "Yeah, but after that we have another twenty-two months of dealing with sore losers." 
 
    "You think so?" 
 
    Chad snorted. "They're dem... djevels," he winked at Cali, who smiled. "Do you really think they're just gonna go, 'oh, we lost, too bad, so sad, let's all go home and pout'? Hell, no. I'm sure they're gonna go all scorched earth on us. But there's no use in talking about that problem until we handle this one." 
 
    Sean nodded. 
 
    "But I've got a plan so cunning, you could put a tail on it and call it a weasel." 
 
    "Alright Blackadder, let's hear it." 
 
    "We invade." 
 
    Sean turned and looked at Chad. "Are you crazy? Why would we want to invade them?" 
 
    "Because they'd never expect it, that's why!" Chad said, smiling. 
 
    "But invading them plays right into their hands by moving more of our people onto their lands. That's the last thing we want to do!" 
 
    "Ah, but think about this, if we're holding the gate from the other side, then when the time draws near for that crucial moment, we can all just withdraw through the gateway. Besides, if we make them think we want this gateway as much as they do, that we want to take over their lands, well, it's bound to cause some confusion." 
 
    'Dad?' 
 
    'Remember how I said we really need to assassinate their leaders?' 
 
    'Yes, I do. What of it?' 
 
    'This just may be the way to go about getting it done.' 
 
    Sean pinched his nose between his thumb and forefinger and sighed. "Write it all up, and when you think you've got something, show it to me and we'll see." 
 
    "What? It's a good idea!" Chad said, looking a little surprised. 
 
    "It's just that I'm not all that sure we can even survive on the other side of those gateways." 
 
    "Well, I guess we'll just have to find out then." 
 
    "Just as long as you're not the one doing the finding out." 
 
    "Sean, you can't expect..." 
 
    "Chad! That's an order!" Sean growled and put some of his lion into it. "We can't afford to lose you! I may be the figurehead, but you're the brains behind the operation. You will not be going or taking stupid risks! If worse comes to worst, I can be replaced. You sure as hell can not." 
 
    Chad went from looking pissed to looking very embarrassed. "You know, it's hard to argue with you when you say stuff like that." 
 
    They pulled up at the ranch then, and Daelyn parked the van they'd been using. 
 
    "Well, let's go get the current status of the force out at Black Rock. Should almost be time to bring them home," Chad said, looking at his watch. 
 
    Sean nodded and waved. "I'm going to go in and get some rest. It's after midnight, and I need a break." 
 
    "Not going to call Steve?" 
 
    "It can wait," Sean said and yawned, "until tomorrow when he's awake." 
 
    Grabbing Cali, Sean made a beeline for the bedroom. As soon as he got inside, he pulled her close and started kissing her, his hands slipping up under the usual skintight shirt she was wearing. 
 
    "I thought you were tired?" Cali giggled. 
 
    "I'm never too tired for you," Sean whispered and, grabbing the bottom of her shirt, he pulled it up over her head, then immediately pulled her close and went to work on one of her ears with his tongue, causing her knees to buckle as she gasped and grabbed on to him. 
 
    Walking her backwards toward the dresser, Sean grabbed her tight ass and hauled her up until she was sitting on the edge, then grabbing the hem of her pants, he pulled them down, quickly peeling her out of them. Once he had them past her knees, he just raised up a foot and pushed them down the rest of the way. 
 
    Cali meanwhile had undone his pants, which fell to the floor, as Sean still favored loose cargo pants, though with the necklace he didn't have to worry about ruining them anymore. 
 
    Lowering his mouth to those luscious dark breasts of hers, Sean started nipping and tugging at them with his teeth while getting her pants the rest of the way off, then kicked off his own as Cali's legs went around him, pulling him closer as her hands roughly pulled his shirt off, sending buttons flying everywhere. 
 
    "Take me, my Husband," Cali said, panting. "Take me now!" 
 
    Sean was almost painfully erect, so standing back up straight, he pulled her close as she guided him inside of her. Sean almost growled at how hot and wet she was. Obviously she'd been waiting for this as much as he had. Sean was finding that combat made him quite horny. 
 
    Plunging into the hilt, Sean didn't hesitate and, raising his mouth back to her lips, he sent his tongue past her lips and held her tight as they let go and savored each other's bodies completely. It may have been fast, but it was satisfying, and Cali quickly joined him when he hit his peak deep inside her. 
 
    Letting his head lie on Cali's shoulder as he caught his breath and basked in the afterglow, Sean briefly pondered the prospects of the four years of war facing him, when he felt someone running their fingers through his hair. Opening his eyes, he saw Daelyn was now sitting on the dresser next to Cali. 
 
    "Okay, Lion-boy, now it's my turn," Daelyn said with a hungry smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Deniable Plausibility 
 
      
 
    "Morning, Tisha," Steve said as Tisha came into his office. Sean had been right; Tisha was cute as hell, and looked eighteen because she was eighteen. 
 
    In this body. 
 
    Apparently lions who died were reincarnated, so while Tisha looked eighteen and had the body of an eighteen year old, she was actually over ten thousand years old. Amazingly, she had playing the cute little mindless blond down pat. Right up until Terri had read her the riot act while holding a cattle prod, which she'd just finished sticking Tisha with five seconds after she'd made a pass at Steve. 
 
    Steve felt rather proud of that. 
 
    "Morning, Steve. Is 'she who I had damn well better behave around' in yet?" 
 
    "I heard that!" Terri yelled from the small kitchenette where they kept the coffee machine. 
 
    "Ahhh, I love my wife." Steve grinned. "And trust me when I say, if you ever retaliate, I will have Sean all over your ass in an instant." 
 
    "Yeah, yeah. I know. I can't help it sometimes. This body is still subject to raging hormones at times and, well, you're prime beef. Can't even blame her for defending her turf." 
 
    Tisha fluffed her hair up and then dropped into the chair behind Granite's desk. 
 
    Granite, who was still in it, did his best not to complain. 
 
    "Teasing the poor wolves again?" Terri asked, coming out of the back with two cups of coffee, one of which she handed to Steve. 
 
    "It's not teasing if you follow through, now is it?" Tisha asked with a grin. 
 
    "She move in with you, Granite?" Terri asked, a little surprised. 
 
    Granite sighed, "Yes." 
 
    "Well, congratulations!" 
 
    "I'm not sure if that's in order," Granite said. 
 
    "Hey! I'm right here, you know!" Tisha laughed. 
 
    "One minute she's a cute bubbly young gal, and I feel like a dirty old man, then the next minute she's all mature and snarky, and I feel like I bit off more than I can chew." 
 
    "Aww, is my little woofie all insecure?" Tisha said and twisted around in Granite's lap, which showed just how limber a girl she was, and gave him a warm hug. 
 
    "More like confused," Granite sighed. "Just pick one personality and stick with it." 
 
    "I vote for the airhead!" Terri said with a giggle as she dropped into her chair. 
 
    "You would," Tisha laughed. "So, Steve, what happened with the president?" 
 
    Steve shrugged. "I haven't been able to get through to him yet. Either someone is flexing a little muscle because they're peeved, or we missed a demon or have another traitor in our midst." 
 
    "Maybe we should go meet with Carl over at the Secret Service?" 
 
    "What an interesting idea," Steve said with a smile. "Go grab your coat; I already made a nine o'clock appointment. We're leaving as soon as I finish this cup of coffee." 
 
    Tisha nodded and patted Granite on the cheek. "See ya' in a while, stud muffin!" 
 
    Granite just sighed and then blushed a little as Tisha gave him a kiss that was almost indecent. 
 
    "Yeah, definitely more than you can chew," Steve said, grinning as he drained his coffee. "But hell, you only live once, so you might as well go for it." 
 
      
 
    "So you don't approve of me and Granite?" Tisha asked Steve as they rode in the back of the limousine. 
 
    "I'm just a little surprised is all; I didn't figure you'd go for one of us, that you'd be looking for a lion." 
 
    Tisha snorted. "Sometimes a girl just wants to have fun." 
 
    "Wait, did you just imply that Granite, of all people, is fun?" Steve said, feigning shock. 
 
    "Actually, yeah, he is. He's a bit older than most of the guys I've been with of late, so he's a lot more settled. But he's a hella lot younger than any of the other lions, so he's anything but settled in his ways. I kinda like him." 
 
    "What, you've been raiding the cradle?" Steve teased. 
 
    "When your body is eighteen, trust me, none of the older men want anything to do with you." Tisha grumbled. "I haven't had a good man since I landed him, so I'm gonna enjoy the hell out of this for a while." 
 
    "Well, just don't hurt him or break him. I need him. Okay?" 
 
    "Oh, don't worry. I'll be good. I'll be very good," Tisha said with a wink. "Now, what's the story with this Carl guy?" 
 
    "He's married and older, and even though he's a wolf and one of us now, don't push on him. Sean's trying to play it straight with the government." 
 
    "Are we talking about the same Sean who had eight members of Congress turned into werewolves? Werewolves he has me ordering around?" 
 
    "All the more reason not to go around pissing him off," Steve said, grinning back at her. 
 
    "You know, I've been a lioness a lot longer than he's been a lion." 
 
    "Oh? Do they all have tempers like he does, and the unerring ability to bring a huge smack down on people who piss them off?" 
 
    "No, I think he inherited that from the First somehow." 
 
    Steve snorted. "He may have inherited the power to do it from you guys, but trust me, you give him a sword, and he'll cleave heads with it. The only thing that has ever held Sean in check is his innate sense of fair play. Those congressmen crossed it." 
 
    "And just what holds you in check?" 
 
    Steve smiled winningly at her. "What is this 'check' thing of which you speak? But seriously, Sean's my best bud. Everyone else is fair game." 
 
    "Everyone?" Tisha asked, surprised. 
 
    "Immediate family and a few other friends excluded, as long as they don't cross my line." 
 
    "What if Sean crosses that line?" 
 
    Steve laughed again. "Best buds, by definition, cannot 'cross the line'. Whatever Sean does, whatever Sean wants, I'm down with it. Best buds don't just help you bury the body; they're watching your back while you're killing them." 
 
    "You know, the First wondered why you were so quick to help Sean and never once freaked out when he showed you he was a lion." 
 
    "You kidding? It just meant that my plans of world domination now had a chance to come to fruition!" Steve grinned. "Give me five years in Washington, and I will own this town. My Dad and I are already talking about opening a new shop here." 
 
    Tisha started momentarily, a little bit concerned, until he got to the part about opening a shop. 
 
    "You know, for a moment I thought you were talking about politics, not your family's repair business." 
 
    "How do you know I wasn't?" Steve said with a wink. "Oh, look! We're here. Now, I'll do all the talking, keep quiet and act your age, your real age. Carl's gonna know what you are right away, so just be quiet and dignified." 
 
    "You know, I do know how to deal with people." 
 
    "Yes, and we don't want to terrify them with the power of the gods, now do we?" Steve got out of the car and Tisha followed him.  
 
    "Then why did you even bother to bring me?" Tisha asked, scowling. 
 
    "Because everyone is going to see a cute little hottie and think the worst about me. Until tomorrow, when Carl tells them you're a lioness, and suddenly they're all going to feel just that little bit scared about the mistake they almost made.  
 
    "Not all power plays rely on brute force, you know." 
 
    "Now I know why Terri used that cattle prod." She thought a moment and then added, "I wonder if she'd be interested in sharing?" 
 
    "Now, now. Let's not break Granite's heart," Steve chided and, walking into the building, they went up to the receptionist's desk to sign in and get their badges. 
 
    Five minutes later a serious looking man was escorting them back into the building. 
 
    "Carl! So nice to see you again!" Steve said, sticking out his hand as he and Tisha were escorted into the room. "Oh! And I assume this is your boss, Director Kensington?" Steve asked while shaking hands with Carl, and then turned to the other man in the room. 
 
    "Yes, that would be me. You can just call me Vincent." 
 
    Steve smiled. "And Steve would be fine. Oh! Where are my manners? This is Tisha." Steve looked around the room, making it look like he was checking for anyone listening in, then lowering his voice a little, he continued. "She's a lion, well, lioness actually. She's here to help me, so I though I'd bring her along today so you could all meet her." 
 
    Tisha noticed how both men's eyebrows went up and their demeanors shifted slightly. She also noticed that the secretary sitting just outside the room's entrance got up at that moment and closed the door. Obviously she'd heard it too, and was giving them a little more privacy. Apparently Steve really did know what he was doing. 
 
    "Please, let's all be seated," Carl said and motioned to the small circle of chairs around the coffee table. 
 
    Steve smiled and sat down, Tisha sitting in the chair on his right as the other two sat down across from them. 
 
    "So, I take it you're here about what happened yesterday?" Kensington asked. 
 
    Steve nodded. "Yes, Vincent. The first gateway opened on the Black Rock Playa, just north of that, ummm, 'festival' they have there every year now. Thankfully we were able to contain it, this time, but because we have no idea exactly when, or where, the next one will happen, we could be facing a serious threat here in the next few days." 
 
    Kensington nodded. "Unfortunately, there are quite a few people who are suspicious about what happened and are claiming that it was just something 'those hippies' did, and they're pushing back fairly hard." 
 
    Steve nodded slowly. "I see." He paused a moment, "I think everyone needs to understand that we're about to enter a Four - Year - Long - War," Steve said, enunciating the words carefully. "Washington, the president, Congress, even the Supreme Court are all going to become targets, sooner or later. Security is going to become a much more difficult job for all of you. If you have folks who are having problems dealing with this, I'm sure Tisha here would be more than happy to explain the situation to them." 
 
    "I'll even use small words," Tisha said with a smile, noticing the slight nod of approval Steve gave. 
 
    "Let's not get too hasty here," Vincent warned. 
 
    "Oh no, definitely not," Steve agreed. "However, as I understand it, each gate opens sometime during a seventy-two-hour window. We don't know, yet, how far into that first window we were when that gate opened. But I think it's a fair assumption that tomorrow, or the day after that, the next one will open. If it were to open in the middle of that festival, well, I think you can see what I'm getting at." 
 
    "Just how long until the big one opens?" Carl asked. 
 
    "Ten months. And it will stay open for two years," Tisha said softly. 
 
    "Damn," Vincent swore and leaned back in his seat. "General Baker didn't come and visit you yesterday, did he?" 
 
    "No, he did not." 
 
    "Politics, what a pain," Vincent said with a shake of his head. "Okay, things never move fast around here until after the disaster strikes, unfortunately. Everyone's just too busy protecting their turf. I'll get you on the president's schedule; we need to have a meeting about this, and I'll see if I can't browbeat Baker into meeting with you before then. 
 
    "But there is one thing we can do, and that's work on the president's security. So how about we do that now? I want to know what kinds of threats we're looking at, and how we can best protect against them." 
 
    Steve smiled; he had his first real ally. 
 
    "Well, lucky for us, Tisha here has personal experience dealing with these demons, having fought them in the past." 
 
    "Wait, how can that be?" Kensington asked, looking her up and down. 
 
    There was suddenly a very large lioness hybrid sitting in the chair, which creaked in protest. 
 
    "Oh, did I forget to mention that Tisha is actually a lot older than she looks?" 
 
    "How much older?" Carl asked, curious. 
 
    "About ten thousand years older," Tisha said with a toothy grin. "Now, let's talk shop, okay?" 
 
      
 
    "It's so nice to be appreciated," Tisha sighed as they drove back to the office. 
 
    "Yeah, Sean told me that they're all pretty focused on their jobs in there, and they've been dealing with the magic users since they were founded, so they're a lot more open minded. Especially when it comes to protecting the president." 
 
    "I like how you maneuvered them into offering us a bribe to help them." 
 
    Steve smiled. "Ah, so you noticed that! Yeah, appealing to someone's self-interest is always a good tactic. We'll have to keep our own eyes open, however. If someone is trying to block our access, we need to find out who, and why, and of course be subtle with our response." 
 
    "Which will be to have somebody infect them, right?" 
 
    Steve snickered. "Well, what good are you if I can't use you to order the wolves around?" 
 
    Tisha shook her head and sighed. "So, what next?" 
 
    "Now we go back to the office, and I tell Sean I need a hundred swords and breastplates for the Secret Service. You can spend the rest of your day abusing Granite." 
 
    "Oh, I think I may have found someone else I'd rather abuse," Tisha said giving him a wink. 
 
    "Terri still has that cattle prod," Steve warned her. 
 
    "Maybe it's time she and I had a little heart to heart," Tisha mused. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 On Edge 
 
      
 
    "It's been four days," Sean said, pacing back and forth in the house. "I thought these things opened up every three days?" 
 
    Roberta looked at the others, who all just looked back at her and shrugged. 
 
    "You said it was anytime in a three-day window didn't you?" 
 
    "Still, you'd think we'd have had another one already." 
 
    "Sit down, Sean, before you wear a hole in the floor," Roberta said and grabbed his hand the next time he walked by. Sean had been getting progressively more nervous for the last three days now; last night he'd barely slept at all, for all that the six of them had tried to exhaust him. "If the first one actually opened at the start of a three-day period. Then the next three-day period began yesterday. So there's nothing to worry about." 
 
    "I just worry about it opening up someplace unnoticed and letting a huge force in." Sean sighed and dropped onto the couch beside Roberta.  
 
    "I hate waiting," he grumbled. 
 
    "Yeah, we noticed!" Peg snickered. 
 
    "What do the other lions say?" Roberta asked. 
 
    "They're still debating if the opening of the first gateway marks the start of the first three-day period or not. A couple are wondering if the gate we dealt with last month at Pyramid Lake is the one we should really be looking at." 
 
    "Ugh, I hope not!" Roxy growled. "Then we're only days away from the second phase, and we're not every ready for the first one yet." 
 
    Sean's phone rang then; it was John's ring tone. 
 
    "At last!" Sean sighed and dug out his phone. "Tell them to fire it all up, Rox. Hello, we got another one?" 
 
    "Yup, same general location as the last one, a bit further south, though. 
 
    "Oh, shit! That puts it near the Burners!" 
 
    'More like dead center,' the First said. 
 
    Sean cancelled the call and hit the speed dial for Claudia as he ran to the bedroom to get his gear on. 
 
    "Where is it?" Claudia asked without any introduction. 
 
    "Burning Man. Probably dead center." 
 
    "Shit, that's not good! Fire 'em up boys!" he heard her yell as the line went dead. 
 
    Sean quickly ripped off his clothes, shifted, and got his gear on. Then, grabbing his phone, he ran out to the Black Hawk that was already spinning up under the clear night sky. 
 
    "Where to, Boss?" Trey asked. 
 
    "Burning Man," Sean sighed and, taking his swords off his back, he crammed his ass into the copilot's seat. "Are Chad's people on frequency yet?" Sean asked as he turned his own radio on and put in the ear buds. 
 
    "Yup. They'll be taking off in a minute." 
 
    Sean nodded and waited as everyone else piled into the back. It wasn't comfortable sitting in the front, and he had to be careful not to hit any of the flight controls, but he wanted to see what was going on out there as soon as possible. 
 
    "Maybe we'll get lucky, and with the darkness, no one will see anything," Trey muttered, then looked around the back. "We packed?" 
 
    "We're packed!" the first squad leader called out. 
 
    "Seal it up and let's go!"  
 
    Trey lifted the Black Hawk up as the doors closed and immediately took off towards the playa. 
 
    "What time do they set the man on fire?" Roxy asked from the back. 
 
    "The burn was yesterday," one of the wolves from the squad said. "We wanted to go, but we had to sit alert." 
 
    Sean blew out the breath he was holding. "Well, that's a relief. If we're lucky, most of the people will be gone." 
 
    "I don't know, a lot stay until Monday morning," the wolf said. 
 
    "There it is," Trey said, and Sean could see it. The playa was pretty well lit up; there were obviously still a lot of people there, thousands, maybe more. 
 
    'Which way, Dad?' 
 
    Sean pointed, and the pilot banked over, heading towards a gigantic lit up wooden spiral that rose up almost like a pyramid. 
 
    "What the hell is that?" Trey said, looking over it. 
 
    "I don't know," Sean said, "but there's a gateway opening inside of it, and it looks like demons are coming out." 
 
    "Wait!" the wolf in the back said. "Did you say it's inside the temple?" 
 
    "Temple? What temple?" 
 
    "Don't land! Circle it first!"  
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because that's tonight's burn!" 
 
    Trey swore, hauled over on the yoke and started to warn the other pilots as, sure enough, the entire structure lit up, on fire. 
 
    "Damn! Now what do we do?" Trey swore. 
 
    "Land outside the edge, dump us all off, and we can run in and circle the place to make sure nothing makes it out of the fire." 
 
    "What about the people there?" 
 
    "What about them?" 
 
    "They'll see you!" 
 
    "Ha!" the wolf called from the back. "Compared to what's down there already, we won't stand out at all!" 
 
    "He's got a point," Sean said. "Land. Everyone, get your shit together, and we run as fast as we can. Eight Ballers!" 
 
    "Yo!" the Eight Ball lead called over the radio from the other helicopter. 
 
    "Don't get close enough to the fire to be obvious, and keep patrolling until we pull out. Fifth, Sixth, and Seventh squad, hide in the crowd for now. The rest of you, up to the edge of the fire and keep your eyes open!" 
 
    The Black Hawk flared to land, and Sean just popped the door open and tumbled out. Slinging his swords, he shifted into full lion. He didn't give a damn who saw him, and he ran as fast as he could for the fire.  
 
    He shifted back just before he got there and made his way to the edge of the crowd. The fire was really burning now, and the crowd was quiet enough that, other than the music that must have been meant to accompany it, you couldn't hear a thing over the roar of the flames.  
 
    Swiveling his ears forward and concentrating, Sean could hear the faint screams of the demons as they burned to death, coming out of the gate directly into an inferno. 
 
    "I thought devils didn't mind fire?" Roxy muttered. 
 
    "Djevels," Cali said. "And no, they burn just like everything else. It's the cold they like, not the fire. In fact, they hate fire more than most, and burn rather merrily." 
 
    "Well, they do seem to turn into tar when they die." 
 
    "Whoa, great outfits man!" some guy said, looking up from the ground where he was sitting. "You lose anybody this year?" 
 
    "Hmm?" Sean asked glancing down at him. 
 
    "It's to honor the dead, man. They're burning it down to honor the dead." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Yeah, we lost a lot of people this year." Grabbing the girls, he started to move slowly through the crowd, ignoring the looks they were getting. 
 
    'We got lucky, didn't we?' 
 
    'There's more to the world than even we understand. Sometimes God, the real God, takes a hand.' 
 
    'You think so?' 
 
    'Nah, we just got lucky!' 
 
    "Am I seeing what I think I'm seeing?" Chad's voice came over Sean's headset. 
 
    "Looks like." 
 
    "Great, where do you want us to land?" 
 
    "Put it down somewhere out in the darkness. This thing isn't going to stop burning for a while, and after that, the smoldering ruins will probably do our job for us." 
 
      
 
    "I've been thinking." 
 
    Sean looked up; Chad was standing there in his werewolf form, wearing his armor, with Max leaning against him. Sean had finally found a quiet spot around the far side of the smoldering ruins, and was sitting down with Roxy and Cali, just watching. 
 
    "About what?" 
 
    "About how to deal with the next gateway." 
 
    "Oh? What's your idea?" 
 
    "We just let 'em run rampant. See where they go, and pick 'em off once they're well away from the gate." 
 
    "Are you crazy? How many people do you think are going to get killed?" 
 
    "People are going to die no matter what we do, Sean. At least out here, there's not a lot for them to destroy. A few small towns maybe, we go after any who head for those." 
 
    "I fail to see the wisdom of your idea here, Chad," Sean growled. 
 
    "Okay, but just hear me out. First of all, we're not going to get the government on board until we have actual death and destruction. So we give them that death and destruction. The ole 'Welcome to the party, pal!' they so obviously need." 
 
    Sean grunted. "I don't like it, but you may be right." 
 
    "Second," Chad continued, "we have no idea what their tactics are like, their force structure, how they move as a unit across the field. We need to know that stuff, Sean. We don't have any of their books we can read, and we don't have anyone who's seen their army maneuver or fight across open terrain." 
 
    "The First has." 
 
    "Oh? And just how many tens of thousands of years ago was that? Our military changes its doctrine every decade or two, sometimes more. They're not going to fight the same way now as they did then. I'd rather get a look at their tactics now, when they can only bring a company or two through. Not after they've had the chance to bring a couple of divisions." 
 
    'He makes a compelling argument,' the First said. 
 
    'That's why he's got the job.' 
 
    Sean sighed heavily. "You're probably right. Let me think about it. But draw up your plans and show them to me when they're done. I don't want to be like that guy doing a controlled burn who then lost the whole farm." 
 
    "Don't worry. And is it my imagination, or does the center of that fire flare up every few minutes?" 
 
    "It's the djevels." Cali giggled. "They're very flammable." 
 
    "They're still coming through? It's been six hours!" 
 
    "Apparently there isn't any way to communicate through the gates," Sean said with a small shrug. 
 
    "Oh, really?"  
 
    Sean looked up and saw a truly evil grin on Chad's face. 
 
    "Am I going to have fun with that!" 
 
    Sean held up the hand he had around Cali. "Don't tell me, I don't want to know." 
 
    "Sure thing! Well, I'm gonna head back home and get to work on my plans. I'll leave Ryan in charge. He can handle it if something comes up." 
 
    Sean nodded and waved, then put his arm back around Cali. 
 
    "I just had a thought," Sean said as he patted both of the girl's bellies. 
 
    "Oh? Can't be anything to nasty, we're already pregnant!" Roxy laughed. 
 
    "Yeah, and you're almost four months along, Rox. Cali is as well." 
 
    "I'm not sure I like where this is going," Roxy growled. 
 
    "Uh-huh. I think it's about time you both stay at home, and not join me in any more battles until after the kids are born." 
 
    "Sean!" Roxy growled, and he could feel that Cali had stiffened up quite a bit. 
 
    "Sooner or later you're both going to have to stay home, and you know it," Sean said, giving each of them a squeeze. "So please don't argue with me about it. Because I can't do this job if I have you both locked up in cages and chained to the floor, now can I?" Sean asked sweetly. 
 
    "You wouldn't!" 
 
    "I shouldn't have to, and you know that as well. So think about it. Because the time is coming when you won't be fighting with me until after you've delivered. Thankfully I didn't have to have this conversation with Roberta, and Jo of course will be more than happy to stay home." 
 
    "Dae's not going to go along with this, you know." 
 
    "I'll sic her aunt Sarah on her," Sean said, grinning. 
 
    "That might work. Where is Dae, anyway?" 
 
    "She got bored and went back home to work on another one of her projects," Sean said with a yawn. "You were napping, so I didn't wake you." 
 
    "I wasn't napping," Roxy said, a little embarrassed. 
 
    "Rox, you're pregnant and in your second trimester. You were napping." 
 
    Roxy grumbled a few times, but settled down when he kissed her. Then of course he kissed Cali, too. 
 
    'So how's Tisha doing?' 
 
    'I think she wants Steve's babies,' the First said, laughing. 
 
    'Seriously? Oh man, Terri has got to be pissed.' 
 
    'Terri apparently has Tisha well in hand. I think they've moved on to the negotiation phase. Apparently Terri is rather good with a cattle prod.' 
 
    Sean just shook his head and sighed.  
 
    'How are they doing with the president?' 
 
    'Quite well, apparently Steve is winning friends and influencing people. That's why I think Chad has a point. The military isn't going to support you until they actually see that there's an enemy.' 
 
    'What good are they going to do? They're all human!' 
 
    'But they have a lot of hardware and support that you're going to need eventually. Besides, the time may come when you have to start infecting them.' 
 
    Sean shuddered at the thought of what that would mean, but things hadn't even started yet, and it was going to be a long time before they finished. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Estrella 
 
      
 
    Den Brune En dropped down onto her throne of skulls to sit. She hated the damn thing, it was ugly as sin and uncomfortable to boot, demon skulls not being known for making comfortable furniture. But it had one redeeming feature: it reminded all who came into her keep that she ruled here.  
 
    It also reminded them of what she would do to any who challenged that rule. 
 
    Building the chair had definitely been one of her better ideas, though she had to admit that it had come after a string of spectacularly bad ones. For all that she hated the damn chair and everything it represented, she'd had her people carry it from place to place until she'd finally found this one and built the keep. 
 
    Oh, her small stone tower with its bailey wasn't very grand; it didn't compare to the huge castles and forts built by the demon lords who ruled over so much of the Onderwereld, but her defenses were strong, and her will was unbreakable. 
 
    Also she was known to be one tenacious bitch, who would spend decades, centuries if necessary, to repay the slightest of slights tenfold. The skull of the demon lord Rothskar, the crown jewel of her throne and set at the very top, reminded every last one of them that Den Brune En was not someone to trifle with. 
 
    Looking over at Første, her seneschal, she waved a hand. "Show the emissary in." 
 
    Første bowed low. "Yes, Brune En, at once!" He then turned and signaled to the lesser demons by the doors, who opened both doors as her other minions stood nervously to attention. While the emissary about to enter could kill any of them with ease, they all knew that embarrassing their mistress would earn them an even quicker end. 
 
    Den Brune En leaned back into the uncomfortable throne and draped a leg over one of the armrests as she propped her head up on her hand, her elbow sitting on the other arm. She hated it when they sent an emissary. Half the time she'd have to kill them, and then it would take days to get the tar of their dead bodies off her floor. The dark stains on the rocks before her throne made it clear that many had died there. 
 
    It was just another sign of power that she despised, but then everything here was despicable. But it was hers, and she ruled it, regardless of how much she disliked it.  
 
    The emissary stepped into the room and bowed, its head coming close to the floor as it did so. Den Brune En raised an eyebrow at the obvious sign of respect, ridders were not known for their humility; obviously Lord Taser Ansigt was serious about whatever this proposal was about. Considering that she'd slain his last three emissaries in this very room, it must be important for him to risk a fourth. 
 
    "Speak," she said, looking down at it with her best bored expression. Demons were all about body language, and it was always important to prove your worth with the obvious signs of disdain for those beneath you. 
 
    "Den Brune Dame," the emissary began in a rough low-pitched voice that reminded her of the sound of boulders tumbling down a hill. "My lord, the great and powerful Prince Taser Ansigt, bids you to be welcome in his castle this night, that you may join him and the other lords who have flocked to his standard for the upcoming war to claim that which is, by all rights, ours." 
 
    Den Brune En snorted. "So, he fancies himself a prince now, does he?" 
 
    The emissary's eyes narrowed for a brief moment, which she found interesting. It restrained itself from the insult against its master. Obviously this was something important enough to its master that it had been ordered to ignore any insults she might throw at it. She was tempted for a moment to see just how far she could push it, but the thought of having to smell its dead body in here for days put an end to that whim. 
 
    Instead, she sat up, put both of her feet on the floor and, leaning forward, she stared directly into the eyes of the ridder. 
 
    "Continue," she commanded. 
 
    "Many of the other lords have assembled under his standard," the emissary continued, obviously to justify its lord's claim to princely levels. "The gates to jagtområder open once more; the time has come for all to rally for the hunt and the feast. My lord would have you march with the others, and have you add your sword to his mighty force. He bids you to join with him and ride beneath his banner across the jagtområder." 
 
    "Oh, does he now?" she said as she considered its words. Gateways opened every hundred years to one of the demons' many 'jagtområder', or 'hunting grounds', and they would ride out to destroy it. She had never been invited to ride with any of the demon armies before; that they would ask her now made her wary. She doubted that she had won any acceptance from them; the concept was as alien to their minds as the concept of peace. 
 
    "He does. He has also bid me to tell you this offer will not last for long." 
 
    "Then why has he even made it?" 
 
    "Because this jagtområder is the frugtbare sletter of legend! Long have we awaited its arrival, and all will unite to seize it and join its lands to ours! Those who join with us shall be legend, and those who do not shall be ground beneath the feet of the victors until they have become dust." 
 
    Den Brune En almost rolled her eyes at the typical threat at the end of the offer. But it was to be expected. She could kill this one, that would definitely send the message that she was not interested. But if Lord Taser Ansigt really was assembling a large army of other demon lords under his banner, then the last thing she wanted to do was give him a reason to make a side trip to her small hold with all of them in tow. She knew she was not popular; it was only her fearsome reputation that held them at bay as individuals. 
 
    Perhaps his plan was to send this emissary in the hopes that she did kill it, to give him an excuse to finally be rid of her? 
 
    She smiled slowly at the ridder, making sure to show a lot of teeth in the process. 
 
    "Tell him his proposition intrigues me. Tell him that I will consider it." She waved a hand at him. "Now, begone from here. I must think." 
 
    The surprised look on the emissary's face confirmed her suspicions. She'd have to be on the lookout now. Then again, if his master thought she might just show up on her own, he might be content to wait for her to put herself at his mercy. 
 
    She watched as he turned and left, the doors closing behind him. 
 
    Første turned to look at her after the doors had closed. "Surely you see this for the trap it must be, Brune En?" 
 
    "Tell Anden, Tredje, and Fjerde to ready their troops and step up the patrols. Should any of these gates appear near to my lands, I don't doubt we'll have either Lord Ansigt's forces, or perhaps even those of the other realm, intruding into my lands." 
 
    "Will we be venturing out to feed, Brune En?" 
 
    She managed to keep the look of revulsion at the idea off of her face. 
 
    "We will wait, and we will see," she told him instead. "If this is the thing of legends, it won't be going away anytime soon." 
 
    Første bowed. "As you command, Brune En." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Monday - Paracetamol 
 
      
 
    Deidre walked into the office and found Sean was already there. She looked at the clock, then looked at Sean again. 
 
    "Master Sean, it's eight in the morning; what are you doing up so early?" 
 
    Sean jerked up and looked around. "It's eight?" 
 
    "Don't tell me you haven't been to bed yet, Master Sean?" Deidre chided him. 
 
    "Okay, so I won't tell you." He smiled at her. As always, Deidre was wearing a t-shirt two sizes too small, and not only was it form fitted to her large chest, but he could see her dark nipples through the stretched fabric. 
 
    "What are you doing?" she asked, looking over his shoulder at the open web browser. 
 
    "When we got back here this morning, I thought maybe I should browse the web for evidence of other gates. Other demon activity." 
 
    "I thought we already knew where they were going to open?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "We know about here, and we know about South America, but we don't know about the others. True, they're not supposed to show up for, I think, four months from now. But," Sean shrugged, "I thought I should at the very least get an idea of what's going on in the world." 
 
    Deidre looked at him; he had circles under his eyes. Smiling at him, she reached down and, crossing her arms, she grabbed the bottom of her shirt and peeled it up and off, over her head. 
 
    She wasn't disappointed; Sean's hands grabbed her breasts immediately, and he leaned forward and started to nibble at her neck. 
 
    "Somebody miss me?" he whispered. 
 
    "Somebody always misses you, Master," she whispered back and, grabbing his wrists, she started to move back towards the large couch behind her. Sean didn't hesitate; he was totally fixated on her large dark-skinned breasts, and the almost black nipples that capped them.  
 
    When Deidre felt the couch hit the back of her knees, she sat down slowly, pivoting as she pulled Sean down on top of her. Lying back onto the couch, she let her fingers run through his thick, dark hair as he slowly bit his way down her neck until he reached her chest, which his fingers had already been squeezing and mauling, to her distraction. Adding his lips, tongue, and even teeth to the mix, it didn't take long to drive Deidre to her personal nirvana.  
 
    Reaching down between them, she pulled at the spandex tights she was wearing, pushing them down enough to get them out of the way as one of Sean's hands slid down her body, exploring her, stroking and teasing her sex. 
 
    "Somebody feels like they want something," Sean whispered. 
 
    Deidre rubbed her leg against the large erection still trapped in Sean's pants. "Yes, she does." 
 
    Sean gave a throaty growl and started to work his way south over Deidre's still flat belly, for all that it was starting to thicken with their child, but she had other ideas and, sinking her fingers into his hair, she tugged at him. 
 
    "Hmm?" 
 
    "Up, I want to feel you inside me, Master, please, it's been soooo long." 
 
    Sean snorted; he'd made love to her only three days ago, but as Cali had shown him time and time again, dark elves could be needy. Plus, she was with his child. 
 
    Deidre smiled as Sean's head came even with hers, and her hands went quickly to work on his trousers as he took her head in his hands and kissed her. Pushing his pants down, she quickly found his erection, and after stroking it a few times with her hands, she guided him into her. 
 
    "Somebody's tight!" Sean grunted in surprise. 
 
    "You're just big, Master!" Deidre giggled and worked her body back against him as her fingers undid his shirt, pulling it out from between them so she could feel her nipples rub up against his skin as he slowly worked his way deep inside of her. 
 
    Sean smiled and, moving his lips to her ears, he licked and kissed them, running his tongue slowly around them until he came to the opening, and stuck the tip of his tongue inside, delighting in the way she shivered beneath him. 
 
    Deidre sighed in pleasure and delight, clinging to her lord and master as he took her. She worked her body against his, whispered words of love and adoration into his ear, urging him on. It didn't take long before Sean was panting and grunting above her, the sweat starting to bead on his body. 
 
    "Take me, Master, take me," she panted beneath him, pleased, as always, that this young man was able to do things for her no elf ever had. She could see the strain ease from his face as he concentrated on her, and only her, his eyes glazed as he drove himself into her again and again. She knew he wouldn't last long, but she didn't care. This was about him, not her. Her master needed comfort, release, and most of all, sleep. 
 
    Sean could feel himself nearing the edge, he was going to be there soon, and from the way Deidre was goading him on, she wasn't all that far herself. Her legs were wrapped tight around his waist now, her hands had a death grip on his hair, and she was panting into his ear while nibbling on it as well. When she slipped her tongue into his ear, he lost it completely and, wrapping his arms around her, he gasped as he buried himself to the hilt and came inside her. 
 
    "I love you, Deidre," he moaned softly. 
 
    Deidre gasped herself and bucked back against him, surprised as Sean's orgasm triggered one of her own. 
 
    "I love you too, Master," she whispered back, but she could only smile when she noticed he was already fast asleep. Stroking his head slowly, she got comfortable beneath him, enjoying the weight of him as well as their still being so intimately entwined. 
 
    The door opened then, and she looked up; Roxy was there, looking at the two of them. 
 
    "I nee..." 
 
    Deidre put her finger up to her lips and softly 'shushed' her. 
 
    Roxy lowered her voice to a whisper. "I need Sean. Claudia and Maitland have some things to go over." 
 
    "No," Deidre whispered back. "My lord and master is exhausted. He will stay here and sleep until I say he can go." 
 
    "Deidre," Roxy warned. 
 
    "You of all people should not be arguing with me, Lady Roxy. Have you not seen the lines under his eyes? He needs his rest. Either deal with the others yourself, or tell them to come back later. The king runs the kingdom, it does not run him." 
 
    Roxy tilted her head and appeared lost in thought a moment. Then she came in, picked up the blanket at the foot of the couch, and spread it over the two of them. "I'll post one of the twins outside the door to make sure you're not disturbed," Roxy said and, closing the door on the way out, she left. 
 
    Deidre sighed and smiled. Roxy was a good woman, but there were six of them, and only one of him. They needed to learn to manage him better. Perhaps she should teach them? But that could wait for later. For now she was with him, and she was going to give him the gift of a nice long rest. 
 
      
 
    "Where's Sean?" Claudia asked when Roxy came back into the room. 
 
    "Out like a light, and I'm not going to wake him," Roxy said. "So let's all sit down and I'll deal with it." 
 
    "What about Sean?" 
 
    "I'll fill him in when he wakes up, of course." 
 
    "But this needs his attention!" 
 
    Roxy sighed. "Do we really want to go down this road again, Claudia? Now, what's the problem?" 
 
    "I've got an investigative reporter snooping around after what happened last night!" 
 
    "But nothing happened last night, so what's the problem?" 
 
    "Well, after last night's issue, he heard about the one we had to the north after interviewing a bunch of Burners. Turns out some of the folks at Burning Man who went up there to look took pictures, so they tracked down the tail numbers on one of my helicopters!" 
 
    "Oh! I see," Roxy said and thought about it a moment; the solutions were actually pretty simple. "Okay, remove the tail numbers from all your helicopters, or cover them up. In fact, I'm going to tell everyone to do it." 
 
    "We can't do that!" 
 
    "Sure we can, and in fact I just told you to!" Roxy said and smiled. "What are they going to do? Fine us? By the time it goes to court, we'll be at war, and no one's gonna care anymore. But we don't need anyone else tracking our helos back here." 
 
    "What about the reporter?" 
 
    Roxy shrugged. "Tell him everything. Don't lie, don't sugarcoat it, tell him the entire story." 
 
    "I can't do that!" 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "What about the silence? Staying out of sight? Not letting the mundanes know about us?" 
 
    "Look, if you don't want to do it, send him up here and I will." 
 
    "But he's not going to believe a word of it! No one will!" 
 
    Roxy smiled. "Well, then, that's his problem. Course, if you want to drive it home, you could just shift for him, introduce him to a couple of werewolves, maybe even let him take some pictures." 
 
    "The fellowship would kill me!" 
 
    "Sean runs the fellowship now, Claudia. They won't say 'boo'. Sean's already had Steve start a campaign to out all of us. Lycans are being spotted and even photographed in all of the major cities. Six months from now, lycans aren't going to be a secret anymore." 
 
    "Oh, the magic users are gonna love that!" 
 
    "That's their problem. Now, anything else? If not, I got work to do." 
 
    Claudia sighed. "No, that's it. Guess I'm gonna go scare the hell out of a news reporter." 
 
    "You can always send him up here, you know." 
 
    Claudia laughed a little sourly. "After forty-one years of having to hide what I am, I might as well enjoy this." 
 
    "That's the spirit! Have fun, Claudia." 
 
    "I'll certainly try," Claudia said, smiling a little wryly as she left. 
 
    "Great." Daelyn smiled at Roxy. "Now that that's done, we gotta 'nother fire you need to put out." 
 
    "Me? You got as much power here as I do, girl!" Roxy laughed. 
 
    "Alright then, I'll just tell your father that you were too busy to come and help him and your mom settle..." Daelyn laughed. Roxy was already gone; that girl could sure move when she wanted to. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean yawned and snuggled up against whoever was tucked up under his chin. It was warm, it was comfortable, and for the first time in a long while, he really didn't have a care in the world.  
 
    Other than the erection between his legs, of course. Running his hands up the body of the woman pressing back against him, he found her breasts just as his nose identified her as Deidre. 
 
    "Umm, my master's awake, I see!" Deidre giggled. 
 
    "Mmm, hmm. What time is it?" 
 
    "A little after six." 
 
    "What?" Sean blinked. 
 
    "You needed the rest, Master." 
 
    "Where are the girls?" 
 
    "Working," Deidre said, rolling over and starting to kiss his chest. 
 
    "I'm sorry I made you miss your job," Sean said as Deidre reached down and cupped his sac with a hand. 
 
    "Master, you are my job." She kissed his chest again. "Though I must admit that it's a labor of love." 
 
    "Speaking of love," Sean said and started to put his hands to work. "As long as we're already here, I don't think anyone will miss us for another hour, do you?" 
 
    "Oh, definitely not, Master Sean. Definitely not." 
 
      
 
    It was closer to two hours, when Sean joined the others in the main dining room, showered, dressed, and feeling rather mellow. Deidre was still passed out on the couch with a smile on her face, the last he'd looked. 
 
    "Wow, I wish I looked that relaxed," Chad said from the dining room table where he was drinking from a large cup of black coffee, with a huge map laid out across the table in front of him. Maitland, Ryan, and Max were there, as well as Roxy, Daelyn, Ruthelma, Bill, and Sean's mother Louise. 
 
    "Maybe you and Max should spend a little time working on the next generation, then, after this meeting is over," Sean said with a wink, as Chad blushed and Max downright leered at her husband. 
 
    "So, I take it these are our plans for the next gateway attack?" Sean asked, motioning to the maps on the table. 
 
    Chad nodded. "I've marked out fourteen different spots for observation posts that I want to start setting up immediately. Bill got the governor to talk to Colonel Tibbets, who agreed to loan us a couple of helicopters and their crews, as well as teams to help with setting up and manning the posts." 
 
    "Really?" Sean was impressed. 
 
    "I had a long talk with the governor," Bill spoke up. "He agreed to appoint me as a special liaison to you so he could be kept in the loop on what's happening. Tibbets also agreed that it's better to start easing his troops into working with us now, so they'll be ready when the time comes." 
 
    "It's nice to see someone's taking us seriously," Roxy said and smiled at her father. 
 
    "I've known him since before he became governor. He knows I won't bullshit him," Bill said and shrugged. 
 
    "So what are these other spots on the map?" Sean asked, walking over to the table and looking down at all the symbols on it. 
 
    "Well, we're going to need to pre-position some of our people in order to be able to react quickly if the enemy makes a sudden dash for any of the major population centers in the area," Chad said and pointed to five different places on the map. 
 
    "We've also been discussing what to do with the refugees," Max said. 
 
    "Do you think we're going to have a lot of them?" Sean asked. "There really aren't a lot of large towns, or even small ones, up by Black Rock." 
 
    Maitland shook his head. "Every civilian within a hundred, perhaps even two hundred, miles of the main gateway will have to be evacuated. Not just for their own protection, but to make room for the military forces that are going to have to set up our defenses in the area." 
 
    Chad nodded, and started to point to a bunch of blue boxes with 'X's in them connected by squiggly lines. "These are where we're tentatively thinking of building our defensive positions. But right now it's more of an exercise than anything else." 
 
    "Until the main gateway's position is known," Maitland agreed. "Until then, Chad and I will be engaging in our favorite pastime." 
 
    "Oh?" Sean asked. "What's that?" 
 
    Chad grinned. "Arguing over the benefits and liabilities of fixed defenses versus mobile ones." 
 
    Maitland nodded and grinned back. "Chad here has some very novel ideas on the subject." 
 
    "They've almost come to blows twice now." Max sighed. 
 
    "If you're not willing to fight for what you think is right," Maitland said philosophically, "then no one is going to think your ideas have any value." 
 
    "Well, I didn't hire either of you to be pussies," Sean sighed, "but if it ever does come to blows, I better not see anything more than a black eye. I need you both too much. Got it?" 
 
    Chad and Maitland both nodded. 
 
    "That reminds me," Chad said. "I ordered John home from DC this afternoon. I hope you don't mind." 
 
    "You ordered John?" Sean laughed. "Wow, you are a masochist when you're tired, aren't you?" 
 
    "Oh, please, I got Steve to convince him I needed his help more than Steve did right now." Chad snorted. "But one of the keys to tracking these people is going to be drones. I want John and Cenna to train a bunch of our people on using them. Colonel Tibbets is trying to wrangle us a couple of Predators and their operators on the excuse of a training exercise, but it will be a couple of weeks before that gets going." 
 
    "Has anyone talked to Carl or Vincent over at the Secret Service about satellite imaging?" 
 
    Chad looked up at Sean and blinked. "They can do that?" 
 
    "I know they can do it, I just don't know if they can do it for us." 
 
    "Maybe you should order Carl to do it?" Ruthelma suggested. 
 
    Sean shook his head. "I can't afford to have Carl lose his job. If the powers in Washington see any of us exercising that kind of influence over government workers, they'll probably get fired, and anyone favorable to us will be viewed suspiciously from then on." 
 
    "What about those congressmen? I know you're ordering them around." 
 
    "That's different," Sean smiled. "They're elected. People bribe and blackmail them all the time. It's part of the system." 
 
    "I'd say something about how crude that is, but I can't say that we Fey are really any better." She sighed. 
 
    Sean shrugged and, pulling out the chair between Roxy and Daelyn, he sat down. "So what's the plan once the next gate opens? And could someone bring me some food please? I'm starving." 
 
    "Overall it's pretty simple," Chad told him. "Like I said before, we just sit there and watch what they do until the gate closes, then we move in and wipe them out." 
 
    "Why wait until it closes?" 
 
    "Because then no one in the Onderwereld will know exactly what happened to them. We'll spend the time observing them while preparing for an all-out attack. But," Chad shrugged, "that plan makes a lot of assumptions. So we've got a number of contingencies in case we see them doing something that we can't allow." 
 
    "Such as?" 
 
    "Well, like I already said, if they make a dash for any of the population centers, we'll intervene. Also, if they start digging in, building fortifications, or even head towards the National Guard base, we'll attack." 
 
    "Or if they start doing something we don't really understand," Maitland continued. "The whole purpose of this is to figure out what their tactics are; once we have an idea of just what their plan is, there's really no point in continuing the exercise." 
 
    "That about sums it up," Chad agreed. "Once either one of us," Chad motioned to Maitland and himself, "decides to attack, that's the end of the exercise. We know we're taking risks here, and we realize that there will probably be civilian casualties. But what we learn now will hopefully save a lot more lives later on." 
 
    Sean nodded. "So what do you think they'll do? I'm sure you've come up with at least a dozen different scenarios." 
 
    "I think they're going to scout out the area," Maitland said. 
 
    "And I think they're going to establish defenses," Max said. 
 
    "While I think they're going to spearhead an attack on Reno," Chad countered. 
 
    "Oh? Why's that, Chad?" Sean asked as Roberta came out and set a plate with a steak on it in front of him. 
 
    "We know they've already got sources here; the possessed in DC, that guy on the president's staff, so I'm sure they've got all the intel on us they need. So I think they'll just be greedy and go for the food—that is, Reno." 
 
    "And I think they'll go for the nearest military base, so the food's unprotected," Max countered. 
 
    "Maitland?" Sean prompted. 
 
    "Any good commander always verifies his intelligence." 
 
    "And that," Chad said, "is why we need to let them do what they're going to do, so we can see which of our theories is the right one." 
 
    "Or if we'll all just completely wrong," Maitland agreed. 
 
    'Tell them you agree with their plan and you accept the risk,' the First piped up suddenly. 
 
    'Huh?' 
 
    'You need to accept the responsibility. Otherwise Chad and the others are going to second guess themselves to death when the bill for all of this comes due.' 
 
    'I'm not sure I understand. I mean, I'm in charge, of course this is my responsibility.' 
 
    'Yes, and they need to be reminded of that constantly. This plan may very well lead to the death of innocents. In fact, I'm sure it will. That's on your head, not theirs. You need to take that load off of them, and you need to do it now, beforehand.' 
 
    'Great. The joys of leadership. I understand.' 
 
    Sean set down his fork for a moment and looked around the table. 
 
    "Just to be clear, I agree and I approve. Anybody asks, I commanded this, got it?" 
 
    Sean saw both Chad and Max relax visibly. Maitland gave a small nod of approval. 
 
    "Now, Max, Chad, go home and get some rest. Don't make me have to order you," Sean said with a smile. "And Ryan, if Chad doesn't get some rest, I expect you to rat him out to me. That is an order." 
 
    "Okay, okay, I get the point." Chad laughed and got up. "Ryan, I'm going home before I get spanked. If you could gather all this up for me, I'd appreciate it. Come on, Max." 
 
    Sean smiled as they both left and returned to eating his dinner, which Roxy and Daelyn were now picking at. 
 
    "So, what else did I miss?" 
 
    "I think Reno is about to get a very large shock," Roxy said, then told Sean about Claudia's visit this morning. 
 
    Sean nodded. "Call Steve and let him know. Now, I don't know about the rest of you, but I'd really like to go into town and either see a movie or catch a show at one of the casinos." 
 
    Everyone nodded and smiled. 
 
    "A break would be good," Daelyn agreed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Army Ants 
 
      
 
    Sean was sitting in the command post at the National Guard base. Apparently Colonel Tibbets didn't believe in half measures. Not only had he sent his men and women out to help with the surveillance posts, he'd given them satellite and microwave links for the sensors and cameras that had been set up. 
 
    All of which were now being displayed on multiple big screen monitors against the wall, with one truly large screen in the middle of them. Many of their troops were staging at the base, and if necessary, the governor had said he'd declare an emergency and allow the colonel to add his helicopters and their lift capability to that of Sean's forces. 
 
    Sean looked at the mission clock, which had started the moment the gate had been spotted. Kweeda had once again warned them just after it had formed, and the gate had now been open for three hours. Demons had started to come out of it about two hours ago and were forming up into groups as they watched. 
 
    "I'd say I won," Max mused, "but they're not digging in so much as getting organized." 
 
    "Well, they've burned up a quarter of their time," Sean said. "They've got nine hours left. Whatever they're going to do, they need to get started on it if they're expecting to get back through that gate before it drops." 
 
    "They're not going back," Chad said. He was sitting about five feet from the main screen, which was displaying some incredibly high-definition live images. "They're taking so long because they're organizing their supply train." 
 
    "That looks way too light to be a supply train," Colonel Tibbets pointed out. "They've already got over five hundred soldiers out there. If they're planning on staying, they're going to need a lot more food. Not to mention medical supplies." 
 
    Chad shook his head. "They don't need food; we're their food, or rather, you and the rest of the non-lycan populace are. As for medical supplies? Killing them just sends them back to hell, and they're a lot hardier than any human. So they're not going to bother." 
 
    "Well, shit," Colonel Tibbets swore, "I hadn't considered that! With a train that light, they're going to be able to move a hell of a lot faster than I was thinking." Tibbets turned to one of his aides. "Jim, tell the boys they're going to have a thirty-minute warning, so they need to make sure everything is ready to rock when I give the orders." 
 
    "Yessir!" Jim said and dashed out of the room. 
 
    "Hey, somebody important just came out!" John said and pointed at one of the screens offering a different view. 
 
    The female sergeant operating the equipment switched the feed John had pointed at to the main screen. On it, two very large demons were standing there, with a number of smaller demons attending to them. 
 
    "The big ones," Cali said, "look like råges, that would make the ones surrounding them bonde, like bondsmen of olden times. Råge are often commanders of large groups, but they are always sworn to a larger, more powerful djevel." 
 
    As they watched, another råge came out of the gate, accompanied by several more of the bonde as well. Then they all cleared away from the gate, turned to face it, and bowed. All the work stopped, and the other djevels stood still. Two more demons came out of the gate then; the first was larger than the råge, and the second, while the same size, was apparently the leader. 
 
    "A ridder and I don't know what," Cali said, shaking her head. 
 
    'A biskop,' the First told him. 'Ridders correspond to knights. They have mounts and can be powerful. Biskops are leaders and nasty bastards. We'll be facing him down personally, you and me.' 
 
    "It's a biskop," Sean said. "I think the leadership has shown up." 
 
    "And it looks like several of the råge aren't happy with whatever he's telling them," Colonel Tibbets said. 
 
    "How can you tell?" Chad asked. 
 
    "Look at the body language. You don't get to be a colonel without being able to tell when you've just made an unpopular decision." 
 
    "Looks like they're moving out," Max said as they all watched the demons quickly fall into formation. The ridder and the biskop both had mounts, which looked like some sort of demonic horse. Everyone else was on foot. Teams of eight gnashers were assigned to each of the ten rather primitive carts they'd brought through the gate, to pull them, hooked together in a way that reminded Sean of sled dogs. 
 
    "And they're definitely not about to go scouting, either," Maitland observed. "Not with a force that large." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Råges! Get them moving!" Stakar yelled as he came out of the gate. "Now! Line them up and prepare to move them out!" 
 
    "Are you sure this is wise, Lord Stakar?" Insats asked Stakar, the biskop he had been assigned to. "Prince Taser Ansigt bid us to secure this area, dig in, and wait for the other korps and their leaders." 
 
    Stakar snorted and stamped over to where his mount was being held by a gnasher for him. This one was paying careful heed to his demonic steed, no doubt inspired by the headless gnasher now laying dead on the ground under its feet. 
 
    "Our prey surrounds us in numbers never seen before in all the records and histories of our kind! They have become weak and fat, their numbers overflowing because they have not been culled for many a cycle! I will not sit here and waste our time building walls and digging holes so that others may feast! This harvest is for the bold! The strong! We will be the ones eating well tonight, surrounded by the dead and dying bodies of our prey as we suck out their souls and consume them!" 
 
    "But still, my Lord, our orders were..." 
 
    "Those orders are for the meek and the weak, Insats! We are neither." 
 
    "Do you not fear our prince's wrath?" Insats asked, surprised. Stakar had never been one to show anything but obedience; never once had Insats heard of him defying a command from one of the higher castes. That was why he had been picked to come through first and start on their defenses. 
 
    Stakar laughed. "We have food for a thousand years, longer even! Why should I care what Taser Ansigt thinks? There is more than enough food for all of us! If you wish to wait for him, then wait!" 
 
    "But the stories of the beastmen, and the ones who lead them?" 
 
    "Bah! Hatchling stories to keep the timid in line while the powerful dine. We are a powerful force, four of the finest bestille in the Onderwereld. Do not tell me you are fearful of the humans?" 
 
    Insats bristled. "No! Of course not. I have just been taken by surprise by your boldness; I had never thought to see such from you." 
 
    Stakar smiled evilly. "Because in the past our 'prince' guarded the gates on his lands most carefully. If you did not bow to him, you did not get to pass. But now? I will never go back! I will set up my own rule and live off the bounty of this legendary frugtbare sletter! If they want a fort, they can build it! I will lead us to glory and feasts! None who ride with me will be denied a full bully ever again! 
 
    "Now! To your mount! We have far to travel!"  
 
    So saying, Stakar swung up into the saddle, giving his steed a hefty clout to the head when it tried to bite him. Stakar hoped the steed could survive off of human flesh; he needed his gnashers too much to send them into the steed's gullet. 
 
    Looking around, he could see the temper of several of the råges was weak; they were barely whipping their bonde and gnashers. No doubt they too were upset with his sudden change of plans, fearful still of what lay behind them. But he knew how to deal with that; he'd give them the youngest and most innocent of the humans to feast on when they had their first encounter. Råges had very little self-control; just a taste and they'd be fired up for more. 
 
    "Biskop! Which way?" one of the råges called from the front of the column. 
 
    Stakar stood tall in the stirrups and pointed—any direction was as good as another— and the column took off heading in a westerly direction at a fairly fast pace, while he and Insats rode ahead to scout. None had returned from the first two forays into the jagtområder; obviously their bellies had overridden their loyalty. While they had maps of this jagtområder, they had no idea where the gates were leaving them, though they knew enough to know that whichever direction you went, you would come to an abundance of food soon enough. 
 
      
 
    Insats was grumbling to himself and wondering if perhaps he should have stayed back at the gate and waited for the other biskops. The prince had a good plan, a solid one, but the thought of being able to eat without contesting for his food, of being able to eat all that he could wish, tempted him. Also, the idea of sitting around a fort all day while others went and enjoyed the slaughter had not set well. So he'd listened to Stakar and ridden off with him. The land was too bright here during the day, and that miserable sun had risen high in the sky, giving him second thoughts when, suddenly, he saw it—buildings!  
 
    There were dozens of them! Some of them were several stories high! And the people! He could see people walking around outside! 
 
    Wheeling his steed around, Insats streaked back to the column head as fast as he could go. Ten minutes later he was setting them on a new course, letting the word pass back that they'd found an oasis in this desert. Stakar wasn't slow in noticing the change in course from his own scouting position, and when he rode up to Insats, there was a savagely pleased expression on his face. 
 
    "You found something?"  
 
    Insats nodded and grinned hungrily back at him. "A town, it's just a few short miles past those hills." 
 
    "Excellent! Maybe we can learn where the nearest city is from one if we promise to let them live," Stakar said with a laugh. Food would often agree to anything for the promise of survival. Somehow it always made the taste better when they realized their betrayal had gained them naught. 
 
    "Make sure to save the best for our hardworking råges," Stakar said in an overly loud whisper. 
 
    "Are you sure?" Insats asked, noticing the two nearest råges were suddenly straining to hear. 
 
    "Always take care of your råges, Insats, always." Stakar could tell he had their attention. "Especially when you have the best!" 
 
    Insats nodded and thought about the coming feast. Sure, riding through the hot sun was annoying, but they hadn't encountered another djevel, or even any of those obviously mythical beastmen, since they'd left the gate. 
 
    Stakar obviously had known of what he spoke when he'd ordered them all off on their own. Insats shook his head thinking about it, all that food! Ripe for the taking! And he wouldn't have to share any of it ever again! 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Man, they sure are ugly stinkers," Colonel Tibbets observed. 
 
    "Unhappy, too," Roxy added. They'd watched as this new group had started coming out of the gate almost an hour after the first group had ridden off. At first they'd milled around, unsure of what to do, then one of the Minde demons had come out, looked around, and actually gone back in. Just now a group of ridders and even two of the biskops had come out, looked around at the milling gnashers and other demons, and they did not look at all happy. 
 
    "Somebody is obviously not sticking to the plan," Colonel Tibbets agreed. 
 
    "So they've already got people going rogue," Chad said. "I don't know if I should be happy or sad." 
 
    "I'd think happy," Sean said. "If they can't keep order in the ranks, it has to mean discipline and morale are pretty bad." 
 
    "Oh, definitely," Chad agreed. "But, and it's a pretty big 'but', this still leaves us without any idea of what their battle plan is going to be." 
 
    "One thing's for sure," Cali said, "they will not be coming back here. If they just defied their master's orders, they'll all be killed for such disobedience." 
 
    "Makes you wonder," Max said. "What's more important? Attacking us and following their plan, or riding off after the rogues and killing them?" 
 
    "That will tell us a lot about their leader," Chad said. "I'm thinking he probably can't afford to send anybody off after them just yet. He hasn't had a single success, and he probably needs something to bolster his army and officers to keep any more of them from striking off on their own." 
 
    "Well, neither of those biskops seem to be going anywhere," Max noted, "so I'm thinking you're probably right." 
 
    "So what do we do about their rogues?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Well, we don't need to attack them just yet," Chad told him while looking through his notes. "They're not heading to Reno or anywhere close to us, so for now we'll just let them have fun in the desert." 
 
    "Yeah, but sooner or later they're going to find something, or rather, some place," Sean pointed out. 
 
    Chad nodded. "I'd recommend we send out our reserves; they're all in trucks, so none of the enemy will really see them coming. We can stage them somewhere up in front of the rogues. It'll be good experience for them and allow us to keep the main body ready to respond against them," Chad said and motioned towards the screen. 
 
    "Do you want me to lead them?" Maitland asked. 
 
    Chad shook his head and turned to Sean. "I'd like to put Ruthelma in charge of the first company, Roxy's father in charge of the second, with Roloff in command of the whole thing." 
 
    "Why them?" Sean asked. "Bill's never led an army as far as I know, and Roloff is the leader of the dwarven armies, and there're no dwarves in the reserve units we've got sitting ready back at the ranch." 
 
    "Bill needs the experience, plain and simple. He's led the Vegas police force, so he knows how to command, he just needs to see what a war is like. Roloff for more or less the same reason, he's never seen real large-scale combat, and he needs to get a taste of what the enemy is like. Ruthelma because, quite simply, if it all falls to pieces, you can put her in charge and she'll deal with it." 
 
    "Then why not just put her in charge now?" 
 
    "Because Bill and Roloff are senior to her, and it would show a lack of confidence in them." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Makes sense. I'm good with that; anyone want to add anything?" 
 
    "I'd like to add a couple of observers," Colonel Tibbets said, speaking up. "My own people could use the experience, too." 
 
    "You know it's not safe for them, Colonel," Sean pointed out. 
 
    "Being a soldier never is." 
 
    "I see your point," Sean said, capitulating. "Fine, send them out. Chad, send the orders. Now let's get back to watching what this other group is up to." 
 
    'Should I go with Ruthelma and the others to deal with that biskop?' Sean asked the First. 
 
    'The others will have to make do,' the First sighed. 'With two at the gateway, I'm starting to worry that a hersker might come through, and they're a lot worse than a biskop.' 
 
    'Great, just great. Reinforcements would be nice here, Dad.' 
 
    'Right now there are only nine thousand and twenty-three lions in the world, Son. That's only a quarter of us, and two thirds of them are dealing with South America, which has neither the military, the resources, the lycans, or even the army that North America does.' 
 
    'Where are the remaining third?' 
 
    'Most are in Europe or Asia, though there are others scattered around the world, looking for signs of the demons or taking care of our other concerns. Besides, it's early in the war yet. Like your friend Chad, we're all still being cautious before we commit.' 
 
    'I don't know, Dad. It looks to me like the war is on in earnest. I don't know what you faced in the past, but they're sure streaming out of that gate in pretty good numbers.' 
 
    Sean and the First both noted the tally on one of the screens of just how many demons were estimated to have come through in this second wave; it was quickly approaching five hundred for this second group. They were coming through so fast now that they were literally tripping over each other. 
 
    'If you were counting on a slow ramp up, Dad, I think you're all about to be surprised. Unpleasantly so.' 
 
    'This definitely isn't what we're seeing in South America,' the First admitted. 'They're being much more cautious there.' 
 
    'So you think they're not all working under the same leader or same plan?' 
 
    'Obviously not.' 
 
    Sean sat and pondered all of that as the demons kept coming through the gateway. When they got to two thousand, they broke into two groups, and Sean couldn't miss the little drama that wordlessly played itself out before them as the two groups were designated. 
 
    The much smaller group formed up with one of the biskops leading and quickly trotted off, heading due south, while the other, larger group started to work on fortifications. The mission clock said that another four hours had gone by; the gate only had four hours left to go now. 
 
    "I'm starting to think Max won," Sean said as they watched the one group head off due south. 
 
    "I just wonder how big that raiding party would be if the other group had stayed and done the work they were supposed to. But yeah, Max won," Chad said and smiled over at her. "They're digging in and mean to stay here after the gate goes down." 
 
    "So what do we do about them?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Well, we can hit that raiding party once it gets about five miles away. There's only eighty or so of them, so I don't think they'll be too hard." 
 
    "That biskop will be," Sean said, "so I'm going to go as well to deal with him." 
 
    "I will join you, my Husband," Cali added. 
 
    "I think I'll..." Roxy started and then noticed that Sean was growling softly, "stay right here," she sighed. 
 
    Sean smiled. "Better." 
 
    "You're not making Cali stay," Roxy grumped. 
 
    "Oh, don't worry, once she starts showing as much as you do, she'll be grounded too." 
 
    "Oh really, my Husband?" 
 
    Sean smiled at Cali and nodded. "Yes, my Wife. Really." 
 
    "So when do we deal with the ones setting up camp?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Oh, I think once the gate closes, we start dropping bombs on them." 
 
    "Wait, I thought they couldn't be hurt by regular weapons?" 
 
    Chad shrugged. "I thought it might be a good experiment. Besides which, by the time morning rolls around, they'll be tired from constantly being blown up and will be much easier to kill." 
 
    'You know, I really do like the way he thinks.' 
 
    'Once again, why do you think I made him my general?' 
 
      
 
    The flight out to attack the raiding party was a short one. Everyone had been ready for hours, so they left immediately and set up to intercept the raiders, being dropped off just a few minutes in front of their advance, the helicopters then circling around to harass them. Each of the helicopters now had a pair of machine guns mounted on them, as Sawyer had found them a couple of crates of old but still serviceable M60s. They weren't very accurate, but bullets really didn't do a lot of damage, it was more of a harassment factor than anything else. 
 
    The layout of their 'ambush' was pretty simple, a 'v' shape with Sean at the point of it, and a third of the forces trailing back to either side of them. What wasn't apparent were the other two thirds of their forces, which were split to either side and hiding out of sight. Sean felt that, once they saw him in the lead, they would come down and attack him first, being confident that their equal numbers would carry the day.  
 
    Plus killing a lion would probably be a big win in their book.  
 
    But the moment they engaged, the remainder of the forces would come out of cover and attack from the sides, linking up in the back and encircling the entire party. Sean's over all numbers were more than double that of the raiders, so he was optimistic about their chances for a quick, decisive battle. 
 
    When the enemy came into sight, Sean was surprised to see that several of them looked wounded, and that the biskop had lost his steed. While the machine guns might not do a lot of damage, obviously they could do enough if it was concentrated. Something as big as that horse-like creature the biskop had been riding must have been an easy target. 
 
    Of course the biskop was now rather pissed, and the moment he saw Sean, he roared out something unintelligible and led his raiding party in a charge directly at Sean. 
 
    Gripping his sword, Sean stood his ground and did his best not to look as scared as he suddenly felt. 
 
    'A little moral support would be good right now, Dad.' 
 
    'You're doing fine, Son. But he did just call your mother a whore and a slut who sleeps with, well, I won't translate that part, but it really wasn't nice...' 
 
    Sean blinked. 'He what?' 
 
    'Insulted the shit out of your mom. And trust me, I toned it way down.' 
 
    Sean couldn't believe it; here he was about to fight a demon from another dimension, and the bastard had the gall to start calling his mother, his mom, a woman who had suffered and survived some of the worst shit after his father had died, names? 
 
    'Oh, I am so going to fuck this asshole's shit up!' Sean growled, and with a roar, he charged the attacking biskop, the rest of his soldiers picking up Sean's roar with shouts and yells of their own as they charged with him. 
 
    The biskop Lykta realized quite suddenly that something wasn't right. The force before him wasn't as big as his was, but they were coming at him with murder in their eyes, and the lion leading them suddenly looked pissed. He'd seen enough berserkers in his long life to know that you did not want to be the first to face them, or even the second. 
 
    Slowing his own charge, Lykta let several of his bonde run past him. They could take the edge off the lion's sword, he was sure of it. It was always better to fight a foe after they'd tired themselves out on your henchmen. That's was what henchmen were for, after all, right? 
 
    Sean's clash with the five bonde was brief. He really didn't give a damn about them, and didn't think twice about the danger they might present, just that they were between him and that bastard who was going to pay for the shit he'd said. He barely slowed down as he brought his sword around with all of his anger and his might, slicing two of them in half as he kicked a third in the crotch, his foot-claws extended as he gelded the demon, which started to shriek loudly.  
 
    The remaining two he simply ignored, leaving them for Cali, who was following close behind him. She could cover his back while he engaged the biskop, who had gone from looking angry to very surprised. 
 
    Lykta didn't know which was worse, the apparently enraged lion he was now crossing swords with, or the dark elf dancing behind him, who was slaying anyone that came anywhere near them. Dark elves were a known quantity to him; he'd been on raids to their homelands before. Most were decent fighters, but this one was well beyond that classification, though by herself he was sure she wouldn't prove too much of a problem. 
 
    But she wasn't by herself, and this lion that was attacking him would be a problem even if they were just one on one. He was moving that large fae sword of his with an amazing amount of both speed and strength. Lykta was hard pressed to keep from being cut by the sword and was slowly giving ground, when he noticed there were more of these beastmen charging his party from the sides!  
 
    Just then he felt his leg light up with pain as the lion kicked him, clawing his leg up! That got Lykta's attention! He'd never fought a lion before, and to find that one could actually hurt him with a physical attack was not something he had ever experienced before! 
 
    One thing was clear, they were going to lose this battle, and it was time for him to start thinking about his personal survival. The last thing he wanted was to be reincarnated back home! It would call his power and his expertise into question! Why, they might even mock him! 
 
    "To me! Rally to me!" Lykta yelled. He would make his escape in the brief moments that his bonde overwhelmed the lion, before they were slain. 
 
    He traded several more blows with the lion, who managed to slip his guard and almost had him then. Swearing, Lykta called for his bonde once again, then glancing around, realized with dread that his men were being cut down to either side of him. More than half were already dead, the remainder dropping shockingly fast. 
 
    Turning back to the lion, he could hear him growling as they fought, the sounds of battle around the two of them fading out as Lykta realized it was just him and the lion, who suddenly cast a jet of flame from his left hand, blinding him. 
 
    Sean grunted as he sliced open the biskop from shoulder to hip in a cross swing, its body opening up and dumping all of its internal organs to the ground as the biskop expired before him. 
 
    "That'll teach him to say bad things about my mom," Sean growled, and stepped back as the body began to slowly melt into another one of those gooey, tar-like masses on the ground. 
 
    "You can understand them, my Husband?" Cali asked, looking at him, surprised. 
 
    "No, but the First can, and he translated for me." 
 
    "Oh? What did the First say?" 
 
    Sean gave her a brief description, and Cali nodded slowly as he told her what had been said. The demon hadn't said any of those things; he'd been yelling orders to his men. She thought about telling Sean that, but he had fought so well and so fiercely, she thought perhaps the First had had the right idea. Sean always fought better when he was angry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Butcher's Bill 
 
      
 
    Roloff set down the phone and looked at Ruthelma and Bill. "They've just turned and are heading for Empire at a fast pace." 
 
    "Orders?" Bill said. 
 
    "Ruth, you deploy to the west of the gypsum plant, at the south end of the neighborhood. I'll go with Bill's men, and we'll set up to the south of you on four forty-seven. Once we see where they're going, we'll move to intercept, and you can move around to flank them from the north. There's about six hundred of them." 
 
    "That's two to one odds in their favor," Ruthelma pointed out. 
 
    "I know." Roloff grimaced. "They're sending us help, so we just have to hold them long enough for it to get here. Now go!" 
 
    Bill trotted back to the truck he'd been using and, climbing up inside, he pointed down the highway to the driver. 
 
    "Empire," he told everyone in his group over the radio. 
 
    "From which direction?" asked Roy, one of the team leaders. "The maps show mountains due east of them." 
 
    "They'll be coming from the southeast, through one of the high passes. I guess they got lost or something." 
 
    "Well, we better step on it if we want to get there before they can see us." 
 
    "Don't worry, we will," Bill said and looked at his map. They were all up in Gerlach, which was where they'd figured the demons would end up. But they'd taken a much different route than anyone had expected. Another group had already started to head east on Interstate 80, figuring that was where they were going to end up. 
 
    At least Empire was only a few minutes down the road. 
 
    As they passed the Empire store to the south of town, Bill could see a cloud of dust rising in the air to the southeast. 
 
    "Stop!" He called. "We're dismounting! I can see them!" 
 
    "Where are they?" Roloff commed back. 
 
    "If I'm guessing right," Bill said as they pulled over, the rest of his troops pulling their trucks over behind his, "they're coming down Empire Road, the one the gypsum plant made. It's a flat long run straight into town." 
 
    Roloff's truck pulled up next to Bill's, and he jumped out, accompanied by a half dozen other dwarves who were part of his security detail. 
 
    "Let's move over to the east and set up a reception." 
 
    Bill nodded and directed his troops to spread out and follow as they trotted across the road to where the water tanks were to set up. 
 
    "They sure can move," Roy muttered as they all checked their weapons. 
 
    "Looks like feeding time at the zoo," one of Roy's men muttered. 
 
    "Ruth," Roloff called over his radio, "better start moving up behind us now. I don't think we have enough men here to stop 'em all. You'll need to pick up the ones that bypass us." Roloff turned to Bill. "Get your flanks to move back and closer to the center. If they decide to flank us rather than keep on running to Empire, we'll put them back into a circle." 
 
    Bill nodded and gave the orders, checked to make sure his men had adjusted, then looked up at the oncoming horde. The demons had seen them now, and had slowed their advance, tightening up their ranks as the two mounted ones started making motions with their arms and apparently yelling commands. 
 
    "Looks like the moment of truth," Bill said, drawing his sword. 
 
    "Ever been in a fight before?" Roloff asked. 
 
    "Oh, I've been in lots of fights," Bill said with a laugh. "But never with a sword before. Definitely going to be a new experience." 
 
    "I think you can say that for all of us," one of the dwarves with Roloff grunted. "Still, I'd rather be here than anywhere else!" 
 
    "Hear! Hear!" the other dwarves all said with a laugh. 
 
    As they watched, the carts fell to the back, a line of demons forming up to defend them. So those were obviously important. The rest formed up in four skirmish lines, the two mounted demons behind them, and started to advance slowly, their own weapons drawn. 
 
    Bill watched quietly as they approached. He'd been through his share of firefights as a sheriff. Sometimes things in Vegas got pretty nasty, with rival gangs coming through the area, or trying to move in on somebody else's turf. But those had all been small, and with regular weapons. Plus he had the advantage of being immune to anything a mundane crook could dish out. 
 
    But this was different. These demons were tougher than humans, and there were a lot of them. This wasn't going to be an easy fight, by any stretch of the imagination. 
 
    "Hold the line!" Roloff called over the radio. "When I give the word, pull the ends in." 
 
    At that point one of the two mounted demons yelled something, and the line charged forward and attacked. 
 
    The demons all screamed as they charged, but evenso, Bill could still hear it when they actually clashed with each other. The sounds of the swords and bodies slamming into each other was something he was sure he'd never forget.  
 
    He killed the one in front of him by cleaving its head in two, then ripped his sword out and dispatched the one to his right, at which point the second line was attacking them and he was killing yet another demon. For all that he was using a sword instead of a gun, or even his fists, he wasn't all that bothered by it. All those years of working the streets of Vegas had inured him to the desperation of the fight and the literal insanity of close combat in a day and age of firearms and ranged weapons.  
 
    He came up against one of the other demons then, he believed they were called bonde or something like that. Unlike the gnashers, this one knew how to fight, and Bill found himself having to give ground as the fighters to either side of him were either taking wounds or being overwhelmed and having to drop back as well.  
 
    He got cut and stabbed several times by fighters to either side of the bonde he was fighting, until he got it in the head with a desperate lunge, which earned him a nice stab wound as well. 
 
    But unlike the bonde, Bill's wounds healed, and he quickly retreated back to his line and took a moment to check on the others around him as they all fought. Several of his men were down, and were being hacked to pieces by the demons, now that the line had been pressed back. He wanted to rally a surge forward to try and save some of them, but at that point Roloff called for the ends to pull in, and Bill could see why: they were being overwhelmed by sheer numbers. They may have killed as many of the enemy as they'd lost themselves, but right now the enemy had four times as many fighters. 
 
    Returning his attention to the fight, Bill did what he could to help those to either side of him as he quickly dispatched another gnasher and then found himself fighting yet another bonde. The man next to him took a bad thrust through the body, and Bill had to switch the sword to his left hand and grab the man with his right to pull him back behind him, lest he end up being hacked to death while his body tried to heal the nearly mortal wound. 
 
    "Tighten up the ranks!" Bill called out. "And pull the wounded behind you!" 
 
    "If Ruth's gonna show up, now would be a good time!" Roy yelled back. 
 
    Bill growled as he was stabbed again, and took a moment to kill the gnasher on his right that had gotten him, picking up another slash for his trouble, as he returned to fighting the bonde before him. He had faith in Ruthelma. 
 
      
 
    Ruthelma was having her own problems; a full quarter of the attacking force had shifted to the north to bypass the defenders and make a beeline towards the town. She really had no choice but to commit her own force to taking them on, or they'd be in amongst the defenseless townspeople in no time at all. With her boyfriend Jonathon guarding her left side, she had her people moving forward in a wedge formation as they crashed into the center of the advancing party. 
 
    She was targeting the bonde; the gnashers were really no challenge for her, more of an annoyance really, but at least the bonde could put up a bit of a fight before she slew them. With Jonathon on her left, it really made her fighting so much more pleasurable. She could leave the gnashers to him so she could pursue more of the bonde as she led her men through the attackers. 
 
    That was when she saw him, a ridder! Oh she was so going to kill him! Finally! A real challenge! 
 
    "Sebastian!" she called to one of her lieutenants. "Take your men and go set on the main party while their backs are turned!" She gestured towards Bill and Roloff's now encircled troops. "'Ware the biskop!" 
 
    "Got it, Ruth!" Sebastian said and then took off at a run, he and his men disengaging from the fight to charge the others. 
 
    Dispatching a bonde quickly with her enthusiasm finally engaged, Ruthelma took a step closer towards her target. 
 
    "Yon ridder! Would thou fight with me? Comest thou closer and get thy yarbles cut off! Iffen thou havest any yarbles, that is!" She laughed and slew another bonde, who suddenly realized that this was not the place to be. The rest of the gnashers and bonde quickly moved out of her way; anything that would challenge a ridder was either crazy or beyond their skill, and they wanted no part of it. 
 
    Insats looked up from the beastman he had just beheaded at the yelled challenge. True, the things were tough, but he'd fought tougher. He was a little surprised that one would call out to him specifically, until he saw it. It wasn't a beastman, it was a fey.  
 
    A very well armed and armored fey, who from the way they were using that huge sword, apparently knew exactly what they were about. For the first time since the fight had started, Insats became concerned. They had been reassured that there wouldn't be any of the fey here; not yet, at least. But here one was, quickly striding towards him as his men wisely got out of the way. 
 
    Slipping out of the saddle, he gave his mount a slap on the rump. The last thing he wanted was to have her cutting off one of its legs and leaving him to walk. He started striding towards the fey as well; the sooner he killed her, the sooner he could go eat. All that food so tantalizingly close was making his mouth water.  
 
    Besides, what could one little fey woman do? It wasn't like she was one of those nasty berserker males of theirs. 
 
      
 
    Sean was looking at the bodies that were melting into that tar-like substance; some of them seemed to have taken actual damage from the bullets fired by the machineguns on the helicopter. There was even one dead one back from before they'd even engaged them. 
 
    Curious. 
 
    "Sean!" called George, Claudia's lead pilot, over his radio. "That other group is attacking Empire! They need your help over there!"  
 
    "Mount up, everybody!" Sean yelled and ran for the helicopters that were coming in and landing to pick everyone up. 
 
    "What about our wounded?" Hunter asked. 
 
    "Put them in number five and take them back to the ranch!" Sean said as he got the lead ship. "All those from number five, spread out into the other birds. Chop, chop people! Move!"  
 
    Everyone loaded up quickly and they took off. 
 
    "What's the story on the machine guns?" Sean asked Trey, his pilot. 
 
    "They're machine guns, what about them?" he said with a shrug as he turned them towards Empire. 
 
    "What type? What do they fire?" 
 
    "Oh! They're a couple of old M2s from like, Vietnam or something. Ask Roxy or her dad, they're the ones who mounted them up." 
 
    "What kind of ammo are they using?" 
 
    "Beats me, some sort of armor-piercing stuff I think. The tips are all black, the ones that aren't worn off. Mostly it's just to annoy them, give them something to think about. At least that's what Roxy told me." 
 
    Sean nodded as they came over the rise then, and he could see the fighting. One group was already encircled, with their backs to a couple of water tanks, and it looked pretty fierce. He spotted the biskop right away. It was trying to hack its way through the line. 
 
    "Make a pass with the guns, then drop us off as close to that bastard as you dare!" Sean yelled and checked his weapons. "Everyone, we're probably gonna have to jump!" 
 
    The pilot lowered the nose then and triggered the machine guns; there was a brief spat of bullets, and Sean saw that it had a greater effect than he'd expected. 
 
    "Why'd you stop?" 
 
    "Out of bullets. These things only hold about six hundred rounds." 
 
    Sean saw the other group then; about half of the demons were making a break for the town, while the rest were fighting with what had to be Ruthelma's group. 
 
    Ruthelma herself was involved in a rather impressive sword duel with the ridder, while her boyfriend and a couple of the other members of her group made sure no one interfered in her fight. 
 
    Trey swung the helicopter around then and flared to an abrupt stop about twenty feet over the ground. Sean didn't even wait; he pushed the door open and fell out, twisting around to land on his feet as he drew his swords. 
 
    The wolves in the back weren't so lucky; about half of them landed in a pile. 
 
    Then Cali landed on top of them and lightly skipped down towards him. 
 
    Turning back towards the fight, Sean charged forward with a loud roar, setting almost immediately on the back of the group formed up behind the biskop. Several of them turned at the sound of his roar and were shocked at what they saw, just before Sean killed them. 
 
    Apparently they didn't know helicopters carried people. 
 
    Then again, Sean thought as he killed another bonde, maybe they didn't even know what helicopters were. 
 
    Sean roared loudly again, trying to get the biskop's attention before it killed any more of his people. There looked like a dozen dead on the ground around it. At least it looked to be wounded as well. 
 
      
 
    Stakar was swearing as he cut down these furry bastards. Apparently the beastmen really did exist, and the little buggers were hard to kill! None of the things they used on humans seemed to work. He couldn't rip their souls out, he couldn't deter them with fear, and he couldn't stun their minds. 
 
    He'd headed for the largest of them and had just started to fight with him. This one was fast, a lot faster than the others, and apparently stronger as well. Then there was the dwarf fighting next to him, that was another thing Stakar hadn't expected, in fact he doubted that anyone knew there were dwarves here!  
 
    He'd lost probably a third of his troops; it was mostly the gnashers that were dead, but a fair amount of his bonde and even one of his råge were now dead, too. He felt it more than heard it at first, something nasty was approaching, and that was when he became aware of the noise.  
 
    Something was roaring behind him! 
 
    Taking two steps back, he let the two råges that had been flanking him deal with the ones he'd been fighting and turned around. He saw it then, it was the biggest damn beastman he'd ever seen! And it had all of this dark black hair around its head. 
 
    And it was coming directly at him! 
 
    Snarling, Stakar moved forward. Obviously this one was some sort of a leader; it was wearing a full set of armor like the dwarves were, faerie armor he'd guess. It stopped that annoying roaring as soon as he turned to face it, a snarl on its muzzle as it attacked.  
 
    Stakar was on the defensive almost immediately. This one was not only fast, but it knew how to fight! Taking a firm grip on the swords in both hands, Stakar snapped a foot out and kicked the beastman in the chest, driving it back several feet, but not knocking it down. Stepping forward, he attacked. It only had one blade, while he had two. This was an annoyance, it shouldn't take too long. He was sure that by the time he was done, his råges, and his bondes would have killed the rest. 
 
      
 
    Ruthelma was in her happy place. She had someone she could slowly cut to pieces, and no one would complain to her later about it at all! The best part about it was that the ridder could actually take the punishment she was dishing out. She'd slice it down the arm, then laughingly slip out of the way as it tried to catch her with a backswing, making sure to let it get close enough to think that maybe, just maybe, it had a chance.  
 
    Then she'd duck back in and give it a small wound on its thigh, before unwinding a strike hard enough to take off a limb, that just barely missed. Then as it blinked in surprise, she'd slice it again, this time cutting a couple of the straps that held its armor on. 
 
    She smiled happily; she might live with her father these days, but her mother had been a Valkyrie who had taught her daughter all about the proper slaughter of one's enemies. It was she who had brought the lust for battle to Ruthelma, a lust that this poor demon was now going to satisfy, unlike any other had before. 
 
    Insats was starting to worry; this fey, this faerie, was unlike any he had ever fought before. She'd cut the straps on his vambraces, causing him to have to dump them or get tangled up. Now she was starting in on the ties of his breastplate! He had a dozen small wounds at least, and he'd yet to so much as mark her.  
 
    Twice now he'd thought he had her, and then she'd moved out of the way just enough that he missed, then smiled and laughed at him. He'd swear she was another of his kind by the way she was almost taunting him, teasing him. 
 
    She cut him again, a little deeper this time, and he had to backpedal, slipping on someone's blood and falling on his ass. Rather than run him through, she just stood there and waited for him to get up, waving the others back. 
 
    As he scrambled quickly to his feet, she waited until he'd raised his sword before attacking once again. It was then that he realized he was the mouse to her cat. She wasn't trying to kill him; she was just playing with him! 
 
    Ruthelma sighed as she saw the fear in his eyes. Sure enough, his strokes started to become clumsy, less precise, slower. His fierceness fled as he finally realized he had no chance, he was just a plaything, a vessel upon which she could release her frustrations and her anger. 
 
    Stomping a foot, she faked a thrust and saw the flash of fear in his eyes; he barely even tried to block her now as she came around and scored another slice on his arm, the black blood starting to run down it, making it harder for him to maintain his grip. 
 
    She stomped again, but this time she followed through with the thrust, which again he didn't even try to block, and ran her sword through the opening in his helmet for his eyes, killing him instantly. 
 
    "I hate it when they lose hope," she grumbled as she put a foot on his chest and pulled her sword out as his body started to dissolve. 
 
    "Oh, don't worry, love," Jonathon joked. "There's thousands more where he came from, I'm sure you'll have plenty more chances to play." 
 
    Ruthelma looked up at him and smiled. "You always know what to say to make me happy. How are they doing over there?" She motioned her head towards Bill's group. 
 
    "The cavalry has arrived, and while I think we could help, we might be better served by going into town and getting those who slipped by." 
 
    Ruthelma stood up straighter. "Some got by? What are you waiting for! After them!" 
 
      
 
    Bill was panting heavily as Roloff helped him finish off the demon before him. It wasn't one of the gnashers or bondes, it was something tougher. There had been two of them; Roloff and two of his dwarves had taken out the other one, while Bill had done what he could to hold off the one he was fighting until he could get some help. 
 
    One thing for certain, he was definitely going to start practicing a hell of a lot more. His speed was really the only thing that had saved him; that sucker was tough, especially after all the ones he'd killed before it. 
 
    Looking around, he saw the fighting was slowing; with the arrival of the reinforcements, they had the advantage of numbers and there were very few demons left alive. 
 
    Then he saw it, Sean was fighting that big-ass demon he'd been sure was going to kill him. The look on Sean's face was one of pure rage as he viciously attacked the demon again and again, blocking attacks with his sword, and sometimes closing in to block with his armored bracers as he used his claws as well as his sword. 
 
    The demon was giving almost as good as he got, battering back at Sean with those two blades of his, in a frenzy that was the equal of his son-in-law's. From the bloodstains on Sean's armor, he must have been cut in almost a dozen places, and the demon he was fighting didn't look any better off; in fact, he looked worse. Sean's wounds healed, while the demon's did not. 
 
    Cali was watching Sean's back, killing any of the remaining demons that tried to come to the aid of their master, as the two fought. Bill was both worried and impressed. He didn't want to see Sean hurt, and he definitely did not want to see him lose, as he'd come to care about the boy. But the way Sean was attacking the demon, the fierce all-out way in which he had committed himself and the skill he was using to do so, was impressive.  
 
    More and more people stopped to watch the fight as the numbers of demons quickly dwindled. The last few remaining tried to flee and were cut down from behind as they ran. Then in the blink of an eye, Sean shifted into his full lion form and launched himself at the biskop; getting its neck between his jaws, he squeezed tightly while all four of his paws tore at the body, ripping huge pieces of black flesh out of it. The demon slowly collapsed to the ground, and Sean shook the body like a dog would shake a stuffed toy once he got his paws on the ground as it finally went limp. 
 
      
 
    Sean stood over the body for a moment to make sure it was truly dead. He would have used his magic to distract it or stun it if he hadn't been so worried about messing with his regeneration. The fight had been a nasty one, and when his lion—not the First, his lion—saw the opportunity to end the fight, Sean had given him control and gone straight for the throat. Sean hadn't pulled back when his lion had taken over; he wanted to be a part of this, he wanted to feel the demon's life as it left his body. Oh, he was sure there were some things he'd still want to turn over to his lion, things he'd find distasteful. 
 
    But he doubted that killing demons, or djevels, would ever be one of them. 
 
    Spitting out the remains of the demon in his muzzle, he backpedaled a bit from the corpse as it started to slowly decompose into that black goo. 
 
    Cali came over and hugged him, and he didn't hesitate to put one of those huge paws of his around her and hugged her back. 
 
    "He was a tough one, was he not?" she asked. 
 
    Sean nodded and, putting all four paws back on the ground, he shook himself. "He definitely was. I think I need to train more." 
 
    "Well, training is good," Cali agreed, smiling, "but I do not think that I could have bested him, my Husband. He was very skilled, and fairly strong." 
 
    Sean nodded and, looking around, he saw Roloff and Bill, who were both heading towards him. 
 
    "Where's Ruth?" Sean asked. 
 
    "She ran into town with the rest of her people," one of the other dwarves said. 
 
    "Why would she do that?" 
 
    "I think some might have gotten around us," Roloff said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "Oh, shit," Sean swore. "We better go check it out." He gave a quick look around. "Detail somebody to track any who might have escaped, call the helicopters back to evac any wounded, put our dead on the trucks, and get them rolling back to the ranch." 
 
    Roloff nodded. "We'll get to it." 
 
    "Bill, you can come with me if you want," Sean said. "Hunter! Squads one and two! Come with me!" And with that, Sean loped off towards the small housing development that was 'town'.  
 
    Sean started to growl as they passed the first dead body. It was an older man, and not far past him was an older woman. Picking up speed to a trot, he started coming across bodies left and right. The doors of several houses had been broken down, and he had no doubts as to what he would find inside. 
 
    He caught up with Ruthelma when they got to the third block in the neighborhood. She was sitting on the ground, and she was crying as Jonathon comforted her. 
 
    "What happened?" Sean growled. 
 
    "They got by me!" Ruthelma sobbed. "That's what happened! I was so damn busy enjoying my fight with that djevel that I forgot why we were here!" 
 
    Sean looked up at Jonathon who shrugged. "I don't know if it would have made much of a difference." 
 
    "But it would have made some difference!" Ruthelma sobbed. 
 
    "It says much to me that you care, cousin," Sean said softly. "We all make mistakes; I know you will never make this one again." Looking up at Jonathon, Sean continued, "Take her back to the ranch, I'll deal with this." 
 
    Ruthelma shook her head and stood up then, regaining her composure. "This is my mess, and I shall deal with it. I must face my mistakes if I'm to truly learn not to repeat them, Cousin." 
 
    Sean nodded. "As you wish. I take it you got all of them?" 
 
    Ruthelma sniffed and nodded. "Come, let us go see to the survivors." 
 
    Sean and the others followed Ruthelma as the rest of her troops caught up with them, and moved onto the next street. 
 
    "Hold it right there, or I'll shoot!" 
 
    "The demons are all dead," Ruthelma said. "We need to tend to the wounded and make sure that all of you are okay." 
 
    "You're the demons! You all lookin' like monsters and stuff!" 
 
    "We're lycanthropes," Sean called out. "Haven't you been watching the news? Werewolves and all that exist, and we're citizens." 
 
    "Did that lion just talk?" Sean heard someone mutter. 
 
    "Aslan! It's Aslan! He's come to save us!" Sean heard a high-pitched voice yell. 
 
    "Judy! Get back here!"  
 
    Sean blinked in surprise as an eight-year-old girl came running out of the house and made a beeline right for him, wrapping her arms around his left foreleg and holding on tightly. 
 
    "It's Aslan, Mommy! He's come to save us! I knew he would! He even got the evil queen to help!" 
 
    "I guess I would be the evil queen." Ruthelma sighed. 
 
    "Actually, you would be Susan." Sean chuckled and then looked down at the young girl. "I know my cousin there can look a bit cold, but I would hardly compare her to the snow queen. That's really not very fair. She's more like Susan, I would say." 
 
    "But you are Aslan, aren't you?" Judy asked, looking up at him. 
 
    "More like I'm just one of his lions," Sean said with a smile and then looked up at the woman wringing her hands and standing in the doorway. 
 
    "You can come out. It's safe now. Well, as safe as anything can be for the next few years." Sean sighed.  
 
    "You're a lion!" the woman said. 
 
    "Yup," Sean nodded.  
 
    "But you're talking!" 
 
    Sean nodded again. "I'm a werelion. I can also be a man when I want to, but I kinda left my clothes at home, and I think it would be a bit embarrassing to walk around in the all-together." 
 
    Most of the werewolves started to shift to their human forms. As they hadn't been issued breastplates yet, they were wearing their regular clothing. 
 
    "Now, why don't you all come out and let's check everyone in town before we leave. Some of these demons can do some bad things to people." 
 
    "Demons?" the man at the door said. 
 
    Bill had shifted back and, while his shirt was gone, he still had his pants, and he pulled out his wallet and flashed a badge. 
 
    "I'm Bill Channing, and I'm on the governor's special task force to deal with the demon invasion. You can call the sheriff, he'll vouch for me." 
 
    "The governor knows about this?" 
 
    Sean lowered his head while Bill was talking to them, "Judy, could you climb up on my back?" 
 
    "I can ride you? Just like Lucy did?" 
 
    "Of course you can." 
 
    Judy quickly scrambled up on his back, and Sean just started padding over towards the door. 
 
    "Hold it right there!" 
 
    "You shoot my daughter, Harold, and I will kill you where you stand!" the woman said. 
 
    "He's one of Aslan's lions! He's a good guy!" Judy said and hugged him. 
 
    "Aslan's not real!"  
 
    Sean looked up at Harold. "You've got a talking lion in front of you, werewolves everywhere, and you were just attacked by demons. Dude, put the gun down, or I'll introduce you to him personally, and I promise you, he'll be pretty damn pissed!" Sean finished with a growl. 
 
    Harold put the gun down and took a step back. 
 
    "Thank you. Now, let's check everyone in town out." Sean looked back at Hunter. "Get on the radio, have someone call the governor's office, and get somebody official out here." 
 
    "You got it, Sean." 
 
    "Great. Let's get started." 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, after Judy's mother had reclaimed her daughter, Sean shifted back to his hybrid form and headed back to the trucks that had carried everyone out. They'd sent the helicopters back for refueling and reloading. 
 
    "So how many did we lose?" Sean asked, putting an arm around Cali and pulling her closer. 
 
    "Seventy-two," Ruthelma sighed and shook her head. "If I'd only been less of a fool, we could have saved some of them." 
 
    Sean sighed and shook his head. "I wish I had the words that would let you forgive yourself, but even if I did, I don't know that it would be my place to say them. But I can give you some advice." 
 
    "What advice would you give?" Ruthelma asked, looking at him. 
 
    "Take Jon there back to your room and get rip-roaring drunk." Sean winked. "I'm sure he can help you work your way through it." 
 
    Ruthelma looked at Jonathon. "Oh, I'm sure he's got several things he wants to work 'through' me." She suddenly blushed as Jonathon purred loudly. 
 
    "Love can often cure what ails you," Cali observed. 
 
    "You just may have a point," Ruthelma said and leaned into Jonathon, who put an arm around her and purred even louder. 
 
    "Let's go home," Sean sighed and got into one of the trucks. 
 
    "What happened to Colonel Tibbets' observers?" Sean asked Bill while looking out the window of the truck as they headed back to the ranch. "I completely forgot about them." 
 
    "The two who stayed in the trucks survived," Bill said with a heavy sigh. "The ones who didn't, didn't." 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Well, I warned him." 
 
    "I saw their faces, the dead ones; it wasn't pretty." 
 
    "Yeah, I imagine having your soul ripped out and eaten isn't a very pleasant experience." 
 
    Sean noticed Bill wince at that. 
 
    "Did you get any pictures of their faces?" 
 
    "Why would you want that?" Bill asked, giving Sean a shocked look. 
 
    Sean sighed and shrugged. "Maybe it'll help me convince them not to send anymore observers." 
 
    "I'll talk to Gloria about it when we get back." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Thanks, Dad." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Because 
 
      
 
    The phone rang, waking Sean up. Grumbling, he reached across Peg and grabbed it, answering the call. 
 
    "This better be good, or you're a dead man," Sean growled as he sat up in bed and looked around, trying to figure out the best way to get out of it without disturbing his wives. 
 
    "Sean, it's Steve, we got problems." 
 
    Sean groaned, "Now what?" 
 
    "There's a lot of people here in Washington who aren't happy with what went down yesterday." 
 
    "Oh, so suddenly they realize that there's a war on?" Sean grumbled and looked over at the clock; it was just past four in the morning. 
 
    "They've heard about the people who were killed by the demons, and they're all up in arms about it, especially some of the military types. They want to know why they didn't have a larger role." 
 
    "Are these the same people who've been refusing to talk to us and claiming that this was all some sort of scam?" Sean said as he carefully picked his way across the bed and made his way out of the bedroom. 
 
    "Yup, and this being Washington, there's a lot of face saving going on," Steve said with a hint of anger in his own voice. 
 
    "Well, I lost twenty-two of my own yesterday; you might want to warn these people that if I have to fly back there, I'm liable to rip their faces clean off before I rip open their chest to see if they actually have a heart or not," Sean growled, closing the bedroom door and leaning up against the wall in the hallway. "So what do they want?" 
 
    "Not how much trouble are we in?" 
 
    Sean snorted. "We're always in trouble, Steve. I think it's our default state of being. What do they want this time? You're the one who told me it's always about them wanting something." 
 
    "I don't know yet, and that's half the problem. I've got a meeting with the President later today that was already scheduled before this. Apparently one of the generals on the Joint Chiefs was supposed to meet with me, but he's been finding excuses and delaying. Now that I've got Carl's boss Kensington on our side, he's starting to apply some pressure." 
 
    "Good. I got your request for swords and breastplates. I'll tell Maitland to give it priority." 
 
    "That should help. Anything you want me to tell the president?" 
 
    "A half billion dollars would be nice." 
 
    "I do that, and they're gonna think all you want is money, Sean." 
 
    "Good point," Sean acknowledged. "Okay, ask him for logistical support. I got a lot of people that need to be moved around, and I don't have enough stuff to do it. Part of our problem yesterday was that we're relying on the cars and trucks our people own to move our army around. While we've got close to twenty helicopters now, between me, Chad, and Claudia, that's still only two hundred or three hundred troops, and we had to take on a thousand yesterday." 
 
    "What, no sharks with frikken laser beams on their heads?" Steven teased. 
 
    "It's a desert, Steve," Sean sighed with false exasperation. "Now maybe if they could flood it first... 
 
    "So anything else before I go back to bed?" 
 
    "Yeah, don't go back to bed," Steve warned him. "I suspect you're going to be getting a lot more phone calls here this morning." 
 
    Just then Sean's phone started to beep in his ear, signaling another call. 
 
    "And there it is, right on schedule." Sean sighed. "Bye, Steve." 
 
    "Don't kill anyone! I have a meeting in two hours!" 
 
    Sean hit the button on his phone. 
 
    "Sean here, what's your problem?" he growled. 
 
    "This is General Baker, young man, and I'm very unhappy with you about what happened yesterday! You allowed seventy-two civilians, the very people who count on us, to be murdered!" 
 
    "Yeah, and I lost twenty-two of my own people trying to stop it," Sean said as he slid down the wall to sit on the floor in the hallway. "We're still getting a feel for their tactics; they're not doing things the same way they've done them before." 
 
    "I'm not used to getting excuses, young man," General Baker warned. 
 
    Sean sighed and tried not to growl into the phone.  
 
    'Got any advice?' Sean asked the First. 
 
    'He's a tank; he's trying to roll over you. Tanks only respect tanks. Get in his face and tank him right back.' 
 
    "So does this mean you believe what I said, that there's a war on? Does this mean that maybe we can get some support? Like maybe some more helicopters? Ammunition? Fuel? Weapons? I'm fronting this whole operation out here out of my own pocket, General! So far I don't see anyone from the good 'ole US of A chipping in to help. Yeah, we had bad things happen yesterday, but if you're not gonna help us win the game, you don't get to bitch when you don't like the score." 
 
    "Don't take that tone of voice with me young man!" 
 
    "First off, it's Sean, not 'young man'. I don't know how much combat you've seen, or how many of your people you've had to watch die, but over the last six months, I can guarantee you I've easily matched it. So I'll take any damn tone I please," Sean growled. "Now if you want to help me, that's great, I'll take all the help you can give me. If you want to give me advice, hell, I'll take that, too, I'm sure you know a hell of a lot worth sharing. But if you're just calling up to bitch at me, well you ain't earned that right.  
 
    "So which is it?" 
 
    Sean heard the general huff a moment before he continued. 
 
    "How the hell did they get by you? I thought you had a couple thousand up there?" 
 
    "I don't have the ability to move that many people around yet." Sean sighed. "We weren't expecting a thousand of them to come through the gate this early in the game, and we sure didn't expect them to split their forces and run in two different directions.  
 
    "So yeah, mistakes were made. I understand that, and I take responsibility for it. My biggest problem is that three quarters of my fighters have day jobs, and they have mouths to feed and bills to pay. It takes time to mobilize them." 
 
    "So if you pull them out of work, you run into money, morale, and supply issues," General Baker said, sounding thoughtful. 
 
    "Exactly," Sean agreed. "Once the war gets going, they probably won't have jobs anymore, because I suspect this whole place will turn into a war zone. Of course, that means my supply issues will get even worse." 
 
    "Logistics is the biggest problem any army will ever face," General Baker said, "and Sean, my boy, I know logistics!" 
 
    'Now, ask for his help, but don't be sarcastic, because we're probably going to need it.' 
 
    "Well, General, if you can help us with that, it would go a long way towards us winning this damn war. I need to pull my people out of their jobs until this is over. I need to get all the other lycans in the country to come here so I can train them and arm them. I need an expert, General. I need somebody who knows how to make that happen." 
 
    "So what you're saying is, you need my help." 
 
    "If I didn't need your help, I would have hung up the damn phone already, General!" Sean grumbled. 
 
    "Well it's nice to see that you recognize your own shortcomings." 
 
    Sean wasn't sure if the general sounded smug or not when he said that. 
 
    "So you'll help us then?" 
 
    "I'll have to get the president's approval first, of course." 
 
    "Of course," Sean agreed. 
 
    "But I'll get my staff working on it immediately, so we can have something ready for you once we get the okay." 
 
    Sean nodded to himself. 
 
    "Thank you, General. I appreciate your help." 
 
    "Think nothing of it, my boy!"  
 
    Sean sighed as the general hung up. He was just thinking about going back to bed when his phone rang again. 
 
    "This better be good, or you're a dead man." Sean yawned. 
 
    "I have the president on the line, is that good enough?" a woman's voice said. 
 
    "And you're not a man," Sean acknowledged. "So either way, you're safe. From the hour of the morning, is it safe to assume that this isn't a social call?" 
 
    "Hold on and I'll connect you," the woman's voice said. There were a series of clicks, and then the president came on the line. 
 
    "Sean, I have some people here who are very upset with you this morning," the president started off. 
 
    "Yes, Mr. President, I've gathered as much from the phone calls I've already gotten." 
 
    "Ah, so you understand the problem then," the president said, making it more of a statement than a question. 
 
    "Yes, I do, and I'm hoping your people will start to appreciate just what I'm up against." 
 
    Sean spent the next hour or so going over with the president everything that had happened yesterday, and reminding him, a lot more politely, that his resources were limited and he was going to need help. 
 
    "What if I were to send you some infantry units?" the president finally got around to saying. 
 
    "The devils would just eat them," Sean replied with a grunt. "Humans just can't stand up to them the way we can. They want to eat you, and they have all sorts of things to help them do it. Mental attacks that cause fear and panic, or even just paralyze you.  
 
    "Then there's weapon issues; only magical weapons and iron can hurt them. Everything else just they just pretty much ignore. That's why we're putting together this lycan army." 
 
    "My experts are still having some issues with that," the president admitted. 
 
    "Send a few of them out here to observe. I'm sure they'll change their minds soon enough." 
 
    "Your man Bryson will be here in a little while. I'll discuss it with him. I'm hearing that you're going to be supplying my secret service agents with some upgrades?" 
 
    "Yes, sir," Sean said. "As the leader of the country, I think sooner or later you're bound to be a target." 
 
    "Again," the president said. 
 
    "Yes, again," Sean agreed. 
 
    "Okay, I'll try to get everyone working in the right direction, but Sean, I need you to keep what happened yesterday from happening again." 
 
    "I'll do my best, Mr. President," Sean said with a heavy sigh, "but there are no guarantees in war." 
 
     Ending the call, Sean set the phone down and looked up at the window. He could see the first traces of light in the sky, which meant it had to be around six. He really wasn't tired anymore, but he was feeling pretty frustrated. Apparently there were suddenly a lot of people who felt they could do his job better than he could, even though they had neither the disposition or the experience, and had been claiming this was all just some sort of scam or con job until they'd gotten the word on what had happened yesterday. 
 
    "How the hell do you put up with it?" Sean growled. 
 
    'That's what I have you for!' The First laughed in his head. 
 
    "I was hoping for a better answer than that," Sean said while standing up and stretching. 
 
    'Well, you know what they say?' 
 
    "Enlighten me please." 
 
    'A man with six beautiful wives has better things to do than complain.' 
 
    Turning and looking at the bedroom door, Sean smiled. 
 
    "Now that's more like it!" 
 
    Opening the door, Sean walked back into the bedroom. Crawling up onto the bed, he grabbed Peg and started kissing her. 
 
    "Hmm? Is it time to get up?" she mumbled. 
 
    "No, it's time to play," Sean said and let his hands stroke down over her nice tight ass to her thighs. 
 
    "You'll wake the others," Peg warned as she cuddled up against him, her hand finding him quite rampant. 
 
    "Well, we wouldn't want them to miss out, now would we?" Sean chuckled and tweaked a nipple, causing Peg to inhale sharply. 
 
    "No, no we wouldn't..." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean yawned and walked into the new 'situation room' that had been put up at the ranch. Oak or Roxy must have ordered it, or at the very least approved it. One of his wolves was still painting the walls as Sean walked over to the head of the large conference table and dropped his ass into the seat there. 
 
    There were monitors on the wall that another wolf was just finishing wiring up, with John watching over him as Cenna was doing something at a computer. 
 
    "Morning, lazy," John said and checked something one of the wolves who now worked for him was doing. 
 
    "It's before nine; this isn't lazy at all," Sean said and yawned again. "I hope they attached a kitchen to this place, because I suspect I'm going to be living in here before long." 
 
    "What, no beds?" 
 
    Sean grinned. "That's what this nice long conference table is for." 
 
    "I don't know, I'd think you'd get tired of something that hard," Cenna said from over by the computer. 
 
    "Not if you're on top!" Sean snickered. "So, are those feeds direct from the outposts?" Sean asked as the screens all suddenly came to life. 
 
    "Most are," John said. "Some are from the National Guard base; they're feeding us their data, as we don't have access to their satellite streams." John paused a moment and then smiled. "Well, not legally at least. Also, I've got us tied into a lot of webcams in the area and downtown. Just in case we need to take a look." 
 
    "What's that one over there?" Sean asked, pointing to one monitor that had a spreadsheet on it with two columns; one was full of dates, the other only had three entries so far. 
 
    "Deidre's been doing a statistical analysis on the dates and timeframes of the gates that have opened so far and is using that to project the start of each three-day window, based on what you've told us so far," Cenna said without looking up from what she was doing. 
 
    "Really? That's pretty impressive," Sean said while looking over the dates. 
 
    'You need to have somebody call her,' Sean told the First. 
 
    'Why?' 
 
    'I'm sure one of you knows the rules a lot better than I explained it.' 
 
    Sean felt the First mull that over a moment. 
 
    'You're probably right. My youngest sister, Felicity, knows the rules better than most of us. I'll tell her to call.' 
 
    'Isn't she the cute one in China?' 
 
    'Yes, that would be her.' 
 
    'Any chance you could get her to visit?' Sean asked with a mental chuckle as he turned his attention back to his friend. 
 
    "So, John. What are the conspiracy nuts saying about what happened yesterday?" 
 
    "That we're being attacked by demons from another world." John laughed. "What did you expect?" 
 
    "You told them, didn't you?" Sean said shaking his head, grinning. 
 
    "Course I did. I even provided pictures and a couple of videos. Right now they're all debating what kind of rig I must be using to generate such realistic fakes." 
 
    "What's the news media saying?" 
 
    "Well, they're under a partial blackout." 
 
    "What? Why's that?" 
 
    "Sean, would you believe any of this was true if you heard it on the news? And I'm talking back before you got infected." 
 
    Sean thought about it. "Umm, no." 
 
    John nodded. "Exactly. So the government slaps 'secret' all over it, but makes sure things leak out. Eventually the cover will be blown off it, and folks will be so pissed at the cover-up that they'll accept what happened instead of thinking it's a big fraud." 
 
    "Who came up with that?" 
 
    "Bunch of guys at the White House. Some of those folks over there are actually pretty smart." 
 
    Sean looked up as Roxy, Bill, Oak, Claudia, and Chad all came into the room. 
 
    "Morning, dear." Sean smiled up at Roxy. "Hello to the rest of you, too," he added as Roxy came over and plopped down on his lap. 
 
    "I called a meeting," Roxy said. 
 
    "I noticed." Sean smiled and kissed her. 
 
    "Who else is coming?" Claudia asked. 
 
    "Maitland should be here shortly," Roxy said, getting comfortable in Sean's lap. "Dae, Roberta, Cali, Jo, and maybe Peg." 
 
    "What about Deidre?" Sean said, motioning towards the screen with the spreadsheet on it. 
 
    "She's busy wrangling with Sawyer over ammunition and weapons." 
 
    "Why not Cali?" 
 
    "Cause Cali's your wife, and therefore above such things as haggling over money," Roxy said with a grin. 
 
    "Oh, that reminds me," Sean said, thinking about yesterday. "Those machineguns in the helicopters, the M-twos I think they are?" 
 
    "What about them? They didn't jam, did they? They're ancient, but it was all Sawyer could get his hands on easily." 
 
    Sean shook his head. "No, not that. It looks like they were doing some serious damage to those djevels." 
 
    "They're machineguns, what'd you expect?" Bill grunted and sat down as Maitland entered the room and found a seat. 
 
    "A lot less than what happened. Regular weapons go through them like they're jello or water. They take even less damage than we do. But some of them got pretty torn up, and one even was killed I think." 
 
    "So, you think it was because we used machineguns?" Roxy asked. "Too much damage too fast, like what can happen to us?" 
 
    "I don't know," Sean admitted. "I asked Trey what kind of ammo they were using, and he thought it was all armor-piercing stuff. Maybe that does more damage because of the way it's designed?" 
 
    "I'd think AP would do a lot less damage," Bill said. "That's how it works with people, at least. It doesn't expand at all, just sort of punches a clean hole right through." 
 
    Sean shrugged. "Just saying what I saw." 
 
    "I'll get someone to look into it," Roxy said as Roberta, Cali, and Daelyn entered the room. 
 
    "Where's Jo and Peg?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Hauling in food," Peg grumbled as she and Jolene came in next, each pushing a cart of food. 
 
    "That looks good," Sean commented, licking his lips. 
 
    "Good, because that's all we could bring." Jolene laughed and they both started to unload the carts, placing a good deal of the food up by Sean first. Then they parked the carts against the wall. 
 
    "It's self-serve for the rest of you," Jolene said. 
 
    "You don't want to see what Sean would do if we served the rest of you," Peg said and then added with an evil grin, "even if it might be fun to watch." 
 
    "So," Maitland said, getting up and pouring a cup of coffee from the urn on one of the carts, "if that spreadsheet of Deidre's is correct, we don't have anything to worry about until tomorrow when the next window opens.  
 
    "Do we have any way of knowing when in a window the gate will open?" Claudia asked. 
 
    Everyone looked at Sean, who shook his head. "Not yet, but maybe Deidre can figure it out given enough samples?" 
 
    "Where else are the gates opening?" Maitland asked as he returned to his seat. 
 
    "South America." 
 
    "Who's dealing with them?" 
 
    "The rest of the lions. That's why I'm the only one around. The rest are all down there. Or looking around for any other gates that might pop open elsewhere in the world." 
 
    "Great, so we have other places to look out for now as well?" Claudia said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    Sean nodded, "'Fraid so. But if I understand it right, those don't start happening for another four months and won't really become big enough to be an issue until the large gate opens." 
 
    "Do we have any idea just how they're planning on making a permanent gateway?" Bill asked. 
 
    Sean shook his head again. "Not really. Our best guess right now is that they're planning to move as many of them over here as they can. Hence the massive invasion." 
 
    "But don't they need people from here to go over there?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "Maybe? Like I said, I don't really understand it fully. We've never dealt with something like this before. The djevels seem to know way more about it than we do." 
 
    "What about the dark elves, Cali? Your people have a permanent gateway there, don't you?" 
 
    "No, it is not a permanent gate. It is a recurring gate that opens in the same area every ten years or so. We view it as a cause for great celebration." 
 
    "Really?" Bill asked, looking surprised. 
 
    "Of course, how else can our warriors and fighters prove themselves in combat without a worthy foe to fight?" Cali smiled slowly. "I'm told that our folk come from thousands of miles away for the right to kill a djevel. Sadly, I do not think the djevels view it with the same amount of celebration and enthusiasm as our warriors do." 
 
    "I'm not sure if she's having one over on us or telling the truth," Maitland said with a laugh. "And I'm not sure that I want to know, either." 
 
    "So who else can we ask?" Sean said, looking around. 
 
    "I'll talk to Sawyer," John said as the wolf he was watching finished up and started putting his tools away. "I have to run by there this afternoon anyway." 
 
    "I'll call my uncle," Daelyn said. 
 
    Sean nodded. "Does anybody know any elves we could ask?" 
 
    'I'll have someone take care of it,' the First said after Sean looked around the room and everyone shrugged. 
 
    'Thanks.' 
 
    "I'll talk to some of the other lions," Sean told the rest of the group when no one said anything. "Now, let's talk about what happened yesterday." 
 
    Sean noticed both Chad and Bill wince.  
 
    "Now, the first mission went off well. The second one, I think perhaps we were suffering from a little too much over-confidence?" 
 
    "In all fairness," Chad said, "we were agreed before we started that some level of civilian casualties were acceptable." 
 
    Sean nodded slowly. "But I still feel like shit; how about you?" 
 
    "Yeah, I'm not sure I want to do that again. Still, the people in Washington are finally coming onboard." 
 
    "Oh, they're onboard alright," Sean grumbled, "I had several rather enlightening phone calls this morning. Let's just say that there are a lot of very angry people in DC, and they're all angry at me." 
 
    "It was my idea, Sean." 
 
    "Yeah, but I'm the boss. I approved it." 
 
    "Pretty hypocritical of 'em to bitch all of a sudden when yesterday they didn't believe us," Daelyn grumbled. 
 
    "Welcome to politics." Bill sighed. "Been dealing with it all my life. A problem never exists until after it's bitten you on the butt." 
 
    "So, what went wrong?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Everything," Chad said with a shake of his head. "We need to get the reserve troops breastplates, half of the ones who were killed wouldn't have been if they'd had them. We also need to work on small unit and line drills." 
 
    Bill spoke up, "We also need to train folks to grab the person next to them when they're seriously injured and pull them back behind the line. I saw more than a few who were stunned and then pulled into the enemy lines and hacked to death there." 
 
    "We also need you to get a full set of armor, Bill," Sean said. "I want you to get fitted today." 
 
    "Oh, I don't..." 
 
    "That's an order," Sean growled. "You're in command, you need the extra protection. If I hadn't pulled that biskop off your ass, you'd be dead. If you'd been wearing armor, you probably could have taken him." 
 
    Bill closed his mouth and thought about yesterday's fight. He wasn't so sure he could have taken that biskop himself. The råges were tough enough as it was. He hadn't gotten any armor yet because he hadn't liked having more than his men had back when he was a sheriff. Then again, he'd never had to face down anything like that before, and the damn thing had focused on him and Roloff as soon as it saw them giving orders. 
 
    "Another thing," Sean continued. "We're upping the size of our army. From this point on, when we send out the reserves, I want it to be a thousand troops. Not three hundred. I'm going to lobby the government for more helicopters, and maybe some airplanes." 
 
    "Wait! Where are we going to get that many people?" Claudia sputtered. 
 
    "Pull all of your people in, and I do mean all. The enemy sent out a thousand people yesterday. I have no doubt they're going to send out a thousand again the next time, and the time after that. And that's just from a small gate. What are we going to do when the medium gates start to open? They're larger and last longer. How many will we face then?" 
 
    "But I can't afford it! I have bills to pay!" 
 
    "That's an order, Claudia," Sean growled, "and it's going out to all the lycans. As for money, send me the bill. If the government won't cover it, well, we'll just rob a few banks until they do. According to that spreadsheet over there," Sean pointed at the monitor with Deidre's work on it, "we've had three gates so far in this phase. We have ten more to get our act together before we start seeing real problems. Six months from now we're going to be in a full out war." 
 
    Claudia looked at Chad. "What do you think?" 
 
    "I think I don't want to argue with Sean," Chad grumbled. 
 
    "Too bad. I want to hear your opinion. You're my son-in-law, dammit, and if I do this, everything I worked all these years for will be gone. My pack will suffer!" 
 
    Chad sighed. "I told nearly all of my people to quit their jobs last night. We're at ground zero, Claudia. When all of this is over, I doubt Reno will be more than a blasted and leveled ghost town. They're djevels; they're evil. They bring death and destruction, and I don't doubt it for a moment that if things start going south in a big way, the government won't hesitate to use nukes." 
 
    Claudia just deflated at that. "Fine, I'll do it," she mumbled. 
 
    "What are we going to do about reinforcements?" Maitland asked. 
 
    "I'm sending word out today to all the lycans in North America to come here." 
 
    "How many do you think you'll get?" 
 
    "All of them, of course," Sean said with a sad smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Here It Comes 
 
      
 
    Roxy watched as the group walked across the tarmac and into base ops. Smiling, she walked up to them with Jolene beside her. She'd chosen Jolene not only because of her ability with mind spells, but because Sean was still putting an exception into all of the protection amulets he was making for everyone that allowed Jolene to bypass it. 
 
    So if any of these people had gotten one of the badges from the Secret Service in the hopes of protecting themselves, it wouldn't stop Jolene. Not that Roxy was expecting any problems, she just liked being prepared in case anything came up.  
 
    "Hi, you must be General Baker," Roxy said, approaching the uniformed man with the general's stars on his shoulders. "I'm Roxy Valens, Sean's senior wife." 
 
    General Baker nodded and shook hands, then looked around. 
 
    "Where is your husband, Mrs. Valens? I thought he'd be here himself to greet us?" 
 
    Roxy smiled at the general; he was supposed to know this. 
 
    "We just started another three-day window. Until the next gateway opens, he's sitting alert with the rest of our forces." 
 
    General Baker frowned. "Why is he sitting alert? I thought he was the one in charge here?" 
 
    "Because he's the only lion we have," Jolene said with a bright smile. Even though she was pregnant, the general took a second look. 
 
    "I'm Jolene, Sean's second wife," Jolene said and shook hands with a smile. 
 
    "What does his being the only lion have to do with it?" the general asked, looking confused. 
 
    "He's the only one capable of actually killing the major demon leaders." 
 
    "They're that tough?" 
 
    Roxy and Jolene both nodded. 
 
    "Yes," Roxy said, gesturing for General Baker to follow her. "The more powerful ones are extremely difficult to kill, and if Sean kills them, they stay dead." 
 
    "I'm not sure I'm following you, Mrs. Valens." 
 
    "Call me Roxy, please," Roxy said with a smile. "When you kill a demon, unless you're a lion or significantly magically imbued, they just go back to the Onderwereld and reform after a while." 
 
    "It's part of why they're so aggressive," Jolene picked up. "They can't be killed. They just keep coming back. But Sean's a lion, which makes him a god, and when a god kills you..." 
 
    "You stay dead," Roxy finished with a smile. 
 
    "He's a god?" one of the men behind General Baker said with a snicker. "Oh, come now!" 
 
    Roxy and Jolene turned to look at the man; he was a bit overweight for an officer, and looked a little puffy around the face. His name tag identified him as 'Mueller', and he had captain's bars. 
 
    "And that would be?" Roxy asked General Baker. 
 
    "Bill Mueller," the general said and gave the young man a sharp glance. "He's one of my logistics analysts." 
 
    "And the rest of your people?" 
 
    General Baker smiled and introduced Roxy and Jolene to the rest. "Major Randy Harper, Major Joyce Vanderberg, Captains Jack Musalino, Linda Hart, and Clint Edward, and Lieutenant Jack Kennedy." 
 
    Roxy and Jolene shook hands with each of them, skipping over Mueller. She stopped when she got to Kennedy. He was a werecougar. 
 
    "No relation to the rich Kennedys," he said with a smile. 
 
    "What do you do, Lieutenant Kennedy?" Roxy asked, curious. 
 
    "Normally I do security work at the Pentagon, but they loaned me to the good general when he was asking around for observers. Said they needed someone with battlefield experience who wasn't afraid to be shot at." 
 
    "He volunteered," General Baker said.  
 
    "Ah," Roxy nodded and smiled, "I see." 
 
    "With the reports of what happened to Colonel Tibbets' people, there wasn't a lot of interest in the job," Captain Musalino said, while giving the lieutenant a look that made it clear he didn't approve of him much. 
 
    "After a tour overseas, I was finding the Pentagon to be just a little too easy," Lieutenant Kennedy said with a wink. 
 
    "I'll be sure to introduce you to Sean, then," Roxy said with a smile, then turned back to the general. "I have a large van outside. It's not far from here to our base of operations." 
 
    "You're not working out of the base?" General Baker asked. 
 
    Roxy shook her head. "Too many legal issues." 
 
    Jolene nodded and smiled at the general, then glanced back at Mueller. "Gods don't fit very well into that whole 'chain of command' thing." 
 
    Roxy noticed that Mueller kept his mouth shut this time. Though as she led them outside, her sensitive hearing overheard him talking to the lieutenant. 
 
    "Hitting on a married woman! You should be ashamed of yourself!" 
 
    "With all due respect, Captain, I've met a lion before. Actually making a pass at the pregnant wife of one isn't something I'd be fool enough to do. Same goes for dissing his wife." 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean, Lieutenant?" 
 
    "That whether or not you think he's a god, I would advise you to treat him as one." 
 
    Roxy stopped paying attention after that.  
 
    The trip up to the ranch proved a pleasant one. Roxy and Jolene found that, while the general suffered from a touch of self-importance, he was still polite and good company. Both of the majors seemed to be interesting as well. 
 
    They'd just turned on the long driveway up to the ranch when a tone came over both Roxy and Jolene's phones. 
 
    "Ah, shit," Roxy said, and almost immediately the sounds of six turbines spinning up came in through the windows. 
 
    "What's happening?" General Baker asked. 
 
    "A gateway just opened. That's the alert." 
 
    Roxy stopped at the gate to the farm; there were four guards there now, and they were all armed. They took a quick look though the van, then waved them through. By the time Roxy had parked, all six of the helicopters, four Black Hawks and two Hueys, were lifting off and turning to the north. 
 
    "Five minutes," General Baker said, looking at his watch, "I'm impressed." 
 
    "They keep all the systems running on ground power, so they just really need to start the engines," Roxy told him. "Daelyn, she's Sean's third wife, is working on a design for a ground-powered hydraulic hook up so all the systems can be kept running, and all they have to do is start the engine and go. She thinks she can get startup down to ninety seconds." 
 
    "Third wife?" someone muttered in the back. 
 
    General Baker looked into the back of the van. "Someone needs to go reread the briefing material that was passed out this morning and learn to secure their tongue!" 
 
    He turned back to Roxy. "Sorry about that, Ma'am. Rest assured, they are good at what they do." 
 
    "Well, follow me to our command center and let's see what's going on." 
 
    "Yes, Ma'am," General Baker said, and Roxy had to smile; someone was going to be in a world of hurt once the general got his people in private. 
 
    Leading them around the house, she noticed that all of the general's staff were looking around, surprised, at all the people and the gear. 
 
    "That's the second wave and the reserves gearing up. The second wave will wait for the helicopters to come back and get them, while the reserves will drive out to cover key areas in case we get a breakout." 
 
    "Why do they have swords and not guns?" Major Vanderberg asked. 
 
    "Because bullets don't hurt them. They're demons, or djevels if you prefer. Those swords you see there are all magically constructed. We've only got two thousand of them right now, though the supply is increasing." 
 
    Roxy saw the look of disbelief on Musalino's face, and Mueller was rolling his eyes. She was definitely starting to dislike Mueller. She might have to talk to the general. If the idiot took that attitude with Sean, it wouldn't go over very well. 
 
    When she led them into the main command center, General Baker walked over to the center of the room, while the others all looked impressed. 
 
    "Are those live feeds?" General Baker asked. 
 
    "Yup. We've got satellite, microwave, internet, and a few other things as well. We've got twenty-seven outposts that do nothing but keep their eyes on the area and supply us with intelligence. 
 
    "Oak," Roxy asked turning to him, "where's this one?" 
 
    "Just west of Navajo Peak. Maybe five miles." 
 
    Roxy nodded and went over to Maitland, who was looking at a map of the area. 
 
    "Maitland, this is General Baker. General, this is Maitland. He's Sean's great-uncle, and one of his generals." 
 
    Maitland nodded and waved, then looked over at Oak. 
 
    "Tell the reserves to start heading up Highway 80. Did the second reserve group get deployed yet?" 
 
    "No, they were scheduled to leave tonight, in about six hours." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    Standing up, Maitland came over to General Baker. 
 
    "Well, General, this is our command center. As you probably saw on your way up here, we just sent everyone off to a new gate. It's about a hundred and twenty miles from here, so it'll be about a half an hour before our people get there." 
 
    "When do the demons start coming out of the gateway?" the general asked, pointing at the center screen on the wall that was showing the gate. 
 
    "No idea. This is only the fourth one we've dealt with. So far, it's taken about two hours before they start coming through. Sean only ordered everyone off immediately because, after the numbers we faced last time, he wants to try and get the second wave on the ground before they come out." 
 
    "How many people are in the first wave?" 
 
    "About three hundred. We only have eighteen helicopters, and only half of them are Black Hawks. We've been trying to buy more, but they're expensive, and we have limited funds." 
 
    "Mr. Valens mentioned that he's been paying for this all by himself?" 
 
    Maitland nodded. "My niece's husband was a genius and invented several radical magical items before he was murdered. His son Sean has inherited his father's genius and figured out ways to mass produce these items, as well as invent several more. The amount of money he's made from this is substantial, but it is by no means enough." 
 
    Roxy left them talking and sat over by Oak, helping him with managing people, while Jolene kept an eye on their other guests. Mostly they were just sitting around watching the screens, though Mueller and Musalino were discussing how they would do it better. 
 
    "Who are those two assholes?" Oak asked in a low voice. "Don't they realize we can hear them?" 
 
    "I think that would require brainpower they don't have." Roxy sighed. "But we gotta play nice with them, because we really do need more logistical support. General Baker at least wants to help and actually seems like a pretty down to earth guy." 
 
      
 
    The first demons didn't start coming through the gateway until after it had been open for four hours. They were a small group, only about two hundred of them, and they started heading south after spending a few minutes getting organized. 
 
    "They're definitely using different tactics than the last time," Chad called over the radio. 
 
    "Maybe this gate opened in someone else's backyard?" Sean replied. "This one is pretty far away from where the last three opened on this side. Maybe it's the same on the other side as well." 
 
    "If that's the case," Maitland said over the radio, "you might want to make fast work of this team before the big boys show up." 
 
    "Good point," Sean replied. "Chad, you call the shots. I'm gonna go for that ridder that's driving them, so I'll take my men and come up from behind after you've engaged them." 
 
    "Roger that, Sean." 
 
    Roxy listened as Maitland explained the movement commands Chad was giving, and everyone watched as the two groups maneuvered out of sight of each other. The images from the camera weren't very good due to the long range, but when the fighting commenced, it wasn't hard to figure out.  
 
    Ten minutes later it was over, and Sean called a helicopter in to take out the wounded. 
 
    "I thought lycanthropes healed?" General Baker asked. 
 
    "If one of them takes enough damage," Maitland explained, "their healing slows down to a crawl, and they'll be out of action for hours or maybe even days." 
 
    "You're not a lycanthrope?" Major Harper asked from where he'd been watching the battle. 
 
    "Oh, no, I'm a Faerie from Ireland. I came out with my daughter, nephew, and Sean's mother, my niece, when we learned he was in trouble. As I've served as a leader in our armies during many of the Fey wars, Sean asked if I would help him here." 
 
    "A fairy?" 
 
    "Faerie," Maitland said, pronouncing it carefully. "You know, the people in old European mythology who would seriously mess you up and ruin your lives if you pissed one of us off?" He smiled winningly then. "We're still here, and yes, we'll still mess with you." 
 
    "I apologize, I meant no insult," Major Harper said quickly, raising his hands. 
 
    Maitland nodded. "I didn't think you did, but I think your companions should realize that you are the only humans in this room, or even on this hilltop." Maitland paused a moment. "Well, technically Jolene over there is human, but she's a very powerful witch, so I'm hesitant to classify her with you mundanes." 
 
    "I think our briefing notes may have missed a few things, General." 
 
    General Baker shrugged. "If our intelligence was good, I wouldn't have brought all of you out here with me. We could have just figured out how to help these people from home. This is a war zone, people. Anything could happen, and probably will. I realize that other than me and the lieutenant, none of you have seen any real fighting. But we're not here to fight.  
 
    "We're here because Sean, their leader, is a personal friend of the president of the United States, a man who also happens to be your commander-in-chief, and he's told us his first and foremost problem is logistics.  
 
    "And I know logistics. You all know logistics. So focus on the job: how do we improve their supply chain, their support, and what do they need to be a more effective fighting force. This is the kind of opportunity careers are made from ladies and gentlemen. So I expect to see you give it your utmost attention." 
 
    Roxy blinked and looked at Jolene, who looked impressed. So did Oak and Maitland. 
 
    "Remember, amateurs talk about tactics, professionals study logistics!" 
 
    Roxy noticed that both of the majors sat down in a corner after that and started talking quietly about what they'd seen, what they needed to investigate further, and what they were going to do about it. 
 
    At seven hours into the gateway, another force came through it; this one was about twice the size of the previous one, and they took four hours getting themselves organized. They had several carts, pulled by what looked to be gnashers. When there was an hour left to go, they struck off to the east. 
 
    "What the hell?" Oak said. 
 
    "Either they're trying for Winnemucca, or they're just trying to head in a direction they think they won't run into any resistance," Maitland said. 
 
    "But the map here shows mountains," General Baker pointed out. 
 
    "There's a few small roads going through the area. If they pick one of those up and follow it, it will take them through the pass here." Maitland pointed to a spot on the map. "Then it's only a couple of hours to the town or the interstate." 
 
    Roxy listened as Sean, Chad, and Maitland discussed options. Chad wanted an ambush in the pass that the road followed and won out when he suggested they could always lure the enemy into going that way if worse came to worst. 
 
    It was almost a full hour after the gate had closed that the trap was sprung, Chad having moved up the reserves that were now in Winnemucca to help with the battle. They'd taken the time to set up a couple of cameras on the pass and link them back to the base so they had a nice, clear view of the entire battle. 
 
    Roxy squirmed in her seat as she watched Sean fight, wishing she was out there with him. He was definitely improving, and had become a serious force to be reckoned with.  
 
    Then again, all the fighters were getting better. When they'd finally killed the last demon, they'd only lost three of their own. 
 
    "Roxy," General Baker said, coming over to her. She noticed that he was the only one of his team still awake. It was now after four in the morning. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "Do you think you could show me what happens when the men return?" 
 
    "Of course, General." 
 
    "Excellent. Let me wake my team up and we'll go." 
 
      
 
    It was two hours before Sean returned to the base. He was tired, he was bloody, dirty, and really wanted to just eat and sleep, hopefully at the same time. He'd ridden back on the last helicopter, and when it landed, they shut it down as the mechanics came out to start servicing it and prepping for the next attack. 
 
    Slipping out the back, he shook Daelyn awake and, after giving Cali a hug, he walked slowly towards Roxy and Roberta, who were both standing by a man in a green uniform. 
 
    "Girls," Sean said and gave them each a hug. "Where's Peg and Jolene?" 
 
    "Putting together your breakfast," Roxy said, and then gave Cali and Daelyn hugs as well. 
 
    "Sean, this is General Baker," Roberta said. 
 
    Sean nodded slowly as General Baker took his hand and shook it. 
 
    "Sean, my boy, I can definitely help you. I've already got some ideas after talking with your great uncle and your wife Roxy. Hell, after I get done with this place, you're gonna wonder how you got as far as you did without me!" 
 
    Sean dropped his head, looked down at General Baker, and was about to retort when Roxy put her finger on his lips. 
 
    "Maitland likes him and thinks his ideas are good." 
 
    "What about you?" Sean grumbled. 
 
    "He's still here, isn't he?" Roxy said with a grin. 
 
    Sean took a deep breath and sighed. "Welcome, General Baker. Thank you very much for coming out, and I know we'll all appreciate anything you can do for us. Now if you'll excuse me?" 
 
    "Go on and get some rack time, my boy. You've earned it. I'll try to keep my people out of your way while we work on this." 
 
    "Sounds great," Sean said and let Roberta steer him towards the house, as Roxy dragged a sleepy Daelyn and a weary Cali along behind him. 
 
    "So, Roxy tells me you like the general?" Sean asked Maitland as he sat down at the table in his armor to eat. 
 
    "Sean doesn't seem to like him much," Roberta warned. 
 
    "I just hate that 'my boy' thing he keeps using on me," Sean said and then gave a massive yawn. 
 
    "I don't think he means any harm by it," Roxy said, helping Daelyn out of her armor. "He just thinks logistics is the be all and end all of the world." 
 
    "And that he's the alpha and omega when it comes to logistics," Jolene added. 
 
    "What do you think?" Sean asked, turning towards Maitland. 
 
    "I think we have found our man," Maitland said with a smile. "Logistics is our weakest link. And if a man like that can rise as high as he has with such an abrasive personality?" 
 
    "He has to walk on water." Sean sighed. "Okay, I'll play nice with him and keep my temper on a short leash. Now, Peg or Jolene, could you help me get out of this?" 
 
    "Why not just shift and let it fall off?" Peg asked. 
 
    "Ah, now I remember why I married you!" Sean said, standing up and shifting, and sliding out of his armor rather easily. 
 
    "Because I'm smart?" Peg asked, grinning. 
 
    "No, because you're always trying to get me naked!" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Space Maker 
 
      
 
    Stretching and yawning, Sean scratched his chest as he padded into the command center and dropped down into a chair at the head of the table. It was almost noon; he'd wanted to sleep in, as he hadn't gotten to bed until sometime after six, but Roxy had said it was important, so after a quick shower he'd stumbled on out here. At least the room was now attached to the house by a covered walkway. 
 
    "Aren't you going to put some clothes on?" Captain Mueller said as Dania set a large plate of food down in front of him. 
 
    "Be happy I put the shorts on," Sean muttered and started in on the food with a will. 
 
    He noticed that two female officers were both giving him appreciative looks, which didn't surprise him. Between being a lion and the constant training and fighting, Sean was ripped. He also suspected Jolene, with her mind and body magic, may have had a little something to do with that as well. But if it made her happy, then he was happy. 
 
    "Coming to a meeting with the general in your shorts is hardly appropriate!" 
 
    Sean snorted and then smiled at Dania as she came in with a second plate of food. 
 
    "You let the general worry about it," Sean said and hurriedly cleaned off the first plate of food so he could hand it to Dania, who was waiting there. 
 
    "That's one hell of an appetite," Captain Hart said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Master Sean is both a werelion and a magic user," Dania said in that musical voice of hers. "He expends a lot of energy when fighting." 
 
    Sean finished the plate and handed it to Dania. 
 
    "Thanks, Dania. Thank your twin sister for me, too." 
 
    "Yes, Milord," Dania said, smiling at him and bending over just enough to give him a good view down her shirt. 
 
    "How old is she?" Captain Mueller blurted out as Sean turned back to Captain Hart and smiled at her. 
 
    "What Dania said." Sean started to eat more slowly and ignored Mueller's outburst. "Lycans tend to burn more calories than humans, so we need to eat more. If we've been shifting a lot or having to regenerate, we eat even more. Casting magic on top of all of that adds to it." 
 
    "I see," she said, though Sean could tell she clearly didn't. 
 
    "Don't worry," Sean said between bites, "you'll figure it out soon enough. I know it's a lot to take in." 
 
    "What's the story with that young woman anyway? I've never seen skin so dark before." 
 
    "She's not human; she's a dark elf. I rescued her and her twin sister from a very bad situation. Their older sister," Sean took another bite of food and chewed on it a moment before swallowing, "is one of my wives." 
 
    "Then why does she call you master?" 
 
    Sean smiled. "Dark elf society is more feudally based than human society is." 
 
    "And lycan society?" Major Vanderberg asked. 
 
    Sean shrugged. "It's not all that different from human society. Oh, the need to remain hidden meant you never told your friends or coworkers about it, but mostly we just blend right in." 
 
    "But you have so many wives, surely that would make any lycan stand out." 
 
    Sean shook his head, taking a moment to eat some more food.  
 
    "That's a lion thing. It's not common for the rest; we're different." 
 
    "What makes you different?" 
 
    "We're gods," Sean said with a smile and stuck another forkful of food into his mouth. 
 
    "Well, you sure don't look like a god to me!" Captain Musalino retorted. 
 
    Sean shrugged, then swallowed. "That's because you're not a lycan. We're their gods, not humanity's. But piss one of us off enough…" Sean smiled slowly. 
 
    "Room! Ten-hut!" Lieutenant Kennedy said just as Musalino opened his mouth to say something. All of the officers quickly jumped to their feet as General Baker came in with Maitland, Chad, Oak, and Roxy in tow. 
 
    "Lieutenant, I thought I told you not to bother with that here?" General Baker waved to the room. "As you were." 
 
    "Sorry, Sir. Old habits," the lieutenant said and winked at Sean. 
 
    "Sean, my boy!" the general said, turning to him. "Glad to see you're awake. I hope you don't mind that I took the liberty of interviewing some of your people this morning. I gotta say, I'm impressed by the kind of people you've got working for you. My team's gonna have to bring out our A game if don't want to look bad!" 
 
    "Why thank you, General," Sean said. "Do you think you'll be able to get us some more lift to move our troops?" 
 
    "I've already sent a preliminary request, my boy. The problem is, as always, politics. You'll get it eventually, I'm sure about that. But I thought we'd start with the things you can do with what you've got right here and now. Then we'll move on to your existing supply chain and see if we can't make that work better for you as well." 
 
    "Sounds great, General." 
 
    Roxy dropped into the seat next to him on his right, Chad took the one on his left, Maitland taking the next one down after that, as General Baker sat at the other end of the table. 
 
    "Bill, if you could load that Power Point presentation we put together on the monitor, we can get started." 
 
    Captain Mueller nodded and got to work. 
 
    'If you can help me keep from falling asleep in what I'm sure is going to be a long and boring meeting, I'd sure appreciate it!' Sean sent to the First. 
 
    The only response he got was the distinct impression that the First was snoring. 
 
    'Coward,' Sean sent with a mental sigh. Course, if he could sleep through this and let the First deal with it, he undoubtedly would have. 
 
      
 
    Sean was surprised that he got through the next two hours without nodding off. General Baker's ideas dealing with moving troops and supplies to and from the battlefield were actually quite simple, but Sean hadn't even thought about them until after the general had pointed them out. His solutions were interesting, and his approach to a number of problems were all well thought out and shouldn't be that hard to implement. Then there was a lot of thought put forth about the future and the upcoming problems they'd no doubt be facing as the war continued.  
 
    They then discussed supply issues, such as the swords and armor delivery schedules, moving on quickly to things like food, clothing, fuel, lodging, and they'd even gone over small shops selling different odds and ends to help perk up the life of the average soldier in between missions. 
 
    And through the entire meeting, for all that Sean may have found aspects of his demeanor to be abrasive, General Baker had only praise for Sean's people and the job they'd done to date. They traded the occasional barb back and forth across the table; Sean had remembered the First's comment about 'tanking him back' and did so. But he could see that Maitland and Chad were hanging on his every word, and when they asked questions, they got clear and detailed answers from either the general or one of his staff. 
 
    When they finally took a break, Sean stood and stretched, shifting into his hybrid form as he did so. There were several sharp intakes of breath from around the table. Sean tried to remember which ones had seen him when he'd gotten back last night. 
 
    "If you'll all excuse me," Sean rumbled. "I have prior commitments I have to attend to, and I need to spend some time with my troops. Chad and Maitland here have the power to make decisions in my name, but to be completely honest, General, I'm impressed beyond words at what you've shown me so far. I can't even begin to imagine what you'll be doing for us a month from now." 
 
    "Happy to hear it, my boy. I told you I'd be useful. Why don't you take the lieutenant there with you? If we're going to send him out to observe when the next battle comes, it'd be best if he got familiar with your people first." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Sounds fine. Come on, Kennedy." 
 
    "So which of your staff members appreciated that little show there?" Sean asked the lieutenant once they were outside. 
 
    "Joyce and Linda definitely did," Lieutenant Kennedy said with a chuckle. "I think Mueller may have pissed himself just a little." 
 
    Sean snorted. "What's his problem?" 
 
    "I think he joined the military so people would respect him. Problem is, they only respect the uniform, they don't respect him at all. He's been bounced around a lot from what I gather. He's good with numbers, which is why he's here right now, but that's about it. He has a tendency to stick his nose where no one wants it, boss around the lower ranks and enlisted, and try to push his weird sense of morality on anyone he's got power over." 
 
    "And his friend?" 
 
    "Musalino? Yeah, I don't quite get that one either. Apparently they went to school together or something. But at least Musalino has a life; he's married. You'd think he'd know enough to steer clear of Mueller's little pissing matches. It's already bit him on the ass once." 
 
    "I'm surprised you know so much about him." 
 
    Lieutenant Kennedy shrugged. "We keep a file on him in the security office. It's unofficial, but he's been trouble to the lower ranks enough times that we all get warned about him. I'm actually not in his chain of command, and he doesn't have any authority over me, but you watch, the first chance he gets, he'll try to order me around." 
 
    "Huh, I'm surprised he made captain then." 
 
    "Getting to captain is easy. It's getting to major that's hard. If I'd known he was going to be coming with us, I would never have volunteered." 
 
    "Why did you volunteer?" 
 
    "Because everyone else in my unit is human and wouldn't have survived." Lieutenant Kennedy shook his head. "There's more than a few of us in the service; like you told them back inside, we're pretty much everywhere." 
 
    "You don't have a necklace or a tag, do you?" 
 
    Lieutenant Kennedy snorted. "On a first lieutenant's salary? Hardly." 
 
    "Well, let's go get you a set, and then you can come with me while I make the rounds." 
 
    "Thank you, Sir." 
 
    "It's Sean. Just call me Sean. If anyone complains, you can tell them I'm not in the military." 
 
    "But you're a god!" he replied with a grin. 
 
    Now it was Sean's turn to snort. "Honestly? All the other lions used up the fun part. Now I'm just stuck with the hard work." 
 
    "Yeah, six wives. Sounds awfully hard to me!" 
 
    "How'd you know about that?" 
 
    "It was in the briefing notes. Unlike the others, I read it. All of it. You're the second lion I've met." 
 
    "Oh? Who'd you meet?" 
 
    The lieutenant shrugged. "I didn't get his name. He said he was the warden of some pit full of insanity, and he yanked our chains pretty hard when we tried to go take a look. None of the humans in my group remembered it, but the two wolf NCOs, they remembered it as well." 
 
    'Devon,' the First supplied. 'He guards the entrance to a relic of one of the first wars. It does nasty things to any humans who stumble upon it.' 
 
    "That was Devon," Sean said. 
 
    "Damn, you guys really do talk!" 
 
    "Yup," Sean agreed and, walking into the armory, got Lieutenant Kennedy a lycan necklace, a silver tag, and one of the spare swords they kept on hand. 
 
    "What do you expect me to do with this?" the lieutenant asked when Sean handed him the sword as they walked out to the central courtyard, where a large group of lycans were gathered. 
 
    "Learn how to use it, obviously." 
 
    Sean stopped by Demon, who was leading today's class. 
 
    "What's up, Sean?" 
 
    "This is Lieutenant Kennedy. He's on loan for a few days; teach him enough that he doesn't embarrass himself when we go out next. Also make sure everyone knows not to out him to his friends, got it?" 
 
    "Out him?" Demon looked at Sean, a little confused. 
 
    "They don't know he's a lycan." 
 
    "Oh!" Demon said and looked a little embarrassed. "Got it!" 
 
    Shaking his head, Sean headed for the infirmary to check on their own wounded. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Damn, I hate when these things open at night," Sean growled as they sped towards the gateway. It was two AM; the last gateway had opened four days ago on the seventh, and the break had been a nice change. Thankfully it hadn't been long enough for him to start getting nervous. 
 
    "Want us to drop flares?" Trey asked. 
 
    "Not until we're ready to attack. Has anybody spotted anyone coming out?" 
 
    "Not yet. But on a dark night like tonight, there's no guarantees." 
 
    Sean nodded and grumbled. It was overcast, and the new moon had set hours ago. It was about as dark as it got out here, and even with his enhanced night vision, the pilot was still relying on night vision goggles to fly them. 
 
    "Well, here we are," Trey said and brought them in. Flaring over the ground, he touched down long enough for them all to quickly clear out of the helicopter, then took off and raced back to the ranch for the next wave. 
 
    "Okay, Lieutenant," Sean said as they formed up and started moving forward in a skirmish line. "Stay out of the way of Cali and Daelyn. They won't hesitate to whack you one if you get between me and them. You're best off laying back about twenty feet behind me and keeping your eyes open." 
 
    "I know how to fight! This isn't my first time, you know." 
 
    "It is with a sword," Sean reminded him, "and you're not here to fight, you're here to observe whatever the hell it is Baker wants observed." 
 
    "I don't see anyone around the gateway, my Husband," Cali said in a soft voice as they topped the small hill they'd landed behind. 
 
    Sean nodded and got on the radio. Chad's people were now landing, and Claudia's were only a minute behind. General Baker's suggestion to rack all their armor and weapons in the building next to the helipad instead of their personal quarters had shaved several minutes off their response time. Getting here before the enemy came out was definitely a good thing. 
 
    "Movement!" Cali hissed and, casting an enhanced night vision spell on himself, Sean started looking over the scene.  
 
    "A dozen gnashers just came through," he called over the radio. "And another dozen. They're really pouring out. Uh-oh, a mindre just came out." 
 
    "Launch the flares," Chad ordered, and a moment later several flare guns went off and a number of parachute flares lit the scene below. 
 
    "That looks like something out of Dante's Inferno," the lieutenant commented from behind them. 
 
    "Oh, don't worry, it'll get worse," Daelyn grumbled. 
 
    "Well, they know we're here now," Sean said, drawing his sword. "I'll deal with the Mindre, unless something worse comes through. At a walk, people!" 
 
    They all started down the hill towards the portal; the Mindre was bellowing out commands and getting the gnashers in order as a couple of raseri came out of the gateway and joined the enemy's forces. 
 
    They clashed while more of the gnashers and a third raseri were coming out of the gate, but the demons were still fewer than a hundred in number, and Sean's troops were almost three times that. They'd hit them before they'd gotten any sort of order, and Sean was able to slay the mindre before it could get any kind of defense organized, while Cali and several other troops killed the raseri, and the rest of his people mopped up the gnashers. 
 
    The problem was, demons were still coming through the portal.  
 
    When another mindre came through, Sean had to move quickly to intercept it, and he and Cali double-teamed it as the rest dealt with the two raseri accompanying it. 
 
    "Pull back!" Chad called over the radio while Sean was finishing up. "Pull back to the sides and behind the gate!" 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "One of the raseri went back through the gate. They know we're here now. If they have any nasty weapons, they'll be the next through the gate." 
 
    "Makes sense," Sean agreed and they all reordered themselves in more defensive positions while they waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    Sean was drowsing a little as he knelt there on the ground when suddenly a loud yell brought him to his feet. False dawn was starting to light up the ground before him, and coming out of the gate was a wall of gnashers, ten deep and ten wide, arms linked as they pushed forward, followed immediately by a half dozen raseri, another ten by ten block of gnashers, and then two more mindre. 
 
    And they were moving fast! 
 
    "Everybody up!" Sean roared loudly and immediately led his men down the hill to smash into the side of the two mindre before they could get too far away.  
 
    The mindre saw them coming, and turned their group of gnashers around to intercept Sean and his people, as another block of gnashers came out of the gate, followed by two more raseri. 
 
    Suddenly Sean found himself between two large forces and signaled for a retreat, all of his men backpedaling away from the gnashers and the mindre before the other group could fall on their unguarded flank. Thankfully Chad's reserve group hadn't engaged and started to fight their way towards Sean and his people. 
 
    "Bring all the reserves in!" Chad's voice called over the radio. "Everyone move up to the fight. They're flooding us with gnashers!" 
 
    Looking over by the gate, Sean could see Chad was right, another block of a hundred came out. But this block didn't have a larger demon lording over them, and as one of the reserve groups plowed into them, they didn't hold their integrity very long. 
 
    That unfortunately wasn't helping Sean all that much. His group of eighty was being hit by two groups from either side, and the sheer number of them was wreaking havoc on his people. Several had fallen back with serious wounds that would take minutes to heal before they could step back up to the fight, and Sean wasn't sure he had minutes. 
 
    Opening up his offensive framework, he called up a cone of fire and started to spray it back and forth along the wall of gnashers in front of him and to the sides, trying to buy enough time for the reserves to join the fight and make a difference. They were only a couple hundred yards behind Sean and his men, but in a fight like this, seconds most definitely mattered. 
 
    Pulling his lines back some more, Sean canceled the fire spell and took advantage of the confusion that had caused to cast a couple of fireballs into the middle of the group on his right, then shifted his attack to the group on the left that was now being set on by Chad's reserve group, led by Ryan. It took precious seconds, but he was able to fight his way through them and link up before turning back around to take care of his right flank. 
 
    By the time they'd cut the bulk of the gnashers down, Chad and his people had engaged the two mindre, and Sean was reminded once again that, of all his friends, Chad was the real martial artist as he quickly dispatched the first mindre, while Max held the second one at bay, with Baron's help. Then the three of them made quick work of the remaining one. 
 
    Two of the raseri tried to turn and run back to the gate, but unfortunately for them, Sean was now in the way of any escape. Sean wasn't happy with his position; anything that came through that gate now would have an easy shot at his rear, so his only real option was to attack forward and put a lot more space between it and himself.  
 
    When they finally finished off the last of the demons, Chad reorganized them all back and well away from the gateway, putting the freshest of their troops in the front, while they caught a break sitting in the rear. 
 
    "What did we learn today?" Chad asked in a low voice, coming over to Sean. 
 
    "Not to charge in when there's an open gate on my flank." Sean sighed. 
 
    "Good boy! I knew you could learn!" 
 
    Sean growled a little at that. 
 
    "Look, I'd whack you upside the head for that one if it wouldn't hurt morale," Chad warned Sean. "And if you do it again, I'll tell Roxy, who will certainly put a hurt on you." 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, I know, I know," Sean sighed. "Are you sure you want to sit this far away? If they come through again, they'll have time to set up now." 
 
    Chad shook his head. "No one's coming through that gate again. They shot their wad, and they got hammered." 
 
    "You think? There was probably only seven or eight hundred of them between the two groups. We've seen a lot more of that before." 
 
    "And they were a lot more organized from the get-go, too," Chad told him. "Also, they were all mindre, raseri, and gnashers. No ridders, råge, or biskops. I think these people were from a different group. They put those imitation pikemen squares together at the last moment. The folks in the center of those were tripping over each other's feet." 
 
    "Well, wait and see, I guess," Sean said and squatted down to wait for the gate to close. 
 
      
 
    No one else came out that gate, as Chad had predicted. When the gate finally closed and they started backing up, Sean looked around and found the lieutenant examining the dead bodies of the demons. 
 
    "Do these things burn?" he asked, looking up at Sean. 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    "I wonder if flame throwers would work for you guys?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "Only one way to find out I guess. So, what did you think of the fight?" 
 
    "I think I need more sword practice. When's the next one open?" 
 
    "Soon enough. The next window opens on the thirteenth, and today's what, the twelfth?" 
 
    "Well, that doesn't sound too bad." 
 
    "Oh, trust me, it's gonna get a lot worse before it gets better. Our ride's landing, time to go home." 
 
    Sean explained the schedule to the lieutenant on the flight back, and watched as he took notes. 
 
    "You really need to do something about your weapons." 
 
    Sean nodded. "I know. Using swords isn't the best way to deal with this; I keep hoping someone will figure something out. Hopefully the flamethrower idea will help." 
 
    They landed then, and Trey started to shut everything down, as this was the last trip back. The techs helped Sean and the others out of the helicopter and then immediately started in on maintenance.  
 
    "What's the rush?" Lieutenant Kennedy asked. 
 
    "We only have enough trained people to cycle one through at a time, and we have six," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "I'll make sure General Baker knows to send people out with the birds," Lieutenant Kennedy said with a nod. 
 
    Walking over to the room where the armor was stored, Sean noticed that the lieutenant had shifted back from his hybrid form to his human one. He'd been wearing fatigues, which were now probably ruined from the 'tar' of the dead demons, as well as all the blood from his own wounds and those of the people around him. The breastplate didn't resize, but that wasn't a big issue, being as it was just the front and back piece. 
 
    Everyone started stripping off any clothing they had before they even got to the door and throwing it all in a barrel. It would be gone through later, and either cleaned, or burned, depending on how bad it was.  
 
    "Lieutenant! What the hell do you think you're doing?" 
 
    "Aw, fuck," Lieutenant Kennedy said, "I forgot that asshole might be here." 
 
    Sean looked over at Kennedy, who had stripped off his shirt and pants and tossed it into the barrel as well. All he had on were his boots, and he was holding the breastplate/back plate combo in his left hand. 
 
    Captain Mueller was striding across the landing area with a stern look on his face. 
 
    "Go inside, get cleaned up," Sean rumbled. "I got this." 
 
    "I..." Lieutenant Kennedy looked up at Sean's expression and decided to go inside. 
 
    "Don't you go walking away! Come back here, Lieutenant! That's an order!" 
 
    Sean shook his head and watched as Mueller strode angrily towards the door that the last of the troops were going through. Sean stuck his arm out and blocked Mueller. 
 
    "Out of my way!" Mueller yelled and tried to push past Sean's arm. 
 
    "You're not allowed in there," Sean grumbled.  
 
    "The lieutenant went in there! He's hiding from me! He's out of uniform! He's naked! In public!" 
 
    "It's for returning fighters. Not for lame-ass chair jockeys who want to stare at naked bodies." 
 
    "Out of my way!" 
 
    Sean lowered his head down until his nose was level with Mueller's and, baring his fangs, he growled.  
 
    "Or. What?" 
 
    "I'll have him brought up on charges! I'm a captain! I have rank! Now I demand to go inside!" 
 
    "Well, if you really want to go in that badly," Sean growled and, grabbing the shoulders of Mueller's uniform, he let his claws slide out and ripped the shirt off of his body, taking his white undershirt with it. 
 
    "What are you doing!" Mueller shrieked. 
 
    "Only naked people are allowed inside, standing orders," Sean growled and, ripping the man's pants off, he grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and pushed him through the door wearing only his well-polished shoes. Dropping his shredded clothing on the ground, Sean followed him inside, spinning Mueller around and pushing him back inside as he tried to make his escape. 
 
    "What's the matter, Mueller? Afraid of showing a little skin?" Sean growled. The man was as pink as a newborn, and about as flabby, too. He wasn't really fat; there just wasn't any muscle tone to him at all. "Come on! You wanted in! Well, you're in!" 
 
    Mueller was starting to panic, almost gasping for breath. Everyone else in the room was getting out of their gear, using the towels and cleaners provided to get the tar and the blood off their gear and their bodies, then racking it all up and heading towards the showers. Most of the solders were men, but at least a quarter of them were women. 
 
    "Let me go!" 
 
    "But you're out of uniform now, Captain. I wouldn't want you to get in trouble! But if you run through those showers over there, well, there's people handing out clothing." 
 
    Sean let him go then, and instead of running for the showers, Mueller ran out the door they'd entered, all but screaming. 
 
    "You know he's going to complain to the general," Lieutenant Kennedy said. 
 
    "I can't have him causing my people trouble." Sean sighed and started taking off his own gear. One of the attendants came over to help him. 
 
    "I'm not one of your people." 
 
    Sean snorted. 
 
    The attendant who took Kennedy's armor shook his head. "You're a lycan, he's a lion. It's like gravity, it just is." 
 
    "If Mueller or his friend give you any trouble, you let me know and I'll deal with it." Sean sighed, and with his armor now off, he shifted into his human form and went to get cleaned up.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ride the Cliché 
 
      
 
    "Damn, what did you do to Mueller?" Roxy asked as she dropped down to sit on the bed. Sean stretched and gave Roberta a hug, then carefully untangled himself from her, making sure not to accidentally pull her hair as he pushed down on the bed and sat up to give Roxy a hug. 
 
    "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "He's been raising objections to everything the others are proposing. Oh, he doesn't do it while Baker is around, but he's seriously doing everything he can to sabotage us here, and his friend is helping him. 
 
    "Hmm, maybe I should talk to Cali," Sean mused. 
 
    "Sean! I'm serious! This guy is stirring up trouble, and I wouldn't be surprised to find out he's making calls back to the Pentagon to cause even more trouble." 
 
    "What, you don't know?" Sean asked surprised. 
 
    Roxy snorted. "Okay, yes, he's doing that too. He's gone from a petty annoying problem to a full-fledged thorn in our side." 
 
    "So you're saying I should talk to Cali? Or should I just kill him myself?" Sean smiled and flexed his hands as he thought about twisting a certain someone's head off. Mueller was a bully, just like Dean had been. But where Dean had had strength and physical power, Mueller used the authority his rank gave him to feed his ego. Dean at least had the balls to come at you face to face. Mueller was all about sticking knives in your back. 
 
    "You do that, and we'll have more problems than we'll know what to do with. Now tell me, what did you do to him?" 
 
    "I stripped him naked and pushed him into a room full of naked lycans." 
 
    "Is that all?" Roberta chuckled. "I've seen that little weasel. I'm surprised he didn't have a coronary." 
 
    "Sean!" Roxy sighed. "Why?" 
 
    "He was harassing Kennedy and threatening him with charges because he saw Kennedy's ass as he took off his ruined fatigues on the way into new recovery room." 
 
    "How'd that happen?" 
 
    "The clothing barrel is outside. I guess no one thought there'd be any mundanes around who might complain about a bunch of naked people. But you should have seen him, I think he was about to pop a gasket about the kid being out of uniform and disobeying a direct order. Kennedy's not even in his chain of command. I was kind of hoping he'd learn a lesson about pissing off lions. I guess he's just too stupid for that." 
 
    "Great, just great." Roxy shook her head. 
 
    "Look, Hon, I'm sorry, I'll take care of it," Sean said and gave her a squeeze. 
 
    Roxy shook her head. "No, you'll just end up killing him or something. I'll take care of it." 
 
    "I broke it..." Sean started, but stopped when Roxy put her finger over his lips. 
 
    "I said I'd take care of it, and I will, Sean. So don't worry about it, and don't give it any more thought. The next window opens tomorrow, and we still have work to do to get everything ready to go." 
 
    Sean nodded. "I need to see Claudia and go over her finances. Sawyer's still making us a lot of money and wants me to start selling those medallions that block scrying." 
 
    "Don't those block mental spells as well?" 
 
    "We had a long discussion on it. He agreed that we should hold off letting that little secret out, and I can separate those functions with a little work. But he's pretty sure we could sell ones that block those spells for an easy hundred grand a piece." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "He's going to sell the protection from scrying at fifty, then let it run down to half that, where he'll hold it steady." 
 
    "Well, as long as the money keeps coming in to fund all this, I guess that's a good thing." 
 
    Sean patted her belly. "Gotta make sure the kids have clothes, right?" 
 
    "I'm a bit more worried about us having the money to keep us in fuel and spare parts for all the helicopters. Now, you go hit the shower." 
 
    Nodding, Sean got up and, stretching again, ambled off to go wash up before heading off to start his day. 
 
    "So, what are you going to do about Mueller?" Roberta asked after Sean closed the door. 
 
    "Something permanent, I'm sure. Little bastard is more worried about his sense of importance than winning a war against devils that want to eat him. That makes him expendable in my book." 
 
    "So, Cali?" 
 
    Roxy shook her head. "Too suspicious. Besides, I want him to suffer first. Maybe his friend will catch on so we don't have to get rid of him too." 
 
    "So who then?" 
 
    "Who do you think?" Roxy replied with a grin. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Peg, Sheila," Roxy said, coming into Peg's small office, where Sheila was apparently teaching Peg something about, well, Roxy wasn't sure she wanted to know. "I need your help." 
 
    "Sure, Rox. What's up?" Peg asked. 
 
    "Apparently that Captain Mueller guy is trying to make trouble for the lycan lieutenant they brought with them, and Sean's getting annoyed." 
 
    Sheila shrugged. "So why not just wait until Sean kills him?" 
 
    Roxy shook her head. "I don't think it would go over very well with General Baker if Sean was to start killing members of his team." 
 
    "Yeah, mundanes are funny that way," Peg said with a grin, causing Roxy to just roll her eyes. 
 
    "So what do you want me to do?" 
 
    Roxy shrugged. "Whatever you want. Just as long as it stops him from pissing off Sean or making the lieutenant's life any harder than it already is." 
 
    "Whatever I want?" Peg asked slowly. "Seriously?" 
 
    Roxy nodded. "Yup. Have fun, and make it interesting. I'm sure he's earned it. See you both at dinner! And I mean it Sheila, both. We don't get to see enough of you!" 
 
    "So do we kill him before or after dinner?" Sheila asked. 
 
    Peg sighed and looked over at Sheila. "If Rox just wanted him dead, she would have gone to Cali. No, she wants to see him suffer, obviously." 
 
    Sheila nodded. "True, very true." Then suddenly she smiled. "She told us to have fun, didn't she?" 
 
    Peg grinned. "And to make it interesting. What do you say we go ask around a bit about this Captain Mueller and see just what we can learn?" 
 
    "Where do you want to start?" 
 
    "Where you always start, at the beginning. I'll call his mom. Why don't you go talk to the other two girls on the general's staff, see if you can't draw them out a bit? Guy like that, I'm sure they've got more than a few gripes about him." 
 
    Sheila nodded. "Sounds good, but how are you going to get his mom's phone number?" 
 
    "I'll just 'borrow' his cellphone," Peg said with a wink. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Sean opened his eyes and looked at his watch, then remembered that he'd left it back in the bedroom. He was just too worried about it getting destroyed. It was the only thing he had from both Sampson and his dad.  
 
    Looking around, there were still guys standing watch, so sitting up, he fumbled with the radio to turn it back on, the feeling of pins and needles in his left hand making him stop and look at it as he remembered his last fight. After it'd gotten cut off, he'd still managed to kill the biskop he'd been fighting, but then withdrew to the recovery area. He'd sat down to conserve his energy and wait for his regeneration to take effect, as he'd been dangerously low on mana at that point. Obviously he'd fallen asleep. 
 
    Listening a moment to the radio, he could only hear routine calls. 
 
    "Sean here, who's got command?" 
 
    "Max here, glad to see you're awake. We got them under control and forced them back through the gate about two hours ago. Chad's down taking a nap as well." 
 
    "What's the mission clock at?" 
 
    "We're approaching nine hours in. Chad was pretty sure that if they didn't pop out by nine, there wouldn't be any more this time." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "Because it took their order of battle almost three hours to get through the gate, and we still pushed it back." 
 
    Standing up slowly, Sean looked around. There were a lot of his people sleeping on the ground. Not the most comfortable thing to do, but after a four-hour fight, they had to be heavily fatigued.  
 
    It didn't take him long to find Chad, so walking over to where he was, he nudged his foot and took a step back as Chad sprang to his feet quickly. 
 
    "Stand down, Chad," Sean told him. "We're almost at nine hours, and no sign of 'em." 
 
    "Then why the hell are you waking me up?" 
 
    "'Cause I have questions, and I'm sure you have answers. These guys were a hell of a lot tougher and better organized than the last bunch. There were also a hell of a lot more of them. So what's your analysis?" 
 
    "Different groups. I got Stacy, one of my wolves, taking pictures up close of all their outfits to see if we can figure out any kind of heraldry. I think the gates wander around on their side as much as they do on our side." Chad paused a moment. "Well, maybe not as much, some groups seem to come through pretty quickly, while others don't. So some of these guys are waiting for the gate and are able to mobilize quickly. Others aren't. 
 
    "How's the fight in South America going?" 
 
    'They're sending out small guerilla groups to feel us out and get the lay of the land. Like they normally do.' the First told him. Sean repeated that to Chad. 
 
    "If the topography on the other side relates to what's here at all, then it's a far-off country from the one we're dealing with. I guess someone on the other side up here decided to get organized when they saw just how big their 'larder' had grown." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Well, we got that from the seers when we learned that they were planning on making the gate permanent." 
 
    "So there you have it. And it definitely seems like the gates in this area have a higher level of demon coming out of them. If the main gate breaks out anywhere around here, we'll definitely be in for it." 
 
    "I think we'll be in for it no matter where it breaks out," Sean said. "If they've put together a big enough force, I don't think they're going to have any problems violating borders back in their home world to be able to get here." 
 
    "I'd love to get some intel on said home world." Chad sighed. "Then we could take one of those temporary gates after the main one opens, and launch a surprise attack on the other side of it and hold it ourselves." 
 
    "You still want to take that thing, don't you?" Sean said with a sigh. 
 
    "Course I do! I don't just want to be the best in this world; I want to be the best in all the worlds!" Chad grinned and laughed. 
 
    "It's nice to see you've got goals. I think we should get everybody up and get them ready in case they decide for a last-minute attack just to mess with us." 
 
    Chad nodded and, turning on his radio, he gave the order to wake everyone back up as he and Sean headed over to where the lookouts who were watching the gateway were stationed. 
 
    "I'm surprised they didn't take a second shot," Max said. 
 
    "Eh, they've lost too many people and too many times. They're starting to learn patience," Chad said. 
 
    "But I thought they reincarnated back home after they were killed?" 
 
    "Not if Sean kills them; then they're dead dead. Right Sean?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "I don't really understand it, it's one of those mystical shit things I get to do as a god." 
 
    "So," Chad continued, "with Sean attacking their leaders, and those leaders not coming back, they're learning caution. At least that's my opinion." 
 
    "Sounds good to me," Max said with a nod. 
 
    Three hours later when the gate collapsed, they found that Chad was right again, and the process of hauling everyone back to their respective bases began. 
 
    "Six down, six to go," Chad said to Sean as they watched the first group withdraw. 
 
    "More like six hundred." 
 
    "Eh, I look at this like a training exercise. We only get a gate every three days, and it's a small one. Then for three months they throw in a bigger gate every so often to mess with us. I think by the time we get the really big gates coming, we'll be in pretty good shape." 
 
    "Do you still think Reno's gonna become a ruin?" 
 
    Chad nodded. "I'll be surprised if they haven't managed to get a foothold in here by the end of phase three, and I know they'll definitely get one in phase four. Especially after we deny them a permanent bridge and the pressure's off for us to perform. We'll be war weary by that point, and they're gonna be hella pissed. 
 
    "Ask the First how many decades it took to kill off all the demons that were still here when the gates collapsed during that last big one?" 
 
    'Almost two centuries.' the First supplied immediately. Obviously he was interested in this conversation too. 
 
    "About two hundred years," Sean sighed. 
 
    Chad nodded. "With any luck, and our better technology, we should be able to do better than that. But things are going to be a mess for at least a decade after this is done, probably longer." 
 
    "And then there'll be the countries that want to take care of the ones that are weak after fighting the demons." 
 
    "Of course!" Chad grinned. "Humans are such a contentious lot, after all." 
 
    "Says the man who used to be one," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "And that's how I know what they'll do! Well, see you at the after-action meeting tomorrow," Chad said as one of his helicopters came in for a landing. "Come on, Max, that's our ride!" 
 
    Sean gave him a slap on the back as he ran off, then looked around for Lieutenant Kennedy, and found him chatting up a rather cute female cougar. 
 
    "Lieutenant, everything under control?" 
 
    "Yes, Sean. I got the information the general wanted today and already sent it back to him. So as long as I don't run into a certain somebody, I've earned some down time." 
 
    Sean nodded and mulled it over for a moment.  
 
    "You know what? Don't shift back." Sean clicked his microphone. "Listen up, everyone. If that Mueller idiot comes looking for the lieutenant, you just saw him a minute ago heading off to the first place that comes to mind that's a good walk from wherever you are. Let's see if we can't lead him on a wild goose chase, got it?" 
 
    Sean smiled as all of his people raised their hands and waved an acknowledgment. 
 
    "Thanks, Sean." 
 
    "Who said I'm doing it for you?" Sean said with a wink. "Christi there has earned a nice reward. Right Christi?" 
 
    Christi winked back at Sean, then looked at Lieutenant Kennedy and purred, "Oh, definitely. If he behaves, I might even keep him!" 
 
    Sean smiled, gathered everyone up, and headed over to where their helicopters were landing. He didn't doubt that Mueller would be looking to cause problems. He just hoped Roxy would figure out a way to get a handle on him sooner rather than later.  
 
      
 
    Sean had to laugh; sure enough, Mueller was running all over the place looking for the lieutenant. None of the staff had discovered that the lieutenant was a lycan, so of course Mueller didn't know it either. Mueller had even asked the lieutenant himself at one point if he'd seen Kennedy.  
 
    Sean had finished showering and was on his way across the compound back to the kitchen to get some food—regenerating a hand had left him starving—when he was accosted by Mueller in front of everyone. 
 
    "Where are you hiding him!" Mueller yelled; he was almost foaming at the mouth now and was panting heavily. The good captain was apparently in rather poor shape. 
 
    "Do you always take that tone of voice with your superiors?" Sean said and couldn't help snickering. "If I wasn't in a rush to eat, I'd be bitch slapping you into next week right about now." 
 
    "You wouldn't dare!"  
 
    "Don't be so sure about that. Now mind your manners and remember to remove your clothes before going into the recovery room!" Sean added a wink after he said that. 
 
    "Why I'll..." 
 
    Sean took a step back in surprise as Mueller's eyes rolled up and he collapsed. 
 
    "Someone get one of the medics or Gloria!" Sean yelled. 
 
    "Can't you heal him?" one of the wolves asked. 
 
    "I wouldn't waste my magic on him even if I wasn't tapped out," Sean said with a growl as several others ran off. 
 
    Shaking his head, Sean turned and continued on to the kitchen. "Tell Gloria to call me when she knows what's wrong. I need to eat before I end up on the ground as well!" 
 
    Sean had been eating for about ten minutes when Gloria came in, followed by Major Harper. 
 
    "What's up?" Sean asked between forkfuls. 
 
    "Why are you so hungry?" Gloria asked. 
 
    "Lost my left hand." Sean grimaced for a moment. "Then I had to cast a bunch of magic. So I got hit hard by the regeneration." 
 
    Major Harper looked at Sean. "You lost a hand?" he asked. 
 
    "I almost lost the entire forearm. That demon was pretty nasty. So what's up, Doc?" Sean asked with a grin. 
 
    "Captain Mueller appears to have ingested some sort of magical potion," Gloria said, looking a little worried. "I need your permission to search his rooms to see if there's any evidence there." 
 
    "Sure, go right ahead. I don't know why you even bothered to ask." 
 
    "Because we don't work for you," Major Harper said. "So we have to get the 'landlord's' permission to enter an officer's room. Even in a medical emergency." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Keep me informed!" 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, Roxy showed up with Roberta and Major Vanderberg. 
 
    "Something wrong?" Sean asked, looking at them and setting his fork down. 
 
    "We've got a problem. We need you to come to Captain Mueller's room. General Baker is already there." 
 
    "Aw, shit," Sean swore and, getting to his feet, he followed the girls out to the barracks the officers had taken over.  
 
    When they got to the room, Sean saw that the general and the major were looking through a pile of something. 
 
    "Hey, are those panties?" Major Vanderberg blurted out. 
 
    Roxy nodded. "Gloria and Major Harper found them while going through Captain Mueller's things." 
 
    "So he was into women's clothing; that may be kinky, but it's not a crime," Sean said with a shrug. 
 
    "They're not his," Roxy said with a hint of a growl. "He's been stealing them from the laundry apparently." Roxy paused a moment, then added, "Before they were washed." 
 
    "It gets worse," Harper said and pointed to a drawer full of tiny bottles. 
 
    Bending over, Sean saw that each one had the name of one of the female lycans that lived here on it, along with their lycan race. Picking one up, he looked at it. There was a single hair inside. 
 
    "How'd he get their hair?" 
 
    "It's from their underwear," Roxy growled. 
 
    Sean snorted and tried not to laugh. 
 
    Roxy slapped him on the side. "It's not funny, Sean." 
 
    Sean couldn't help snickering. "For a guy who seemed terrified of naked women, it's hilarious! What a weird little man." 
 
    "I have to agree with your wife, Sean. This is no laughing matter for a US officer," General Baker said. "Do we know why he collapsed? The nurse who came and got me said he'd consumed some kind of magical potion?" 
 
    Gloria nodded. "That's why we're here; we came looking for the bottle or glass he drank it from. Whatever it is, it's not working right."  
 
    "Found it!" Harper held up a large glass bottle that was half-full of liquid, and they could all clearly see that there was a hair floating in it. 
 
    Sean shook his head. "I don't know anything about potions, sorry." 
 
    "I do," Roberta said taking it. "That's why Rox called me." 
 
    Sean nodded, then suddenly froze and stopped smiling. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Gloria asked. 
 
    "I'm going to step out of the room. If that hair turns out to belong to any of my wives, or Sheila or Deidre, you better get Captain Mueller out of here as fast as possible, because I will kill him the instant I find out." 
 
    Sean looked around the room, "Understand?" 
 
    Everyone nodded, and Sean quickly left. 
 
    "Who are Deidre and Sheila?" Major Vanderberg asked. 
 
    "His mistresses," Roberta told her. 
 
    "Wait, he's got six wives and two mistresses?" Major Harper said, looking surprised. 
 
    "He's a very busy lion," Roxy said with a wink and a grin. 
 
    "Damn, I'm surprised he's got the energy left to fight demons!" General Baker said with a smile. "I knew I liked that boy." Turning serious, he looked at Roberta. "Let me know what that potion is and how soon we can ship Captain Mueller's ass out of here. As for the name of the poor woman whose hair is in that bottle, I'd like to ask that it be kept secret so as not to embarrass her." 
 
    Gloria and Roberta both nodded. "Of course, General," Gloria said. 
 
    "Randy, Joyce, gather up Hart and Musalino and meet me in my office. I have a few questions for Jack about his friend. We may be sending two back to be cashiered before the day is out." 
 
    They all watched the officers troop out of the room and close the door behind them. 
 
    "Wow," Roberta said looking over at Roxy, "Peg sure is vicious." 
 
    "What?" Gloria asked. 
 
    "Oh, nothing. The potion is a binding potion. You drink some and then give some to your victim and it binds them to you. Romantically. Unfortunately, it only works on humans, not lycans. He'll be sick for a while, but I don't think it'll kill him." 
 
    "Oh? I've heard of these; never seen one though. Where do you think he got it?" 
 
    Roberta just shrugged and smiled. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "They can't do this to me! I'm innocent! I didn't do anything! Those vials aren't mine! I never took that...those...those filthy panties!" Mueller yelled at the others who were all sitting behind a table, while Lieutenant Kennedy restrained him from behind with the help of a couple of sergeants that General Baker had asked Colonel Tibbets to loan him. 
 
    "Then how do you explain your fingerprints being on the vials?" Major Vanderberg asked him.  
 
    "That's impossible!" 
 
    "Captain, you've done nothing but insult Mr. Valens, and over what?  Someone who isn't your responsibility?" 
 
    "I outrank him! And Valens is just some civilian! He's not important!" 
 
    "Captain," General Baker spoke up, "Sean Valens is an important leader of a large ethnic minority who have historically been abused and denied their rights. We need those people now because of the war we're being forced into. That alone makes him an important figure deserving of your respect. 
 
    "But that is not why you are here. You were found in possession of stolen goods, personal stolen goods, of a sexual nature. We have also discovered that you fully intended to make at least one of those women into some sort of sex slave through the use of magic that's proscribed, in an act that the military can only view as attempted rape. 
 
    "I have sent the details of this back to the Pentagon, and they have all been entered into your personal record. I have recommended that you be court-martialed and given a dishonorable discharge. I'd do it myself, but I have neither the time nor inclination to give you anything even approaching a fair trial. You are being sent home on the next available flight before you can cause any more difficulties." 
 
    "But I'm innocent!" Mueller screamed. 
 
    "Take him away," General Baker said with a dismissive motion. 
 
    "Yes, Sir!" Lieutenant Kennedy said, and seizing Captain Mueller, they dragged him out of the room. 
 
    General Baker leaned forward and looked down the table as Mueller left the room. 
 
    "Captain Musalino, do you think you could enlighten us as to your friend's behavior?" 
 
    "He's no longer any friend of mine, General," Musalino said, quickly realizing just which way the wind was blowing. "Obviously he's become a very sick man. I knew he didn't like Mr. Valens, but I had no idea that he was engaging in this kind of behavior, or I would have told you myself! This reflects badly on us all." 
 
    "Yes, it does. I expect to see your full cooperation going forward, Captain." 
 
    Captain Musalino nodded; he honestly didn't like Valens or the lycans very much either, but he knew his friend Chris had gone off the deep end, and if he wasn't careful, he'd find his own career dragged down with him.  
 
    If that happened, his wife would kill him. 
 
      
 
    Mueller was fuming the entire trip to the airport. There wasn't anything scheduled to leave the small National Guard base nearby, so he'd have to fly on a commercial airliner. To make matters worse, he was being accompanied by two sergeants from the Guard base who'd been ordered to see him on the airplane, and make sure he didn't get off of it before it had taken off.  
 
    There would be two more waiting for him when it landed in Washington. While he wasn't under arrest, yet, he was definitely on restriction.  
 
    That bastard lieutenant was behind it, obviously. Mueller didn't think that Valens guy had the brains to do anything like this. He was just a dumb brute who relied on strength and mystical mumbo-jumbo. 
 
    "If you two gentlemen would excuse us please, for just a moment? We'd like to have a little talk with your prisoner there." 
 
    "Why of course, Miss." 
 
    Mueller blinked and looked up. There were two very attractive women standing there and the guards, who had been ordered not to leave him alone, got up and walked over to the other side of the airport lounge, just out of earshot. 
 
    "Ah, Captain Mueller," said the one who had spoken, and she dropped into the seat on his left, while the other one took the seat on his right. "You've been a very, very bad boy, haven't you?" 
 
    "Stealing women's knickers!" the one on his right snickered in a heavily British accented voice. "How crude!" 
 
    "And then trying to use a love potion on one!" The first giggled. "Love potions don't work on lycans, silly boy." 
 
    "I did nothing of the sort!" Mueller retorted hotly. "I was framed!" 
 
    "I know," the first one said with a very sweet smile. "I'm the one who framed you." 
 
    Mueller started to get out of his seat when the second young woman, who couldn't weigh more than a hundred pounds, put a hand on his chest and forced him back into his seat like he weighed nothing at all! 
 
    "Allow me to introduce myself. I'm Peg Valens, and Sean is my husband. You've made him very angry, you know, and well, us wives just didn't appreciate that." 
 
    "You, you...you!" Mueller sputtered. He had two of the animals on either side of him! He'd heard stories about just how violent they could be, and that oaf Valens had shown him that more than once! 
 
    "Before you go, sweetie," the British one said. "A little something to ponder. Lions are very territorial, and jealous—oh boy are they jealous!" 
 
    "What? Why should that matter to me?" 
 
    "You don't get it, do you," the first one said with a smile that was all teeth, and no humor anymore. "Those vials, the panties. What do you think my husband is going to do if one of those turns out to have come from one of his wives?" 
 
    "Or his mistresses," the other added. "He has several, you know, he's a very lusty lion, after all." 
 
    "But, but, I didn't do any of that, and you know it!" 
 
    "That's right, I do know it," Peg said with a wink. "So I thought it was only fair that I told you. If Sean should discover any of that came from us, well..." 
 
    "First you will know pain," Sheila said. 
 
    "And then you will know fear," Peg agreed. 
 
    "And then you will die," Sheila said with a giggle. 
 
    "Enjoy your flight!" Peg laughed, and the two of them got up and sashayed away as the two sergeants sat back down next to him. 
 
    "Those women!" Mueller said. 
 
    "What women?" 
 
    "The two that were just sitting next to me!" 
 
    The first sergeant looked at the second one and just shook his head. 
 
    "We haven't moved since we got here, Captain." 
 
    "But, but they said he was going to kill me!" 
 
    "I'm sure they did, Captain," the other sergeant said with a shake of his head.  
 
    Mueller shivered in his seat. They'd used magic on the guards. They wanted him to know they'd set him up, that they'd framed him! That they wanted to see him punished. That they wanted him to suffer. That Valens would eventually discover one of his wives' panties or hair among the evidence they themselves had planted there. 
 
    And they wanted him to know just what Valens would do when that time came. 
 
    Mueller gulped and started to sweat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Grind 
 
      
 
    Sean looked around the table. The general hadn't been invited to this meeting; he didn't even know about it. They were at Claudia's, and it was the entire lycan fellowship, plus Arthur from Sapientia, Joseph from Eruditio, and even Deanna from the Sorceress guild. Sawyer was there representing the goblins. Samis and Roloff were representing the dwarves. His uncle was there as well, even though there weren't any Fey who lived in the area. 
 
    "I've called you all here today," Sean said starting off, "because I wanted you to be able to talk freely, without any fear of what you say here today getting back to mundane society. I know some of you," Sean nodded towards the mages, dwarves, and Sawyer, "prefer not to come to mundane attention. I may not always agree with that, but it's not my place to make decisions for you. 
 
    "But we need to talk about the war. We're coming to the end of the first phase. The president is on board, and some of the military is on board now as well. We seem to have a handle on dealing with the gateways now, when they're about as easy as they're going to get. However, they're going to get harder, and that's going to start next week. 
 
    "I need the magic users to get involved. I need the dwarves to fight with us as well. I need the goblins to take a much more aggressive stance on spying, to be sure we're not going to be betrayed by some possessed or easily influenced mundane." 
 
    Sean sighed and shook his head. "Chad is convinced that Reno is going to be devastated, that sooner or later the enemy is going to gain a foothold. He's been telling me that we've had it easy, and we've been lucky.  
 
    "And he's been telling me that it's not going to last. So we need to start planning our contingencies. We'll need strongholds, we'll need some hidden caches, we'll need a place to send our families where it's safe." 
 
    "Safe from the demons, or safe from the humans?" Sawyer asked in a voice tinged with sarcasm. 
 
    "Both," Sean said. "We're all going to be suffering the brunt of the fighting. The last thing I want is for us to be taken advantage of because we're in a weakened condition." 
 
    "And here I was worried I was gonna have to have words with ya' in private!" Sawyer chuckled. "That's why I like you, Kid. You think things through." 
 
    "Does that apply to the magic users as well?" Arthur asked. 
 
    Sean nodded. "I've thought about what you've said, and I have to admit you had a point. The governments would use and abuse us all far more than the worst of you ever did if you were to fall under their sway. 
 
    "Hence this meeting. For all that we need to work with the government and the mundanes and garner as much of their support as we can, we still need to remember that humans and their governments can be very fickle. Today's ally is tomorrow's enemy and all that kind of thing.  
 
    "So we need to make plans, and we need to draw some boundaries. We're going to be working with humans heavily from this point on. Secret meetings aren't going to be very secret, so we probably won't be having any of these again for a very long time to come. If the mundanes find out we're plotting behind their backs, they're going to assume the worst." 
 
    "So we stop plotting?" Claudia asked. 
 
    "In large groups, yeah, we do. Anything dealing with the war and winning it, by definition that's not going to be something we hide from the mundanes, because we need their help. But our fallback positions, our secret caches, and the hidden places we need? Those are going to be closely-held secrets, and considering how easy it is to get answers out of the mundanes, we're not going to share that with any of them. 
 
    "So we're going to need somebody who's just naturally sneaky, paranoid, and would never sell us out, because he knows lions have very long memories. Am I right, Sawyer?" 
 
    "Wait, Sawyer?" Claudia asked. 
 
    "You'd trust a goblin with our most important secrets?" Samis asked. 
 
    "Yes, Sean," Arthur agreed. "Anything of ours that gets stolen nearly always turns up in his shop." 
 
    "What?" Sawyer protested. "How can you say such things? I'm the epitome of an honest businessman!" 
 
    Sean sighed. "Sawyer, if you were an honest businessman, I wouldn't trust you to do this right. Why do you think I always appeal to your greed and larceny? Those are things you can trust." 
 
    Sawyer grinned. "Yeah, those 'honest' ones are the ones you gotta watch out for, cause they're always hiding something." 
 
    "How do you know he won't sell us out?" Arthur said. "Sawyer's dislike for magic users is well known, Sean. Not," Arthur sighed and shook his head, "that I exactly blame him." 
 
    "That's why I only invited you three here. You're about the only ones I trust. Feel free to warn the other councils; they need to be aware of the problems we'll be facing, too. However, they will not be a part of our internal deliberations. Also, I don't think they'd want to work with the rest of us." 
 
    "Don't worry yourself, Arthur," Sawyer said. "We'll give you a year and a day until after the war is over before any of my people start to 'acquire' any of your people's goods." 
 
    "Please don't make me regret this too much." Arthur sighed. 
 
    "Anyone else?" Sean asked, looking around. 
 
    "You sure you can make him mind you?" Claudia asked. "'Cause if you are, I'm fine with it." 
 
    Sean laughed. "Mind me? Hell, no. But I trust Sawyer to do this and do it right. He knows what's at stake as much as any of us. He's got just as much to lose, probably more, and like 'em or not, Goblins always keep their word and their contracts." 
 
    "Plus you'll all owe ole Sawyer for the rest of your natural or unnatural lives," Sawyer cackled. "Trust me, that right there is gonna make this all so worthwhile!" 
 
    "Great, now that we got that settled, I've got an initial agreement for fuel, spare parts, food, and clothing. We're trying to get more helicopters, armored personnel carriers, communications gear, and well, I need all of you to tell me what you need." 
 
    "What about weapons?" Roloff asked. 
 
    "If we can use them, then by all means I'll ask for them. But let's not start up any black markets, okay? The last thing we need is to get our supplies cut off." 
 
    "Surely you don't think we'd do that, do you, Sean?" 
 
    Sean snorted. "I'd be doing it if things weren't so dire; hell, I've done it before. So yeah, I think you'll all do it. There isn't a one of us here who won't do what we have to for our people. So if you're going to do anything that could bite us on the ass, at least talk to Sawyer and warn me. 
 
    "Okay?" 
 
    Everyone around the table nodded. 
 
    "Now, let's all discuss just how you're going to start helping in the upcoming battles. Chad?" 
 
    Sean sat back and listened to them as they all hammered things out. There wasn't a lot the magic users could do right now, so they'd mostly be held in reserve until the main gateway opened. The dwarves, however, were eager to become more involved, and Roloff would be meeting with Chad later to work out the details. 
 
      
 
    Sean sighed happily as he walked into the house. Roxy, Jolene, Daelyn, Roberta, Peg, and Cali were there waiting for him. 
 
    "How'd the meeting go?" 
 
    "Well, it went very well," Sean said with a smile. "I didn't have to threaten anyone, or even drop any hints. I think they're all starting to see just exactly what we're up against. How'd things go back here?" 
 
    "They went rather well, and we've got General Baker and his team for a few more weeks." 
 
    "Oh? I thought they were supposed to fly back to testify at that dweeb's court martial?" 
 
    "Nope! He hung himself!" Peg said with a smile. 
 
    "Well, neither you nor Cali have been anywhere near there, so I guess I don't have to worry that you might have been involved. What about the other one?" 
 
    "He's been too busy worrying about his own neck to think that what happened might have been a set up. Sheila and I have been keeping an eye on him." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Well, the next window opens at midnight, so what do you say to making an early night of it?" 
 
    "Oh, lion-boy wants to play, does he?" Daelyn asked with a wink. 
 
    "I think I might be persuaded," Sean said with a grin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Between Us and Them 
 
      
 
    Sean sighed and dropped his ass onto the folding chair one of the support people had set up, Roxy dropping into the one next to his. 
 
    "Damn, that was a rough one," she said, looking over the battlefield that was now a tar-covered mess of dead demons, with several lycan bodies mixed in, unfortunately. 
 
    "Welcome to your first large gate," Sean said, splaying out a bit in the chair as one of the attendants started to clean his armor and fur. "What day is it?" Sean asked them. 
 
    "Sunday, February twenty-fourth, Milord. Almost five o'clock." 
 
    "So that gives us..." Sean thought for a moment, he was pretty exhausted after sixty straight hours of fighting, "seven hours until the next window opens." 
 
    "I hope it's not another large gate," Roxy said with a yawn as another of the attendants started to clean her up.  
 
    Sean watched as they were being trucked in. Most of the fighters were too tired to do more than just lay where they were. The small gates were bad enough, now often leading to about eight hours of combat. The medium gates—at thirty-six hours—were incredibly taxing, the defenders taking it in shifts as they fought. 
 
    But the large gates, which were open for sixty hours, were just plain hell. This was the sixth one they'd had to deal with, and everyone was exhausted. Sean had over three thousand people in the field around him, and by the end of the cycle they were all beat, even with Chad and him rotating groups in and out of combat. 
 
    General Baker was continuing to be worth every last inch of his obnoxious ass. Sean still didn't like the man very much, and he didn't care for Sean very much either, but his ideas on troop support and resource movement where both radical and appreciated. He was the one who'd come up with the idea of having the troops cleaned up and fed on the battlefield—where they often collapsed, exhausted, after the last of the enemy was eliminated—now that the large gates had begun. 
 
    Sometimes even before the fighting was done.  
 
    In the six or so months since the incident at Empire, the war had progressed a lot better than Sean had expected for their side. A few other small towns had been hit, but with a lot less loss of life, especially now that the government had started relocating people out of the area. There were still issues, of course, but they were dealing with them. But the enemy had redoubled its efforts since they'd entered the third phase of the gate cycle. Sean was not looking forward to the next phase, when the fixed gate would open and remain open for the next two years. 
 
    "How'd the machineguns do?" Sean asked as he raised a hand to flag over one of the people distributing food. 
 
    "Nada, zero effect," Roxy sighed. 
 
    "Well, let's grab a bite to eat and go cruise by Sawyer's, then we can go check on the kids. Which is where you should be, instead of out here," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "I didn't come out until the third wave," Roxy told him. "Sean Junior can survive without his mother for half a day." 
 
    Sean just shook his head. Roberta had delivered a very healthy human baby girl back in January, as had Cali, only hers was a dark elf. Roxy had delivered their son—a young werelion—at the beginning of the month and had been itching to get back out onto the battlefield since then. 
 
    "Jolene should have delivered by now," Sean said; she'd gone into labor just before the large gateway had been spotted. 
 
    "She'd delivered before I came out here; Nguvu and Mtawala. She wants to know why you picked those names, and why they were so important, by the way." 
 
    "I told you, those are the two lions who came and saved my bacon," Sean said with a huge yawn as he grabbed a bottle of water and what looked like a large hunk of beef from the guy hauling food around. 
 
    "Oh, Dae went into labor about thirty minutes after you left and delivered a dwarven son. She named him Bernard after your father." 
 
    Sean smiled. "I'll have to thank her when we get back." Sean looked around and flagged down one of the attendants who was carrying a radio. 
 
    "Yes, Milord?" 
 
    Sean tried not to roll his eyes at that. Someone had thought that calling all of the lycans in the field 'Milord' and 'Milady' would help improve morale, and the attendants had all taken it to heart. If it wasn't for the fact that the troops really did seem to appreciate it, he would have put a stop to it. 
 
    "Call my command helicopter; tell them to come pick me and my team up in fifteen minutes." 
 
    Sean heard several muted groans around him. 
 
    "Oh, come off it, you guys!" Roxy laughed. "We're going back home, not to another fight." 
 
    "That's what you think," Hunter muttered. "My wife's six months pregnant. After being gone for three days, she's gonna kill me in bed!" 
 
    Several of the men snickered at that, and Sean just laughed as he made quick work of the meat he'd been handed. It definitely hit the spot, and he started feeling a little less tired. He'd have to grab something else before they got onboard for the flight back. 
 
    "How much longer is this phase?" someone else asked. 
 
    "About four months," Hunter replied. "Then it's on to the big one." 
 
    "I can't wait," they sighed. 
 
    "Really?" Sean asked, looking over at Nero, who was the one talking. 
 
    "Yup. Then we don't have to do all this running around. We just plant our asses in front of their big ass gate and fight them until they're all dead." 
 
    "You know there'll still be small gates opening," Sean told him. 
 
    "Yeah, but I'm with the boss, and you'll be at the big one, so I won't have to care." 
 
    "What's wrong with what we're doing now?" 
 
    Nero looked embarrassed for a moment. 
 
    "He hates flying," Hunter said, "and hates flying in helicopters even more." 
 
    "I'm a wolf! I have feet, not wings!" Nero grumbled. "If god had wanted us to fly, he'd have given us wings." 
 
    "Ah," Sean said and just shrugged, then looked up as he heard a helicopter coming in. 
 
    "Well, there's our ride, time to go." 
 
    Getting up slowly, Sean dragged his weary butt over to where the helicopter had landed and climbed into the back with Roxy and the rest of his team. 
 
    "Where to, Boss?" Trey asked. 
 
    "Drop me and Roxy at Sawyer's. Call base and tell them to have someone pick us up in a car when we're done. Then you can just drop these guys back home." 
 
    "You got it." 
 
    "I hear the machineguns didn't do anything?" 
 
    "Well, they definitely had less of an effect than those first few months. Yeah, that new ammo doesn't jam at all, but the old stuff seemed to at least make 'em pause when we lit 'em up." 
 
    Sean nodded. 
 
    "Anything else we need to know about?" 
 
    "Well, apparently a couple of demons escaped from one of the earlier battles and turned up in Tahoe." 
 
    "Ah, shit," Sean swore. "How bad was it?" 
 
    "Ten dead, before a couple of magic users living up there caught up with them and fried their asses. Made the national news; apparently someone got a video of the mages takin' 'em out." 
 
    "I'm sure the councils are loving that," Roxy muttered. 
 
    "Hey, at least they're stepping up," Sean said. 
 
    "There is that," she agreed. 
 
    "Anything else?" Sean asked Trey. 
 
    "Not really. People are finally starting to figure out that something's not quite right, that maybe there really is a war on," Trey said with a snarl. 
 
    "Oh, what tipped them off?" 
 
    "One of the people who died in Tahoe was an actor, a big one. So they're talking about canceling his hit TV show. Hollywood isn't happy." 
 
    "Oh, poor Hollywood," Roxy grumbled. "Maybe we should invite them all out here to join the war effort." 
 
    "Hey! If the girl who plays Greta comes out here, I promise I'll personally infect her ass!" Nero said. "I'll take my chances with Sean afterwards, I'm sure it'll be worth it!" 
 
    Sean smirked at Roxy, who just shook her head. 
 
    "Well, we're here," Trey said, hovering over the roof. "Mind the first step, ain't no place to land here." 
 
    "We're okay," Sean said and made the twenty-foot drop to the roof easily. He might be over three hundred pounds in his hybrid form, but he was still a cat, and he landed without making any holes in the roof as Roxy dropped down next to him.  
 
    Waving at Trey as he waved back and then flew off, they made their way to the ground and went in the front door. 
 
    The first thing Sean noticed as they entered was that half of the stuff from the showroom floor was missing; the place was starting to look empty. 
 
    "Sean!" Sawyer called from behind the counter. "Where have you been? Haven't seen you in weeks!" 
 
    "It's these new large gates; when one of those pops up, it's two and a half days before it collapses," Sean said, walking up to the counter with Roxy in tow. 
 
    "Hi, Roxy. Congratulations on your kid. I heard Jolene went into labor. She okay?" 
 
    Roxy blinked. "You're asking about Jo?" 
 
    "Course I am, and if you tell her I asked, I'll shave your tail and put hot sauce on it! Got that?" 
 
    "Really, Sawyer?" Sean said, looking at him, shocked and almost growling at the threat. 
 
    "Hey, it's a matter of principle, Kid, you know that. I feel bad that I don't have anything to send Cali right now, but," Sawyer said and gestured to the empty shop. 
 
    "Yeah, what's up with that?" Roxy asked. "Oh, and Jo's fine. She had twin lions." 
 
    "Oh! I hope they run her into the ground!" Sawyer said with a grin. "As for the shop, well, I'm moving." 
 
    "Moving?" 
 
    "Hey, it's like Chad says, once that main gate opens, Reno's gonna become a ghost town. So I'm relocating to Carson City, near one of the entrances to the Dwarven Hall, in case things go really bad. 
 
    "But enough about me, I'm sure this isn't a social call, seeing as you're both in armor and look beat to shit. What can ole Sawyer do for you?" 
 
    "You know those machineguns you sold us for the helicopters?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Yeah, those M2s. Bought them off my cousin; he'd been sitting on them for forty years and was happy to get rid of them. What of 'em? I know they were good, I checked them myself!" 
 
    "Oh, they work just fine," Sean agreed. "Or they used to, but now..." 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "The ammunition we got from you, where'd it come from?" 
 
    Sawyer shrugged. "Came with the guns. I threw it in for free 'cause it was all old stuff. I tested it myself," Sawyer added a little defensively, "it was still good." 
 
    "It was better than good, the stuff was great," Roxy told him. "According to the crews and what Sean saw, the stuff was actually hurting the djevels. But the new stuff? Not so much." 
 
    "Well, I can't tell you about the new stuff, you're getting that straight from the Army now, right?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Yeah, the newest and the best armor-piercing stuff they got. Doesn't affect the djevels at all." 
 
    "We thought it was something about the AP ammo," Roxy picked up, "but since the old stuff ran out, we've gone through four different types of AP, and three more types of normal stuff. All to no effect." 
 
    "So," Sean asked, "just what was that stuff you gave us?" 
 
    Sawyer shrugged. "No idea. Just that it was old. Real old. Came with the guns, so I suspect it was made for 'em. I'll call my cousin and see what he can tell me." 
 
    "You have any of it left?" Sean asked. 
 
    Sawyer shook his head. "Gave you all of it." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Well, let us know what you find out." 
 
    "And let us know where in Carson City," Roxy added, "I'll see if I can't bring Jo by with her kids so she can teach them to terrify you." 
 
    "Hah!" Sawyer snorted. "Kids love me." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "Course they do! All kids are goblins at heart, and I know goblins!" 
 
    "Yup, they can be bribed," Sean agreed with a smile. "Thanks, Sawyer." 
 
    "Take care of yourself, Kid. You too, Roxy. And tell the others I was thinking about them, okay?" 
 
    "You got your phone on you?" Sean asked as they stepped out of the shop. 
 
    "Nope, just the radio," Roxy replied. 
 
    "Which doesn't have all that great a range," Sean agreed. "I don't even have my wallet on me, so we can't flag down a cab." 
 
    "I'm not so sure anybody's gonna stop for a big werelion with a huge badass sword on his back, Hon." 
 
    "Actually," Sean leered at her, "I was gonna have you strip naked. Then everyone would stop!" 
 
    "Uh-huh, sure. And I think that's our ride," Roxy said pointing to one of the sedans from the ranch. 
 
    "Yup, Mom's driving too. Huh." 
 
    "Hi, Mom," Sean said as he and Roxy carefully got into the car. Roxy was being careful because of her sword, Sean because he barely fit. "I'm surprised they sent you to pick us up." 
 
    "I was already in town visiting Arthur." 
 
    Sean blinked. "Umm, are you...?" 
 
    Sean's mother blushed. "That's none of your business, young man." 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Yup, definitely none of my business." 
 
    "Why were you at Sawyer's?" 
 
    Happy to deflect the conversation, Sean discussed the ammunition issue with his mother, moving on to other safer topics on the way back. 
 
    "Arthur and your mom?" Roxy asked in a soft voice as they made their way back to the master bedroom to hang up their armor. 
 
    "What about them?" Jolene grumbled, coming up to them and looking tired. 
 
    "I think they're an item now, Love," Sean said and gave her a hug. 
 
    "Yeah, I know, I hooked them up when Arthur came down to look at his new nephews and make noises at them." 
 
    "You what?" Sean said looking at her in surprise. 
 
    "Hooked them up," Jolene said and yawned. "Those kids of yours are really taking it out of me." 
 
    "Why'd you do that?" 
 
    "Because they're both good people, and lonely. Plus they've known each other for years now. So why not?" 
 
    "Umm..." Sean started but stopped when Jolene put her finger on his lips. 
 
    "Don't say it, don't even go there," she chided him. "I know people, and I know the two of them. Now come take a look at your new sons, and give Dae a kiss before she comes over here and smacks you one." 
 
    Sean went over and gave Dae a kiss and a careful hug, as she was nursing his newest son, then got to look at the two Jolene had just bore him while he was off fighting. 
 
    "Now, let's get him to bed before he falls over," Cali said after getting a hug and a kiss of her own. 
 
    Sean allowed himself to be led over to the bed, and that was the last thing he remembered until he was suddenly being shaken awake. 
 
    "What!" he asked, opening his eyes. Roxy was staring down at him. 
 
    "Another large gate just opened." 
 
    "Where?" 
 
    "Smack in the middle of Vernon." 
 
    Sean recalled Vernon; it was a ghost town, no one lived there anymore. 
 
    "What time is it?" 
 
    "One a.m." 
 
    Sean groaned, climbing out of bed, stumbled over to where he'd left his armor last night, and started to put it on. 
 
    "Back to back large gates? I don't know if we're ready for this." 
 
    "It gets worse." 
 
    "How does it get worse?" Sean grumbled and grabbed his helmet. 
 
    "They're coming through it already." 
 
    "Dae!" Sean called. 
 
    "What? Is the baby crying?" Daelyn asked, sitting up like a shot. 
 
    "I need another bomb. Go make me one, a big one. Have someone fly it out to me when it's ready." 
 
    "You sure?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "We're still building up, and everyone's exhausted after the last gate. If they're coming through in large numbers, it may the only thing we can do to slow them down." Sean stopped and yawned heavily. "I was going to have her make another one eventually anyway. So better to have it and not need it, right?" 
 
    "I'll get right on it," Daelyn said, "after I check on Bernard." 
 
    Sean nodded and put a hand on Roxy, who was starting to don her armor. 
 
    "Not yet. Get some more sleep first. I'm still a bit foggy, and I'll probably only get worse as the day wears on. I'm gonna need someone with a clear head about twelve hours from now." 
 
    Roxy grumbled a little, but agreed. "Let me see you off, then I'll check in with Oak and go back to bed." 
 
    "Thanks, dear," Sean said and gave her a kiss, then headed out the door. He could hear the helicopters winding up outside. Grabbing a sandwich off the table as he walked through the kitchen, he headed straight for the lead helicopter. All of his men were already inside. 
 
    "What's the word, Trey?" Sean asked after turning his radio on and piling in the back. 
 
    "Looks like a couple hundred are through already," Trey said, taking off. "Chad's got his people on the way, and so does Claudia. The reserves at Stead are mounting up in their APCs and should be there within the hour." 
 
    "Sounds good. How we all doing?" Sean asked, looking around. 
 
    "Tired," Hunter said and yawned. 
 
    "You and me both," Sean agreed. "Let's hit 'em hard and hold them until the reserves show up. Then we'll pull back and see if we can't catch a few more hours of sleep before going back on. That sound good?" 
 
    "Oh, man, you really are a god!" Nero laughed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Times Like These 
 
      
 
    Sean was in hell. Or at least it looked like hell. He'd been fighting the demons for hours—maybe days—he really had no idea at this point, as he'd lost all track of time. The break they'd been hoping for had never taken place, because by the time the reserves got to them, they were so badly outnumbered that there was no place to retreat to, much less take a rest. 
 
    Dead and wounded were everywhere; Sean had probably lost a third of the men who'd come in with him and suspected that the other two groups, Chad and Claudia's, probably hadn't done much better. Everyone was tired from the last big fight, and the enemy seemed to be trying to capitalize on it, with the largest attack Sean had seen to date. 
 
    In short, it had turned into a complete slugfest and a war of attrition. The reserves were holding their own—at least from what little glances Sean got of them, it seemed they weren't doing too badly. Sean's group was currently encircled and isolated from the others, but he wasn't worried, yet. This had happened once before during this battle, and the reserves had managed to fight their way back up to them and help those who could no longer fight get off the field. 
 
    "We're in trouble, Sean," Chad's voice came over the radio. 
 
    "No kidding," Sean replied. "Ideas?" 
 
    "We need to pull back and regroup. We're losing. If we stay here, we'll be eliminated." 
 
    "If we leave, they'll have a foothold," Sean replied. 
 
    "If we stay, they'll kill us all and still have a foothold! We've lost, Sean, we need to go!" 
 
    Sean shook his head a moment, trying to clear the cobwebs. 
 
    "Fine. Do it." 
 
    "I would, but I have one small problem." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I need a diversion, something to distract them long enough that we can untangle everyone and pull back. I don't want us getting slaughtered from behind as we just run away." 
 
    "Got it, a diversion. Roxy! You online?" 
 
    "I'm back with the reserves. I just got here a few hours ago. We can't get to you." 
 
    "A few hours? How long has this been going on?" Sean looked around, it was dark out, but he distinctly recalled it being brighter at some point. 
 
    "It's after ten; you've been out here over twenty hours!" 
 
    Sean killed the ridder in front of him and took a step back. There were only twenty people with him, and all of them were wounded. What the hell had happened? 
 
    "You got that bomb I told Dae to make?" 
 
    "What are you going to do with it?" 
 
    "That's a yes or no question, Rox!" Sean growled. 
 
    'You're not going to do something stupid, are you?' the First warned. 
 
    'Look around me, Dad. I've already done something stupid.' 
 
    "Yes, I've got it," Roxy said. 
 
    "Great. Get in a helicopter, fly over real low, and drop it to me so I can use it." 
 
    "Use it to do what?" 
 
    "Create a diversion." 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "I don't have time for questions! Move it!" Sean growled again. 
 
    'She's going to kill you for this, you know,' the First warned him. 
 
    'First I need to make sure I'm still alive to be killed,' Sean replied. 
 
    "Everyone! We need to create a diversion! Head for the gateway!" Sean called out to his remaining men. 
 
    'And then what?' 
 
    'If the laws of physics are the same there as they are here, a large bomb tossed through that gateway should work wonders, right?' 
 
    Sean felt the First mull it over a bit. 
 
    'It's a gamble.' 
 
    'Got any better ideas?' 
 
    'Sadly, I'm fresh out. I'll help you however I can.' 
 
    Sean and his men started to press forward, to the obvious surprise of the demons, who seemed content to let them fight their way deeper into what they felt was a trap. 
 
    "Roxy! Where are you?" Sean called on the radio as he lost a couple more of his men, the circle of them getting tighter. 
 
    "Almost there!" Roxy called, and Sean noticed the dark form of something moving quickly overheard. He couldn't hear it over the noise of all the fighting. 
 
    "Where is..." Sean felt her hand on his back and swore, loudly. 
 
    "WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE! Do you want to die?" 
 
    "I'm not letting you kill yourself!" Roxy growled and thrust past him to kill one of the demons that had thought to take advantage of his momentary distraction. 
 
    Growling loudly, Sean snatched the device from Roxy with his left hand and fired up his enchanting framework. He was low on mana now, almost exhausted, from all the healing he'd had to do. Thankfully Daelyn had glued a tag in there, so Sean quickly reset the program as he'd done the last two times. 
 
    "How does this thing work?"  
 
    "What, aren't you glad to see me?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Rox, if we weren't fighting for our lives right now, you'd be getting one hell of a spanking," Sean growled. "I love you, which is why I don't want you anywhere near here. Now, how does it work?" 
 
    "Press the button, and you've got thirty seconds." 
 
    "Great." Sean keyed his radio. "Everyone, listen up! When I say 'Mark', this thing is gonna go off in thirty seconds. I'm gonna try to toss it through the gateway. You need to either be far away from here or behind cover by then. I suggest shifting and running like hell." 
 
    "Wait! What are you going to do?" Roxy growled, looking at him. 
 
    "What I have to," Sean said and keyed his radio again. "Mark!" he said and pressed the button. Putting the device between his jaws, Sean shifted into full lion form and dashed for the gate, using his size and strength to bowl everyone over.  
 
    Surprisingly, all of the rest of his group had shifted as well and were dashing along with him, knocking all the demons to the side before they could get a shot at his undefended back. 
 
    They got thicker, of course, as Sean drew closer to the gate. Twenty hours, and they were still coming through! There were thousands of them! No wonder his army was getting slaughtered. The sheer numbers alone, not to mention the fresh condition of their troops, were just too much for Sean's still modest army to handle. Another month and maybe it wouldn't have been so bad, they had so many in training now, but there was never any use in thinking about what might have been. 
 
    As the gate drew closer, Sean could actually see it. It was like a big black wall, and the demons coming out of it seemed to be stepping out of an ink well. While the going was getting harder, the wall of demons was narrower. Shifting over to his left, he pushed Roxy—who was running beside him now—out of the stream of demons, causing her to dart up ahead. Sean followed immediately; he had been counting down in his head, and he figured he had ten seconds left, at best. Sprinting as hard as he could, he saw Roxy shift back and start stabbing djevels as they stepped out. Blasting by her, he hip-checked her, knocking her behind the gate as he gathered himself up. 
 
    'No! Don't go thr...' 
 
      
 
    Roxy blinked as Sean disappeared right before her eyes, and the flow of people coming through the gate suddenly stopped. It was weird. She couldn't see the gate from this side, but she could see the demons coming out of it. Several of the wolves leapt into the gateway after Sean, while the rest circled around it towards her. 
 
    "We need to run!" Hunter said, panting heavily. 
 
    "But Sean!" Roxy yelled. 
 
    "Made his choice!" Hunter growled, and just then a bright white beam of energy erupted from the gateway, scouring clean everything within a hundred-and-twenty-degree arc for a thousand feet before it.  
 
    Then just like that, it stopped. The shock wave from the superheated air flew out at the speed of sound in all directions, knocking all the survivors to the ground, followed by air rushing back into what had become a near vacuum, causing a second, but weaker shockwave as the ground shook. 
 
    "Sean!" Roxy screamed. 
 
    Snarling, Hunter picked her up, threw her over his shoulder, and ran like hell. If Sean was dead, this was the last place she should be. And if he was alive, he'd kill Hunter if he didn't get her out of here now. 
 
      
 
    Roxy was beside herself with grief by the time Hunter got her back to the regroup point Chad had set up. She'd been hitting and clawing at him the whole time he'd been running, and when he finally dumped her on the ground, he collapsed as well. 
 
    "Where's Sean?" Chad asked, quickly coming over. 
 
    "He's dead!" Roxy cried. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "He carried the bomb through the gate just before that beam of light came out!" 
 
    "Dammit!" Chad swore. "I've told him we need him! How the hell could he do this to us!" Chad looked around and focused on Hunter, who was lying on the ground, bleeding. Obviously he'd hit the limits of his healing abilities. 
 
    "Hunter, is this true?" 
 
    "Is what true?" Hunter gasped. 
 
    "Did Sean jump through?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Aw, fuck," Chad said and dropped down to sit on the ground. 
 
    "Chad," Hunter said quietly. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "First, please get me a medic. Second," Chad was shocked to find Hunter suddenly pinning him to the ground, yelling at him, "Get your head out of your ass and get back to work! Sean didn't do that just so you could drop the ball while feeling sorry for yourself!" 
 
    Chad blinked as Hunter passed out on top of him. Pushing him off, he got back to his feet. 
 
    "I need a medic over here! Ryan! I need you to grab Baron, Ray, Travis, and Keith. Scout the area around the battleground. See if there are any of our people out there who need help, and keep an eye out for the enemy. 
 
    "Claudia!" Chad said, keying the radio. 
 
    "What, Chad?" 
 
    "Pull your people back to the south of here. We'll form up on the south side of the interstate. 
 
    "Maitland!" 
 
    "I heard you! I'll pull the reserves back there as well." 
 
    "Great. Get the helicopters in here, we need to start airlifting out any who are wounded or who can't keep up. Trey! You on the line?" 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    "Great. Come over here; I need you to haul Roxy back to the ranch. I got a few others for you too." 
 
    Roxy watched as Chad stood there, tossing out orders and planning strategy for dealing with the remaining demons. Preparing for the next onslaught through the gate. No one knew what had happened on the other side, and it would be another day and a half before it collapsed. She wanted to run down there, jump through herself, and see if Sean was still alive—but, but little Sean needed her. She couldn't abandon their son like that.  
 
    She just couldn't. 
 
    She sat there, numb as the helicopter came in, and slowly got on board as they loaded the survivors from Sean's group. They were all passed out from exhaustion at this point, all of them seriously wounded to the limit of their regeneration as well.  
 
    When they landed, she just sat there until someone helped her off the helicopter and led her back to their bedroom. She shifted back to her human form and let the armor slide off her body to land at her feet as she felt the tears run down her cheeks. 
 
    "Where's Sean?" Cali asked. 
 
    "He's, he's gone," Roxy whispered. 
 
    "What?" Cali said, shocked. 
 
    "He went through the gate, with the bomb. It blew up. I, I don't think he survived," Roxy said in a whisper. 
 
    "How can that be?" Cali said, looking around the room, "our Sean cannot be dead!" 
 
    "It's Sean, Rox," Jolene said, coming over and wrapping her arms around her, "I'm sure he survived it. You know that asshole's always scaring the hell out of us, but he'll come through, he always does." 
 
    "I don't know," Daelyn said slowly as her phone pinged. "It was a pretty big bomb. He would have had to get a good distance away from it." 
 
    "Why'd you make a big one?" Roberta asked, her phone pinging too. 
 
    "'Cause he told me to?" Daelyn said, looking a little worried. 
 
    "Well, maybe if you all looked at your phones," Peg said, holding hers up, "you'd calm your asses down and chill." 
 
    "Huh?" Roxy said and looked around the room for her phone, which had the message light blinking on it. Picking it up, she activated the screen and looked at the text message on it. It was from Tisha, the lioness in DC with Steve. 
 
    The message simply read, 'Sean's not dead. He's not in our afterlife, so he's still alive.' 
 
    "Afterlife?" Cali asked. 
 
    "What Sean calls 'lion la la land'," Jolene told her. 
 
    Roxy wrapped her hand around the phone and squeezed it so tight it shattered. "When I get my hands on him," she growled. 
 
    "You'll end up pregnant again," Jolene snickered, "and you know it." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Last Living Souls 
 
      
 
    Sean landed on the other side of the gate, his jaw dropping in shock as he saw the scene before him. It was the world of his visions! Everything was black, or shades of black; there was so little color, it was surreal. Like something out of one of those old television shows from the sixties they used to show them back in middle school. 
 
    There was a large stone keep, or maybe it was a small castle, about a hundred yards away. It had banners and flags flying on it, all of which were in shades of black and gray; there was no white to be seen anywhere around. And the encampments around it! There were dozens if not hundreds of them, everywhere! 
 
    And then there were the demons. Thousands of them. They were all mustering up to march through the gate, or at least they had been, and he was now standing right smack in the middle of a group of biskops who, along with everyone else, were staring at the lion who had just suddenly appeared in their midst. 
 
    A lion who suddenly realized the device he had dropped on the ground had now started to beep, which he could barely hear over the sound of a dozen swords being draw around him as three wolves came flying through the portal behind him and immediately set to fighting with the biskops, who were quick to recover from their surprise, and immediately set to slaughtering them. 
 
    Turning to the left, Sean took off running just as fast as his four feet could carry him, looking for a hole, any kind of hole, to hide in, because he figured he had about four seconds of life left. 
 
    Three. 
 
    Two. Wait, over there, what was that? A darker spot? Turning, Sean ran smack into it. It was a tunnel, a drainage tunnel of some kind, and several of the demons had followed him into it. Sean cast the strongest shield spell he knew behind him and shifted back into his hybrid form so he'd have some sort of armor, just as the world went— 
 
    WHITE. 
 
    Even with his eyelids closed, he could see the whiteness of it. Feel the warmth, the heat, the burning hot heat, as all of his fur caught fire and his flesh started to burn, his shield long since dissolved. 
 
    But there must have been silver in the blast, because the shield on his tag kicked in just as the shockwave hit him, and blasted him down the tunnel, rupturing his eardrums as his eyes burned out from too much light, and everything suddenly went black as his body slammed into something hard, and he fell, unconscious. 
 
      
 
    He woke slowly. He was tired. He was hungry. He was thirsty. He hurt. Oh, how he hurt. He hurt everywhere. His skin felt like a thousand insects were stinging at him, and his eyes could only see sparkles of strange colors. Calling up his base framework, he checked his mana levels. He was positive, but just barely, and his body was using it as fast as it came back to regenerate. 
 
    Or maybe he should have said as slow as it came back. He was barely alive, but he was alive, and he was healing, albeit slowly. And painfully. Very, very painfully. 
 
    'If you're going to kill me, Dad, now would be a good time,' Sean thought as he laid there, panting. 
 
    There was no response.  
 
    He would have blinked if he'd had eyelids. 
 
    'Dad?' 
 
    He could feel it. There was nobody else there. Well, nobody but his own beast, who was trying very hard not to whimper from the pain they were both in. Testing his nose, which still seemed to work, Sean could smell nothing that he or his lion could identify. His ears were still healing, and who knew how long it would be before he could see again?  
 
    Not that it mattered, because he didn't think it would be at all healthy to try and move until his skin and body healed. Sean's only guess as to why he was even alive was that the bodies of the demons behind him and his shielding had blocked enough of the blast that the damage hadn't overwhelmed his lycan constitution.  
 
    But what had happened to the First? Why wasn't he in Sean's head anymore? Sean remembered several times, back when this had all started, that the First had said they'd be stuck together until Sean died. 
 
    But Sean wasn't dead.  
 
    And he hadn't gone to the dreamland when he was unconscious either. Something very strange had just happened. Sean thought over what he could remember of what had just taken place, slowly. He'd pushed Roxy out of the way because he was fairly certain that the gate would focus the blast in one direction. Assuming it came through at all, of course. 
 
    The First had been yelling at him, and then suddenly his voice had just ceased as Sean had gone through. Originally Sean had planned to jump through, toss the bomb, and jump back. But there was that pack of biskops he'd landed in the middle of. The only reason they hadn't killed him was the three wolves who'd followed him through the gate and attacked immediately, while Sean had wasted an entire moment being shocked at what he'd found. 
 
    Well, one thing was certain, everyone was dead. All the demons, that is. If they weren't dead, they would have come in here, wherever here was, and killed him. So his only move right now, as he saw it, was to lie here very, very still and not to whine or whimper or do anything to draw attention to himself. To just be another dead body, deep in a tunnel, with lots of other dead bodies.  
 
    Or something like that. 
 
    But oh, did it hurt. Sean had felt pain before, but normally his body healed fast enough that it didn't last all that long. But everything was so messed up, and it needed so much mana to fix it, mana that was coming in so very slowly, that all he could do was just lie there and try not to make a sound. 
 
    To try and take his mind off the pain, he tried to redirect the healing to concentrate on his ears first. Being blind and deaf was about as unpleasant an experience as he could think of. If he could fix his ears, at least he'd know if there was anyone else around.  
 
    It was during this process that he realized, as his ear drums finally grew back, that his ears had been burned off, along with all his fur and probably half of his tail. 
 
    That made him whimper, just once, the echo of it off the walls driving him back into immediate silence, as without his ears, he couldn't get any kind of direction from any noise he might hear. 
 
    Some very long and very fearful time later, he could tell that his ears had finally grown back, and the pain had lessened enough that he fell asleep. Or perhaps he simply passed back out. 
 
      
 
    Ξ 
 
      
 
    There was a keep. He was sure it was a keep, because it looked like so many of the ones he'd seen in his high school history classes. It was a large round tower, with two smaller towers to one side, and walls connecting each of them in a triangular shape. It appeared to be made out of the same grayish stone as the structure he'd seen when he came through the gate, but the design was different; it was more...human.  
 
    He could see creatures toiling around it; they looked to be gnashers and other small demonic creatures. They worked with a purpose, but what that purpose was, he just couldn't tell. As he was watching, a figure came outside, tall and dressed in dark plate armor. But that wasn't what drew his attention.  
 
    They were brown. 
 
    Everything he'd see so far here was black, white, or gray. White was rare, but on occasion he'd spied it. Black, true black, was a bit more common, but everything else was the many shades of gray. Complex half-tones of many different shades. He'd found it easy to get used to. 
 
    But here, here was a being that was brown. Different shades of brown. The helm both covered and distorted the lines of their head, and many of the lines of their body were equally covered, and therefore confused. But he could still see it in many of the places that the armor didn't cover. 
 
    Brown. 
 
    Sean knew this was something he needed to investigate, that he needed to see closer, and just like that, he found his point of view zooming in. They turned away from him as he drew near and started to walk out to the fields, talking to the many demons working there, examining things around the keep, and for all the world, it looked like they were carrying out an inspection.  
 
    Sean could hear nothing as he followed, which he found curious, but now that he was closer, he hoped they would turn around so he could get a glimpse of their face.  
 
    When they finally did turn, however, his point of view followed from behind, so he could look at what they were looking at, still for all the world acting like he was peering over a shoulder. 
 
    The head twisted back and forth several times then, as if looking for something. A sword came out in one hand, while the other started to bat around their head, as if trying to chase off a fly or mosquito. When they saw nothing, they turned and quickly strode inside, with Sean still following over their shoulder.  
 
    Inside, there was a fairly typical stone hallway, with small black torches on the walls, giving off black flames and, Sean guessed, providing light. They strode down one hall and into another, then turned into a room, closing the door behind themselves. 
 
    The room looked to be a comfortable one, with a large bed dominating the whole of it. Sheathing their sword, they dropped to their knees beside the bed and pulled out a small, flat box. Sliding it out, they opened it. There was a pile of cloth inside, a mottled pattern of greens, which was tattered and worn. They quickly unwrapped the cloth, and in the center, there was a necklace that had been cut open, the cut ends looking to be both melted and tarnished.  
 
    Picking up the necklace, they quickly went over and sat down on one of the padded benches in front of a nightstand. Setting the necklace down on it, they grabbed the helmet with both hands and pulled it up and off, a cascade of long, thick, black hair tumbling out.  
 
    Giving a shake of their head to settle their hair as they set the helmet down, they grabbed the necklace and put it around their neck, and as Sean watched, they carefully touched the ends together. 
 
    The moment they touched, everything disappeared, and Sean fell back asleep. 
 
      
 
    Ξ 
 
      
 
    The next time Sean awoke, things felt normal. Strangely normal. He wasn't hungry, he wasn't thirsty, and he was only in a small amount of pain. Getting slowly to his hands and knees, he was sore everywhere, but everything seemed to work. Well, he couldn't see anything, but he didn't know if there was anything to see. He was in a tunnel, after all.  
 
    His mana was still low, but it was finally starting to recover. Taking a small risk, he cast a small light spell in the palm of his left hand, and then shone it around like a flashlight. 
 
    Behind him the tunnel had collapsed, and there was a lot of tar there, so the only direction he could go was forward. Starting down the tunnel, Sean examined the walls. They were all cut stone, so this had obviously been made for a purpose, by someone. When he came to the first change in the tunnel, it was an opening above him that went up about twenty feet, and then ended in some sort of plate.  
 
    The metal rungs set in the wall had all been destroyed, rotted or rusted, so there was no going up. So he continued on.  
 
    After the fifth one, Sean realized that none of them were going to have any kind of ladder he could climb up, so he examined the stonework. Flexing his claws, he hooked them into the cracks between the stones, and started to carefully climb up the side into one of the openings.  
 
    Once up inside it, he was able to brace his feet against one side and his back against the other, as it was fairly narrow, and work his way up to the top. He found the cover at the top was heavy, but it wasn't locked in place, so with some grunting and straining, he pushed it to the side and climbed up out of the tunnel, into a pile of blasted rubble. 
 
    Pushing up through the rubble, Sean looked around. Obviously the castle had been leveled by the explosion, and he couldn't see any remainder of the encampments that had surrounded the area. With any luck,  that would set the enemy's plans back, at least for a little while.  
 
    It took Sean a moment to figure out where the gate was, mainly because it was no longer there. This meant he'd been unconscious or healing for at least forty hours, if not a hell of a lot longer. But he could see the crater where the blast had gone off; it was more a bowl of black glass now, and everything within a thousand yards had either been incinerated or knocked down. 
 
    Pulling himself up out of the hole, Sean checked himself. His armor was dirty, but it was whole, and mostly undamaged. His large sword was still strapped to his back; his necklace was still in one piece, though his silver tag had melted again. It hadn't burned its way into him because he'd been face down when it'd happened this time. His only guess what that it had been overloaded by the silver ions in the explosion.  
 
    His body was whole, he was healed, and everything was there, though dirty from all the dust, grit, and dirt he'd had to walk and climb through.  
 
    The world itself was…different. Again, there only seemed to be two colors: black and gray. He suspected that white probably existed, but he hadn't seen it yet, so he wasn't sure. All of the trees, the brush, the plants, they all fit this color scheme—even the sky was black, and a large black object dominated the heavens, giving off some sort of light, but not much heat. Sean guessed it all made sense somehow, even if he couldn't understand it.  
 
    The only thing he found weird was that he could see. While it was all in a perpetual state of twilight with a scattering of unfamiliar stars in the heavens above, light was coming from somewhere, which made vision possible, even though there was no 'sun' or 'moon' in the sky. 
 
    Taking another look around, Sean could see several roads paved with a dark gray stone that led into this area. Considering how many people had been here, and the size of the explosion, someone was bound to come looking eventually. If not for survivors, then probably for loot.  
 
    So his first priority should be to get out of sight and into the forest. After that, he'd need to find another gateway so he could go home. The demons here had all been set up to take advantage of this one, which made Sean wonder if they always appeared in the same place here? Or had it simply been a matter of luck, which the demons had decided to take advantage of? 
 
    In either case, he needed to get going, and he needed to find a safe place to sit down and think about his next move. 
 
    Then there was that strange dream—or perhaps it was a vision?—that he'd had while he'd been sleeping or passed out. Turning around, he could almost feel, faintly, that there was something off in one direction that was different than all the rest.  
 
    The keep with the brown stranger? 
 
    "Well, anybody got a better idea?" Sean said aloud while looking around. 
 
    The muted sound of the wind through the trees was the only response he got. 
 
    Sean shrugged and, with no better idea of what to do with himself, he shifted back into his full lion form and quietly padded off into the forest in the direction of the faint feeling. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "What do we do now?" Claudia asked. "Sean was our leader, the one that drove everything! He wasn't just a figurehead, he was the one who laid down the law to all of us, and yes, even me! And now he's gone?" 
 
    "He's not gone," Roxy growled as she looked around at everyone in this small and very private meeting. "He's just stuck in the onderwereld." 
 
    "I didn't say he was dead," Claudia sighed, "but he's not here, and we need him. We need a lion to keep everyone inspired, and yes, to keep us all in line." 
 
    "Claudia's right," Chad agreed. "And not just for those reasons. We need the lions to know what we're doing, and we need their guidance on what's going on with these gateways. They've dealt with them before, we haven't." 
 
    "What I want to know," Daelyn said in a loud voice, "is what are we doing to get him back!" 
 
    "I second that emotion," Peg sighed. 
 
    "I'm open to suggestions," Roxy said, looking around the table. 
 
    "I say we get a bunch of people together, go through one of those gateways, and go get him!" Daelyn said. 
 
    "I've already had this discussion with Chad," Roxy grumbled and gave Chad one of 'those' looks. 
 
    "Oh?" Daelyn said and looked at Chad suspiciously. 
 
    "None of you are stepping through one of those gateways, and trust me when I say, I've taken precautions." 
 
    "You wouldn't," Daelyn growled. 
 
    Chad stood up and slammed both of his fists down on the table. "Oh, hell yes I will. Sean ordered me, he ordered me, not to ever go through one of those damn gateways because I was too damn important to the war. Well, just what do you think he's gonna do to me when he gets back here if I let one of you go through?" 
 
    Chad growled loudly, "So don't even think of it, or I swear by all that's holy, I will clap you in chains and get your uncle to throw your ass in prison until we get him back! Besides, we can't mount any kind of rescue mission until we know exactly what we're dealing with! Will our weapons work there? Can we supply our people after the gate closes? We know the gates bounce all over the place here; well, is that true over there? 
 
    "I'm putting together a quick reaction force. Their sole purpose is to jump through the next gate within minutes of it opening, and then jump back out. Just to see if we can do it, and to tell me what kind of force is already assembled on the other side. We are not going to go running off willy-nilly with no regard. Because you know for damn sure what Sean will do to us when he gets back if we do!" 
 
    Chad pegged Daelyn with a glare and then turned to look at Peg. 
 
    "Me? What are you looking at me for?" Peg said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Don't play 'Miss Innocent' over there. I know you've been asking around and talking to Deidre and Cali." Chad turned to look at Cali, who was blushing almost as much as Peg was, under that dark skin of hers. 
 
    "Look, I get it," Chad said, "you all want to run in there and save him, guns blazing; hell, I want to do it, and the only thing stopping me is that I can't disobey a direct order when he does that 'mystical lion shit', as he calls it. Besides, let's be honest here, if anyone can get through this, it's Sean." 
 
    "So what are we going to do to replace him?" Claudia asked, immediately garnering several angry looks. "I mean until he gets back!" she added quickly. 
 
    "I'll deal with it," Roxy said. "I think you and Chad are both right. We don't just need the authority of a lion for leading the other lycans; we need the intelligence and coordination as well." 
 
    "But what do we do about Sean?" Jolene asked softly. 
 
    "We'll figure something out," Roxy said with a heavy sigh. "Now, all of you put on a happy face, get out there, and get leading. We know Sean's not dead, which means he will be coming back to us. So let's make sure we keep all this going for when he does." 
 
    "One last thing," Chad said. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "In four months, the main gate opens. The chance of Sean being able to find one of the random gates before then, and sneak through before it's full of djevels, is a slim one. But that gate will be open for two years, so finding it will be pretty easy after it's been open for a few weeks. I think that's going to be the most likely gate for Sean to come back through." 
 
    "So in other words, get ready to wait," Peg said. 
 
    Chad nodded. 
 
    "It does make much sense," Cali said slowly. 
 
    "What if he can't find it?" 
 
    "Then we go in an get 'im!" Daelyn growled. 
 
    "Agreed," Roxy said and got up. "Now I need to make a phone call." 
 
    Giving each of her other wives a hug, as well as Max, Chad, and Claudia, Roxy went to her office, picked up the phone, and dialed a number. 
 
    "Hello?" 
 
    "Tisha, it's Roxy." 
 
    "Hi, Rox. Still no word from any of the others. Sean isn't in our dreamland, and he hasn't shown up there at all. Even when asleep." 
 
    "Is that typical?" 
 
    "Well, he is young, so he may not yet be strong enough to reach it unaided from the other plane." 
 
    Roxy nodded to herself. "Well, that's not the reason I'm calling." 
 
    "It's not?" 
 
    "We need a lion here to replace Sean until he comes back." 
 
    "I don't know, Rox, everyone is pretty busy." 
 
    "Look, Tisha," Roxy growled. "That wasn't a suggestion, it wasn't even a request. That was an order. You tell the First that we damn well better have somebody here in the next twenty-four hours." 
 
    "That's taking a lot on for yourself there, Roxy." Tisha growled back. 
 
    "What do you think Sean is going to do when he comes back and finds the rest of you didn't send someone to fill in while he was gone? We've got momentum here with the government and the locals. If I can't produce Sean, people will think he's dead." 
 
    "They're going to think he's dead if they see another lion," Tisha countered. 
 
    "Yeah, but at least they'll be seeing a lion, and they'll listen to him. We know he's not dead, but everyone knows what he did; there were a lot of witnesses. The rumors of his death are already spreading. Until he comes back, we're not going to be able to convince a lot of people otherwise.  
 
    "So you tell the First to get someone over here, or I'll fly out there and kick you in the ass myself!" 
 
    Tisha sighed into the phone. 
 
    "Okay, okay. You don't have to bite my head off. I'll make sure he gets the message, and I'll let him know that you're on the warpath." 
 
    "Thanks, say hi to everyone, I need to go and rally the troops." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Wherever You Are 
 
      
 
    The woods were thick, and progress through them was slow. They were also dark, but not so dark that Sean couldn't see. He didn't know if that was due to his own abilities, or if it was because of that strange twilight that seemed to pervade everything, though there was no source to it, and no shadows. It was also cold here—not unbearably cold, but if he hadn't had a fur coat, it would have been uncomfortable. 
 
    The part that was taking the most adjusting to was that he was alone. 
 
    For the first time in almost a year, it was just him. The First wasn't in his head, and the girls weren't around. He kind of liked not having the First in his head, even if he did miss him. It had always been nice to have that little bit of support, knowing that there was somebody he could always fall back on if things got out of hand. Someone he could talk to. Someone who, he had to admit, had given him sound advice, and taught him a lot about life, women, and fighting. 
 
    But it was his body, his, Sean's. He'd made the best of the situation because he'd had no choice; there hadn't been anything to be gained by complaining, so he hadn't. He liked the First, a lot, and honestly did look up to him now as a father figure. He was wise, and he was powerful, but... 
 
    But it was Sean's head, and it was Sean's body, and he liked being the only one in it and the one in control of it once again. Oh, he still had his beast, but as Roxy had told him a thousand times, his beast was him and he was his beast. Without the First there, Sean was actually enjoying being a lion more now than he had before, because three is definitely a crowd. 
 
    As for the girls, Sean tried not to sigh too loudly. He'd gone from confirmed bachelor, to husband, to father and he missed Roxy, Jolene, Daelyn, Roberta, Peg, and Cali more than he could actually put into words. They might not have been in his head, but they were definitely under his skin. They were a part of him, a part he fully intended to go back home to. 
 
    Just as soon as he figured out how. 
 
    Hell, he was just getting used to the idea of being a father, and he had a slew of children he had every intention of spoiling totally. 
 
    He heard a noise then and froze, all his senses coming to high alert. He waited several minutes until he heard it again. There was something up ahead and on his right. Something, or rather someone. Stepping carefully through the trees and being mindful of where he put his feet, Sean slowly crept forward through the trees. 
 
    He came to a small clearing with a path leading through it. There was a raseri sitting in the clearing on a log, with a small fire before it. If you could call those black flames a fire. Sean found it interesting, as it didn't seem to give off any light that he could see, though it did give off heat. 
 
    Shifting into his hybrid form, Sean put his hand up on the pommel of his sword, drew it, and stepped out into the clearing. The raseri suddenly jumped to its feet, spun around, and drew a sword of its own as it yelled something at him and attacked. 
 
    Sean was reminded of his vision then, only in that one, he'd been the one being ambushed, not the djevel. They fought for a bit, then he used the same trick he'd used in the vision and slew the djevel, who snarled something at him as it died. 
 
    In the vision, the djevel had said something like, 'We will have you, lion, one of us will, I swear it', as it had died. Sean had understood it then, but why hadn't he understood it now? 
 
    Sean took a moment to see if there was anything worthwhile in the way of loot the dead raseri may have had before it melted away to the tar-like residue they seemed to leave behind when they died. There was a pouch of what Sean assumed was money, so he took that, but he left the rest and moved back into the forest, putting a fair bit of distance between him and the fight, before he sat down on the ground and thought about what had happened. 
 
    In the vision, in all of the visions, he'd understood what was said, so he'd assumed they'd been speaking English. But now he knew that they hadn't been. So what had translated their words for him? 
 
    He puzzled that over for a few minutes. He recalled that the First spoke their language and understood it rather well. But the First wasn't here. 
 
    Sean blinked. The First hadn't been with him in any of the visions, either! That meant either the vision had translated the speech for him, or somewhere in his head he already knew the language. 
 
    But how? 
 
    Calling up his frameworks, Sean set up a defensive shield, as well as an alarm spell, and then called up his stat sheet. Scrolling down to mental abilities, he noticed a very small triangle under the stat, so small as to easily be missed. How he had missed it, he wasn't sure. Or perhaps it hadn't been there until he needed it? 
 
    Selecting it, the sub-category Languages appeared, with a long list of languages beneath it. Every language  spoken in the world today, as well as some Sean was pretty sure were no longer spoken at all.  
 
    As they were arranged alphabetically, it didn't take him long to find 'Demon'. He put a point into it, and not only did it light up, but so did Danish and Dark Elf, if not as brightly. On a hunch, he scrolled down to goblin, and saw he had some skill there now as well. Apparently they were all related, which made sense when he thought about it.  
 
    On a whim Sean scrolled all the way down to the end of the language list, where he saw another tab like the languages one. Only this one said 'Mystical Shit'. 
 
    Opening that tab, Sean saw a whole bunch of things he'd had no idea existed, and a lot of them had points in them already! There were 'voice' and 'will' stats, as well as one marked 'home (lion)', which split down to 'visit - incorporeal' and 'visit - corporeal'. 
 
    Sean's head spun for a moment at that. The incorporeal one had points in it, but seemed like it needed more. Sean wondered about that for a moment. If this was what he thought it was, it meant he couldn't go to the dreamland until he leveled the skill back up a fair deal. As he had just traveled to another plane, that made sense. 
 
    But the other one? Examining it showed him that the cost was far beyond his means right now, but it made him wonder what the cost would be back home? And if he could afford it back home, could he use it? 
 
    Sean was fairly certain that the First's presence had either been blocking this list from his view, or when the First had been ejected from his head, he had perhaps left him with the skeleton of all his abilities. That maybe he now had a view into the part of his mind the First had been occupying. The language costs were ridiculously low, at least Sean thought that they were, so he could learn to speak anything fairly quickly. 
 
    But these skill costs, and some of them he really had no idea at all what they meant, were all very expensive. Apparently his magic user's statistics and learning spell had latched onto all these abilities, just as it was connected to his magic using skills and lycan skills. The purpose of the spell was to make it easier for a mage to develop and hone their abilities, so surprisingly—or maybe not so surprisingly—it worked with his leonine abilities as well! 
 
    Scrolling down through the list, Sean saw there were a lot of things he didn't quite understand. Obviously this was something he'd have to examine more closely when he had time. Coming to the end of that list, he found yet another one, which was labeled simply as 'Status'. 
 
    Opening that one up, there were only three lines, and they were all informational displays. The first said 'Available', and was at zero. The next said 'Stored', and was at two hundred and thirty-two. The last one said 'Generating / Using', the numbers were '2 / 2', and there was a second entry on the same line after that that simply said 'ratio at min'. 
 
    That made no sense to Sean at all, so he closed it all up and thought about what he'd just seen. Lions obviously got their power from something, and whatever that something was, it wasn't available in this realm. 
 
    Sean looked at his wrist and remembered that he had left his father's watch sitting on the dresser when he'd gone to bed. Shaking his head, he dropped the alarms and shields he'd put up and started to walk towards that 'feeling' once again that he'd associated with that brown person he'd seen when he'd been unconscious.  
 
    Shifting back to his lion form, he let his beast have control as he looked at his mana levels and pondered what he'd seen. His mana was still recharging, if slowly. A lot more slowly than he was used to. He'd definitely have to be a lot more careful about using magic, as his lycan healing, and even shifting to a small degree, depended on his having a positive balance. 
 
    Then there was the next thing to consider; namely that he wasn't hungry, and he wasn't tired. With his lion out and running things, he could go sort of 'mindless', and that was a kind of sleep, but he didn't feel the need to. For some odd reason, he wasn't tired and didn't want to sleep.  
 
    Then there was food. He was happy about not being hungry, as he hadn't seen anything that even remotely passed as being food. But after all the healing he'd done, and the walking, plus the short fight, he should be hungry. Yet he wasn't. Not even the slightest bit. 
 
    Suddenly his mana levels, which he'd only been paying a little attention to, started to rise much more quickly than they had been, at almost normal levels. Stopping in the forest, he made sure that there was no one around, shifted back into his hybrid form, brought up all of his frameworks, and started to check himself over, making sure he didn't have any injuries he might not have noticed before. Then he checked the spells he constantly had active to make sure that they were still working. 
 
    Once that was done, he took off a piece of armor and carefully went over it, repairing it in the manner Maitland had showed him, using magic. He then put the piece back on and started on the next one. Sean had no idea how long this burst of mana would last, but he was determined to take advantage of it before it stopped. 
 
    When he finally finished repairing his gear, he looked around once more. The mana was still flowing, interestingly enough, so Sean built a simple spell that would keep track of when it stopped and started back up. Checking his gear one last time, Sean took a good look around, then shifted back into lion form, and continued on his way. The feeling he was heading towards didn't seem any stronger than it had before, so he had no real idea of how long or how far he'd be following it. 
 
    That done, he thought about the girls for a while, and hoped they were all okay. He really needed to take the time  to figure out a way to let them know he was still alive, but not until he was someplace safe. He just hoped they didn't do anything stupid. Like he had. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Den Brune En sat upright in her chair and looked around. Something felt different. Something she hadn't felt in so long that she had no real idea what it was, or where it was coming from. Just that it was something familiar, something important to her. 
 
    This wasn't the first time she'd felt it; that had been a good many days ago, several months she reckoned. Then there had been that other feeling, like someone was watching her. Scrying was rare in the lands around here, but she still had the means to fight it. Since then, nothing had disturbed her beyond this uneasy feeling she was getting every few days now. 
 
    "Brune En," Første said, entering her chamber, "Fjerde's patrol has returned with some news." 
 
    "Please enlighten me," Den Brune En said with a sigh. "What has Fjerde discovered?" 
 
    "Lord Ansigt is no more," Første said with a smile. 
 
    "What?" She blinked, surprised. "How can that be? He had a great number of smaller houses gathered around him!" 
 
    Første shrugged his shoulders. "No one knows. A storsindet gate opened on his estates at the hellige spot he was using. He set messengers to gather allies. One of them was returning when they saw a blinding white light, which was followed by a thunderclap most loud. When he got there the next day, everything was destroyed, and the tar of the dead covered everything." 
 
    Den Brune En pondered that a moment. The gateways only opened in specific places here, the locals having figured out how to make that happen many tens of thousands of years ago. How many of those places you held often determined your status. Lord Ansigt had held two full sets. One for the storsindet gates, which were the largest and longest. A second for lille gates, which were the smallest. 
 
    Lord Ansigt had been pressing his troops through each gate as it opened, whenever one of his hellige spots caught a gateway. He'd even built his castle near one of the spots that was fabled to pull in the most storsindet gates. The other lords were all doing the same, with few exceptions. Everyone knew there were large concentrations of food near the gates, millions apparently, and the demon kings who ruled here had used that knowledge, as well as their own personal powers, to strengthen their alliances and increase their armies. 
 
    But until now, there had been very little success. Den Brune En smiled to herself. Apparently the 'food' in this hunting ground had learned a great deal about defense and wasn't that keen on the idea of being eaten. 
 
    "So what are the others doing about it?" she asked. 
 
    "They're putting together raiding parties to see who can get there first and hold it for themselves." 
 
    "What's the rush? Wasn't that the first storsindet gate his large hellige attracted?" 
 
    "Because his lille hellige has had five openings, and that was his storsindet hellige's third opening. He's had more than anyone else." 
 
    "None of which he's had any success with," she pointed out. 
 
    "Ah! But two from a recent passage just came back into being. They told a story of making it to a fantastic place where the food was so plentiful that it lived high in the mountains in cold places, because the warm ones were too crowded. The said they had feasted well until one of the empowered ones appeared and cast them out." 
 
    "And people believed this tale?" she asked, skeptically. 
 
    Første nodded. "It was clearly evident that they had eaten well, and eaten recently. They are offering to show others where they got their food, if someone were to take them through again." 
 
    "Do they know where the lang tid will open?" she asked, frowning. 
 
    "Not yet, Brune En. They know when, of course, but right now the speculation is on the lands of Lord Ansigt, because of the number of gates his helliges have managed to attract." 
 
    She nodded slowly. "Keep me apprised of the situation." 
 
    "Does this mean we will be going through?" 
 
    Den Brune En chewed on her lower lip a moment as she thought about that.  
 
    "Having no hellige of our own, it will depend mainly on what the others are willing to allow." 
 
    "With the difficulties all have been having so far, Brune En, I would think any lord would be happy to welcome your sword arm to their host, considering your reputation." 
 
    "Perhaps, Første, perhaps." 
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    Jolene found herself standing in front of an old and familiar door. Shaking her head, she sighed and stepped through.  
 
    "Jolene!" Marx said as she looked around the almost bare floor. "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "I needed to stretch my legs, Marx. I needed something a bit more familiar in my life for a few minutes. Between the kids, the war, and Sean's disappearance," she shook her head, "I needed a few minutes to myself." 
 
    "Yeah, but why here?" Marx asked. 
 
    "Because Sawyer's the oldest friend I've got?" she said with a sad laugh. 
 
    "That's pretty bad, if you ask me," Marx replied in a whisper. 
 
    "Jolene!" Sawyer called from the front of the shop as he noticed her. "Come on up here! You bring any pictures of the kids?" 
 
    Marx blinked, and Jolene shrugged and walked to the counter. 
 
    "What, no nasty rejoinders now that Sean's not around?" she asked him. 
 
    Sawyer snorted. "The kid would kill me, and we both know it. I'm also not one to kick people when they're down, unless they deserve it, and you've never deserved it. 
 
    "So, got any pictures?" 
 
    Jolene smiled a little wryly. "I got pictures. My kids, Cali's, Roberta's, Roxy's, Dae's, and even Deidre's." 
 
    Sawyer chuckled. "Well, let's see 'em. Glad you caught me before we left. We're heading out to Carson City after the sun sets." 
 
    Jolene nodded as she got out her phone and called up all the photos on it. "Roxy told me." She paused a moment then, and looked up at Sawyer. "Tell me, tell me truthfully, do you really think Sean's coming back?" 
 
    "I've been covering the bets of every single person who comes in here saying he's dead. Same for all the ones my bookies are picking up. If Sean don't come back, I'm gonna lose about ten million dollars, Jolene. So yeah. I think he's coming back." 
 
    Jolene smiled. "Thanks, Sawyer. Now, let's start with Cali's, because I know you want to see hers first." 
 
    "Well, they are royalty!" Sawyer snickered. 
 
    Jolene had to admit, coming down to Sawyer's had been the right thing to do. He made the right noises when he looked at the pictures, and he teased her just enough to keep things light. She was just finishing up when Sawyer's phone rang. 
 
    "Excuse me a moment," he said and spoke a few minutes in goblin to someone on the line before hanging up. 
 
    "Well, I better get back," Jolene said. "Almost feeding time for the twins." 
 
    Sawyer nodded. "Sure, sure. By the way, tell Roxy that my cousin called back about the ammo. He said it was old stuff made specifically for those guns, but it didn't work well, so they moved on to something better. That's why he gave it to me for free. He was never able to sell it, and it was just taking up space." 
 
    Jolene nodded. "I'll tell her." 
 
    "Bye, Jolene!" 
 
    Jolene waved and gave Marx a hug when she got to the door. "Take care of him, okay?" she whispered. 
 
    "Hey, he's my meal ticket! I have to!" Marx laughed and showed her out the door. 
 
    After Marx closed the door, he turned to Sawyer. 
 
    "Honestly, Boss, do you really think we'll see him again?" 
 
    Sawyer snorted. "If he doesn't come back, we're all screwed. But he tamed Jo, and any man that can handle that woman ain't gonna have no problems with any djevels." 
 
    "And here I thought Roxy was the dangerous one." 
 
    Sawyer laughed. "Shows what you know. Roxy will just kill you. Jolene there? She'd destroy you, your hopes, your dreams, and everything you ever made." 
 
    "I guess that explains why she comes here!" Marx said with a grin. 
 
    "Hey, I only do it for money. Until Sean came along, she did it for fun." 
 
      
 
    Jolene was just walking up to the house when a taxi pulled up to the door and a man got out. 
 
    "Ah! Jolene, right?"  
 
    Jolene looked him over; he was middle-aged, probably late thirties, about six-foot tall, with blond hair and a fairly athletic build like Sean had. 
 
    "You are?" she asked slowly. 
 
    "Adam," he said and smiled at her, "the new lion the First sent over here before Roxy figured out some new and interesting way to kick his ass." 
 
    "Oh," Jolene said slowly, thinking about it. "Well, come on inside and I'll introduce you to everyone." 
 
    Adam nodded and followed her up the stairs. "How are your son's doing?" 
 
    "Well, they're doing well." 
 
    Opening the door, Jolene led him to the living room.  
 
    "Did you know Sean?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "Not really, we only met once." 
 
    Adam and Jolene stopped as they came into the living room, where Roxy and the others were gathered, as well as Oak and several of his staff and the leads of most of the combat teams. 
 
    "Jo, who's your guest?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "This is Adam. He's a lion." Jolene said. 
 
    Just then Adam shifted into his hybrid form. He wasn't as tall as Sean, but he was still an impressive sight. 
 
    "Hello, Roxy, Daelyn, Cali, Roberta, and Peg. I see you're all even more lovely than Sean said. I'm here to help out until he gets back. We lions didn't want anyone to think we weren't thinking of you, it's just that Sean's done such a great job here, none of us thought anybody was needed. But we all heard the rumors flying around Washington, so I was sent here so the mundanes wouldn't panic. 
 
    "But we all know Sean's fine and will be coming back, right?" Adam said with a smile, looking around. 
 
    Roxy and the girls looked at each other, and then the others, who all seemed to be nodding and smiling. 
 
    "Great! I'll leave the rest of you to it, but if I could speak with you for a few moments, Roxy? In private? You could bring me up to speed on what I need to know, and then I'll just take it from there. Gotta make sure when Sean gets back that we can make him proud, right?" 
 
    Roxy heard several people agreeing with Adam, and the smile he had on his face got even larger. 
 
    "If he thinks he's horning in on us," Daelyn muttered, "Maxwell and him are gonna have a loooong talk." 
 
    "Yeah," Roxy whispered back. "What do you say we nip this in the bud?" 
 
    "Girls," Roxy said, standing up, "why don't you all join me and Adam in my office? So we can tell him everything he needs to know to help us out." 
 
    "Awesome!" Adam said, still smiling. "I can't ask for anything more than that!" 
 
    Roxy rolled her eyes and led them all out the back of the house, across the small open area, into the building she had her office in. Opening the door, she strode in and around to the back of her desk.  
 
    Turning around, she nodded at Jolene, who closed the door as Peg, Cali, Roberta, and Daelyn—who was fingering her hammer—stood around him and looked at him. 
 
    "Listen, I don't know who..." Roxy started but Adam interrupted her. 
 
    "Can anyone hear us in here?" Adam asked, looking at her with furrowed brows. 
 
    "No! Like I'd let anyone see us reading you the...!" Roxy stopped as Adam suddenly just dropped into one of the chairs and gave a heavy sigh. 
 
    "Thank god," Adam sighed, and then shook his head. "I'd hoped to meet all of you in private first. Look," Adam said, "I'm here because you needed somebody. You needed a lion who could look good, put on a bold front, and tell people what they want to hear and shake their hand. 
 
    "I'm not here because I know anything about fighting a war; I don't. I also suck at leadership." 
 
    "Wait, what?" Daelyn said, looking at him dumbfounded. "If you can't do any of that stuff, why in the hell are ya' here?" 
 
    Adam snorted. "Because they could spare me?" 
 
    "Then what good are you?" Peg asked. 
 
    Adam sighed and stood up, then he smiled and suddenly looked the complete picture of leonine confidence. 
 
    "Why hello there, Peg. Have I told you just how many times Sean has talked to me about you? And all those wonderful things he's said? Why I tell you, your Sean is a real lucky man to have you!" 
 
    Peg blinked. "What are you, a politician?" 
 
    Adam frowned. "Now, now. There's no need for insults. I'm a con man!" He grinned and then frowned. "And they told me to get my ass up here and con everyone into thinking that they'd sent you one of their best." Then he dropped back down into the chair. 
 
    "There are lion con men?" Jolene said, blinking. 
 
    Adam shrugged and smiled a little lopsidedly. "I'm an F3, all the good jobs were taken." 
 
    "What's this F3?" Cali asked. 
 
    "Third generation. The First and his littermates are the F1s. Both of my parents weren't F1's, so I'm like the least powerful. I'm also one of the youngest; I was ten when the die-off happened, so?" Adam shrugged. "Wine, women, and a lot of song. Which as you know, doesn't come cheap." 
 
    "Oh, great," Roxy sighed and dropped into her chair. "We ask for help, and they send us Cal Worthington." 
 
    "Who?" Cali asked. 
 
    "Famous used car salesman," Roberta whispered back. 
 
    "I don't know," Peg said, "I felt it when he was putting the moves on me there. I mean, I've seen some good ones and heard a lot of great lines..." 
 
    "Try me," Jolene said. 
 
    "Huh?" Adam said, blinking. 
 
    "Schmooze me, like you just did with Peg, but I wanna feel the full effect." 
 
    "Umm, you sure? You know Sean will kill me for anything even close to hitting on you, don't you? If the First doesn't get his hands on me before then." 
 
    "Get up and give it your best shot, Adam," Roxy growled. "Jo's a mind mage. If anyone can gauge your power, she can." 
 
    Sighing, Adam got back on his feet and took a deep breath, and then just like that, he looked all suave and cool again. 
 
    "Hey there, sexy," he said with a soft deep voice. "Sean told me you know how alllll the muscles work. Now don't you worry yourself, little honey, we'll have ole Sean back to you and putting you through your paces in no time!" 
 
    Jolene took a step back and blinked. "Whoa. He's good, I actually felt that." 
 
    "Well of course I'm good!" Adam said and grinned. "I'm a lion! I've probably bagged more gals in bed than anyone else out there! Even the First! If it's cheap and easy! I've been sleazy! Good thing we can't catch VD, or I'd have died of that more times than I've been killed by jealous husbands!" 
 
    Roxy shook her head, but couldn't help but grin at that. 
 
    "Okay, so we know he can hit on girls. Why is that important?" Roberta asked. 
 
    "Because we need a figurehead, we need someone to convince the politicos and the other lycan leaders that we've got this under control. We already have Chad and Maitland on the military front, and the rest of us have been handling most everything else." 
 
    Adam nodded. "That's pretty much what the First was thinking when he told me to get my ass up here. You tell me what to say, and I'll go out there and say it. Everyone sees this big buff handsome lion out there with all the answers, and they figure that even though Sean's gone, we're still gonna win this thing." 
 
    "Wait a moment," Roxy said frowning. "If you can still talk to the First, why can't you talk to Sean? I mean, isn't he still in his head or something?" 
 
    Adam shook his head. "No. When Sean went through the gateway, the First got kicked out. He's no longer connected to Sean." 
 
    "Then how do you know Sean's still alive?" Jolene asked, suddenly nervous. 
 
    "Because he's not in the lion realm. We can tell he's still connected to it, so if he was dead, he'd be there." 
 
    "But..." 
 
    Adam held up his hand. "I'm not the one to be asking any of those questions. I've lived a very shallow and enjoyable life. Dealing with things like that requires a lot more scholarship than I'm capable of." 
 
    "We need to take him to see Arthur and Joseph," Roberta said. 
 
    "Why?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "If he can get by those two, he can get by anyone. Consider it a test fire. He passes that, he's good, and we do like he said." 
 
    "What if I don't pass?" Adam asked. 
 
    "You get to go looking for Sean," Roberta said with a nasty smile, "personally." 
 
    "Damn, Sampson was right about you!" Adam grumbled. 
 
    "You know Sampson?" 
 
    "Well, yeah, he's my dad." 
 
    "He's very disappointed in you, isn't he?" Daelyn snickered. 
 
    "That reminds me, I need a couple of girlfriends." 
 
    "What?" Roxy said. "Why?" 
 
    "Because if I don't have them, everyone is going to think I've picked up for Sean in the bedroom along with everywhere else." Adam shuddered then. "You have no idea just how pissed off my Mom will get if she thinks I did something like that." 
 
    "And of course, Sean would kill you," Roxy said with a nod. "Okay, Jo and I will go over there with you tomorrow. Dae, you're driving." Roxy looked at the clock. "We got a good six hours to go over how to deal with them, and fill you in on a few other things." 
 
    "Who are we gonna fix him up with?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "Oh, don't worry, I know just the person," Roxy said with an evil grin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 It's Never Been Like That 
 
      
 
    "I wonder if this means Sean is dead?" Joseph asked after he'd been shown to a seat in Arthur's study while they waited for their guest to show up. 
 
    "My niece has told me he's alive," Arthur replied. 
 
    "Then why the new lion?"  
 
    "I'm guessing that's what this meeting is about." 
 
    James came into the room then.  
 
    "They just arrived, Arthur. Frank will be bringing them up shortly." 
 
    Arthur nodded. "Thank you. Some coffee please, James?" 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    Shortly after James left to take care of that, Frank came in with the new lion, as well as his niece, Roxy, and Daelyn. Arthur noticed that they all looked tired, but no one seemed to be grieving. 
 
    "Arthur, Joseph," Jolene started as they both stood up to shake hands, "this is Adam." 
 
    "Pleased to meet you," Arthur said and looked Adam over as Joseph took his turn to shake hands. Adam looked to be a bit smaller than he remembered Sean to be, but he also looked to be much more refined. His mane was brushed out to near perfection; his clothing was well made and impeccably styled. Nothing was out of place, and the relaxed, easy smile on his leonine face showed a level of confidence that Arthur had rarely seen from Sean. 
 
    "It's an honor, gentlemen. Sean thinks highly of you both." 
 
    "Oh?" Arthur and Joseph glanced at each other. "He's mentioned us?" 
 
    "What one lion knows," Adam said with a wink. 
 
    "You all know," Joseph sighed. "Sean has told us that more than once." 
 
    "So what brings you here today, Adam?" Arthur asked as James returned with a pot of coffee, Dean carrying a tray with cups on it. 
 
    "Simply put," Adam said, taking a cup as Dean handed it to him, then holding it as James filled it, "we're pretty sure that everyone thinks Sean is dead. It could be months before he can find another gateway to make his way back here, and, well," Adam shook his head, "we just can't afford to let all the work he's done for us here unravel in his absence." 
 
    "So you're saying he's not dead then?" Joseph asked. "Does that mean you've talked to him?" 
 
    "No, he's not dead, and we're having trouble talking to him. No lion has ever gone to the Onderwereld before, and he's obviously far too busy figuring things out there to take the time to talk to us." 
 
    "Then how do you know he's alive?" Joseph pressed. 
 
    Adam smiled. "Oh, that's easy. If he was dead, he'd be with those of us awaiting reincarnation." 
 
    "Reincarnation?" 
 
    "We're gods, Joseph. We can't die. If we lose our body, we just get another one." 
 
    "How does that work?" Arthur asked. 
 
    "Very well," Adam said with a bright smile. "Been through it myself. But we're straying from the point. Sean had been talking with the rest of us about those two that got away from us last week. Seems there are a few weak points in our armor, I guess you could say. He wanted to see if we could get Sapientia and Eruditio to help with securing some kind of border around the war zone." 
 
    "A border? We have to be talking about something hundreds of miles long," Arthur said. "I'm not sure we could block that, even all of us working together." 
 
    "Not something to lock them in," Jolene interrupted. "Something that would tell us when somebody got out. Sean was considering some sort of magical fence based on enchanted items maintained by a group of magic users." 
 
    Adam nodded. "What she said. I'm not a magic user, sorry if I misspoke." 
 
    "Oh! A magical ward!" Arthur said and looked at Joseph, who was already considering the idea. 
 
    "I think it's possible," Joseph said slowly. "Sean was right about our needing something like that, obvious now of course. Pity none of us thought of it earlier." 
 
    "Don't blame yourselves," Adam said with a dismissive gesture. "I think we were all caught a little off guard this time around. Normally they don't start to really push through in big numbers until the main gateway has opened. In fact, they're still following the old rules down in South America, where I just came from." 
 
    "You were fighting them in Brazil?" Arthur asked, surprised. 
 
    Adam nodded. "Of course. No one wanted to come up here, really." He sighed dramatically then. "But I drew the short straw, so here I am." 
 
    "Why didn't anyone want to come?" Arthur asked, looking concerned. 
 
    "Because I'll lose my seniority in the fight back there," Adam said, sounding a little dejected. "Once Sean comes back, there really isn't any need for two of us here. But being gone for four or five months is a lot in a war zone. So I'll lose my command and get stuck back at the bottom." 
 
    "Do you really think he'll be gone that long?" 
 
    "Until the main gateway opens, the odds of him finding one of the temporary gates before it collapses are pretty slim. But once the main one opens? Well, he won't have any trouble finding that one, unless..." 
 
    "Unless what?" Arthur asked, noticing that now Jolene, Roxy, and Daelyn, were starting to look worried. 
 
    Adam looked at Arthur and smiled. "This is Sean we're talking about, Arthur. How does that line go again? 'I'm not trapped in here with you; you're all trapped in here with me.'" 
 
    Roxy watched as Arthur and Joseph considered his words. While none of them had wanted to admit to the possibility, the simple truth was, they needed a story if Sean didn't turn up, or worse yet, was killed. Sean had mentioned Chad's ideas on invading to her, as well as the First's thoughts on seeing if they could assassinate the demon leaders to sow dissention in their ranks. 
 
    Plus not a one of them would put it past Sean to become a complete asshole and do something like that, if the opportunity presented itself. Adam had been fairly certain he could sell them on it, because they all knew it was the kind of thing he was capable of. 
 
    "Still, I would think a young man like Sean would be far more interested in returning to his young wives," Joseph said, causing Roxy to worry. 
 
    "Sean's a lion now, Joseph, and for all of us, there is one thing far more important than our lives, or even being able to come home to our women." 
 
    "And that would be?" 
 
    "Our children. Sean's a father now; he has children, with more on the way. Protecting them is what drives him most now. We're lions; our prides are what motivate us to defend our territory against the invaders. We don't just do it for the challenge of it, nor do we do it just to protect all of you humans. We do it because how can our children, not all of whom are lions, grow and thrive if we do not? 
 
    "You once asked Sean why lions didn't rule the world, did you not?" 
 
    "Erm, yes, we did," Joseph said, looking a little embarrassed. 
 
    "We did once, long, long ago. We were not made to rule the mundanes, the humans. We don't understand what it is you want from life, just as you don't understand what it is we need. Your numbers suffered from that misunderstanding, and we eventually came to realize that it would be better for us to let you rule the world." 
 
    "Seriously?" Arthur asked. 
 
    Adam laughed. "Look around you! Look at all you humans have wrought! Can you deny that it was the right decision?" 
 
    Roxy held her breath as Adam went completely off script. She hadn't told him about their asking about the lions running the world, in fact she'd completely forgotten about it. But the effect it had on Arthur and Joseph as they looked at each other, then back at Adam, was undeniable. 
 
    Jolene was right; Adam had an innate ability to play people. 
 
    "So we can count on your help with this ward, right?" Adam asked. 
 
    Arthur and Joseph started slightly in their seats, and Arthur turned to Joseph. 
 
    "What do you think, can we do it?" 
 
    Joseph nodded slowly. "We'll have to get some help from the other councils, but I think the idea has merit." Joseph looked up at Adam. "We'll do our part." 
 
    "Good! Good!" Adam said and took a long drink of his coffee, then set it down on the table. "Well, I hate to drink and run, but there's a lot to do and never enough time to do it," Adam said, standing. 
 
    "I do have one last question," Arthur asked. 
 
    Adam smiled. "Ah, Sean told me about this. Sure, ask away." 
 
    "What will you do if Sean hasn't come through the gateway six months from now?" 
 
    Adam frowned. "Then I guess I'll just have to go and get him." Adam winked then, and lowered his voice in a mock whisper as he nodded towards the girls. "Because they'll beat me to death if I don't!" 
 
    Roxy noticed that both of the men smiled then, as she and the others got up and followed Adam back to the car. 
 
    "So," Adam asked as they drove away, "do I pass?" 
 
    "You know we're gonna hold you to that little promise of yours if Sean doesn't come back," Daelyn said with a grumble. 
 
    " I guess that means I passed. So now what?" 
 
    "Now let's see how you handle Claudia!" Roxy said with a smile. 
 
    Adam snorted. "That'll be easy; I'm more worried about his friends Chad and Steve. The First warned me about them." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Sean was in his hybrid form fighting a group of four bonde he'd come across. He would have bypassed them, but they were in the process of eating somebody's soul. Remembering his last vision dealing with this, he slew the soul first, sending it hopefully to its just reward. Then he turned on the four bonde, and when he killed them, they stayed dead. 
 
    He paused only long enough to relieve them of what he thought was their money. Nothing else seemed of value, so he quickly moved back into the forest, moving carefully through the black trees. He'd been going long enough to be able to tell the difference between daytime and nighttime. The ever-pervasive 'light' went away during what passed for night here, but his night vision was good enough as a lion to be able to see a few feet before him. That, combined with his other senses, meant he could still continue on if he needed to, just slowly. 
 
    But he had more than enough mana, so he simply cast a night vision spell on himself, and was pleased to find it worked. 
 
    He'd noticed his incoming mana levels had died back down to a trickle, and looking at the spell he'd been using, he suspected it was the opening of a gateway that had increased his mana, because it appeared to have only lasted about twelve hours. That made him wonder, if the gate he'd come through had collapsed when his bomb had gone off, would he have died?  
 
    It was all very curious. 
 
    Also, for the first time in longer than he could remember, he was lonely. Growing up as he had, Sean had learned to do without other people, because he'd had no one else in his life, beyond his mother, who was always working to pay off the outrageous debt they'd been saddled with. After a year of Roxy, the girls, and even the First being in his head, Sean had grown quite used to the company. 
 
    "Talk about your unintended consequences," Sean muttered to himself, his voice not carrying very far in the heavy woods. He wondered what the girls were up to, and how his children were doing. At least he'd gotten to see Jo and Dae's children before he'd left. But Peg and Sheila were due in a couple of weeks, and he seriously doubted he was going to be there to see it. 
 
    He started to worry then if he was doing the right thing, trying to track down this brown stranger. If he'd stayed in the area where the gate had been, sooner or later another one would show up there, right? Or was it just bad luck for him and his people that the gate on this side had opened up so close to a major stronghold? 
 
    Sean sighed and shook his head. He was a stranger in a strange land, without the slightest clue what anything meant or how anything worked. He needed an ally, or barring that, maybe he just needed to catch some live demons and question them. 
 
    He noticed then that the trees were starting to thin out. Slowing down, he made his way carefully through them. He saw it then, there was a clearing up ahead!  
 
    Moving even more cautiously than before, Sean ducked down low and approached the edge of the clearing. He saw it then, the larger tower with the two smaller adjoining towers! This was where he'd seen the brown figure in his last vision!  
 
    Looking around, Sean could see that there were demons, gnashers mostly, working the fields, apparently looking for something? He wasn't quite sure. Suddenly one of them called out an alert, and they all started to hurry back towards the tower. Sean watched, wondering what they could be running from. He didn't see anybody approaching on the roads leading to the place; the clearing he'd come to was actually the end of the forest and it was plains now for as far as the eye could see. 
 
    When the brown figure came out and spoke to one of the gnashers, who was gesturing towards Sean, he suddenly realized they'd been running from him. Apparently they'd spotted or detected him somehow. 
 
    Shaking his head, he stood up straight, stepped out of the woods, and started to walk slowly down the hillside towards the keep. The other figure had dismissed the gnasher it was talking to, and was striding quickly towards him. 
 
    Sean took the time to examine them as they came closer. The armor they were wearing was some sort of black plate. It didn't look well fitted, though it did look like it had seen a fair deal of punishment over the years. The helm they were wearing didn't quite match the armor, and the shape of it was rather odd.  
 
    What he did notice was that they had short brown fur over the parts of the body he could see, with a lighter colored chest that was definitely female, from the way the armor was shaped.  
 
    They also had a tail.  
 
    With a tuft on the end. 
 
    Sean blinked. He looked at the approaching figure, and blinked again.  
 
    It couldn't be.  
 
    Stopping, he waited until they'd gotten to about fifty feet away, where they'd stopped as well. Each of them taking the time to look the other over. 
 
    "Hello," Sean said slowly, "I was wondering if you might be able to help me." 
 
    "Go away. Now. Or else," Den Brune En said. No one had yet figured out just what she was, because only males had a mane. And while the lower ranks didn't know what a lion was, all the lords and kings certainly did. If he stayed here, though... 
 
    "Do you want to have sex with me?" Sean asked with a smile, interrupting her thoughts. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I asked if you want to have sex with me," Sean said with a grin. 
 
    "What the hell is it with you males looking to screw everything!" She growled and again waved the sword at him. 
 
    "It's a simple yes or no question. Do you?" 
 
    "No!" she shouted. The nerve of this guy! 
 
    Sean smiled and nodded. "Great. Then I suggest you put the sword down," he started to growl then, "before you get fucked." 
 
    "Listen, you little upstart! I was kicking the asses of lions older than you way before you were born!" 
 
    "First lioness I meet face to face, and she has to turn out to be an uptight, stuck-up bitch," Sean said. "Now put the sword away and let's go inside and talk." 
 
    "Time for somebody to learn a lesson!" Den Brune En said and attacked. 
 
    Sean saw it coming; it would have been hard not to. Apparently she had some kind of issue with the male of the species. What it was, well, he was sure he'd find out. Stepping back, he drew his own sword in a fluid motion, and quickly parried her attacks. 
 
    She was definitely better than him; he figured that out rather quickly. But she was still angry, so she wasn't fighting at her best. He had reach on her, he was at least a foot taller, and he was stronger and heavier. So he immediately used that to his advantage, fighting at the edge of his reach and trying to stay out of hers. He didn't want to hurt her, after all. 
 
    She was pissed. After all these years, the first guy she meets just has to be a total asshole, thinking he can just waltz right in here and take over! Oh, she was so going to teach him a lesson! 
 
    "You know," Sean said with a grunt as he blocked a strike with one of his vambraces, "if you're a lesbian, I'm totally okay with it." 
 
    "What!" she screamed at him. 
 
    "Well, it just never occurred to me that you might not be into guys, but if you aren't, that's cool." 
 
    "I'm not a lesbian!" she yelled back at him. "You're just a complete asshole!" 
 
    She redoubled her attack on him and smiled as she realized she was the better fighter. He was good, probably more than a match for most of the devils he might meet, but she'd been living by her sword for over a millennium now, he wasn't in her class at all. 
 
    "I've got you now, you little..." 
 
    Den Brune En froze up suddenly, and found she couldn't move! 
 
    "Oh, by the way, I'm also a magic user, and I'm notorious for cheating," Sean said and smacked her on the side of the face with his sword, staggering her, breaking the paralyzation spell with the strike. 
 
    "You'll ruin everything!" she yelled and lunged at him again. 
 
    Sean paralyzed her again, and smacked her in the head a second time. 
 
    "Everything is already ruined!" Sean growled. "Now stop fighting, or I'm going to get nasty!" 
 
    She was quick, she was very quick, and she got him good, right through the abdomen and out the kidney. Sean twisted away, which yanked the sword out of her grasp, and backhanded her hard enough to send her flying away from him. He then hit her with a heavy-duty sleep spell while he grabbed the sword, and with a loud roar of pain, pulled it out and cast a cure poison on himself, followed by a heal, as he checked his mana pool.  
 
    He was close to zero, his regeneration having kicked into overdrive to repair the ruined organs. Thankfully he hadn't hit zero. The cure he'd cast on himself had helped immensely. But with the way mana ran around here, it would be a couple hours before he was back at a hundred percent.  
 
    Putting his sword away, he picked up the lioness's sword and, walking over to her, he picked her up with his other hand and tossed her over his shoulder. She'd wake up soon enough, he was sure. But he wanted to be somewhere a lot more comfortable first. 
 
    Walking down to the keep, he looked at the demons gathered around the door, all of which were looking at him in shock. 
 
    "You slew Den Brune Dame!" one of them said. 
 
    Sean growled, "No, I didn't slay her, and I'm not going to slay her. This is just how we say hello. Now show me to her rooms so she's not all pissed off at you when she wakes up!" 
 
    That got him a few looks, but it also got one of them motioning to him to follow them down the hallway. 
 
    "What is another brown one doing here, in this land?" the demon asked after they had moved away from the others. 
 
    Sean said the first thing that came into his mind.  
 
    "I seek the grail!" 
 
    "The what?" 
 
    "The grail, the holy grail? You haven't seen it, have you? Been looking for it for ages now." 
 
    "Umm, no," Første said and shook his head. "What in the nine hells is a grail?" 
 
    Første opened the door to one of the rooms, and Sean stepped inside. 
 
    "Oh," Sean said, turning back to look at the demon. "If we get any visits from the neighbors while we're busy in here, I can promise you that, after I kill them, I'll kill all of you. Make sure the others understand that this is a very private affair." 
 
    "Yes, Brown Man. I understand." 
 
    Closing the door, Sean looked around the room and laid 'The Brown Lady', as the one had called her, on the bed. It took him a moment to figure out the helm, but he got it off of her, and then stopped and shook his head. "Wow, you're a looker alright. What the hell are you doing here?" 
 
      
 
    End of Book Twelve 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Afterword 
 
      
 
    First off, I want to say that if you enjoyed this book, please go on Amazon and give me a review and a rating. I've said it before, and of course I'll say it again: Ratings are my lifeblood as an independent author, with 4 and 5 star ratings being the ones that help me the most. The more of those I get, the more likely Amazon is to show my work to other folks. 
 
    Secondly, I'd like to apologize for how long it took to get this one out. I'd hoped to have it out about the beginning of December, but I had to go visit family in NY, and while there I injured my back and, well, it's hard to write when you can barely sit upright. Yes, I'm doing physical therapy, and things are a lot better now. But it really sucked there for a couple of weeks. 
 
    As for how many books are left in the series? I'm not sure I know. The current arc will probably be done by fourteen, and I'll probably move on to some other things for a while. But nothing has been resolved yet. I think a lot of it will depend on you, the fans of the series. With the war that's finally started, there's a lot that can be told, so even if I stop at fourteen, I'll come back at some point to continue the rest of the story. Or even some other stories in the same world. 
 
      
 
    Again, THANK YOU ALL for reading and enjoying my work. I do it all for you, and you all mean so much to me.  
 
      
 
    Some Recommendations: As mentioned before, I do have another name I write under: John Van Stry. If you haven't looked at it, you might appreciate my 'Portals of Infinity' series. It's currently at eight books and will continue, but right now I'm focused on the Valens Legacy series, so I probably won't be revisiting the Portals series until sometime around the end of 2019. 
 
    Some other people I enjoy reading in this genre, and you might, as well:  
 
    William D. Arand (aka Randi Darren) – Please check him out, he's good. 
 
    Blaise Corvin – The Delvers books are really a lot of fun and very much worth it. 
 
    Michael-Scott Earle – one of these days I'm going to bribe him to finish Lion Quest. 
 
    They're all good people and great writers. You may also want to check out this group on Facebook: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/ 
 
      
 
    Again, thank you for your support and for buying my books. 
 
    My Amazon Author's webpage: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Jan-Stryvant/e/B06ZY7L62L/ 
 
    Occasional announcements at: 
 
    https://stryvant.blogspot.com/ 
 
    Jan Stryvant website at:  
 
    http://www.vanstry.net/stryvant/ 
 
    Email: 
 
    stryvant@gmail.com 
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