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    Fort 63 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean looked around as he inspected the fort. The 'border' on the quarantine zone was 1,400 miles long, and they'd built a fort about every 10 miles along it. Fifteen of those forts were major installations, built to help support the forts to either side, up to 50 miles away.  
 
    As projects went, it hadn't been cheap, and it hadn't been fast. But it was up and running now, and that meant he had to go look at it. 
 
    "Sure doesn't look like much, does it, Boss?" Travis, the head of Sean's bodyguards, said in a soft voice. 
 
    "I think this is one of the smaller ones," Sean agreed. None of the forts had been what he'd expected. For some reason, he'd thought they'd look like something out of the middle ages. Instead they were made from metal panels that had been thrown up quickly to act as walls, with a lot of heavily modified shipping containers stacked and piled inside in ways that apparently made sense to the people who worked there, even if he couldn't make heads nor tails out of it. 
 
    "They remind me of the forts from the TV shows about the old west," Travis said, looking a little thoughtful. "In here is a small sliver of civilization, and out there"—he waved with a hand—"is Indian country." 
 
    Sean snorted. "Don't let any of our Paiute hear you say that!" 
 
    Travis laughed. "According to them, it is Indian country, and they have every intention of getting it back!" 
 
    Sean shook his head in response. Getting all of it back was his job, and while he appreciated the sentiments of everyone wanting to win this war, and win it now, he knew it wasn't going to be over in any of these people's lifetimes. Maybe in their children's or grandchildren's, but definitely not theirs. 
 
    "Sir!" a Marine major said, running up and saluting. "Sorry I'm late, sir!" 
 
    "At ease, Major Koch," Sean said returning the salute, "and please, just call me Sean." 
 
    "Yes, Sean," Major Koch said, quickly taking some of the starch out. Sean had read his record; Koch was on the fast track to colonel. He'd done two tours in Afghanistan and was both respected and loved by his troops. He was a tiger lycan, having volunteered early on to being infected. 
 
    "I just received word a few minutes ago that you were coming to inspect, Sean. There aren't any problems, are there?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "I'm here by random chance. I don't have the time to inspect everybody; that's what I pay General Kennedy for," Sean said with a grin, "but I need to understand what you're all dealing with and see it for myself now that our containment line is finally up and running." 
 
    Major Koch snorted. "Yeah, it's up, but barely. I've got two fire teams out to the east and three to the west, keeping an eye on things." 
 
    "That many?" Sean said, surprised. 
 
    "With the heavy terrain here, they keep thinking they can sneak through. It's nothing serious, just one or two at a time. We'd see anything larger long before it got here. But it's just been a right pain in the ass. Colonel Blythe, the commander of Fort 55, has been kind enough to have a couple of his helos make a pass through here at random intervals to help us keep things under control." 
 
    Sean nodded. Fort 55 was one of the big ones, with actual buildings and hangers, and a fairly large artillery contingent. It was also conveniently close to Mountain Home Air Force Base, which made it the largest of all the 'big' forts. He'd flown in there before grabbing a couple of Humvees and driving out to 63, stopping at a couple of the other larger forts along the way. 
 
    "So how does this compare to the Middle East?" Travis asked. 
 
    Major Koch shrugged. "Better food, friendlier locals. While I don't like the idea of having to fight on our home turf, the people here are all on our side, at least." He turned and looked at Sean. "When do you think they'll try to push out?" 
 
    "As soon as they realize we've changed our tactics," Sean replied. "Now that the border is secure, I've ordered all our units that have been harassing them to pull out. The djevel lords will immediately try to strike out for one of the cities, and of course they'll hit the border." 
 
    "And then?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "Your guess is as good as mine. My wife Estrella thinks some of the smarter lords will try to consolidate power and dig in, take the long view. The weaker or dumber ones will kill themselves trying to get out." 
 
    "So the dumb die, and the smart live on," Major Koch grumbled. 
 
    "That's usually the way of things." 
 
    "Well, let me give you the five-cent tour. All things considered, this is actually a pretty nice setup we got here." 
 
    Sean nodded and waved for the major to be about it. The tour didn't take all that long; 63 wasn't that big, there were only 200 or so Marines stationed there, and almost half of those were out manning the small outposts where the major had set up his fire teams. 
 
    "How's your magic support been?" Sean asked as they walked back to the Humvees they'd arrived in. 
 
    Sean noticed the major blush slightly. "It's been, ummm, enthusiastic." 
 
    "Enthusiastic?" Sean asked, stopping to look at Major Koch. 
 
    "They, um. They sent us a tantric witch." 
 
    Sean kept a straight face as he thought about a couple hundred Marines out in the middle of nowhere with a tantric witch. A couple hundred lycan Marines, which he knew from personal experience tantric witches were particularly fond of. 
 
    Travis, however, snickered loudly. 
 
    "I take it she's not having any issues getting the power she needs?" Sean asked, almost causing Travis to go into convulsions as he tried not to laugh out loud. 
 
    "Let's just say our magical wards are second to none. And, quite frankly, I'm a bit worried at times that the young woman is going to hurt herself." 
 
    "So, want us to send you a second one?" Sean asked with a bit of a smirk. 
 
    Major Koch snorted. "Then I'd be worried about my men hurting themselves! Have a safe trip, Sean." 
 
    "Thanks, Major," Sean said with a wave and climbed up into the back of one of the Humvees, as the rest of his security team mounted up as well. 
 
    "I thought tantric witches didn't do combat magic?" Travis asked, still snickering. 
 
    "Tantric witches pretty much do whatever they want to," Sean told him. "Give them a steady supply of power…" 
 
    "Like 200 horny Marines," Travis quipped. 
 
    "…and they can do stuff that pisses regular magic users off to no end. That's why they hate them so much." 
 
    "Any idea how she ended up out here?" 
 
    "Volunteered, if memory serves me right," Sean told him and shrugged. "I don't even try to keep track of everyone anymore. We got over a half million troops on the perimeter, another quarter million in assault troops, another quarter in quick reaction forces spread out all over the country, and what, four million more in reserves, spread out to every city, town, and village? 
 
    "And that doesn't even take the Regular Army, Air Force, Navy, or Marines into account, more than half of which are now lycans as well." 
 
    "And somewhere around 5% of the population," Travis added, smiling helpfully. 
 
    "Do you want to head back to Mountain Home?" asked Chet, who was up front driving. 
 
    "Take us to Fort 70," Sean said. "We'll spend the night there." 
 
    "Why not push on to the next major base?" Travis asked him. 
 
    "I want to get a feel for what the average grunt is dealing with," Sean said, leaning back in his seat. "Wake me when we get there." 
 
    Closing his eyes, Sean checked in at Lion la-la land —he really needed to come up with a better name for it. Dad, the First, was still on vacation, along with all his wives, and no one knew where they were. Well, Sean knew, but he wasn't telling.  
 
    He was due for a briefing on the situation in eastern Germany. Things were still a mess there, and then there was the whole thing going on in Mongolia. Apparently there'd been a wandering gate dumping djevels over there, too, but they'd all been dumped in the desert, so no one had known about it.  
 
    To make matters worse, China had popped a couple of nukes into the middle of them, and now there was radiation as well as djevels, and China was trying to tell people they had everything under control on the one hand, while screaming for help in private on the other.  
 
    Sean was being very cautious, dealing with them. He'd put Ceithir in charge of it before she'd had the chance to sneak off and take a vacation of her own. Apparently she had very good sources of information, as well as a fair deal of power of her own over there. As he understood it, she was a 'senior party official', one who'd also suddenly developed a strong rapport with the lions, as the party heads had now discovered, thus making her indispensable.  
 
    Now if they'd just listen to the experts who were trying to help, maybe they could get that under control as well. But face saving was a major part of Chinese society, and the party leaders were a lot more interested in that than in anything else currently. Ceithir had told him not to worry about it, but these days, worrying seemed to be his most important job. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Sean woke up before they got to Fort 70, his little 'meeting' having taken a lot less time than he'd expected it to. One of the things he was still getting used to was, the lions kept the bullshit to absolute zero. Everyone knew where they stood, and opposing viewpoints were always brought up in private, and hashed out there, as well.  
 
    The First had long ago made it clear that opposing viewpoints weren't allowed. That wasn't to say they didn't happen, but when they did, if the point wasn't a good one, you could end up getting your ass soundly kicked for wasting the First's time. 
 
    That was a tradition Sean had shamelessly continued, and after several lions had discovered Sean could kick ass just as well as the First, things had settled down immediately. 
 
    Opening his eyes, Sean watched the border going by on his right as they continued to drive the perimeter. There was an actual 'fence' of sorts, more as a warning to the folks on the outside, because sections of the border were mined. Some of those mines were mundane; some of them were magical. Sean was still entertaining debate regarding how much of the border they really wanted to do that to, because eventually the border would have to contract.  
 
    The important question now was when.  
 
    They had a lot of demons outside the border that needed to be found and eradicated, and he needed to concentrate his efforts there first. With the border complete and manned, he was able to free up a good portion of his forces to start doing just that. 
 
    There was a lot of traffic on the road, most of it military. Not many civilians wanted to get this close to the 'demon preserve', and Sean really didn't blame them. When slowed down, Sean looked up front and saw they were coming to a checkpoint, behind which lay the walled city of Burley, Idaho. 
 
    "Can I see your ID and orders, please," the werewolf standing guard said as Chet rolled down his window. 
 
    "Sure thing," Chet said, and they all rolled their windows down as several more werewolves came up to the sides. 
 
    "Lion!" the one who'd come up to Sean's window said. 
 
    "Oh! Sorry! I didn't know!" the werewolf who was looking through Chet's orders said. "You're good to go!" 
 
    "Check us anyway," Sean said from the back. 
 
    "Umm, are you sure?" 
 
    Sean laughed. "Of course I'm sure. Look, if they cast illusions or any of that shit, what's to stop them from looking like a lion? Pass the word, Sergeant"—Sean glanced at his uniform nametag—"Wells. Lions go through checkpoints just like everyone else. If any lion bitches about it, tell them to take it up with me." 
 
    "Umm, what if they use their powers on us?" 
 
    "Powers?" Chet asked. 
 
    "Yeah, you know. How they can force us to do shit." 
 
    "Well, then, you'll know they're a real lion, won't you?" Travis said with a laugh. "So you don't have to see their IDs." 
 
    Sergeant Wells looked at Sean. 
 
    "Yeah, what he said," Sean said, motioning towards Travis. "What's it like out here? They treating you folks all right?" 
 
    "It's getting better," Sergeant Wells replied. "When we first got here, there were some issues with people going into bars and restaurants." 
 
    Sean leaned forward, looking at Sergeant Wells. "What? I hadn't heard about that!" 
 
    "Well, you see, sir," Sergeant Wells said, looking a little embarrassed, "health code says 'no animals', and they were all worried about the health inspectors fining them if we left fur in the restaurants. Once Colonel Lewis here figured that out, things went a lot smoother. So human form only in the fancier places, no animal forms inside any of the bars or such, and if fur becomes a problem, we send over some folks to help clean it out so no one runs afoul of the health inspectors." 
 
    "Huh, hadn't thought about that," Sean said, leaning back into his seat. 
 
    "Should I let Colonel Lewis know you're in town, sir?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "No, we're just passing through to Fort 70. Don't tell them I'm coming. This isn't an inspection tour; I'm just trying to make sure I understand what everyone is up against." 
 
    "Yessir," Sergeant Wells said, handing the documents back to Chet, then he saluted.  
 
    Sean returned the salute and collected his ID from the werewolf who'd examined it. 
 
    "Let's go," Sean said and rolled his window up as they drove past the checkpoint and the gates. 
 
    "Wow, a walled city," Chet said, looking around. "Ten years ago, I'd have thought someone was pulling my leg if they'd told me I'd be seeing them around here." 
 
    Sean snorted. "How do you think I feel? I went from a clueless college kid playing videogames to being in charge of this mess." 
 
    Chet looked over his shoulder at Sean and grinned. "Sorry, Boss, but one thing none of us are ever gonna complain about is you being in charge." 
 
    "Yeah," Travis continued as Chet went back to watching his driving, "it doesn't matter how much your life sucks, Sean. Ours are waaaaay better, and that's what counts!"  
 
    Sean sighed as the others in the Humvee laughed and high-fived. Members of his security team had died defending him, but not a single one had ever blamed him, and he knew if he could bring back any of the dead ones, they'd have told him they were happy for their sacrifice. 
 
    Because he had made their lives better. 
 
    Then of course there was the small matter that he was a god now. Their god, in fact. The only reason he didn't drag the First, Keairra, and all the rest back and give them their old jobs back was because, plain and simple, the invasion would have happened whether he'd been there to help or not.  
 
    The First had claimed they couldn't have done it without him, and as much as he'd have liked to say 'oh, anybody could have done it,' the simple truth was that no, anybody couldn't have done it. How much of it was luck and how much of it was fate? Well, that was one of the questions he'd given up on months ago.  
 
    Besides, if anybody had earned a vacation, it was the First and his wives. They'd been dealing with these demons since before recorded history. That they trusted him completely to deal with their problems now was just another sign of how far he'd come, and how well he'd done. 
 
    Shaking his head, he looked outside the Humvee through the armored glass. He didn't have time for 'woolgathering', as his mother called it; he had a job to do, so he did it. 
 
    It wasn't like there hadn't been rewards along the way. He had his wives—his 'pride', as Roxy and Estrella were fond of saying. He had his children, and he had his friends. Or most of them, at least. The only things he really missed now were John and his old place up on the ridge by Sun Valley. Sure, the new place his dwarven in-laws had built was way nicer up on Lyon's Peak, but life had been a lot more clear-cut then.  
 
    Plus, back then, he wasn't in charge of over 10 million people, and on a first name basis with several world leaders. 
 
    Sean snorted and looked at his wolves. "I'd threaten to put you all on kibble, but knowing you guys, you'd like it." 
 
    "Hell, we got a bag in the trunk!" Chet said with a laugh. 
 
    "Seriously?" 
 
    "Makes for good trail rations, and you never know. The stuff's pretty high protein, and it's hella cheap compared to those ration bars." 
 
    "Tastes better, too," Travis agreed. "That other stuff tastes like sawdust or chalk half the time." 
 
    "I seem to remember having this conversation a few years back," Sean said as his mind wandered to another time and place. "Hard to believe this only started three and a half years ago."  
 
    "Four years ago, I was still licking the hand that fed me and the rest of my team," Travis said, shaking his head. 
 
    "What ever happened to that mage, the one who trained you and lost an eye?" 
 
    "How'd you hear about that? Weren't you in a coma?" 
 
    Sean grinned. "What one lion knows…" 
 
    "…they all know!" the others chorused and laughed. 
 
    "Mike left the Vestibulum and moved to Vegas. Trix, one of the female werewolves, went with him. Last I heard, he volunteers at the local shelter, and they live in a trailer park. I think he gave up magic."  
 
    "What's he do for money?" 
 
    "Um, we all send Trix a few bucks from our pay each month." Dean, said. "She's been taking care of him. Jerigg and a few others take turns making sure he's okay. When he finally found out how many of 'his' wolves died in that fight, Trix thinks it broke something in him." 
 
    Sean sighed. "When we get home, tell Deidre to get Ted in Vegas to keep an eye on him. Better yet, tell Roxy's dad to do it. He helped us, maybe indirectly, but he helped us. So we owe him." 
 
    "Right-o, Boss." 
 
    Sean went back to watching the border while the others talked quietly about something else, but it was only a few minutes until Chet called back. 
 
    "We're here!" 
 
    Security stopped him at the gate, and they made him show ID, same as the wolves, which made Sean smile. Obviously word was passed pretty fast when the boss made a new rule. Pulling inside, after all the Humvees in his little convoy had been cleared, they parked and got out to stretch. 
 
    "Sir, Major Heed reporting, sir," the major in charge of Fort 70 said, coming up and saluting. Sean smiled and saluted back. Major Heed was Army, artillery if he remembered correctly. Another Afghanistan veteran. 
 
    "At ease, Major, and please, call me Sean. This isn't an inspection; I'm just trying to get a feel for how things are running out here." 
 
    "Overall, things are running well, but we've only been in place for a bit over a month, si…Sean. However, I'm worried about the rainy season." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "A lot of our IR gear has issues in the rain, Sean. This stuff was tuned for the desert. We got some tricks we picked up in the sandbox, sure, but we aren't sure how well those will work here. It gets pretty damn cold out here come winter." 
 
    "How are you fixed for winter gear?" 
 
    "Not as well as I'd like, but I'm hoping we all get winter coats as the weather changes. I grew up in Alabama, so for me, winter is supposed to be like 70 degrees." 
 
    Sean nodded and made a note of that. As most of his soldiers had just come from a desert climate, winter gear probably would be an issue.  
 
    "Well, give me the nickel tour, then if you could find a place for me and my men to spend the night, I'd appreciate it, Major." 
 
    "You're staying the night?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Like I said, I need to get a feel for how this all works. I'm not a military man, Major. I've got a lot of experts who are supposed to take care of things for me, but as I'm sure you've learned, the map is not the territory, and sometimes you just have to see it to understand it." 
 
    "Um, we don't have a lot of fancy billeting here, Sean. I mean, you can have my room, but…" 
 
    Sean waved his hand, cutting him off. "Just put me and mine in one of the regular barracks if you've got room. Otherwise, we've got a tent, and we can sleep outside. I don't want to push anybody out of their quarters." 
 
    "Umm, but you're a lion," Major Heed said, his voice going soft. 
 
    Sean smiled. "Yes, I know." 
 
    "But you're like, our god." Major Heed's voice got even softer. 
 
    Sean blinked, and then it clicked. "You're a natural, aren't you?" 
 
    Major Heed nodded. "Yessir. From the Yellowhammer Pack." 
 
    Sean smiled, put his hand on Major Heed's head, and let a little of his lion power—or magic, or whatever it was—leak out. "Major, sometimes it does them all good to see that their leaders, their gods, don't need the trappings of power the humans do. I know what I am, and they do, too. Besides, why wouldn't I want to sleep with the men? You're all my children, my people. I like spending my time with you." 
 
    Major Heed looked a little confused for a moment as Sean reclaimed his hand. 
 
    "We've been with him for almost four years now, since he freed us," Travis said. "He's not just saying that shit; he means it. They care about us, they really do." 
 
    The major shook himself and then drew himself back up. "You know, you hear these things, but until you finally see it"—he smiled—"it never really sinks in. We got enough space in one of the barracks for all of you. Now, let me show you our gun emplacements." 
 
      
 
    Sean woke up to the sound of artillery fire. Sitting up, he looked around the barracks as his men woke up and looked around. Surprisingly the guys who were stationed there just rolled over, put their pillows over their heads, and went back to sleep. 
 
    At that point, one of Travis' men who was on guard, Burt, came in. Seeing Sean was awake, he came over to them. 
 
    "They got a fire mission. Apparently that breakout attempt is happening tonight, and there's a massed body of demons heading towards the gap between this fort and Fort 71." 
 
    Sean grabbed his gear and quickly got dressed as a sergeant came in and turned on the lights. 
 
    "Gear up! We got incoming!" he yelled, and as the soldiers groaned, he smacked feet with his hand as he quickly moved through the barracks, making sure everyone was up. 
 
    "Let's go see what the major knows," Sean said. Burt nodded and led Sean out of the barracks as Travis and the rest of his bodyguards quickly fell into formation around him.  
 
    The sound of the howitzers firing was a lot louder outside. He dug out his earplugs and quickly put them in, as the rest of his team did the same. Being magical, they worked amazingly well, yet they let you hear most other sounds around you, especially voices. Sean had a machine churning them out in large numbers and had been distributing them to his soldiers for months now. 
 
    "Major Heed," Sean said as he entered the small command post, "what's the situation?" 
 
    "Here, look at the map yourself, Sean," he said and handed Sean his tablet. "Intel says there's about 20,000 of them, and they're moving fast in this direction. I'm about to deploy my men to support the one fire team I've got out to the south of here. The Air Force should have a couple of gunships here in the next 15 minutes." 
 
    "They'll be here by then," Sean said, watching the rate of advance a moment before passing Major Heed is tablet back. "Pass the word that I want at least two gunships sitting alert at each of the major bases from this point forward," Sean said, looking back at Travis, "as well as some of those new Apaches. I want at least two on alert at every base that's got 'em from here on out, if they're not already." 
 
    "Got it!" Travis said, pulled out his own secure tablet, and tapped out Sean's orders as Sean turned to the large area map on the table before him. They had a detailed map of the area surrounding Fort 70, as well as Fort 69 to the west, and Fort 71 to the south. 
 
    "What's the situation with Colonel Curtis at Fort 73?" Sean asked, looking over the map. 
 
    "He's scrambling his men, and he's got a dozen new Apaches he said he'll have in the air before they make it to Route 81," Major Heed said, pointing to the road on the map. 
 
    "Well, I guess there were a lot more demons loose in those hills than we realized. Travis, make a note for someone to talk to some geologists or something. If that area is riddled with caves, we might have a bigger problem on our hands than we realized up here." 
 
    "Got it, Boss!" 
 
    "So, where do you think they're headed?" Sean asked the major. 
 
    "The general consensus is that they're going to hit 71." 
 
    Sean shook his head. "No, that'd take too long." 
 
    "It would leave us with a big hole that would take a few days to fix," Major Heed pointed out. 
 
    Sean shook his head again. "That's not how they think, Major. They don't give two shits for anyone else, even the people behind them. The goal is to get out and get food, and to do it as quickly as possible. They don't use conventional tactics; it's very much 'every djevel for himself'." 
 
    "Who do you think is running them, Boss?" Travis asked. 
 
    "Could be a prince, though it's probably a lord. I don't see a prince risking his neck on something like this. Plus I think there's only two or three of them left." 
 
    "If that's the case," Major Heed said, looking thoughtful, "I'd put them south of 71." 
 
    "Why?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Because Black Pine Peak is just two miles past the wall, and if they get up in there, we'll have the devil's own time getting them out. Pardon the expression," he said, looking a little embarrassed. 
 
    Sean thought about that, nodding slowly. "I agree. Pass on to Colonel Curtis that's their target and let him know I agree with your analysis. Then call the Air Force and tell them I want them to firebomb this entire area," Sean said, pointing along the ridgeline that spread out from the peak to the north and south. "And if they don't have the bombs for it, they can find a bunch of fire mages and fly them up there. In either case, I want that place lit up and burning by sunrise!" 
 
    "Yes, sir!" Major Heed said and immediately turned to his radio operator to send out orders. 
 
    "Travis, get everyone mounted up, we're gonna join those folks with the fire team to the south of here and see what we can do to help them." 
 
    "On it!" Travis said and ran out the door, with Chet hot on his heels. 
 
    "Are you sure you want to do that?" Major Heed asked, looking back at Sean for a moment. 
 
    Sean snorted. "I gave up on doing the things I wanted to a long, long time ago, Major. Keep an eye on the satellite feeds. There's always a chance that they're smarter than we thought, and this is all just a dodge for something sneaky." 
 
    "Yes, Sean," Major Heed said with a nod. 
 
    Sean trotted out of the room to find his men, who were piling into their Humvees.  
 
    "I'll take the gunner's spot," Sean said as he climbed into the turret. Burt got out of his way, as Chet put the vehicle in gear and joined the convoy that was quickly driving out of the gates. 
 
    "You know Roxy is going to have words with us for this, Sean!" Travis said with a laugh as they barreled across the terrain. Thankfully, whoever was leading the line of Humvees and other armored vehicles knew the route, so the ride wasn't too bad. 
 
    "Only 'cause I made her stay home and miss all the fun," Sean replied with a laugh of his own.  
 
    "Just like the good ole' days!" Chet said from behind the wheel. "Driving like hell to reach an overwhelming force in the middle of the night. I tell ya, the more things change…" 
 
    The others in the car snorted, and Sean just shook his head. 
 
    "I thought the idea of these forts was to cut down on this sort of thing?" Bert mumbled. 
 
    "Obviously there are still a few bugs in the system," Sean replied. "Somebody pass me a tablet. I want to watch the satellite feeds and see what else is going on." 
 
    "Here, use mine," Burt said and passed it to him. 
 
    Taking it, Sean logged into his own account on the tablet and used his access to see what was going on. He didn't have his own tablet with him because he wasn't supposed to be going out into the field anymore. It wasn't just Roxy who was going to brain him; Daelyn and Estrella would also be having a few unpleasant words with him, he was sure. 
 
    Still, how in the hell had a force as large as the one he was looking at gotten this close to the wall without anyone picking up on it? 
 
    His phone rang, and he hit the button on his headset to answer it. 
 
    "Where are you, hon?" Roxy's voice purred in his ear. 
 
    Sean sighed. "I'm the one with his head sticking out of the turret. Should I wave?" 
 
    He heard her snort. "The resolution on these things isn't that good—well, not the one I'm looking at! I thought we discussed this?" 
 
    "You discussed it," Sean said with a grin. "I only provisionally agreed with it." 
 
    "Sean…" she growled over the phone. 
 
    "Rox, we got something like 20,000 coming at us, and nobody saw it. Not until they got so close we couldn't miss 'em. I need to see this with my own eyes. Has my order for the firebombing of the peak east of here gone through yet?" 
 
    He heard her sigh. "Yeah, it just came across the comms." 
 
    "Well, light a fire under the proper asses, and make sure they get it done. I doubt we're going to get all of them, and we can't afford a major breakout. Dad'll have my ass if he hears about this." 
 
    "I'm going to call a staff meeting. If our intel is lacking, we're going to have to change everything." 
 
    Sean thought about that a moment. Yeah, if this wasn't a one off—if the demons had some way of moving in secret, or if there was something else in play here—there were definitely going to be problems. Big, bad, problems. 
 
    "Invite Sawyer," Sean said suddenly, an idea forming in his brain. 
 
    "What? Why?" 
 
    "Put him in charge of the meeting. Tell him what happened, and that I want to know why, then put him in charge and let him run wild." 
 
    "Umm, are you sure about that, hon?" Roxy said in a worried voice. 
 
    "If there's something underhanded going on here, I want an expert dealing with it." 
 
    "And Sawyer's our expert," she agreed. "I'll call him next and get him in here. You're right." She laughed. "Suddenly I feel sorry for everyone who's going to be at this meeting." 
 
    "As it should be," Sean said with a growl. "Now, I got work to do. Let Oak know I'll probably be calling for a pickup sometime tomorrow. He can take one of the Ospreys to come get us." 
 
    "You know Dae'll want to go as well." 
 
     "And you won't?" he asked with a laugh. 
 
    "Just don't get in any more trouble than you already are!" she growled. 
 
    "I'll do my best." 
 
    "Love you." 
 
    "Love you, too," Sean said, then clicked off the call, and went back to looking at the tablet. He could see the location of the fire team they were heading to on a small rise, a very small rise. But if Major Heed's thoughts were right, they'd only be on the edge of the attack, if that. 
 
    He was still watching the moving mass of demons as they pulled up to the small earthen fort that had been created for the fire team to use. There was an old D-60 CAT sitting a few hundred yards away with a big ass blade on it. Obviously somebody had been using their brains. 
 
    "Who's in charge here?" Sean asked as he hopped out of the Humvee. 
 
    "Umm, you are?" a lieutenant said, coming to a stop in front of him and saluting. 
 
    Sean tried not to roll his eyes. "I guess you're the soldier in charge, Lieutenant"—Sean looked at the nametag—"Vance?" 
 
    "Yes, sir!"  
 
    "Great, get everyone ready to move at a moment's notice," Sean said in a loud voice. 
 
    "Sir?" Vance said, looking at him like he was crazy. 
 
    "Major Heed thinks they're going to hit the wall to the south of Fort 71, and I think he's right. Once I'm sure, we'll run our asses down there and join the fight." 
 
    "Yes, sir!" Vance said and turned around to face his men. "Sergeants! You heard the lion! Let's make it happen!" 
 
    "That boy is going places," Travis said in a soft voice. 
 
    "Why? 'Cause he listened to me?" 
 
    "No, because he put his sergeants in charge!" Chet said with a snicker as he joined them. 
 
    "You know," Burt said, looking things over, "you might want to get the combat engineers to build better defenses around the fire team locations." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Add it to the list, Travis." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Lycan Forces Headquarters 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roxy looked around the conference table. Sawyer hadn't come into the room yet, though he'd arrived before everyone else. Apparently he had some calls to make, and people he was waiting to hear from. Everyone was sitting there, waiting, looking at the empty seat at the head of the table that Sean normally sat in. 
 
    There were a lot of people at the table, though who was there had changed from back in the days of dealing with the gateways. It seemed it was always changing, when she thought about it. Daelyn and Cali rarely attended now, and usually only if Sean was there. Estrella was here, of course; she was still the most knowledgeable about demons. 
 
    Her father still came. He was now Sean's liaison to the governor of Nevada and the governors of each of the states the 'Demon Exclusion Zone'—the DEZ, or as some folks now called it, the 'Devil Reservation'—overlapped. She'd warned him that Sawyer was going to be here and not to cause problems. She'd also told him not to let anyone else know. Her mother wasn't here; she was no longer part of these meetings unless there were medical issues to be discussed. 
 
    Adam was here; he still viewed himself as Sean's second in command when it came to lion or lycan affairs, and he took his role seriously now. He was polite, always smiled, and was known far and wide to have a temper second only to Sean's. Raising his voice when he talked to you was the only clue you'd get that he was about to unleash a complete and total beatdown on your ass. She'd even seen him get in Sampson's face! 
 
    Which Sean apparently found absolutely hysterical, though he hadn't told her why, other than to mumble something like, "Wait until I tell the First!" 
 
    The only person Adam would bow to in all things was Sean, and usually to her and the rest of the pride, though his approach to her, Dae, and the others was to stand there, smile, and disagree until Sean ruled on who'd won the argument. While those arguments were rarer these days, he'd changed so much that she and the others had come to respect his opinions when his differed from theirs. 
 
    Chad was there with one of his aides. Chad hadn't really changed at all, and while he didn't wear a uniform much these days, it was understood that in all things military, he spoke with Sean's voice. He was in command of all the lycan forces and anything else that related to the operations in and around the DEZ. 
 
    Vincent Powers, their magical liaison, was there; as well as Roloff, the Dwarves' liaison; Claudia, the current representative from the Lycan Fellowship; and Clyde, now in charge of the lycan scouts who patrolled mainly outside the DEZ, and occasionally just inside the borders as well.  
 
    Maitland and his daughter Ruthelma, along with her new husband Jonathon, Sean's uncle Philo, and his Pooka friend Markey, had returned to Ireland, though Roxy suspected Maitland and Ruthelma were more likely in Europe now, helping to deal with the issues presented by the demons in Germany. 
 
    Everyone else seated at the table was military. Jack Kennedy was now a two-star general and the top commanding officer of all US military forces in the region. Majors Randy Harper and Joyce Vanderberg, their supply and logistics heads, were both still assigned here. General Young represented the Marines, General Bonds represented the Air Force, and General Yates had taken over as representative of the Army from Kennedy when he'd been promoted. 
 
    Next was Lieutenant Colonel Davies, who was the Air Force surveillance liaison; he dealt with all of the Air Force's airborne intelligence assets. Hogan, a civilian who worked for the Pentagon, was their main intelligence source for everything in North America, and now had two aides helping him as well. Karen Taite was the NSA liaison, and last of all was Major Dougherty, their liaison to the US Space Forces, who now ran all the imagining satellites they used that didn't belong to the NSA or the CIA. 
 
    The CIA had refused to provide access to their satellites; seems they were still a bit upset with Cali, who'd killed their former boss, though he was technically already dead by then. 
 
    "I thought Sean was out inspecting the forts?" Major Vanderberg said. 
 
    "It's called a 'fact finding tour'," Sawyer said as he strode into the room. 
 
    "Sawyer? What are you doing here?" Vincent Powers asked. 
 
    "Finding facts," Sawyer said as he walked over to Sean's chair. Pulling it out, he used the small wooden step he'd put there before anyone showed up and dropped into the chair, which he'd also raised.  
 
    Roxy noted that no one else noticed any of that, because they were all focused on what Sawyer was wearing. Normally Sawyer favored expensive silk shirts and dress slacks with a tie, but today he was wearing a black camo shirt, black camo pants, black high-tops with black soles, and a black combat harness holding a Glock 19 in a speed draw holster and a large Kukri with a black handle and a black blade. 
 
    And none of it looked new; in fact, it all looked used—well used.  
 
    She didn't miss the black balaclava, or the black gloves tucked into the harness, either. Sawyer was dressed for a fight, and from the looks of things, it wasn't a costume. She noticed that even her father looked impressed. Too many people thought Sawyer was a coward, but after all these years, she knew better. Sure, he was afraid of her father, but that wasn't cowardice, it was common sense. 
 
    "Okay," Sawyer said, rapping on the table with his knuckles. "If you look at the displays, you'll see that there's a force of djevels estimated to be about 20,000 strong attempting to break out of the DEZ at this very moment." 
 
    "Yes, we're aware of that," Jack said, looking at Sawyer, "but that doesn't tell me why we're here, and why you're in charge." 
 
    "I'm here because Sean asked me to take charge of this matter," Sawyer said, looking round the table. 
 
    "What, the breakout?" Hogan said, looking confused. 
 
    "No!" Sawyer said, and he jumped onto the seat and leaned over the table, putting his hands to either side of it. Roxy noticed the look on his face wasn't a pleasant one at all. "What the kid wants to know, what I promised him I would find out, is how in the name of the nine goblin princes do twenty-thousand djevels get that close"—he pointed to one of the displays—"to the border and no one saw it coming!" 
 
    Roxy was surprised at how many of them leaned back.  
 
    Sawyer dropped back into his seat and looked around the room. 
 
    "Well?" he said, glaring around the room. "I'm waiting!" 
 
    "Hogan, speak," Adam said, looking at their civilian intel specialist. 
 
    "I, I don't know!" he said, looking around the room nervously. "I got the alert the same time everyone else did!" 
 
    "Dougherty!" Adam said next. 
 
    "I'll check the surveillance tapes and talk to the operators as soon as we're done here!" Major Dougherty said, suddenly looking a lot more angry than scared as the realization of what was happening sank in. 
 
    "Go now," Sawyer said. "This has implications beyond the obvious. I want you to send me, Roxy, Adam, Chad, and General Kennedy copies of those tapes as soon as you have them. I also want you to videotape the interviews with those operators and send them to us as soon as they're complete. Bill, if you would accompany him and take part in those interviews, please?" 
 
    "Why me?" Roxy's father asked. 
 
    "Because I want them questioned by a pro, why else?" Sawyer said. "Now, please, go. You, too, Hogan! I won't get any closer to the answers I need with your ass warming that seat over there!" 
 
    Roxy and the others watched as the major left, with her father in tow, followed by Hogan and his two aides. Sawyer then turned to Taite, the NSA liaison. 
 
    "Okay, Miss Taite, what's your excuse?" 
 
    "That's Mrs." 
 
    "No, that's Miss. Your husband divorced you and left you three years, four months, and twenty-three days ago. Would you like me to tell you what schools your three children attend? What courses they're studying? Their favorite color? You're playing in the big leagues here, Karen. I suggest you consider the consequences of failure, especially failures like this. Why didn't the NSA's satellites notice this?" 
 
    "The NSA hasn't been monitoring the DEZ," she said in a soft voice. 
 
    Roxy saw a number of eyebrows go up around the table. She also noticed that Karen Taite had suddenly turned quite pale. 
 
    Looking back at Sawyer, she saw he'd drawn his Glock and was pointing it at Taite's head. 
 
    "Then why are you here? Are you here to spy on us? Or to help us? Answer carefully, because lying to me is fatal." 
 
    "I…I…" She closed her eyes. "Both. They wanted to be able to keep tabs on what was going on here, but I never withheld any information I received!" 
 
    "Then why aren't you using your satellites to help us?" 
 
    "Because I was told we didn't have the budget for it! That you didn't need the extra resources!" 
 
    "See, that wasn't so hard, now," Sawyer said, putting the pistol away. "You're dismissed, and you're going to tell your bosses that you're not allowed to come back until they do the job they were ordered to. By the president." 
 
    "Son of a bitch," Chad swore after she'd fled the room. "How long have you known, Sawyer?" 
 
    Sawyer snorted. "I didn't. I just suspected. Davies, when was the last sortie by one of your photo recon aircraft?" 
 
    "A week ago." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Things looked calm and…" He looked over where Karen had been sitting. "We got a high priority request from the NSA for surveillance on the eastern seaboard!" 
 
    Sawyer sighed and leaned back in his seat. "And that's why I suspected her. As soon as I got the call to look into this, I had a couple of my people dig through the messages and requests between all the intel services here. You're a lycan, so I can have Adam order you to tell him everything you know or suspect about this…" 
 
    "I'm ordering you to do that, Davies. Answer Sawyer's questions fully and truthfully from here on, understand?" Adam growled. 
 
    "Yes, Adam," Lt Colonel Davies said with a nod and turned back to Sawyer. 
 
    Sawyer smiled. "Thank you, Adam. Now, to get back to my point, the reason I flushed all the humans out of the room is, either there are still djevels in the intel services, or the humans have decided to play politics. Again." 
 
    "They'd play politics with this?" Estrella said, looking shocked. 
 
    "Of course they would! A major demon breakout makes Sean look bad. It makes the lions look bad, it even makes Steve and the president look bad. You have to understand, the amount of power the kid has taken on here is enormous! Power creates envy, and we goblins know all about envy. That's how we make our living, after all!  
 
    "So these other politicians, these public 'servants', they see the kid with that kind of power, and they want a piece of it—if not all of it—and if they can't grab a piece of it for themselves, they're going to try to take away as much of it as they can from him while knocking everyone down a few pegs in the process!" 
 
    "Aren't they afraid they'll die?" 
 
    Sawyer snorted. "Hardly. You can believe they'll all be nicely protected in some enclave that has all sorts of magical and mechanical protections. Hell, I bet they even have lycans guarding them. They just make sure none of them know they're trying to sabotage the kid." 
 
    "Because that would be fatal," Adam growled. 
 
    "Exactly!" Sawyer said with a scowl. "And it's going to be my job to get the word out on everyone involved, so they can be dealt with. That, or deal with them myself. I think I'm going to advise Sean to ban all humans from these meetings, and have someone bite Hogan and Dougherty." 
 
    "Wait, what?" Vincent said. 
 
    "Magic users don't count as human," Sawyer said, and then grinned. "I mean, why would I want to insult humans with the association?" 
 
    Vincent sighed and shook his head.  
 
    "What happened with the Space Force's satellites?" Chad asked. 
 
    "No idea," Sawyer said. "That's why I sent Bill in there. Until we have a better idea of what's going on, I can't make any plans to deal with it." 
 
    "Sean was definitely right to have me call you," Roxy said with a smile. 
 
    "Course he was! The kid's got good instincts, and he knows nobody can outwit ole' Sawyer when he's on the job." 
 
    "Would you have really shot her, Sawyer?" Claudia asked. 
 
    "If I'd thought she was lying to me? Yeah, I woulda had to. If you look outside the door, I got a body bag stashed there so we could wrap her up before she bled all over everything. These clothes ain't a costume; ask Cali about the duties of a goblin prince some time. I put these on so everyone would know I was serious." 
 
    "If there are no more questions, I'd like to recall assets and get them set back up over the Demon Exclusion Zone," Lieutenant Colonel Davies said. 
 
    "That sounds like a good idea. Adam? If you could go with him and ride herd on any interference he might get?" 
 
    Adam nodded and stood up immediately. "You got it, Sawyer." 
 
    "Everyone else," Sawyer said, looking around the room, "can go. But keep your eyes open. It looks like the whole 'us versus them' thing might be coming back sooner than the kid expected." 
 
    "Wait, Sean expected this?" Vincent said as he stood up. 
 
    "He expected something like this. Yeah, we may be heroes now to the average schlub in the streets, but the folks in the halls of power? They're gonna try to figure out how to make as much of our power, their power. You might want to warn yer boss, Vincent. I know the kid wouldn't be happy if anything bad should happen to you folks over at Sapientia or the guys over at Eruditio." 
 
    Vincent nodded. "I will, and as much as it always pains me to say it, thank you, Sawyer." 
 
    Sawyer's face split into a big smile. "Ah, there's no sweeter sound in the world than hearing a magic user admit he owes me." 
 
    "I didn't say that!" Vincent said with another sigh and a shake of his head. 
 
    "Sure, ya' didn't!" Sawyer laughed. 
 
    Roxy sat there with Estrella, watching as everyone left the room but Chad, who showed his aide out and closed the door, then came back to take the chair next to Sawyer, sitting across from Roxy and Estrella. 
 
    "Okay, so what's our next move?" 
 
    "What, don't you want to wait and see what I find out?" Sawyer asked with an insincere look of innocence on his face. 
 
    "Sawyer, waiting is for suckers, you know that! I also know you're already working on a solution since we can't trust them anymore. So, let's hear it." 
 
    Sawyer smiled. "That's why I like you, Chad; you're always thinking way ahead of the rest of them." 
 
    "And because I don't mind admitting you're probably the only one around here who's my equal. So, give." 
 
    Sawyer snickered and glanced back and forth with a conspiring look on his face. 
 
    "We need our own intelligence satellite." 
 
    "What! We can't afford that!" Roxy said with a shocked look on her face. 
 
    Chad suddenly laughed. "Oh, man, I wish John were here! Sawyer, you are the goblin!" 
 
    "Huh?" Roxy asked, looking back and forth. 
 
    "Sawyer isn't talking about buying a satellite! He's talking about stealing one!" 
 
    "How the hell do you steal a satellite?" Estrella asked. "Aren't they supposed to be up in space? Like, really far?" 
 
    "Stealing it isn't the hard part; the hard part is making sure they can't steal it back!" Sawyer said with a crooked smile. 
 
    "Sawyer, you're a genius," Chad said, shaking his head. "Thank god you're on our side. Now, what do you need to make it happen?" 
 
    "If you'll excuse me," Roxy said, getting up, "I need to light some fires under some asses. If you need help with anything, call me." 
 
    Grabbing Estrella, she left the two of them planning the "heist of the century" as Sawyer was already calling it. 
 
    "How do you steal a satellite?" Estrella asked after they'd left the room. 
 
    "Beats me," Roxy said, shaking her head, "but if anybody can steal one, it'll be Sawyer." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Sean was up near the front of the column as they drove south as fast as driver of the first vehicle, one of the local scouts, could go. Sure enough, the djevels were heading to the south of Fort 71, and while there were some strays here and there that the folks at the rear of the column were dealing with, there was a pitched battle going on well west of the border wall to stop the djevel advance before it got there. 
 
    Unfortunately, 1,000 soldiers against a 20,000-strong djevel army wasn't the best of odds. Sean had called Colonel Curtis at Fort 73 and gone over the game plan. He'd ordered Fort 72 to send everyone north and leave the bare minimum to hold the fort, then ordered Colonel Curtis to turn out everyone he could spare and have them run up to support 72's people as they dug in and tried to set up defenses, while the colonel's attack helicopters attacked the front lines of the approaching horde in an attempt to slow them down. 
 
    Sean's goal, however, lay closer to the rear of the attacking army. His problem was reliable intelligence. He was no longer feeling confident about what the satellite feed, the one being fed through his tablet, was showing him, especially when that feed was going to go away soon, as the satellite moved out of range, and they lost it for about an hour. 
 
    No one had made him aware of any gaps in coverage. 
 
    No one had told him that the drones they'd been using had all been 'repurposed' to 'higher-priority' duties. 
 
    Roxy's brief report on what Sawyer had found out hadn't made him very happy. There would be some severe recriminations when he got home, but right now, he had a battle to win. 
 
    Sean continued to scan the horizon with his binoculars, along with all the other soldiers standing in the turrets of the Humvees, Strykers, and other vehicles. They had a fair number of technicals with them now, a 'technical' being a Toyota Pickup, or what everyone else in the world called a 'Hilux'.  
 
    The number of small bands and lone djevels they were passing were increasing, the gunners in the technicals and some of the troops in the other vehicles picking them off as they passed through them.  
 
    The iron spikes on the bumpers and the ones sticking off the lug nuts of the wheels—not unlike the tractor-trailers on the highways used, if a little bit longer, were also doing a number on the djevels, as some of the drivers simply ran over the singletons as they drove across the rough terrain.  
 
    "We need more Strykers and the like out here," Sean grumbled as he looked around. The Bradleys and other tracked vehicles weren't as fast on the terrain out here, so they hadn't been deployed. The Strykers had turned out to be highly suited for the work, but the noise had been a problem, so Sean had devised a solution—an amulet that could be affixed to the vehicle that limited the decibel level of the engine. Problem was, they were slow to produce, and had slowed down the introduction of the vehicles to the field.  
 
    That one at least was on him; he'd already messaged Stewart and told him to build another machine. Stewart had turned out to be even more of a gift than expected. Part of that was Rachel; she might not be able to cast magic, but when it came to designing spells and Sean's machines, she was brilliant. She was also a natural when it came to cheating, which of course made absolute sense when Sean had thought about it. So she could work the problems, while Stewart enchanted the machines and items.  
 
    "Stop!" the lookout from the lead vehicle called over the comms circuit, and they quickly did just that, Chet pulling their Humvee up beside the lead scout vehicle at the top of a small rise. The djevel army was laid out before them, and thankfully, the satellite image he'd been going off of was correct; this was the tail end of them. 
 
    Scanning over the mass of them, Sean quickly found what he was looking for: the djevel spurring them on. 
 
    "So, is it a lord?" Travis asked from the passenger seat, using his own binoculars. "'Cause that sure don't look like no prince." 
 
    Sean was doing his best to find the leader in the group near the rear, trying to find the hersker, or djevel lord. So far he'd picked out two biskops and several ridders. 
 
    "Something looks odd about this," Sean said, then keyed the comm circuit. "This is Sean, of those djevels you've all been shooting up, how many of them were gnashers, and how many were bonde? And did anybody see any råge?" 
 
    Sean listened with half an ear as the reports quickly came in. Mostly it had been gnashers, a few bonde, and nothing beyond that. 
 
    "What's up, Sean?" Lieutenant Vance asked over comms. 
 
    "There aren't enough biskops and ridders, plus there are way too many gnashers and not enough bonde down there," Sean said, still scanning the djevels, which apparently hadn't even noticed the group of Humvees and armored vehicles sitting on the ridgeline less than a half mile away. 
 
    "So we got the B-team?" Dean quipped from the back of the Humvee, where only Sean and those in his vehicle could hear him. 
 
    "I think the biskop wearing that weird headdress is the one in charge," one of the scouts reported over the comms. 
 
    Sean looked at the rear of the mass of djevels—he hesitated to call it a column.  
 
    "Yeah, I think you're right," Sean said. "Lieutenant Vance, what's the status on our gunships?" 
 
    "They should be on target in five minutes." 
 
    "Great, tell them not to shoot us. Now, let's swing around and hit 'em from the rear. Gear up and be ready to dismount when I give the word. I want to get right in the middle of them so I can kill the biskop in charge. Once I got him, I'll go after the other one. Understood?" 
 
    A bunch of "Yessirs" came back over the comms. 
 
    "Good. Now, make it happen!" Sean dropped out of the turret and let Burt take the spot as he started casting the biggest magical shield spell he thought he could get away with. He needed to see what was up with that biskop, otherwise he'd have just let the gunships tear them up. At least it was at the rearmost portion of the djevel army. The other one was far enough away that he hoped he'd be done killing the first before the second could engage him. 
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Lord Werktuig smiled as he looked over his amassed army spread out before him, his biskops, ridders, and råge driving them before him towards that laughable attempt at a wall to keep him and his people in! His old lord had scoffed at Werktuig's repeated claims that he, Werktuig, could breach that flimsy border and march into the frugtbare sletter. 
 
    Well, he was now less than a handful of miles from the border, and the reports coming back from his leading elements told him they were steadily pushing the defenders back! Sure, they were cutting his people down like the worthless gnashers and bonde they were, but that didn't matter! It was their duty to sacrifice themselves, so he, Lord Werktuig, could fulfill his destiny and fully ascend to his true position in life! 
 
    It had taken him many months to round up his army, and he'd had to eat several of his former associates to feed the power he felt growing inside him. He did miss his ridder, Bedrogene, but a lord had no need for such things, and he was no longer a biskop! 
 
    He also regretted having to kill his two mindre, but again, he needed their power so he could gather the few biskops he'd called to his banner, as well as their ridders and the many råge, bonde, and gnashers he now had. He even had two raseri djevels! They would soon be in the thick of the battle; he was holding them back until the leading elements of his army finally made contact with the wall. 
 
    Then he would be free! Free to eat as much as he wanted to! Free to raise more biskops, more ridders! He'd turn all his gnashers into bonde as they fed, and grow more råge to help him lead them, as well. The other lords were cowards, far too cautious to suit the likes of him! And the best part of all, was that he wasn't beholden to either of the remaining princes who now claimed to rule over their lands!  
 
    There would be no limit… 
 
    "Lord Werktuig! They come from behind!" Voer, his new and recently raised up ridder, called to him. He really should have a biskop as his new lieutenant, but Aanwijzing was needed up in the vanguard of his personal troops, keeping them organized. 
 
    Turning, Werktuig saw the human vehicles plowing down his rearguard. He'd mainly put gnashers behind him, as the enemy was before him, not behind. But he wasn't worried; the humans and their vehicles were no match for him! He was a lord now, after all! 
 
    He snorted. "Voer, take a dozen råge and their bonde and kill them all for me." 
 
    "Yes, my lord!" Voer said, and Werktuig turned his back on the vehicles that had stopped 50 or so yards behind him, obviously unable to even deal with the gnashers. Besides, his magical protections were strong, his minions could deal with the problem, and he had an army to run! 
 
    He paid no attention to the sound of the fighting behind him, listening to another report from one of his leaders, then issuing orders to make a dash around the defenders of the wall when he heard Voer screaming the word "Lion!" over and over again. 
 
    He turned around just in time to see Voer cut in half by a lion with one of the big swords he'd heard others telling stories of. Growling loudly, he drew his own weapon. He was a lord! He'd show them all how powerful a lord was as he slew this obnoxious beast! 
 
    "All of you, with me!" he ordered and strode forward to meet the lion face to face. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    The Strykers led the way into the crowd of djevels, the Humvees following them as the gunners made quick work of the downed djevels that had been run over or knocked flat before they could get up again. 
 
    Sean was out the door of his Humvee before it'd even stopped moving as the Strykers came to a halt and dropped their rear doors. The troops came boiling out, and the sergeants quickly worked to get everyone formed up to clear the area and secure the perimeter, making it look like they'd done this a hundred times before. 
 
    Drawing his second sword, Sean immediately charged towards the biskop with both his weapons at the ready, knowing he had to kill it, and kill it quickly. As he slaughtered the bonde and their associated råge, he tried to get a good look at this biskop. Something about it looked…different. 
 
    When its ridder screamed out "Lion" over and over again, Sean quickly moved towards it and killed it. The biskop turned then, drawing its own sword, and started towards Sean, leading a group of ridders and bonde towards him. It was definitely the biggest biskop Sean had ever seen, but at least it wasn't a lord! 
 
    When he finally crossed swords with it, it snarled at him with a look of disgust. 
 
    "You dare challenge Lord Werktuig!"  
 
    Sean snorted. "You're no lord, you're just an overgrown biskop!" He dispatched the ridder at its side as he blocked Werktuig's sword with his other. 
 
    The biskop screamed at him in rage, and the fight was on. 
 
    The fight was furious and not an easy one. Biskops were often tough, and this one was the toughest Sean had ever crossed swords with, but he wasn't backed up by the usual forces one normally found fighting with a biskop, much less a lord, and the troops around Sean were quickly killing off Werktuig's djevels with their automatic weapons and faerie-made bayonets.  
 
    When it got down to just the two of them, Sean's bodyguards and the rest of the troops wisely stood back and didn't engage the biskop directly, shooting at it with their rifles instead and letting their iron bullets chip away at Werktuig's protections. 
 
    Without the distractions of the other ridders and bonde, Sean was free to focus solely on Werktuig, who suddenly seemed to realize he was cut off and in trouble. 
 
    "Come to me! Rally to your lord!" he cried out as the troops with Sean moved to prevent that from happening. 
 
    "You're a biskop! You're no lord!" Sean said with a laugh as he scored hits on Werktuig the other was no longer able to heal. 
 
    "I am too a lord! Foul lion!" 
 
    "Sure you are!" Sean sneered and stabbed Werktuig in the leg, hobbling him. 
 
    "I am a mighty lord! I am Lord Werktuig! And I shall kill and eat you all! Just like I did with my brethren! For I shall one day becom…" 
 
    Sean pierced him through the throat with one of his swords. The biskop stood too high for him to easily cleave its head, but this worked just as well. As Sean ripped the sword out to the side, Werktuig stumbled and dropped to a knee, which allowed Sean to cleave its head in two with his other sword. 
 
    He tried to understand all he could out of the rush of memories and other knowledge he got from the djevel as it died. It didn't work as well as it had in the Onderwereld, but there was still enough that he was able to figure out just what Werktuig was, and what he was trying to do. 
 
    "Pull back! Let's go!" Sean yelled, and they broke and ran back to their vehicles as Werktuig's body dissolved, and closer elements of the now dead biskop gathered around it to watch, not quite sure what to do next now that their leader was gone. 
 
    "Think they'll come after us?" Lieutenant Vance asked Sean as they made for their respective vehicles and mounted up. 
 
    "I don't think so. He didn't have any of the usual cadre with him, and that other biskop is going to be too busy saving his own hide once we pull out and the gunships work their way back here." 
 
    Getting back into the Humvee, Sean took the turret again so he could watch what was going on. 
 
    "Travis, any word on the firebombing…" Just then the hills to the east lit up with a line of fire, moving from north to south. "Never mind, I see it." 
 
    "Colonel Curtis says they're stemming the tide. Looks like the gunships are doing their job, Sean," Travis said. 
 
    "Great, some good news. Hopefully we can track down whoever got out. Take us back to 71. I'm gonna call for a ride home." 
 
    "Got it!" 
 
    

  

 
   
    We Are In Control … 
 
      
 
      
 
    "I thought I told ya' not to go playing soldier again!" Daelyn said and smacked him upside the head as he walked up the ramp of the Osprey that had flown out to pick them up. 
 
    Sean laughed and bent down to kiss her. "Love you, too, hon. And you know I didn't have a choice. Now, shouldn't you be flying this thing?" 
 
    Daelyn snorted. "Trey's getting his checkout. I finally talked him inta' upgrading." 
 
    Sean blinked. "Seriously? I thought he was a Blackhawk fan until the day he died!" 
 
    "She threatened me with Maxwell!" Trey yelled back from the cockpit. 
 
    "Damn right I did!" she yelled back. "I don't trust my hubby with just anyone, ya' know!" 
 
    "Well, at least she appreciates me!" Trey yelled back with a laugh.  
 
    Sean moved out of the way as the rest of his bodyguards came up the ramp and found seats. 
 
    "So what did you run inta' that you had to go out there ya'self?" she asked him. 
 
    "Some self-styled lord, though he was really nothing more than an overgrown biskop." 
 
    Daelyn looked around, checked the seats to be sure everyone was aboard, then hit the switch to close the rear door. 
 
    "So he wasn't a lord? That sounds like somethin' ya' might want to talk with Estrella about." 
 
    "Yeah, that's what I've been thinking," Sean said and led her up front to the cockpit so they could grab the jump seats just aft of the cabin access. The cockpit in an Osprey wasn't the biggest, and sticking a big-ass lion like Sean in it tended to crowd things. Adding Daelyn to that wouldn't have been very conducive to flying, Sean was sure. 
 
    "So, how's Taid doing? I'm surprised you were able to tear yourself away from him long enough to come get me!" Sean said with a snicker. Daelyn had given birth to their latest son, a dwarf, just a few months ago and named him after her dead father. 
 
    "He's doing fine, and Rox is watchin' 'im for me. I just needed a little time to myself, is all." 
 
    Sean nodded, giving her a hug and a kiss as they took off and headed back to their home base. 
 
    "How'd the meeting go with Sawyer?" 
 
    Daelyn snorted. "Roxy told me he threatened to shoot that Taite gal if she dinna come clean." 
 
    "Oh? Did he get anything?" 
 
    "Yup, they've been holding back on the intel, and they were the ones who got the Air Force airborne assets sent east." She laughed. "Davies was fit to be tied. So was Bonds. I don't think the NSA is going to have a lot of friends much longer." 
 
    Sean sighed and shook his head, causing his mane to fluff. He didn't do his human form anymore when he was out in the field, he wanted his appearance to be a constant reminder that he was a lion, not just some kid. Back home was different; everyone who mattered knew who he was, and everyone who didn't often ignored him, which gave him a measure of anonymity that he appreciated these days. Everyone wanted his time, and he'd learned that everything really important came from those who knew who he really was. 
 
    "Guess I'll pay Sawyer a visit when we get back." 
 
    "From the sounds of it, he really went above and beyond on this one." 
 
    Sean nodded again. "I'm not surprised. Sawyer knows when I call on him, I need results, and he's not about to let me down." 
 
    "You know he's gonna want some awful big favors outta ya' when the time comes." 
 
    Sean smiled. "Yup, and I'm looking forward to it." 
 
    "You are?" Daelyn asked, looking at him skeptically. 
 
    "Course I am! I want to show him that I'll do for him the same kinds of things he did for me! I want Sawyer to come to me when he's got problems nobody else can handle, or that he wants to be sure get done.  
 
    "You have to understand, Dae, Sawyer's been a true friend since the beginning. I want him to see how much I appreciate him. If he asked for an army of lions to seize control of his homeland, he'd damn sure get it. Not that I think he'd need one. But we're all pretty eager to pay him back, to show him how much we appreciate his help." He smiled at her. "Not unlike the dwarves." 
 
    Daelyn smiled back at him and cuddled up against him. "You say the sweetest things, Lion Boy." 
 
    "Umm, hmm. Now, if you feel like getting comfy, I'm gonna nap for the rest of the flight home." 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    Sean opened his eyes and looked around. Renee was there, as usual, plus a few other lionesses who were friends of hers. He could see others scattered around the area as well, socializing and the like. As far as he knew, they were either recently reincarnated and waiting for his weekly gate opening, or they were just sleeping and had popped in here to catch up on the latest news and share what they'd learned that was important. Sharing what you knew was a pretty big part of lion society, and they'd learned how to manage all that knowledge well over the last 100,000 years or so. 
 
    "Hi, Sean. What's up?" Renee asked. 
 
    "Tell Raban, and whoever else asks, that it looks like the demons are self-promoting. I just killed a biskop that claimed to be a lord, and he was definitely changing into something." 
 
    She nodded. "What else?" 
 
    "I think we may be having problems with the NSA and some other agencies." 
 
    "Oh, Adam and Estrella both mentioned something about that." Renee quickly filled him in on what had happened at the meeting, and what Sawyer had discovered. 
 
    "I tell you, getting Sawyer on your side was a smart move," Renee said with an approving smile. "The First was sure right about him! Plus, now that we know we can go to the Fædreland and survive the trip, more than a few of us are looking forward to the day he calls in his favors." 
 
    Sean snickered. "Please don't tell me they're being altruistic!" 
 
    "It's more a matter of going places they haven't been before." Renee looked around, then lowered her voice before continuing, "Also, with the whole 'House Valens' thing, we want to make sure the dark elves understand what kind of trouble messing with you or your family is going to bring. Then of course, there's also what House Uunregarten did to Cali." 
 
    Sean sat back on his haunches. "They'd do that for her?" he said, almost overwhelmed by the sudden swell of emotion. 
 
    "They're gonna do it for Deidre, Dania, and Rania, too," Renee said with a nod. "They're family now, and honestly? Cali's one of us now, as well. We're lions, and we take care of family, right?" 
 
    Sean smiled. "Right. Thanks, Renee. I think I should wake up; we should be landing shortly." 
 
    "Raban also wants to brief you in about 10 hours, so he'd appreciate it if you'd make the time." 
 
    "I'll be there," Sean agreed, nodding. 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    They landed not long after Sean woke up. His first stop was the cleaning station; he had more than a fair bit of djevel tar on his fatigues, as well as his own blood from all the fighting they'd been doing.  
 
    After that, he went to the mess hall and stuffed himself. It was after 0900 now, and it didn't look like he'd be getting any more sleep this morning, so he went to find Roxy. 
 
    "Hi, Hon," she said as he came into her office. "Daelyn told me about the wannabe lord. Give me a moment and I'll tell Stell you're here." 
 
    Sean nodded and dropped onto the couch in her office, shifting back to his human form as he did so, sitting there in nothing more than a t-shirt and a loose pair of fatigue pants. While he was now a fairly buff guy—from the constant exercise he got, and from being a lycan—he was still nowhere near as big as he was in his lion hybrid form. So things that were tight on him then, were loose on him after he shifted.  
 
    Looking down at his bare feet, he realized he'd have to grab some shoes. He still needed to drive over to Sawyer's, and he didn't feel like doing that in his bare feet.  
 
    "You okay, Sean?" Roxy asked as she came over and sat next to him. Estrella joined them as she did so. 
 
    "Hmm? Just realized I forgot to grab my shoes. If I even have any around here and didn't leave them all up at the house. I still wonder if we should have moved our headquarters up there instead of leaving them down here at the airport." 
 
    "And have all those people coming by?" Estrella said with a disgusted expression on her face. "No thanks!" 
 
    "Yeah, but then I wouldn't be worrying about my shoes," Sean said, wiggling his toes, then stretched out, yawning and putting an arm around each of them. 
 
    "Is that all that's bothering you?" Roxy asked, giving him a close look. 
 
    "Eh, I'm just a bit annoyed that I've got all these new problems to deal with from the NSA. Then there's this new lord thing." 
 
    "'New lord'?" Estrella asked. 
 
    "Yeah, I ran into a biskop who claimed he was now a lord, and while he was definitely big for a biskop, he wasn't a lord, not yet at least." 
 
    "Can they do that?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Yes, they can," Estrella replied. "It's a power pyramid." 
 
    "A what?" 
 
    "Power pyramid. Djevels evolve in two basic ways, both of which are related to the power they can consume. For all the lower ranks, that power is in the form of other djevels or people they've killed and eaten. You can go pretty far on just that alone, but you can't get past biskop. That's about as high as you go." 
 
    "What about the minor terrors and all those other classes?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Those are the same. All the different paths a djevel can take, or the different types, have a limit on where they can go. Biskops tend to pair up with ridders because that's their first attempt at taking food in a manner other than consuming another. That's the first step in moving up to lord, where all your extra powers come from the living force of subjects who are sworn to you, either directly or through your biskops." 
 
    "And biskops swear to lords, who swear to princes, who swear to kings," Roxy said. 
 
    "Exactly. When a djevel becomes a biskop, if they want to continue to grow, they need to learn how to take that sworn power from other, lesser demons so they can pass it up to their lord. Usually they learn that by partnering with a ridder." 
 
    "And biskops become lords by getting other biskops to swear to them instead of another lord?" Sean said, thinking about the implications. It made sense, from what he'd learned so far. 
 
    "That's a simplified version of how it works, but overall, yes. Either this biskop never had a lord, or he figured out how to stop passing his powers on to grow himself…or…" Estrella paused for a moment. 
 
    "Or?" 
 
    "Or his lord was trying to become a prince, which would require him to turn his biskops into lords," she said, finishing with a sigh. 
 
    "Well, that would explain why he was trying so hard to push out of the DEZ," Sean said, then leaned over to give Estrella a kiss. 
 
    "Yes. He needed more power than he could get in there," she agreed. 
 
    "Great, something else we need to watch out for," Roxy said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "We knew they'd do something; we just didn't know what," Sean reminded her. 
 
    "True. Clyde's got his scouts running around down there, but they won't be able to cover the area well until the fires are out. But so far, they've only run down a dozen or so escapees. Clyde doesn't think many more than that got out." 
 
    "Well, that's good news," Sean said. "Now I just need some shoes, and I can pay Sawyer a visit and see what he's got for me that he didn't want to share in the meeting." 
 
    "You think he does?" Estrella asked, looking surprised. 
 
    Roxy snorted. "It's Sawyer; he always does. There's the stuff he'll let out in meetings, and then the stuff that's pretty much only for Sean to hear, or one of us, if he knows Sean's out of touch for a while." 
 
    "Ah." 
 
    "As for you," Roxy said, looking at Sean, "we've got lots of sneakers in the barracks for our troops, seeing how many they tend to go through. I'll show you, then we can head over to Sawyer's." 
 
    "We?" 
 
    "As soon as I find Cali," she said with a nod. "We can bring Noje along and show her off to Sawyer as well." 
 
    "Hmmm, I wonder if he'd want to see Harmony, too?" Sean said, thinking about his daughter with Deidre. 
 
    "Might as well," Estrella said. "I'm sure Deidre would appreciate it." 
 
    "Oh? Why?" 
 
    "Haven't you recognized Celeste?" 
 
    "Huh?" Sean said, feeling a little confused. 
 
    "Celeste and Harmony are your children, but as far as dark elf society is concerned, they're bastards until you publicly recognize them, because Deidre isn't one of your wives, she's just a mistress." 
 
    "And taking them to Sawyer 'recognizes' them?" 
 
    "Well, he is a goblin prince now, isn't he?" Estrella said while giving him a look. 
 
    "Ah, shit," Sean swore. "Find Deidre, tell her to grab both kids, and that she's coming along. And both of you find out if I need to do something like this with Sheila and my kids with her." 
 
    Both Roxy and Estrella shook their heads. "Everyone knows about Sheila, and we don't do that in lycan society," Roxy said. "I just feel bad that I never thought to look into how things worked for dark elf families." 
 
    "Oh, sooner or later, I'm sure either Cali or Deidre would have brought it up," Estrella said, "but doing it via Sawyer makes it clear to the other goblins and dark elves how high your esteem is for him, and that you recognize his place in their society," she finished with a grin. 
 
    Roxy laughed. "Oh, Sawyer is just gonna eat this up, isn't he?" 
 
    "Well, show me where these shoes are, and I guess we'll find out." 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Sean, Roxy, Cali, Deidre, Cali's youngest, and both Deidre's children walked through the doorway and into Sawyer's shop. 
 
    "Hi, Marx, how's things?" Sean asked as passed him at the door. 
 
    "Good, Sean. The boss has been waiting for you," Marx said, then raised his voice, "Sean's here with some of the family, Boss!" 
 
    "Yeah, I can see that! I got eyes too, ya' know." 
 
    Marx grinned at Sean. "He's in a good mood today. I think he's planning a new crime." 
 
    "Just when he thought he'd conquered everything, right?" Sean said with a chuckle to Marx, then headed up to the counter, following the girls and kids now. 
 
    "Cali! It's so nice to see you! Is this your new daughter?" 
 
    "Yes, it is. Her name is Noje. Sean and I thought you would like to meet her." 
 
    Sean noticed that Sawyer wasn't talking to Deidre at all, though Sean knew they'd met, and Deidre often dealt with Sawyer on the phone for Sean, as she handled all his accounts. He'd even brought her here a couple of times and had told Sawyer she was one of his mistresses so he wouldn't say anything that might upset him. Of course that was before he realized what kind of regard Sawyer held dark elves in. 
 
    Sawyer took a moment to say hello to Alska, Sean's other daughter with Cali, then looked up at him expectantly. 
 
    "Hey, Kid. Nice to see you brought Cali down so I could meet your new daughter, though I suspect you're here about other business as well?" 
 
    Sean smiled. "Actually, yes. You know, I don't think you've ever been formally introduced to the daughters I've had with Deidre here. So, Sawyer, allow me to present to you my two children with her, Celeste and Harmony." 
 
    Sean didn't miss the smile on Sawyer's face, because it was so wide, he wondered if the goblin was going to hurt himself. 
 
    "Why, Deidre, it's so nice to finally meet your daughters. It's always nice to meet two more children who have been born into House Valens, and to see them recognized for who they are." 
 
    "Why, thank you, Sawyer. It is so nice to finally introduce them to you as well," Deidre said, smiling back at him. 
 
    "You know what? Let's adjourn to my office for a drink. Marx! Bar the door, we'll be back in thirty —then come and join us." 
 
    "You got it, Boss!" 
 
    Sean smiled again as they went around the counter, and Roxy led the way. 
 
    "'Bout time, Kid," Sawyer whispered, "I was worried I was gonna have to drop some hints!" 
 
    "If I'd known sooner, I would have done it sooner," Sean whispered back. "Deidre was afraid to ask, and Cali thought I was planning something formal." 
 
    "Ah, yeah, I can see that." 
 
    "But you're pretty much family now, Sawyer, so there really wasn't anyone else I would have come to before you, right?" 
 
    Sawyer paused and thought about that a moment. "You know what, Kid? You're right. There's times even I forget the old rules of court, 'cause I haven't been there in years. I'll see that it gets around, and it gets done right." 
 
    Sean smiled again. "I can always count on you, Sawyer; you've become one of my life's true constants." 
 
    Sawyer cackled as they made it to his office. "Oh, just you wait until I tell ya' what I've got planned for our little problem. Yer gonna love this!" 
 
    Sean just nodded and followed him into his office, where Sawyer broke out a bottle of champagne. As he uncorked it, Marx came in and passed out glasses to everyone. 
 
    "A toast," Sawyer said, raising his glass after Marx had topped them all off, "to Noje, who is just as beautiful as her mother, Cali, and to Celeste and Harmony, two more lovely young women of House Valens, whom I'm sure will also grow up to be a credit to Sean and Deidre!" 
 
    Sean noticed that Deidre was blushing and looking a little embarrassed, so he put his arm around her while they all drank, noticing Cali's approving smile as he did so. 
 
    "Thank you, Master Sean," Deidre said in a soft voice. 
 
    "Well, I wouldn't want you to stop doing my books, now would I?" he said in an equally soft voice. "Besides, I love the children you've given me very much, and I love you for giving them to me. Don't ever think I don't." 
 
    Deidre turned to him then, as always in skintight yoga pants and a thin shirt two sizes too small, and pressed her voluptuous chest into his, so he pulled her against him and kissed her while the others cheered.  
 
    They all sat, and he dragged her onto his lap. He'd been careful at times not to pay her too much attention in public, because he did have his wives, but he suddenly realized that wasn't fair to her, whether she'd ever complain about it or not. Besides, it wasn't like his wives didn't like her—they did, and they didn't mind him spending time with her, because she was obviously completely in love with him.  
 
    So it was only fair that he made sure everyone knew how he felt.  
 
    "So, what's this big thing you've got planned?" Sean asked, looking over at Sawyer, who was already playing with the kids. It never ceased to amaze Sean—or anyone else, for that matter—how good Sawyer was with children, and how much they all seemed to like him. 
 
    "Well, even if you manage to clean things up at the NSA, we'll still be dependent on others for imagery, and I have a feeling, as we look into this, we're going to find that some of our problems with the satellites you do have access to are coming from either the CIA or some wise guy in the NSA, perhaps both. So I was thinking, I said to myself: 'Sawyer, why don't we have our own satellite?'" 
 
    "Because we can't afford to put one up in space?" Deidre said. 
 
    "Exactly!" Sawyer cackled and pointed at Deidre. "But! There are so many satellites up there already, why would we bother to launch our own?" 
 
    "You can't steal a satellite…can you?" Deidre said, looking at Sawyer questioningly. "I mean, it's way up in space! How can we?" 
 
    "Ah! But you see, we don't need to go up into space to steal it, all we need to do is steal the keys to it, just like a car, and then it's ours!" 
 
    "That doesn't sound easy," Sean said, frowning. "Surely they have to have those things all locked away! And copies everywhere to reclaim it if they're lost or stolen." 
 
    "Of course they do, Kid! And that's what's gonna make this work for us! The only tough part is we're gonna need a couple of dishes to talk to it. After we steal it, that is." 
 
    "There're dishes all over Vegas," Roxy said. "They used to use them for the special shows and boxing matches there. I bet Ted could help us get one." 
 
    Sawyer smiled and pointed at Roxy. "That was my hardest problem, and now that it's solved, I can make some headway. Though I'm gonna need a few things, Kid." 
 
    "Who are we liberating it from?" Deidre asked from Sean's lap. 
 
    "Ah! I like the way you think. Why, nobody who'd miss it, I'm sure." 
 
    "And that would be?" Sean asked, trying not to grin. 
 
    "Oh, someone who doesn't want to help us, and I think is still carrying a grudge." 
 
    Sean laughed. "Oh, I'm definitely going to enjoy it when they call me to ask for their satellite back. So what do you need?" 
 
    "A lot of things, including your friend Steve's help, but first we need to track down how the images we've been getting from the Space Force people are being manipulated." 
 
    "To stop it from happening?" 
 
    "No," Sawyer said and grinned, "to get them to help! I saw how mad the colonel was when he found out the NSA was screwin' with him! Just how mad do you think those generals are gonna be when they learn the CIA has been screwin' with 'em too?" 
 
    Sean had to nod at that; it would set them off, and they'd be looking to hand out some payback. 
 
    "So you know who's behind what's been going on, then?" asked Roxy. 
 
    "Ole Sawyer hasn't quite fingered the culprits yet, but he has his suspicions," Sawyer told them. "That's part of why I need your friend Steve's help. I need some people investigated, and my own people can't go all the places his can." 
 
    Sean nodded. "I'll let him know. What about our other intel people?" 
 
    "Someone needs to turn them into lycans," Sawyer said with a frown. "You can't trust 'em, Kid. They don't stay bought, and they think they're smarter than everyone else. Hogan might be on the up-and-up, but his aides aren't; hell, my people saw one of them meeting with that Taite gal more than once." 
 
    Cali frowned. "Do you want me to take care of her, my husband?" 
 
    Sean gave that some serious thought. "Maybe. It depends on whether we need to put the fear of god into them or not." 
 
    "You mean the fear of you," Deidre said with a snicker. 
 
    "Same thing," Roxy and Sean said at the same time. 
 
    "But you're right," Sean continued. "Maybe I do need to have a few of them bitten and then order them to tell me everything they know. What else do you have?" 
 
    Sawyer got a folder out of his desk and passed it to Sean. "Here's backgrounds on all the intel people, along with their bosses. I think you're going to find some of the stuff on the CIA people the most interesting." 
 
    "Why's that?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Because the son of one of the senior people was doing hard time for trying to murder Steve in DC, and after he turned state's evidence on the ALS, they had him shanked in prison." 
 
    Sean sighed and shook his head. "Like we had anything to do with that." 
 
    "Some folks just can't accept that they did a poor job raisin' their kids," Sawyer said with a shrug. 
 
    "Oh, before I forget. I came up with something new for people to use to protect themselves, or at least to give themselves a chance to get away if they run into a djevel." 
 
    Sawyer perked up. "Oh? Is this better than the last one?" 
 
    Sean snorted. "I hope so," he said, then pulled out a charm bracelet, and put it on the counter. 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "It's a sort of fire charm." 
 
    "Sort of?" 
 
    "Well, the big problem was how to keep it from accidentally setting everything on fire. I didn't want to cause a lot of accidents, or give arsonists some new toy. But basically, this will burn a djevel." 
 
    "How's it work?" 
 
    "You pull off a charm and swallow it, but you have to be wearing the bracelet, or it won't work." 
 
    "What happens when I do all that?" 
 
    "You appear to be on fire for several minutes, so that hopefully the djevels, who are quite flammable, will leave you alone." 
 
    Sawyer frowned, "That's it? An illusion?" 
 
    "What happens if you believe an illusion?" Sean asked with a smile. 
 
    "It works, but once they find out it's an illusion, they'll never fall for it again." 
 
    "And that's the genius of this, you see, if anybody touches you, unless they're wearing a bracelet too, they'll get burned." 
 
    "Then why the illusion?" 
 
    "Because the actual fire from the charm isn't as strong or as powerful as the illusionary one is. This way, it won't set everything around you on fire. Inanimate objects can't believe in an illusion, after all, but this will burn them if they touch you. So they'll see the fire, they'll believe it's worse than it is, and hopefully they'll run off before they can catch on fire, seeing as they burn so well." 
 
    "How bad's the burn if I don't believe in it?" 
 
    "It'll go up to a second degree burn if you hold onto someone for more than five seconds—if you're not wearing a bracelet as well." 
 
    Sawyer picked it up and looked at it. "I think this may have potential. But why only five charms?" 
 
    "I wanted to keep the cost low. The charms are actually pretty cheap; the bracelet is the expensive part." 
 
    "If they're cheap, why not put more of them on?" 
 
    "Because you can sell them separately. If people want to buy more or replace used ones, you can sell 'em at like five or ten bucks a pop. They cost less than a dollar to churn out." 
 
    Sawyer smiled. "Did you say 'less than a dollar'?" 
 
    "Yup. The bracelet costs about twenty. I don't know how much of a markup you can make off that, but the charms? Really cheap. All they're doing is powering the illusionary effect generating the fire." 
 
    Sawyer laughed and rubbed his hands together. "Oh, this should sell like hotcakes. Will it set a djevel on fire?" 
 
    "If they're stupid enough to keep holding on to you? Yeah, especially when they realize the fire is real. I think the illusion will probably run most of them off, or at least keep them away. I just added the actual fire effect so if any of them do grab you, they get burnt, then fall for the illusion." 
 
    "I like it, Kid! I think you may have a winner here. How soon can you get me a dozen? I want to do some testing. If it pans out, I'll probably be wanting hundreds of 'em." 
 
    "I'll have somebody come by tomorrow and drop off a couple dozen. You can keep that one." 
 
    "Great!" 
 
    That finished, they spent a few more minutes discussing things in Carson City in general, while Sawyer played with the kids a bit more, then they said their goodbyes and left. 
 
    "Thank you for recognizing our daughters," Deidre said, leaning into Sean once they got back into the van, "and while I never expected such a boon from you, I can't thank you enough for doing that for me, Master." 
 
    "But we're all sure you will try," Cali, of all people said with a grin. 
 
    Deidre leaned into Sean, pressing those wonderful tits of hers into his arm and slowly rubbing up and down against him. 
 
    "Let's at least try to make it back to the base before you jump his bones," Roxy said with a snicker from behind the wheel. 
 
    "Oh, I think I can do that," Deidre purred. 
 
    Sean let Deidre drag him off to her office after they'd gotten the children settled—not that he was resisting, of course. The thin t-shirt she wore when he was around was stretched so thin that it hid none of the bounty beneath it. He could clearly see her dark areolas through the fabric, her erect nipples sharply outlined by the protesting fabric. As soon as they were alone, he grabbed it in his hands and ripped it in half, tearing it from her body. Then he pulled off his own shirt and pulled her back against him, bending his head down to kiss her, as he enjoyed the feeling of her warm flesh against his. 
 
    Her hands were busy undoing his pants, which quickly fell to the floor once there was nothing holding them up, so he kicked them off along with his sneakers and walked her backwards towards the couch. Laying Deidre back onto the couch, he grabbed the waistband of her yoga pants, which were tight enough to leave nothing to the imagination at all, and quickly peeled them off of her. Other than the white hair that graced her mons, her skin was as black as night. Looking up into her red eyes, he had to smile at the smoldering heat he saw there, her long white hair spread out wildly on the couch above. 
 
    Putting her legs over his shoulders, he went down on her, putting his tongue to good use as he opened her up using his thumbs.  
 
    Sean took his time; he enjoyed making Deidre moan and gasp, and especially loved it when she grabbed his hair and tried to pull him up on top of her. She was lively as always, and he enjoyed the taste of her as he made sure to do all the things that drove her crazy. 
 
    When he finally kissed his way up her body, keeping her legs over his shoulders as he bent her back, he let her guide him into her body as he kissed her. 
 
    "I love you, Master Sean," Deidre said, a bit out of breath. 
 
    "I know, and I love you, too, my sexy little slave girl," he replied, pushing himself in all the way, and she crossed her ankles behind his neck, doing her best to pull him down as he slowly rocked her world. He'd given her two lovely daughters, and she knew he'd give her as many as she asked for, and now that he'd made it clear just how much she and those daughters meant to him by publicly acknowledging them to the world, she was going to give him a whole lot more. 
 
      
 
    When the time came for his meeting with Raban, Sean was still relaxing on the couch in Deidre's office, only now he was stretched out on his back, and she was curled up on top of him, looking as beautiful as always. 
 
    "I have to deal with a few things. If anyone comes by, tell them I'll get to them later, after dinner, which'll be back at the house." 
 
    Deidre smiled and let him kiss her, then watched as he closed his eyes to meditate and go to what he called 'Lion La-La Land'. The idea of such an irreverent name for such an important place always made her smile. He was the king now, the king of them all, until his father returned—which he told her could be tomorrow, or a hundred years from now. 
 
    And she was his. Both she and Cali had discussed, more than once, how amazingly fortunate they had become. Sean was one of the most powerful beings in existence on this plane, and Cali was his wife, and she, Deidre, was his mistress. And he made no bones about his love for either of them.  
 
    

  

 
   
    …You Are Not 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, Sean found Stewart; he had an idea of what he was going to do, and he'd definitely need Stewart's help. 
 
    "Yes, Sean?" Stewart asked as he came into Sean's small office. 
 
    "I have a few people I want you to mentally dominate for me." 
 
    "Oh? Who?" 
 
    "Our intelligence analysts. Though I think I'm going to start with their aides." 
 
    "Didn't you give them all medallions?" 
 
    "Yes, but as I'm the one who made them, I can modify the spell on them if I want to." 
 
    "You can? I thought once a spell was enchanted into an object, you couldn't do anything to it?" 
 
    "Mostly it depends on the spell. The mind shield spell was made with a back door in it so I can bypass it. I never saw the need to change it before it went into production, so"—Sean shrugged—"I can modify any amulet out there. I just have to touch them, and I can change it so any spells you cast will bypass it, too." 
 
    "Okay, so what do you want me to do?" 
 
    "I want you and Rachel to question them and find out what they know about our current spy satellites missing those djevels. I also want to know if they're holding things back from us, if they're working against us in any way, if they're cooperating with the other agencies in secret, spying on us, or doing anything their bosses or I wouldn't appreciate." 
 
    "What if there's a problem?" 
 
    "Then either kill them or infect them, and I'll order them around." 
 
    Stewart nodded, then asked the obvious question, "Why aren't you just having someone infect them to start with?" 
 
    "Because I'm sure it'll be noticed if they become lycans. Then their bosses will either fire them or kill them, depending on how bad this is. Plus, if they're up to no good, they'll figure out pretty damn fast that I'm after them." 
 
    "Where do you want me to do this, and when do you want me to start?" 
 
    "After lunch. I'm calling each of them into a separate meeting to ask them about our satellite intelligence issues, starting an hour from now." 
 
    Stewart shrugged. "Why not just have me in the room with you, and after you turn off their protection from me, I'll hit 'em with the spell then and there, and you can question them all you want. When you're done, I'll clear it from their minds, and you can send them on their way." 
 
    "You can handle more than one?" Sean asked, looking Stewart over. Stewart had definitely fleshed out since Sean had saved his life. He'd also grown up; he was no longer a kid, he was definitely a man now, and while he might still be Sean's apprentice, Sean knew Stewart regularly went out on combat patrols with the wolves from Sacramento as their magical backup. His father Art was quite proud of him. 
 
    Stewart grinned. "Easily. Even without those multipliers you gave me, I could handle three, no problem. I mean they're mundanes, right? Take away their protections, and they're defenseless." 
 
    "All right, then. I'll tell them you're one of my drone techs with a background in imaging and leave it at that. I don't think any of them have ever met you." 
 
    "And if they have, they probably have no idea what it is I do for you," Stewart agreed. "In fact, I'll show up in human form, and I'll have Rachel come along as well. I'll make sure we dress a little nerdy." 
 
    Sean sighed. "You know, I used to resemble that remark." 
 
    Stewart grinned. "Yeah, me too, but I was a magic nerd, so the mundanes didn't know enough to point and laugh!" 
 
    Sean just shook his head. "Come by my office in 40, and we'll get ready." 
 
    "Not doing this in your workshop?" 
 
    "No, most folks don't know where my office is, so I'll have Trevor detail a couple of my bodyguards to stand outside and escort each group into my office. Less noticeable." 
 
    "Okay, let me round up Rachel, and I'll meet you there!" 
 
    Sean watched as Stewart strode off, then gathered up his guards and headed over to his office. He didn't have that much to do to get ready, just send out messages to each of the three groups of people he wanted to talk to: Hogan and his two aides, Jessie and Scott, then Major Dougherty from the Space Forces, and he'd finish with Karen Taite and her aide Susan, though Susan hadn't come to any of the big meetings. 
 
    He wondered if he'd have to send someone out to collect Karen—from what he'd been told, she hadn't looked all that happy after the last meeting. But that was why he was having her come in last, so it would be clear that he was talking to everybody, not just her.  
 
    He'd put Peg and Sheila on it. They'd know who to talk to, and where to find her, if there were problems. After all, he didn't want anybody dead. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    Going into his office, he repositioned the furniture, moving several chairs in front of his desk to make it look like the typical 'come to Jesus' meeting, where he'd be expected to sit behind his desk and lord over them. He called Peg to let her know what he wanted, then followed it by summoning Hogan and his aides to his office for a 9 o'clock, with Dougherty for 10, and Taite for an 11. 
 
    Steward and Rachel showed up, both showing a bit of the tech nerd look his friend John had so often sported, though even dressing down, Rachel was still a woman worth looking at in her human form. 
 
    When Hogan showed up, Sean made a show of coming around the desk and shaking hands with him, clasping his arm with his hand, and while saying hello, he quickly altered the program on his medallion, and checked for any other items of interest.  
 
    It only took a couple of seconds, and then he was on to Scott, where he did the same thing. 
 
    Jessie surprised him in that she had not only the medallion, but a second magical item, as well. It took him a few seconds to puzzle it out, which he spent asking her how she liked her new assignment out here away from Washington, which of course made it look like he was setting her up to be hit on.  
 
    She blushed and surprised him by saying that she liked it out here, while stroking the fur on his arm with her free hand. Just as he figured out that the charm was a protection from lycanthropy! 
 
    Sean smiled and showed her to her seat as the other two sat. He would definitely have Oak assign someone to find out how many of his troops she'd been bedding. 
 
    "Now," Sean said, looking over at Stewart, "are we ready to begin?" 
 
    Stewart nodded and came over to stand in front of the three of them; their eyes were riveted on him. 
 
    "None of you are going to remember any of what goes on in this room today. If asked, you'll say that Sean was unhappy with you, wanted answers as to why your satellites didn't work as expected, and castigated Hogan for several minutes. Nobody had any answers, so he dismissed you and ordered you to find them. While the three of you are seated in those chairs, none of you are able to hear what the others say, only words spoken by me or Sean. Further, you will answer each of our questions honestly and fully. If for any reason you are unable to answer one of our questions, you will tell us that, and you will tell us as much as you can about why you cannot." 
 
    Stewart turned to him. "They're all yours, Sean." 
 
    "Hogan, do you have any idea why the satellite imagery didn't show the necessary data until the djevels were almost to the wall?" 
 
    "No, I don't." 
 
    "Tell me everything you know related to the incident." 
 
    "I spent yesterday going over all the imagery with my aides, and we talked to all the imagery specialists who were providing us with our pictures. I questioned each of them personally, with Bill Manning's help. We discussed what we learned, as well as what we suspected, then proceeded with a second round of questions based on that." 
 
    "What did you learn?" 
 
    "It appears that someone is interfering with our operations, most likely another agency, and modifying our images between the time they're recorded and the time we receive them. Those going to the archives appear unaltered, while those we receive here have been adulterated. But not all of them, just certain ones." 
 
    "I see, and what did you do after you discovered this?" 
 
    "I filed a verbal report with my superiors, warning them that someone's interfering with our operations, and that an investigation needed to be launched. I then requested time-coded pictures of the entire area for the week prior to the incident, from every source we had access to. The ones I received from the Space Force satellites this time didn't differ from what was in the archives. However, neither the NSA nor the CIA have complied with our requests at this time." 
 
    Sean nodded and asked a few more questions surrounding the incident. 
 
    "Hogan, are you engaged in any efforts to subvert my operations or the operations of any of my people? Or those of any of the people assigned here by the various agencies?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Do you have any suspicions?" 
 
    "I do currently, and I'm looking into it." 
 
    "Who do you suspect?" 
 
    "My aide Jessie." 
 
    "And the reasons for this suspicion?" 
 
    "Her continuing acquaintance with Ms Taite. If Ms. Taite has become suspect, any of my people who are associating with her are now suspect as well." 
 
    Sean nodded, and Stewart asked a couple of questions of his own, which Sean quickly realized was Stewart probing to find out if Hogan had been mentally dominated by anyone else in the past. 
 
    Sean next questioned Scott, but Scott didn't add any further information, until he asked Scott about his interactions with Jessie. 
 
    "She comes over to my room every Friday after work to talk about what happened during the week." 
 
    "Is that all you do?" 
 
    "Oh, no, we have sex. She's really talented. I've asked her why she's interested in me when there's all these buff soldiers around, and she tells me she doesn't like lycans very much." 
 
    "What kinds of things do you talk about?" 
 
    "Work stuff. Mainly she's interested in what goes on in the office when she's not around. She's extremely interested in what our boss thinks about her. She told me this is her first real posting, and because she's a woman, she's afraid they'll send her home, since it's so close to a war zone. She's always asking me for help with her reports so they'll look good." 
 
    "And do you give her a lot of help?" 
 
    "All the time. I guess she doesn't read all the briefs because I have to correct her on things. She's not in the office as much as she's supposed to be, so I have to cover for her, which means she misses things sometimes. So I catch her up each Friday." 
 
    "Where do you think she is when she's not there?" 
 
    "I think she's having an affair with that Space Forces major. He's human, you know." 
 
    "And that doesn't bother you?" 
 
    "No, why would it? We're just friends with benefits." 
 
    Sean looked over at Jessie. She was an attractive young woman, and Scott was nothing special, not by a long shot. 
 
    "Scott, have you tried to date any of the local women?" 
 
    "Yeah, but I'm not a lycan, so they're not interested in me." 
 
    "Any others?" 
 
    "Karen Taite from the NSA was interested, but she's too old for me." 
 
    "I wonder what she said to that," Stewart said with a chuckle. 
 
    "I didn't tell her that," Scott replied, thinking it was a question to him. "I told her my boss told me not to get involved with women from other agencies, or he'd send me back to DC." 
 
    "Smart," Sean said. "If you should decide you want to be a lycan, have one of the lycans from the group you'd like to be infected by come find me, and we'll talk about it." 
 
    Sean motioned to Stewart to finish with Scott, then looked at his watch. A half hour had gone by, and he was very interested to see what Jessie would tell him. 
 
    "Jessie, why have you been sleeping with Scott?" 
 
    "Because he writes my reports for me and covers for me when I'm not in the office." 
 
    "And why do you need him to do that?" 
 
    "Well, I'm out of the office quite a lot. I have to make my rounds to see what I can learn for my boss. I have to write up special reports each night and deliver them. I also have to brief them twice a week." 
 
    "And this is for your boss Hogan over there," Sean asked, motioning to him. 
 
    "Yes!" 
 
    "And you report to him directly on this?" 
 
    "Well, not directly. I drop them in Karen's mailbox each day. Then I meet with her to brief her on what I've learned since the last time." 
 
    "Why her and not Hogan?" 
 
    "Because Hogan needs to look like he doesn't know what's going on." 
 
    "And he told you this?" 
 
    "No, he couldn't tell me, or it would look like he knew what was going on." 
 
    "So who told you?"  
 
    "I don't know." 
 
    Stewart held up a hand. "Don't know, or you're not allowed to tell us?" 
 
    "He was wearing a hood, but he was with Karen, and Karen said it was all right." 
 
    Sean got out his phone and sent a page to Peg, telling her not to confront Karen directly, she was now considered dangerous—he wanted her alive, and the same for her aide. He then turned back to Jessie. 
 
    "Are you sleeping with Major Dougherty?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because the only way to get him to take his medallion off is to get him in bed." 
 
    "Why do you need to have him take his medallion off?" 
 
    "Because that's what I have to do. The boss told me so." 
 
    "What happens after he takes his medallion off?" 
 
    "Oh, I don't remember." 
 
    "I…" Sean stopped and turned to Stewart. "I don't have time for this right now. Tell her she has to listen to Rachel as well. Rachel, take her out the side door, remove everything from her person, then take her some place out of sight and secure and question her." 
 
    "What about them?" Stewart asked as Rachel left with Jessie. 
 
    "Tell them Jessie got sick and left with the other girl to go to the doctor's, and they'll call after she's been treated." 
 
    Stewart nodded and took care of it. 
 
    "Wake 'em up." 
 
    "Please stand, you're done here," Stewart said. 
 
    Sean watched as Hogan and Scott got up, and Hogan looked over at where Jessie had been sitting. "I guess I should call the doctor's office and find out how she is." 
 
    "Don't worry; I'm sure she's fine. They said they'd call," Sean said, then showed the two of them out the door. Major Dougherty was already there, so Sean invited him in, shook hands, turned off his amulet, then nodded to Stewart. 
 
    "I have to run out for a few minutes, Major. My assistant here has a few questions until I get back." 
 
    "Sure thing, Sean…" Dougherty said, then stopped. 
 
    "I got him," Stewart said. "What do you want me to do?" 
 
    "First make sure he never takes that medallion off again, then try to deprogram him as much as possible, and see if you can figure out who it was, and what they did." 
 
    "Got it." 
 
    Pulling out his phone, he checked his messages; Peg wanted him to call. Dialing her, he put the phone to his ear, and she answered almost immediately. 
 
    "We got her aide, but she's already on her way to their facility in Utah." 
 
    "Sleep her aide and put her on ice, under guard. I'll have Stewart or someone question her later. How long ago did she flee?" 
 
    "She went into town last night. Best we can figure, she got in her car and started driving." 
 
    "Great." Sean sighed. 
 
    "How bad is it?" 
 
    "Real bad. Make sure she's not boobytrapped, grab Cali and anyone else you need, and search both of their rooms. Search Jessie's rooms, too. Watch out for traps." 
 
    "Got it!" 
 
    Sean hung up the phone and stuck his head in Oak's office, which was part of his command center. 
 
    "What's up, Sean?" 
 
    "Tell Jack I need a strike team put together to fly out of here in the next thirty minutes. We'll need…aw, shit I don't know, maybe a thousand? Ask Adam if he wants in, and anyone he thinks might fit in." 
 
    "Where are you going?" 
 
    "Utah, the big NSA facility south of Salt Lake." 
 
    "You want to attack that?" 
 
    "Looks like. Make sure everyone's loaded for bear. This isn't gonna be fun," Sean said, and then went to Roxy's office. 
 
    "You don't look happy," Roxy said the moment she saw him. 
 
    "Taite's a traitor. She had someone mentally dominate one of Hogan's aides and had her compromise Dougherty. I've currently got Stewart questioning and deprogramming him. I suspect that gal was probably doing things to people all over the base," Sean said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "Where is she?" 
 
    "I sent Peg to get her, but she split last night in her car. I think she's driving to the NSA base in Utah she was working out of. We got her aide, though." 
 
    "If she left last night, she may not have made it there by now." 
 
    "Yeah, doesn't matter, I'm hitting it and taking it over. We're gonna search the place." 
 
    "Isn't that a bit outside your mandate, Dear?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Don't care. Once I question her, I need to find out what she was doing, and if she was being mentally dominated as well. If not, I'm gonna have her hung. Nice and publicly. Maybe even televise it," Sean growled. 
 
    "You're missing something." 
 
    "What?" Sean asked, blinking in surprise. 
 
    "Who's her magic user?" 
 
    "Awwww, shit! You're right." 
 
    Roxy picked up the phone and punched in a number. "Vincent, can you come to my office right now? Yes, it's important. Run, don't walk." 
 
    "Finding out which one of them is behind this isn't going to be easy." Sean sighed. 
 
    "No, it's not," Roxy agreed.  
 
    "What's the emergency?" Vince asked, barging into the office, panting. 
 
    "Karen Taite was using a mind mage to dominate one of Hogan's people, as well as Major Dougherty," Sean said. "Karen's on the run, and we're going to try to get her before she gets back to the NSA, but I think we're hitting them anyway, because that's where she works out of." 
 
    "And you want me to send mages along to help with the questioning?" 
 
    "Actually, I want you to find out who she was using to help her," Sean growled. "The stuff with Dougherty took place here at our base. So it's either someone stationed here, or someone who was coming and going on a regular basis." 
 
    "What nights was she screwing Dougherty?" Roxy asked. 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Ping Rachel or Stewart; either one of them can find out. I got Stewart questioning Dougherty in my office right now. I need to put together the strike team that's hitting the NSA compound." 
 
    "People aren't going to like that, you know." 
 
    "Djevels. It's gotta be djevels. I mean, who else would be trying to make us fail?" Sean said. "That's the official line when someone calls up here screaming, Rox. You tell them we're quite sure there are people in charge at the NSA who've been possessed, and we're going there to kill them. 
 
    "Oh, and make sure they understand, anyone resisting is obviously a djevel, and will be shot dead. In fact, maybe I should have Steve put together a strike team to hit their headquarters in DC." 
 
    "Aren't you going to warn them?" Vince asked. 
 
    "No, I don't want to give them time to run. Besides, they've got satellites; they'll probably see us coming." 
 
    Sean gave Roxy a kiss. "I gotta go. Hold down the fort, and let Stell know what's going on so she can round up some lions to help Vince here." 
 
    "What about Adam?" 
 
    "Knowing him, he's ready and waiting to go," Sean said with a leonine grin, then trotted out the door to their ready room where the gear was kept. The place was packed, and folks were gearing up all around him. As soon as he had his own gear on and his weapons slung, Sean trotted out the door and found Jack, his leading general, who was standing there in his hybrid cougar form giving orders. 
 
    "So, what's this I hear about attacking the NSA facility in Utah?" 
 
    Sean snorted. "One of their analysts has turned traitor. Seems she was using a mind mage of some sort to undermine us." 
 
    "Karen?" Jack growled. 
 
    "Yup, and she fled last night. We're still investigating the damage, but we need to get our hands on her ASAP. Before someone kills her." 
 
    "Still, people aren't going to like it if you take out the NSA's main processing center." 
 
    "Yeah, well, I don't think they'll like djevels running it much, either. Right now I'm declaring it compromised. I mean, why else would the NSA be trying to make us fail?" 
 
    "Politics?" Jack said with a slight growl. 
 
    "Oh, couldn't be politics, who would be crazy enough to do that? It's gotta be djevels!" Sean said with an angry smile. 
 
    "Which means we can go in there and do whatever we want." 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    "How long ago did she leave?" 
 
    "No idea. Once we're airborne, we can have someone call for that info, as well as how long the drive is. Maybe we'll get lucky and grab her before she gets there." 
 
    "I'll look into it. You don't need me along. I'll get Chad, and we'll organize a search of the entire base to make sure we aren't in even more trouble than we thought." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Good idea. How many are going?" 
 
    "I got twenty V-22s for you, so that's your second wave of about 500." 
 
    "Second wave?" 
 
    "I got three C-17s warming up on the runway. Seeing as we don't drop with that much gear, I'm cramming 200 troops into each one. Ever jumped out of a perfectly good airplane before?" Jack asked, smiling at him. 
 
    "Hell, no. I haven't even jumped out of a bad one! Plus I don't have a parachute!" 
 
    "Yeah, I figured as much. I had one of the jumpmasters grab you one. He's over there." Jack pointed at a wolf in jump gear standing by a Jeep. 
 
    Sean sighed. "I hate you." 
 
    "Yeah, but you gotta earn those jump wings somehow!" Jack said with a laugh. 
 
    Grumbling, Sean trooped over to the wolf, who smiled up at him. "Congratulations, sir, you get to join the ranks of the elite!" 
 
    "You know I'm a god, right?" 
 
    "Yup! But how many gods are paratroopers?" 
 
    "One more after today, I'm sure. Well, let's get to our ride, and you can teach me how this all works." 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, Sean was sitting in the back of the C-17, all geared up, as the plane took off. One of the crew chiefs had loaned him a spare headset so he could talk to the pilots, who were relaying information back to him. 
 
    "How long will it take us to get there?" was the first thing Sean asked. 
 
    "We'll be over the drop zone in an hour and fifteen. The second wave is just getting off the ground; they'll be there about ninety minutes after you drop." 
 
    "Ask General Kennedy if anyone got a time on when our traitor left the base." 
 
    "Sure, stand by one, Sean." 
 
    A minute later he got the reply. 
 
    "She left about 1:00 AM. If she drove straight through, my nav says she's probably pulling in about now; it's about a nine-and-a-half-hour drive, and it's almost 10:30 now. If she stopped to eat or refuel, add some more time. Especially if she stopped to sleep. 
 
    "Umm, stand by one." 
 
    "Sure," Sean said and waited a moment. 
 
    "Okay, Chad just sent us a secure message over our comms. He said he's ordered Fort 95 to close the road, seeing as they're sitting right on it, and to look for the car she was reported to be driving. He also sent them a picture, and they're going over the cam they've got set up to record every vehicle that goes by. Fort 88 has launched two of their Blackhawks to watch the road just south of the NSA, again to stop her car before she can get there if she hasn't gotten through already." 
 
    "Outstanding," Sean said with a sigh. "Tell him, 'Thanks'." 
 
    "He said, 'You can thank me by getting my cartridge back from Steve', whatever that means." 
 
    "It means he ain't getting squat." Sean sighed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    May Be a Price to Pay 
 
      
 
      
 
    Karen looked at the time. It was almost noon local; she'd crossed the time zone into Utah only a few minutes ago, after stopping for gas. She was still a little nervous about what that goblin had done. She didn't like how he'd dismissed her! He couldn't do that! Only her boss could tell her to leave, but he'd pointed that gun at her and, well, no one had ever pointed a gun at her before! 
 
    The drive had been a long one. She didn't really like driving at night, but staying there was out of the question until somebody got that goblin under control. She really hadn't wanted this assignment; she didn't care much for those animals, and had said so to her boss, more than once.  
 
    But that was why he'd sent her there. He'd said the animals needed a minder, someone to keep an eye on what they were really doing! If they sent someone who was okay with the animals, they'd look the other way and not let anyone know about the abuses they were engaging in.  
 
    And they were! She saw how they treated the locals! Sleeping with humans! How could they! And then there was that leader of theirs, with all those women, shamelessly parading around without a shirt on, and all of them pregnant! All of them! And then there was the dark one! She'd never seen skin so black! And that one poor human girl living in all that sin!  
 
    Karen shook her head. Sure, she'd filed reports on what they were doing around camp, making sure her bosses knew everything those animals and their friends were up to, but she'd never done anything to stop them from doing their jobs. After all, they were the sacrifice! They were made to live their lives killing those filthy, murderous devils, and when their own deaths came, either from the devils, or when their lives no longer had purpose, they were guaranteed their salvation, having earned it with the service of saving the human race. 
 
    But no one had told her about those filthy goblins. No one at all! 
 
    Her boss had told her to come back; he wanted to debrief her himself, personally, at her home in Utah. So she'd gotten in her car and left. She had all her notes with her, and made sure nothing she'd left behind would give away what she was doing. As for those satellite pictures, well, that whole Space Force thing was such a joke! It was just another Air Force ploy for more money. She'd bet those pictures h… 
 
    There was a loud noise, and her car jumped a little, for just a second, and then the engine went dead. 
 
    She struggled a moment with the steering wheel. With the power steering out, it was all she could do to control the car as she wrestled it over to the side of the road. At least the brakes still worked! 
 
    She'd just gotten the car stopped when a bunch of men swarmed around the car, and one of them ripped the door open and pointed a yellow pistol at her! 
 
    The last thing she remembered was a clicking noise. 
 
      
 
    "Bag her and tag her!" Lou growled as Nan cut the seatbelt with her knife and dragged the unconscious woman out of the car. He was pleased Breena had tagged the engine with a single shot from her .50 caliber sniper rifle from 1,000 feet above the road. Their magic user had then popped a silence spell on their Blackhawk, and the target hadn't even known they were there until he'd ripped the door off for Nan to use the taser. 
 
    "What the hell is that supposed to mean, anyway?" Nan asked as she dragged the unconscious woman away from the spreading pool of antifreeze under the ruined car. 
 
    "Strip her naked, remove every piece of jewelry she's got on her, tie her hands behind her back, duct tape her fingers together, gag her, hobble her, ear plugs, blindfold, then we put her in a bag and seal it." 
 
    "Won't she suffocate?" 
 
    "Not before we get her back to the base. It keeps them woozy so they can't cast spells." 
 
    "She's not a magic user," said Fiona, their magic user, coming over and doing something with her hands. "But do strip her; she's got a lot of magical stuff on her we'd be better off removing. Put it all in a bag and let me go through it before we take off." 
 
    "In that case, just hogtie her, gag her, and we can toss her in the back of the chopper," Lou said. 
 
    "She's not gonna like being naked," Nan grumbled as she removed all the items the woman had been wearing, tossing them into a small pile next to the other pile of destroyed clothes Nan had already used her knife to remove. 
 
    "Eh, she's not gonna wake up unless I let her," Fiona said. "So it's not like she's gonna know." 
 
    "Look out, guys; we need to get this wreck out of the way!"  
 
    Lou helped Nan hogtie the woman as Fiona grabbed her jewelry. The guys from the other Blackhawk already had a sling on the wrecked car, and their bird was moving over to pick it up and take it back to base. 
 
    "What'd she do, anyway?" Fiona asked. 
 
    "Something bad," Lou said. 
 
    "Can't be too bad, they said, 'Alive at all costs'." Nan said. 
 
    Lou snorted. "I've seen Sean when he's mad. Trust me, you'd rather be dead. Come on, she ain't gettin' outta this. Let's get back in our chopper and get the hell out of here before the police show up." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Okay, this is your static cord; it'll open your parachute as soon as you're clear of the door," the jumpmaster said as he snapped Sean's cord to the cable that ran past the door. 
 
    "What if it doesn't?" Sean said. 
 
    "What, I thought you were a god? Why should you care?" the jumpmaster joked. 
 
    "I can't afford to go back to heaven right now, it'd take me hours to get back here," Sean said, looking at him. "Plus, it hurts. Trust me on that." 
 
    "Now I'm afraid to ask how you know." He laughed. "Anyway, pull your reserve if your chute doesn't open, but make sure you've given it a three count. Everything seems to slow down on your first jump, but you'll feel it when it opens. Just don't dump your chute until your feet are firmly on the ground. That first step is a doozy." 
 
    Sean nodded. One of the crewmembers opened the hatch, and the wolf in front of him queued up to the open door. The noise level inside was pretty bad. 
 
    "Word from base!" the crewmember who'd opened the door suddenly yelled to him. "They got Taite! Just picked her up!" 
 
    The light above the door went green before Sean could say anything, and the wolf in front of him jumped out the door. Taking two steps forward, Sean was out the door, too, and falling. He took a moment to orient himself; if his chute didn't open, he had sneaking suspicion, while it would hurt, he wouldn't die. After all, the Osprey flying into the side of a mountain hadn't killed him, and that was a lot worse than this would be. 
 
    However, he wasn't looking forward to repeating the experience.  
 
    He spotted their goal immediately; they were passing over it, and they were a lot lower than he'd thought they'd be. Or maybe it just felt that way, as he was falling feet first towards it. The parachute on the wolf in front of him deployed, and just as it opened, he felt something pull at his harness, and then he was looking up at a canopy above his head. 
 
    Bending his knees slightly, he looked at where he was coming down, which appeared to be the roof of one of the larger buildings. Looking up at the risers, he grabbed one and hauled on it slightly to make sure he hit the roof, then the flat rooftop came up, and he hit, rolled, and fumbled a moment with the disconnects to get rid of the parachute before it could drag him over the side. 
 
    Getting up, he dumped the rest of the harness, got out his rifle, and looked around. Wolves were lining up all around him, looking at him.  
 
    "Okay, remember, we're here to arrest everyone. Just keep yelling, 'You're all under arrest for possible treason! Surrender or die!'" 
 
    "What if they don't surrender?" one of the wolves asked. 
 
    "What part of 'or die' was unclear?" Sean said, giving him a look. "Shoot 'em in the legs if you think that'll work, but we're not here to mess around. I want this place under my control in ten minutes. Try not to kill the bosses; I'll probably want to do that myself. Everybody clear?" 
 
    He got a thumbs up from everyone. Pointing at a section of roof that didn't have any equipment on it, he cast a minor disintegration spell, opening a 10-foot-wide hole, and noticed several others using some sort of breeching charge to open a few more holes in other places. Looking down inside, he saw a cubical farm, and there were people looking back up at him. 
 
    "You're all under arrest!" Sean cried out as he jumped into the hole. "Surrender or you will be shot! Deadly force has been authorized!" He moved out of the way as dozens of wolf-lycan paratroopers followed him inside. 
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    "Does anyone know just what the hell is going on in Carson City?" Tom Matthews said, looking around the assembled directors. When he'd taken over as the head of the SIGINTPROC section a couple months ago, he'd honestly thought he'd had it made; housing was a lot cheaper in Utah, and the schools here sure beat the hell of those rat-holes he'd had to send his kids to in Maryland. 
 
    But lately things hadn't been going well. It had started with some minor report inconsistencies coming out of the DEZ. Apparently one of his analysts had compared data with the milsats overhead, because they shared resources often enough, and for some reason, the dual channel stuff wasn't running the same. 
 
    Then he heard some strange things coming out of Carson City, and when he read the reports, they didn't make sense. He knew Sean; he'd met him more than once, back when he'd been working in DC, and he knew the guy ran a tight ship. 
 
    Now both of his people there had disappeared? 
 
    "Keith! Taite works for you, what the hell is she doing out there?" 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" Keith said, looking a little angry. 
 
    "I just saw this morning's report! Are you telling me she had a gun pulled on her?" 
 
    "I've been telling you they're animals out there, what did you expect?" 
 
    "What I expect is to know what the hell she was doing! That's what I expect. It's a gods-damned war zone, and they don't just randomly pull guns on people!" 
 
    Then the sound of the largest electric vacuum cleaner in the world passed overhead. 
 
    "What the hell was that?" one of the directors said, looking around. 
 
    "Oh, shit," Tom muttered. He knew what it was; he knew exactly what it was, and he had a damn good suspicion what was going to happen next. He'd been a grunt before he'd joined the NSA, and he'd heard that sound enough times to know exactly what came next. 
 
    "All of you stay here; that's an order," Tom growled. "I need to make an announcement before the shit really hits the fan." 
 
    "What was that?" 
 
    "The sound of LGOPs, that's what." 
 
    "What the hell are 'ell-gops'?" one of the directors asked. 
 
    Tom noticed that two of his men went ash white and hit the floor with their hands covering their heads. 
 
    Stepping out into the hallway, he turned left and headed for the main security station. There were people here who wouldn't hesitate to use their weapons, but they weren't paratroopers, they weren't lycans, and they wouldn't last long at all. He needed to order them to lay down their weapons before they got themselves killed. 
 
    "Tom, where are you going?" Stopping and turning around, he saw Keith, who had a pistol and wasn't looking very friendly at all. 
 
    "To order everyone to stand down. Now put that pistol away, Keith. They see you with a gun, I'm sure they'll shoot." 
 
    "Who, Tom? Who is going to shoot me?" 
 
    "The paratroopers who were just dropped on top of us. Apparently you did something you weren't supposed to be doing. Didn't you?" 
 
    "I haven't done anything I shouldn't be doing! I'm keeping us safe from these animals! These unnatural beasts! They have to be stopped! What do you think they're going to do after they rid the world of the demons? We're next, I tell you!" 
 
    "Put the fucking gun down, Keith, or I'm going to bitch slap you into next week!" Tom yelled at him, and taking a step forward, he raised his right hand. 
 
    "Stop right there or I'll shoot! You're a traitor! We need to order everyone to fight, we need…" 
 
    Tom suddenly realized that things here were a lot more fucked than he'd suspected. Taking the remaining two steps to close the distance, he backhanded Keith hard enough to spin his head halfway around. 
 
    Of course he got shot twice in the process, but that wasn't the worst of his problems. Oh, no, the worst of his problems was that as soon as Keith's now dead body stopped sliding from the force of his blow, it started to twist and grow. 
 
    "Oh, I am so fucked…" he growled and back-peddled away from the demon taking shape on the floor. "The president is going to have my balls for this!" Pulling out his phone, he hit the speed dial for his secretary. 
 
    "Tom! What's …" 
 
    "Shut up! We've got demons! Tell the paratroopers we've got a betrayer over in section C-9, by the conference rooms!" 
 
    Tom stuck his phone back in his pocket and continued to back down the hallway as the betrayer slowly got to its feet and came at him. Suddenly he was grateful his wife had decided she wanted a werewolf for a husband. Otherwise he'd be dead for sure. 
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    "Sean! We've got reports of a betrayer demon up by the director's offices!" said the paratrooper Sean had tagged along with as they moved to clear the building and round people up. He hadn't bothered to set his comms up for the channels the paratroopers were using—he hadn't trained with them, and he didn't want to step on their toes by stepping in the middle of their chain of command. 
 
    "Where is that?" 
 
    "C-9." 
 
    "Where's that?" 
 
    "How the fuck should I know?" the paratrooper replied, then looked a little embarrassed. 
 
    Sean grabbed one of the people they'd been herding towards where they'd set up a holding area. 
 
    "Do you know where C-9 is?" 
 
    The guy was shaking like a leaf. 
 
    "Y…ye…yes!" he said.  
 
    "Good, tell me how to get there." 
 
    "What!" he almost screeched. 
 
    "Don't make me shoot you. Now, lead!" Sean said and pushed him forward. 
 
    "What do you want me to do?" the paratrooper asked as Sean took off after the fleeing man. 
 
    "Keep doing what you're doing, have somebody send some help up!"  
 
    The guy in front of him kept glancing over his shoulder; obviously the sight of an eight-foot-tall werelion armed to the teeth was the only thing keeping the guy moving. 
 
    Sean could smell and hear it before he got there. 
 
    "Okay, you can leave. Keep your hands up and do as you're told so no one shoots you," Sean said. Coming around the corner, he saw a werewolf in tattered clothing using a broken chair and a flagpole with a ragged banner on it trying to keep the demon off him. The amount of destroyed furniture on the floor behind the betrayer demon showed how hard he'd been fighting, but the dozen or so office workers cowering behind the werewolf showed that he'd been at least partially successful, as there were no dead bodies. 
 
    "Sean!" the werewolf said, looking relieved as Sean raised his gun and put several iron bullets into the djevel's head, blowing it to pieces, and causing it to drop. 
 
    "Do I know you?" Sean asked, keeping an eye on the djevel as it slowly dissolved. 
 
    "Tom Matthews, used to sit in on the president's meetings. I'm the guy your friend gave the laptop to." 
 
    "Oh, right," Sean said with a wince. 
 
    "Sorry about your friend. Steve told me all about it." 
 
    "Un-huh. So what do you do here?" 
 
    Tom sighed. "I thought I was in charge, but things have been squirrelly here the last few weeks, then suddenly one of my people tried to kill me, and after I broke his neck." Tom gestured at the still dissolving djevel. "The president is gonna have my balls." 
 
    "Oh, I think you've got a lot more pressing worries than the president or your balls right now," Sean growled. "I'm here now, after all." 
 
    Tom sighed. "Yeah, but the worst you can do is kill me, Sean. The president can bust me back down to clerk and send me to our station in the Outback. Gods, I hate Australia! Everything there wants to kill you." 
 
    Sean rolled his eyes. At least the First wasn't here to hear this, or the laughter in his head would be insufferable. 
 
    "How'd you know we had demon issues?"  
 
    "I didn't," Sean growled, "but I knew you had traitor issues, and I'm going to go through all your employees until we've checked every last one of them. Karen Taite is in league with a magic user, using them to dominate other intelligence analysts, and to hide things the djevels are doing in the DEZ." 
 
    "Oh, shit. Maybe I should ask you to kill me," Tom said with a heavy sigh, looking down at his feet. "The wife is gonna kill me when I get fired." 
 
    "Tom, if you don't get a grip, I swear I'm going to rip your arms off and beat you like a two-dollar mule," Sean growled. 
 
    Tom took a deep breath, nodded, and stood up. "You're right. Tell me what you want, and I'll get it done. Karen hasn't made it back here yet, not that I've been told. That's her boss over there, dead on the floor." 
 
    "Well, that explains a few things. As for Karen, we picked her up 10 minutes ago. We've got her on ice until one of my mind mages can take her apart." 
 
    "Right, let me find my badge," Tom said, looking around on the floor. Picking it up, he shifted, and Sean suddenly recognized him as he looked for a spot on his shredded shirt to clip his ID to. 
 
    "Now let's go up to ops. I can address everyone over the intercoms, so they know to surrender," Tom told him. "Then I guess tell me what you want, and I'll make sure you get it." 
 
      
 
    By the time the second wave showed, Tom and the lieutenant colonel in charge of the paratroopers had everyone cordoned off in several holding areas. Anyone who bitched got hit with a sleep spell, gagged, and hogtied.  
 
    It was made clear to everyone that people were probably going to be hung, so they damn well better behave, because their boss wasn't in a good mood, and when Sean toured the area, more than a few of them got to see that  Sean was also not in a good mood. The people in charge of the NSA back in Washington were all yelling at him, and it wasn't until he sent them pictures of the tar patch on the floor then asked if he needed to check out their other offices, as well, that they shut up. 
 
    That didn't mean they weren't trying to make his life difficult; it just meant they weren't talking to him directly. 
 
    "Sean, it's Roxy." 
 
    "Hey, Hon," he said, keying the priority circuit on his radio that linked him back to base. "What's going on?" 
 
    "Cali and Peg got back from Karen's apartment. It was boobytrapped, all right." 
 
    "Anybody hurt?" 
 
    "No. Cali and Sheila handled it. It wasn't a magical trap, either. Mostly it was set up to destroy her records and her laptop, but neither of those things were there. The guys out at Fort 88 have her on ice, and they have her car, as well. They've found her laptop and all her notes. I'm having all of it flown back here for analysis. What do you want me to do with Karen?" 
 
    "We need someone to peel her like an egg, and the only person I trust to do that right now is Stewart." Sean sighed. "You know what, put Stew, Rachel, and April on an Osprey and send them here, ASAP. We can have the folks at 88 deliver her here. I've got a bunch of people I'm gonna need peeled, so I'll have him do the special cases. Also, send out whatever mind mages Vincent trusts, maybe call Arthur, Joseph, and Deanna and see if they got some magic users with decent mind domination spells and pack them out here, either in the same Osprey or a separate one." 
 
    "Got it. Oh, speaking of Stewart, he needs to talk to you." 
 
    "Great, put him on." 
 
    "Sean?" 
 
    "Hi, Stew. What's the story?" 
 
    "Not good, Sean, not good at all. First, the good news. Dougherty hasn't been messed with mentally, other than he thought he'd just been sleeping with Jessie, but while he was doing that, Karen had been using his access to alter the intelligence reports coming into the NSA office there, as well as the Space Force's and the Air Force's before they were passed on to us. They were setting him up for the patsy, until things finally got discovered." 
 
    "That's the good news? What's the bad news?" 
 
    "They did a real number on Jessie. She's not as programmed as the four we saved from DC were, and whoever did it didn't erase anything, but they've had her sleeping with damn near every lycan on base, and a fair number off base, she could corner. Turned her into a regular party girl. Same for Susan, she was sleeping with anything with a pulse and pumping them for everything she could get.  
 
    "I got my friends from Sac going through the ranks and finding out everyone they slept with. I think Chad's going to ask Adam to give a mass order for everyone who slept with either of them to come forward so we can get a full accounting." 
 
    "Why'd they have them doing that?" 
 
    "Karen was gathering tons of intelligence about our troop movements inside the DEZ, around the DEZ, and even inside our base, along with our daily routines, standing orders, security procedures. Everything the girls could soak up, they were documenting and turning over to Karen." 
 
    "Shit. How did Chad react to that?" 
 
    "Chad was pissed, Jack about had a meltdown, and the same for our other generals, as well as Oak. They're rewriting everything as we speak, and the order just went out that everyone has to change their routines for everything they do." 
 
    "What else?" Sean asked with a sigh. 
 
    "They programmed both girls to suicide if suspected. Nothing too extravagant, just take a toaster into the bathtub. I'm pretty sure I can fix Jessie, but it'll take a few weeks, maybe a month. Susan wasn't screwed up as badly; they didn't have her doing as much as Jessie was. Deep down, Jessie knew she was betraying her boss, so they had to do a lot of work on her. She also doesn't like sleeping with men." 
 
    "You might want to ask Jolene for help with her. Any idea who did it?" 
 
    "Not yet. They seemed to have covered their tracks well, but a lot of it is pretty sloppy. My step-father would have whipped my ass if I'd been as ham-fisted as this." 
 
    "What about Dougherty?" 
 
    "He should be okay in a few days. I already cleared everything out of his head." 
 
    "Okay, tell him if he wants to stay, he gets infected. I think I'm done with having mundanes on our teams. Also, tell him not to take his medallion off when getting laid." 
 
    "Got it." 
 
    "Has Vince made any progress on finding out who our rogue magic user is?" 
 
    "Not yet, but get this, they only used the mage with Dougherty the first time. After that, they had him keyed to respond to a magic item Karen would put over his head after they took his medallion off. Jessie'd give him a drink that would relax him, then she'd put the hood on his head, which enforced the idea that they were alone in the room while they were having sex.  
 
    "Oh, and get this, Jessie would then think that the guy in the hood was her boss, so when questioned about her boss, she wouldn't even mention Karen. Rachel only figured that out because we already knew Karen was involved and we were able to ask the right questions." 
 
    "That doesn't sound ham-fisted to me," Sean told him. 
 
    "No, that part isn't, but I've heard about those items they put over his head. They're something teenagers make to play gags on mundanes." 
 
    "Oh? You ever make one?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Weeeelllll, a few of my friends and I may have convinced a few people that there was a sea monster living in Folsom Lake," Stewart said with a chuckle. "But my point is, it's a pretty simple thing to make. A more experienced magic user would have just triggered him with a couple of keywords or a gesture." 
 
    "So we're not looking for someone very experienced here?" 
 
    "Not with this kind of thing. No." 
 
    Sean had a sudden thought. "Could this have been done by a djevel? Or someone possessed by a djevel?" 
 
    "If the djevel knew magic? Sure, though it'd be harder if it was possessing someone, because mundanes don't have enough magic. Then of course there's the smell." 
 
    Sean bit his lip as he thought about it. "Well, grab your gear. I told Rox to send you out here." 
 
    "I heard we'll be on the next flight out. Okay if I have our flight go to Fort 88 and pick up Karen? I'd like to start in on her as soon as I can." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "I have a feeling she's been dominated, too. I mean, whoever did it wasn't subtle with their magic, so why not do her, too? I want to see if she's got a suicide switch as well, and what it is." 
 
    "Sounds good. Use your own judgment, you're in charge." 
 
    "Thanks, Sean!" 
 
    Stewart passed the radio back to Roxy, who had nothing else for him, so he told her he loved her and signed off. 
 
    "Hey, Sean." 
 
    Sean looked up and saw Travis with his security team, though most of it was the girls this time. 
 
    "How'd you get here?" 
 
    "Hitched a ride with the second wave." 
 
    "Ah, good. We need to search a few offices for bombs and the like. After that, maybe a few private residences." 
 
    "Aren't you going to question any of the people here?" 
 
    "Maybe the bosses, and not until after Stewart and a few more magic users get out here. For now, I'm going to let their boss handle it." 
 
    "Is that wise?" 
 
    "Seeing as he's a werewolf and I just gave him a bunch of orders, sure. Plus I know him already. He's definitely not messed up in this; he hasn't been here long enough." 
 
    "Well, let's steal a few cars from the parking lot and we can get started." 
 
    "Why steal when we can go into one of the holding pens and ask nicely?" Sean said with a big, wide, toothy grin. 
 
    "Yeah, anyone seeing that look on your face will fork over their car, their wallet, and probably their first born!" Travis laughed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Grand Theft Satellite 
 
      
 
      
 
    "So exactly how does this work?" Steve asked the goblin who was sitting across from him. He'd been filled in by Tisha that Sawyer was sending someone out to him to 'steal' one of the CIA's imaging satellites so they could use it to monitor the DEZ. Sean had bought into the idea completely and was currently tearing the NSA facility in Utah apart looking for djevels, as well as any other assholes there who'd incurred his wrath. 
 
    As this couldn't be talked about on any sort of normal communications for fear of intercepts, Finn, who was apparently well versed in how spy satellites worked, had traveled here from—well, Steve didn't know, and he honestly didn't care. 
 
    He just liked the idea of stealing a satellite.  
 
    "The idea is actually pretty simple. You see, you communicate with these satellites by encrypting your message with a special key. That key is time sensitive…" 
 
    "Time sensitive? What's that?" 
 
    "It means the key changes constantly, so the satellite's clock and your clock have to be in sync, otherwise you can't command it, and you can't receive its messages, either." 
 
    "Ah," Steve said with a nod, "sorry to interrupt." 
 
    "That's okay," Finn said with a dismissive wave of his hand. "These aren't the kinds of things most folk deal with." 
 
    "And you do?" 
 
    "It's…sort of a hobby of mine. Ya' see, there are things we goblins don't want people to see, so we've had to figure out ways of dealing with those satellites, if one should, say, be in an inconvenient position. While dealing with that, I discovered a few things, and then learned a few more things. I mean, when it comes to secrets and security, there ain't nothing we goblins view as bein' more important. So I sorta got into it pretty deep." 
 
    Steve nodded. 
 
    "So, they have these encryption keys. But the problem is, the US here isn't the only country with one of those big honking computer facilities like the one your friend Sean has just taken out of operation. So eventually, your enemies might be able to decode your key, spoof your messages, and take over control of your satellite." 
 
    "Which is what I assume we're going to do?" 
 
    Finn snorted. "Oh, hells no! That's way too hard, and way too complicated. Besides, they change encryption every 32 days, which is about half the time they figure it would take someone to break the current encryption. No, this is much simpler. We make them believe someone's broken the code and taken over their satellite." 
 
    "And that helps us how?" 
 
    "Well, every satellite has a backup, hard-encoded encryption that overrides everything. They'll have to use it to get control of their satellite back." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "There's only one copy in a safe at the CIA offices in Langley. They'll have to open the safe, take it out, and give it to the encoding team at their satellite control center so they can command the satellite to reset it's encryption to a new stream. When they do that, we relieve the person with that document of their burden, and then we have control of the satellite." 
 
    "Won't they have other copies?" 
 
    "They might, but I don't think so. But even if they do, I know something they don't!" Finn said and then suddenly cackled, reminding Steve of Sawyer. 
 
    "And that is?" 
 
    "If the satellite undergoes a complete power cycle, say we black it out for a moment and have it reboot everything onboard, the clock resets, as well. If we're the only one talking to it at that time, we can play all sorts of games with the clock's offset counter, which it uses to synchronize its time-code, and that means even if they have another copy, they can't encrypt a message the satellite will listen to, because their clocks have the wrong time!" 
 
    Steve laughed. "So no one else can use it?" 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    "And they don't know about this?" 
 
    "Oh, I think they're going to learn about it real soon," Finn said and cackled again. "The problem with the bright boys who design these things is, they're all so impressed with their own genius, they never seem to think about the obvious problems." 
 
    "Yeah, I've seen that more than once since I got here. So how do we get them to think the satellite's been compromised?" 
 
    "Oh, that's easy! You just have to place a special jamming device in their communications dish. One that'll send out all sorts of spurious signals when they try to talk to their satellite with the current stream." 
 
    "You have one of those for us to use?" Steve asked with a sigh. 
 
    "Of course! Trust me; this is something I've been waitin' to do for years! But that's not the hard part." 
 
    "Getting the document from the guy who's in the comms center is, right?" 
 
    Finn sighed. "Yup, that's the hard part." 
 
    "You know," Steve said, leaning back in his chair and toying with a pencil, "we don't need to steal it; we just need to copy it." 
 
    Finn looked at him and frowned. "I don't follow you. If we don't steal it, they can try to retake their satellite." 
 
    "They're gonna do that regardless of what we do. But didn't you just tell me you can mess with the satellite so it won't matter?" 
 
    Finn nodded slowly. "Well, yeah, but the moment we mess with it, they're gonna see it. We need a good 10, 15 minutes of uninterrupted access. They might be able to get the code and retake the satellite before we can finish." 
 
    "What if we use a dish on the other side of the world? One they don't have direct access to?" 
 
    Finn puzzled over that a moment, then nodded. "Okay, yeah, that should work. Especially if they've got something else keeping them busy. But most of the kinds of dishes we want on the other side of the world are controlled by foreign agencies." 
 
    "You let me worry about that," Steve said with a smile. Trisha had told him about Ceithir a while ago. As she was in an important government position in China, he'd bet he could get her to wrangle them a dish. "But before we even go there, how do we get our picture of this document, the one with the code on it, so we can use it?" 
 
    "Yeah, that's the part I'm still working on," Finn said. "Maybe have your boss raid the CIA lookin' for more djevels and leave something behind?" 
 
    Steve shook his head. "Too obvious. We need subtle. Look, you put together the instructions we need to send out so I can make sure, when we get someone to send them up to the satellite, it'll work. While you're doing that, I'm going to talk to some friends and see what I can come up with." 
 
    "It's a physical device," Finn said. "You enter the key into it, then the code, to cause everything to shut down, restart, hook it directly into the feeds, and press a button. After that's done, you send the time offset code—but you need to get that device back, because its gonna be the only thing with the exact time sync until we can hook it up to our own satellite communications gear back in Las Vegas, where we're getting everything set up." 
 
    "Just make sure you have it handy when I need it," Steve told him. "I think I can handle that, too." 
 
    Finn nodded, got up, and gave Steve a card. "Have someone call this number when you want to talk to me. I won't answer it, but you're the only one with the number, so I'll come here after it rings. Should only take me about an hour." 
 
    Steve nodded and took the card, then got up and showed Finn out of the room they'd been meeting in. That done, he went upstairs to talk with Terri and Tisha. Tisha could talk to Ceithir and see about getting her onboard with borrowing a satellite dish in China to talk to the one they wanted to steal, while he and Terri tried to figure out how they were going to get a copy of that code. 
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    Sean was at the house of the man who'd turned into a betrayer when Tom had killed him. His name was Keith something or other, and one of the gals on his bodyguard team was holding the man's wife at gunpoint, while another strip-searched her. 
 
    His two kids, a son and a daughter, were getting the same treatment from another pair each, but in separate areas, so they didn't have to see their mother pinned to the floor at gunpoint. 
 
    "Why? Why are you doing this?" the woman sobbed; he could hear the kids crying in the other room. 
 
    "Because your husband was a traitor, and we don't know if you're a traitor, too," Sean told her. 
 
    "What, what do you mean, was?" 
 
    "He's dead. He shot his boss twice when we showed up, then his boss killed him, and he turned into a djevel," Sean said. 
 
    "What? He's dead? A traitor? Keith? No, that can't be…" She sobbed. 
 
    Sean sighed. "Shut it. He sold his soul, and now he's dead. The only reason we haven't killed you yet is because your children are still alive." 
 
    "Killed me? What do you mean, still alive?" 
 
    "Djevels like to eat children," said Tess, the one searching her. "If both of you were traitors, they'd probably have been eaten already." 
 
    "What! No! That can't be! None of this is true! You're lying to me!" 
 
    "Dammit!" Tess said as the woman thrashed around. 
 
    Mauve, who was holding the rifle on her, took a step back and got ready to shoot her in the head. 
 
    "Wait," Sean said and hit her with a sleep spell. The woman immediately collapsed to the floor. 
 
    "Hogtie her," he ordered, then checked her personal items. None of it was magical at all. There wasn't even one of his amulets. 
 
    "Tie her up good and keep a gun on her. Wrap her in a blanket or something, so the kids don't see her naked." 
 
    "I thought the possessed were supposed to smell?" Tess asked. 
 
    "Yeah, but traitors aren't possessed. They've gone along willingly. So until they die, and their soul is collected, they're still human." 
 
    "Why would anyone do that?" 
 
    "Don't know, I haven't been able to ask one of them. Supposedly they get extra powers or abilities or something from it." 
 
    Sean went by the other two rooms and slept the kids, one at a time. He realized he probably should have done that first, but he was trying to hoard his magic as much as possible. 
 
    "Strip 'em to their underwear, hogtie 'em, and wrap them in a blanket. I want a gun on them as well as a second person watching. Put them in a room away from their mother." 
 
    "You think they might be, well, whatever the hell that guy who turned into a djevel was?" Travis asked. 
 
    Sean shook his head. "I have no idea. I'm gonna have to get Stewart to show me how to check 'em out. I don't know enough about mind magic, and I don't even know if that'll work." 
 
    "I'll call Roxy and have her call Arthur; maybe he knows." 
 
    "Do that. The rest of you, search the house and look out for traps. I'm going to check his home office." 
 
    He was just about to head up the stairs when he heard two quick gunshots. Swearing, he ran to the room Mauve and Tess were in. Sure enough, there was a djevel melting into the floor.  
 
    "Sonofabitch," Sean swore. "Join the watch on the kids." 
 
    "Maybe we should just kill them, too," Mauve said, eyeing the melting djevel. 
 
    "Fuck that. Infect 'em. If they're still human, they'll become wolves, and we'll take 'em with us when we leave. If they don't infect, then you can kill 'em." 
 
    "I'll do it," Tess said. "I don't like the idea of killing children, either." 
 
    Sean went back to looking for the man's office and found it almost immediately. It didn't take him long to hack into the system and look through the files. While he might not have had John's skills, he'd still been a comp-sci major, and hacking a home computer, even an NSA one, wasn't much of a challenge.  
 
    After a little while, he knew whatever it was Keith was up to, he hadn't entrusted it to his computer. Casting a few spells to reveal hiding places, he looked for a notebook. 
 
    He'd just found one when his comm back to headquarters beeped. 
 
    "Sean," he said, answering it as he paged through the book. He almost laughed; it was written in demonic. 
 
    "We've got problems," Roxy said with a sigh. "I've got the director of Homeland Security on the other line, and she said she's preparing a strike force to retake the data center." 
 
    "Put her through. I'll talk to her. Then ping Carl and Vincent over at the Secret Service, fill them in, and tell them I may need to talk to the president." 
 
    "Okay, here she is." 
 
    "Hi, Jill," Sean said as he heard the line click. 
 
    "Don't you 'Jill' me! I'm the director of Homeland Security and will be addressed as such!" 
 
    "Well, maybe if I knew your last name, I'd call you that, but right now, I don't give a shit. We got trouble, Jill, and if you send a force to try to retake the NSA data center before I'm done there, I will have you killed. Do you understand?" 
 
    "Who the hell do you think you are, young man?" she fumed back at him. 
 
    "The guy who just killed another djevel down here at your main decryption facility!" Sean growled back at her as he headed for the cars they came in, waving for the others to go. "That's who the hell I think I am! Now I don't have time for this shit, Jill. I have a job to do, and I'm not leaving here until I know for sure that our intelligence services aren't being corrupted!" 
 
    "What do you mean, another?" 
 
    "One of Tom Matthews people—some division head, I think, named Keith—shot him. Twice. Tom killed him, then he turned into a forræderen djevel, one of the betrayer demons…you know, like your old pal Walker did when he tried to assassinate the president?" 
 
    Sean almost laughed as she said some very unladylike things. 
 
    "Who was the second one?" she asked. 
 
    "His wife. We went to his house to look for evidence, and she changed after I slept her." 
 
    "Did you find anything?" 
 
    "Yup, but it's written in demonic, so other than lions or dark elves, I don't think you're going to be able to read it. Now, are you going to call off that strike force? Or are we going to have a war down here in Utah?" 
 
    "Who's left in charge there?" 
 
    "Tom is. I've got him questioning people." 
 
    "I thought you said he'd been shot!" 
 
    "Apparently Tom got himself infected at some point and is now a werewolf," Sean said, "thank the fates. So he survived." 
 
    "I need to talk to him!" 
 
    "As soon as I get back there, I'll have him call you. Now, are you going to call off the attack, or should I be talking to the president?" 
 
    "How long are you going to be there?" 
 
    "Until we've vetted every person working there. Probably their families, too. Then there's the main NSA building back in DC. Probably gonna have to check that as well. Maybe run through some of the other agencies, too." 
 
    "I already did that, after Walker!"  
 
    "Well, maybe it's time we did it again? Now, Jill, are you going to follow orders, or am I going to have to get mean?" 
 
    "I don't answer to you, Sean." 
 
    "In this case, you do. This isn't politics, this is djevels, and I'm in charge of dealing with them by both law and treaty. Now stop being a stubborn bitch! I got work to do, dammit!" 
 
    "Fine!" she replied, barking it out angrily, "but I still want to talk to Matthews!" 
 
    "I'll tell him." 
 
    "And one other thing, young man!" 
 
    "What!" 
 
    "It's Murrow! Jill Murrow!" 
 
    "Miss, Mrs., or Ms.?" 
 
    "Mrs. Goodbye!" She clicked off the line. Roxy came on immediately. 
 
    "Well, I see you're getting better with your people skills!" Roxy said with a laugh. 
 
    "Uh-huh. Where's Stewart?" 
 
    "He landed at the main building a few minutes ago. He told me that Taite was dominated and had been messed with almost as much as Jessie." 
 
    "Great." 
 
    "And there's a big ass bomb in her house, and you might not want to send anyone over there just yet." 
 
    "Better still." Sean sighed. 
 
    "Jack's on his way." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because he's got two stars on his shoulders, he can run up to the local base, raise all kinds of hell, and stop anyone from getting in your way." 
 
    "Huh, good idea. Wish I'd thought of it." 
 
    "Have fun." 
 
    "I'll try." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Sean looked around the table. Cali was seated on his right, and Estrella was on his left. Roxy had neglected to mention that they'd flown in with Stewart. Seated next to Estrella was Tom, who was now in a fresh suit and looking troubled. Across from him and next to Cali was Stewart, then Rachel. April was sitting in a chair by the wall with a large machinegun, not unlike Travis, who was on the other side of the room.  
 
    Apparently, sweet little April had developed a love of fully automatic weapons and, according to Stewart, was now a qualified marksman. 
 
    Next after Tom was Jack Kennedy, and while Tom was in his human form, General Kennedy was in his cougar lycan form. Across from him was the lieutenant colonel, Grimes was his name, who was in charge of the paratroopers. Then came Hunter, the former Alpha Team leader from the Gradatim, who was now effectively a major in rank and reported directly to Sean. He was in charge of the second wave, and while he was nominally ranked by Grimes, Sean wanted him here because he was a natural lycan, while Grimes wasn't, and even Grimes recognized that the natural lycans had different views on things, which could be helpful. 
 
    Half of Sean's bodyguards were inside the room; the other half were standing guard outside. 
 
    "So, Colonel Grimes, what's the status of the compound?" 
 
    "We've got them all fed, and we're running bathrooms in shifts. A few people tried to act up, and we had to make a few examples. Tom and I"—Grimes motioned towards Matthews—"believe they were foreign spies worried about being exposed. But I think all the workers here now understand that this is serious, and we won't hesitate to use lethal force if any of them act up. 
 
    "As for the perimeter, Hunter's boys have got that sewed up tighter than a drum. I'm not at all worried about anybody getting out, and with the security patrols General Kennedy got the Air Force base to provide riding out in the local town, I think we'll see any external troubles well before they can reach us." 
 
    "How many did we lose securing the facility?" 
 
    "Nobody. Though I'm sorry to say, the same wasn't true for Tom's people. We've got thirty-eight fatalities, and another fourteen wounded. Our sappers found a few incendiary devices, which I've since learned are supposed to be used to destroy documents in case of an attack, but as we came in through multiple holes in the roofs of all the buildings on campus, we were able to overwhelm them before they could be employed. 
 
    "Plus, the fact that we're all in US Army uniforms helped us. There are enough people working here who were in the military that recognized us, gave us no resistance, and told the others to surrender." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Tom?" 
 
    Tom sighed. "I don't know where to start, in all honesty. Keith Henry was obviously a traitor. I've asked Jill to run a background on him and see if he and Walker crossed paths at any point in their careers. Needless to say, there's a lot of shit hitting the fan in DC. I called Vincent, and he's putting everyone he's got on it." 
 
    "Vincent?" Hunter asked. 
 
    "Vincent Kensington," Sean said. "He's the head of the Secret Service, and they have primary jurisdiction over magic users, lycans, and all things magical, which includes djevels." 
 
    Hunter nodded, and Tom continued. 
 
    "As for the people here? Your man Stewart there has gone through the rest of my executive staff, my division chiefs, and secretaries, and I'll let him tell you about the ones he found, but there's been some shit going on here, and it's coming from the CIA. Apparently you may have cleaned out the possessed who were working there, but from the looks of things, they have more than a few people who are either holding a grudge because of your killing Walker, or aren't loyal to this country, but to someone or something else.  
 
    "Whether or not they're in league with the djevels like Keith was"—Tom threw his hands up in the air in disgust—"I have no idea. Right up until the moment Keith turned into one of those forræderen things, I thought it was just the kind of political shit you get early retirement for because some senator with a grudge is pushing it. Anyway, I'll be looking for work soon, so if you want a washed-up analyst, I'm available." 
 
    "They'll fire you for this?" Estrella asked. "Even though this obviously started before you came?" 
 
    Tom nodded. "Someone has to take the blame, and it happened on my watch. Though I suspect my predecessor is about to get the proctological examination of the century." 
 
    "Proctolig…" Estrella said, looking at Sean. 
 
    "They're going to crawl up his ass so far, they'll know what he had for breakfast ten years ago," Sean told her with a grin. 
 
    "Ah." 
 
    "Tom, I'll take care of you regardless of the outcome, so don't worry about it," Sean told him. "Now, Stewart, give us the bad news." 
 
    "All of Keith's staff were mentally dominated. Same for all the executive secretaries. I suspect we're going to find quite a few of the rank and file have been dominated as well. Also, we're going to need to check all their families. All of them. I talked to Vincent—Powers that is, our magical rep—who had me talk to Arthur, Joseph, and Deanna. Tomorrow morning, twenty magic users who are experienced with mind magic are going to show up." 
 
    "What about checking for people who've made one of these deals with the djevels? The ones turned traitor?" Tom asked. "We can't smell 'em, so how do we find them?" 
 
    "That's actually fairly easy to determine, using mind magic. Which is why my wife April has that gun of hers. Either they'll change when I probe, or they'll tell me about it when I ask." 
 
    Sean sighed. "How many did you find?" 
 
    "Just one. Keith's executive assistant. She changed as soon as I used mind magic on her." 
 
    "Thought I heard gunfire," Grimes muttered. 
 
    "Yeah, you're going to have to assign at least two soldiers to each magic user, so if they trip over anyone or give the high-sign, the soldiers will act accordingly." 
 
    "What's the high-sign?" Grimes asked. 
 
    "Kill it!" Stewart said loudly with his eyes wide. 
 
    "Walked right into that one…" Grimes sighed as Stewart laughed. 
 
    "So, where did all of this damage come from?" Sean asked. 
 
    "I'm still trying to get answers to that. Most of the people I've interviewed so far were just providing information to Keith, and in some cases, letting him have access to systems or people he wasn't supposed to have. He was definitely the central point of contact. But his secretary was the one handling a lot of his messages via a dead drop. I told Hunter about it, and he's got a couple of his people watching it. I'm gonna have that particular secretary make a drop there as soon as we turn people loose; we'll have to see if anyone bites.  
 
    "But!" Stewart said and suddenly looked proud. "I figured out who their mage is." 
 
    "Who?" Sean asked, suddenly leaning forward. 
 
    "A djevel-possessed magic user." 
 
    "What? I thought they couldn't do that?" Jack said. 
 
    Sean shook his head. "No, they can. It's not easy, but they can. Are you sure about this?" 
 
    Steward nodded. "Yeah, a couple of the secretaries have sensitive noses, and one of them made a passing reference to the way the 'guy in the hood' smelled. So I questioned all of them again, and two more confirmed it. That also explains the crudeness of the work. The djevel got the power and the spells, but not the skill." 
 
    "So how do we find this magic user?" Cali, who'd been quiet until now, asked. 
 
    "He's got to be a local, from all the work he's been doing here," Sean said. "There aren't any major councils here I think." 
 
    "Eruditio has a small one," Stewart said. "That's where the ones Joseph is sending over are coming from." 
 
    "And if anyone will know who all the local magic users are, it would probably be them," Hunter said. 
 
    Sean nodded. "True. How many magic users did you bring, Hunter?" 
 
    "Only six, and they're all combat mages. But I'll warn them immediately that we have a bad guy in the mix out there, and it may even be someone they've met before." 
 
    "So, Stewart, how big is the bomb at Karen's house?" 
 
    "Oh, nothing big, say…five kilotons?" 
 
    It got deathly silent in the room. 
 
    "Did you just say this woman has a nuclear bomb in her home?" Lieutenant Colonel Grimes was the first to recover. 
 
    Stewart nodded. "That's why I said not to touch it until I got here. Best I can understand from what I got out of her was, she'd been told to come home, prep the bomb, then set it off when she got a second phone call from her boss. I think Keith was worried he was about to be discovered, so he was going to cover his tracks while doing his best to cut down on our intelligence." 
 
    "But this place doesn't do that much satellite work! We do signals intercepts!" Tom blurted out. 
 
    Stewart shrugged. "Maybe they've decided to use cellphones? Actually, from the way Keith was inserting himself into things here, maybe they're already using cellphones." 
 
    Sean sighed and stood up. "Guess I'm going to Karen's house. Cali, you can help me get inside." 
 
    "You know about nuclear bombs?" Jack said, looking up at Sean. 
 
    "I'm sure there's a lion out there who does, so I will soon enough. Stell, you can join us. Travis, get the team. Jack, warn the security patrols out there that I'm coming. Oh, and get me a team to babysit this thing after I pull its teeth." 
 
    "I'll get right on that, Sean." 
 
    "Stew? If you could ask Karen where in her house it is and how to safely get to it, I'd appreciate it." 
 
    "Sure thing, Sean. I'll deal with that now." 
 
      
 
    "So, Stell," Sean said once they were out of earshot of the others, "is there anybody who knows about these things?" 
 
    "Probably. I asked Renee to put the word out as soon as you said you were going to deal with it." 
 
    "Great. Hopefully it's not armed, seeing as Karen hadn't gotten home yet. So we might be able to pick this thing up and waltz out of there with it." 
 
    "Assuming it's not trapped." 
 
    "I'm sure it's trapped, but only with something conventional. I'm sure Keith didn't want to risk being vaporized because some crook broke in to steal Karen's jewelry." 
 
    "Good point." 
 
    Sean's headset beeped again. 
 
    "Sean." 
 
    "Vincent Kensington wants to talk to you." Roxy sighed. 
 
    "Long day?" 
 
    "Troy's got the flu, so of course little Sean caught it, and Pisti. Noje and Alska seem to be immune, but I'm being run ragged, between caring for the kids and dealing with all the people calling here." 
 
    "What about Dae, Peg, Rob, and Jo?" 
 
    "They all got it, to some extent or another. Mom's checked them all over, said it's just a childhood bug and they'll get over it in a day or two, but right now there's a lot of sick kids and tired mothers running around." 
 
    "Put Adam on the phones?" 
 
    "I'm afraid he'd kill one of them," Roxy said with a snort. "His kids are all sick and, well, he's got a lot of kids, so he's been helping at home, so he's not that tolerant right now." 
 
    Sean laughed softly at that. "Well, either grab Sampson or your dad, whichever you can get your hands on first." 
 
    "Yeah, I think I'll get my father. He's used to dealing with these people. Anyway, here's Vincent." 
 
    "Sean?" 
 
    "Hi, Vincent, what's up?" 
 
    "Did you really threaten to kill Jill?" 
 
    Sean snorted. "Is she still mad about that?" 
 
    "Maybe a little sore. I told her she should have let me handle it. Did you know there were djevels there when you first attacked?" 
 
    "I didn't attack, Vincent, I occupied," Sean said with a sigh. 
 
    "So that's a no then?" 
 
    "I had my suspicions, and turns out they're a lot worse than I thought." 
 
    "Well, that's not good. Still, there's more than a few ruffled feathers here right now, Sean." 
 
    "Have you talked to Tom in the last ten minutes?" 
 
    Vincent swore softly. "Now what?" 
 
    "Keith told Karen to arm the nuclear bomb in her home and prepare to set it off." 
 
    There was a moment of silence, then a heavy sigh. "Is it real?" 
 
    "On my way to find out. If so, I need to get control of it immediately before the possessed mage we've got running around here gets its hands on it." 
 
    "Did you say you have a possessed magic user out there?" 
 
    "Yup. We're gonna look for him in the morning. Might want to call Duncan and fill him in. At some point I need to ask the local Eruditio council for help on that. But I thought this bomb was a little bit more important." 
 
    "Yeah, good call. How the hell did this happen? I thought we found them all?" 
 
    "Either the djevels are still recruiting traitors, or they got to this guy and his wife before we shut down their access to Earth." 
 
    "Could they still be coming through? Aren't there some places where the barriers are thinner or something? Like how we think Walker got compromised?"  
 
    Sean thought about that a moment. Those places didn't connect directly to the now destroyed Onderwereld, but they were connected to places it had been possible for some djevels to get through. 
 
    "There might still be djevels there who got trapped when we collapsed all their gateways and destroyed the machines," Sean said, sticking to the story they'd decided on. 
 
    "Or they're still recruiting people, using the ones still in government we haven't found yet," Vincent pointed out. 
 
    "Yeah," Sean agreed with a heavy sigh. "Or they're still recruiting people. I still have no idea what it is they're offering these people to get them to sell their souls to be eaten. You know, you'd think the very thought of selling yourself as food would be enough to keep people from doing it!" 
 
    "Maybe they don't know," Vincent replied, "or maybe they don't believe they even have a soul. A lot of people don't believe in religion, souls, an afterlife, or any of that anymore, Sean." 
 
    Sean had to snort at that. "You'd think having the gates of hell open up and dump a couple million nightmares all over the countryside would have changed that." 
 
    "Some people will do anything for power, Sean. You know that." 
 
    "Sadly, I do. Anyways, tell Mrs. Murrow that I'm sorry I threatened to kill her, but she should've known better. All I care about is getting rid of djevels, and if I'm involved, there's a reason for it." 
 
    "I'll tell her. Now, the next question, when are we getting Utah back?" 
 
    "Soon, I hope. Stewart brought up some very unsettling ideas." 
 
    "Stewart?"  
 
    "One of my apprentices. Sharp kid—well, not a kid anymore really, but he was one of the Sacramento magic users who saw the light and joined up with us to help. Anyway, he's worried that the reason the djevels want to take out the Utah facility is they're using cellphones now, and they're afraid of us spying on them." 
 
    "Yeah, that sounds bad," Vincent agreed with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "Oh, it gets worse. Someone's been messing with our satellite imagining, and right now the finger is pointing directly at the CIA. So guess what that means?" 
 
    "Sean, if you pull an air assault on Langley, people are going to lose their shit." 
 
    "Yeah, probably. Unless of course we turn up another nuke or two. Then maybe they won't mind it so much." 
 
    "The AEC has so many of their detectors driving around here, you'd never be able to hide it." 
 
    "AEC?" 
 
    "Atomic Energy Commission. They have vans packed with special machines that can track that stuff. No matter how much shielding you use, something always leaks out. Or that's what my experts tell me." 
 
    "You sure?" 
 
    "Trust me on this; it plays to our primary duties of protecting the president." 
 
    "Well, okay then. But that still leaves us with the CIA." 
 
    "I guess we're going to have to go in there and do another round of checks. Probably should hit the NSA and Homeland as well, while we're at it." 
 
    "Talk to Duncan." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Lycans can't detect traitors; they're still human like Walker, remember?" 
 
    "Oh, right. So Duncan will know how to handle this?" 
 
    "He should. And get Steve on board. I need my people involved in this, Vincent, or there will be consequences." 
 
    "I'll make sure everyone is aware of that, Sean. Why do you think the CIA is causing you problems? Do you think Walker left some people behind?" 
 
    "That or there's people who hate me for killing him." 
 
    "Actually we killed him. One of my agents, while he was trying to assassinate the president. If there's anybody over at the CIA who's holding a grudge over that, I can assure you, I'll deal with them. Personally!" 
 
    Sean smiled. "Suddenly I feel a whole lot better about things, Vincent." Sean noticed the car they were in was slowing down. "Well, I gotta get back to work here. Thanks for the call. Say hi to the family for me." 
 
    "You, too," Vincent said and hung up. 
 
    The line went dead; obviously Roxy was off dealing with sick kids, so he hung up. 
 
    "That went well, my husband," Cali said with a smile. 
 
    "Yeah, it did. I sure as hell don't want to go to Washington; I've got too many things to deal with out here." 
 
    "Plus the place smells bad," Estrella grumbled. 
 
    "And the people are rude," Cali agreed. 
 
    "True," Sean agreed. "Has anyone talked to Stewart about where this bomb is?" 
 
    "Yup," Travis said from the front of the car. "Just got off the phone with him. He even got the code for the trap that's guarding it." 
 
    "Great." 
 
    "What are you going to do with it?" Estrella asked. 
 
    Sean shook his head. "I'll figure that out once we've got our hands on it." 
 
    Walking up to the front door, Sean let Cali examine it for any kind of alarms or trips, then once she cleared it, it took only a few more seconds for her to pick the lock, and they all went inside. 
 
    "What's that smell?" Burt said. 
 
    "Trouble," Sean growled and noticed Cali had shifted into her winged form, the one that reminded him of the succubi in some of the Japanese manga he used to read. 
 
    "Come on, it's down in the basement," Travis said, and they followed him down the stairs into the lower level of the split-level ranch, then down a second set into the basement. 
 
    "Well, shit," Travis said as they stood there looking at an open wall panel with an open gun safe standing behind it. 
 
    "You got that right," Sean said with a shake of his head. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Under Pressure 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Stell, contact Trisha via La-La Land, tell her what we know, and have her get Steve up to speed on what's been going on out here. Have him call Vincent and tell him I need some of those vans he was telling me about. Like 30 minutes ago. If the line's secure, he can tell him the rest." 
 
    "Yes, Sean." 
 
    "Travis, call Jack, tell him I need…" Sean paused a moment. "Hell, I don't know what I need. Have him send Hunter and some of his men out. I want this neighborhood shut down while we question everyone around here about what they saw. You know what? Have him roust the police; they can do the questioning. I want them to talk to everyone on this street and the ones around it, and I want them to get started now. Tell him to come up with a good story; I don't think we need to tell everybody we lost a nuke to a demon." 
 
    "On it." 
 
    "Come on, Cali. Let's see what we can learn. Also, whoever has the best nose," Sean said, raising his voice, "put it to use and see what you can figure out about our possessed human!" 
 
    Stepping carefully to the open safe, Sean called up his magic framework and ran through the few detection spells he knew, while Cali carefully poked around the wall, then the safe. Sean couldn't find anything magical at all, and only a few lingering traces of the possessed human who'd been here, and even that was due more to his nose than his magic. Forensic type spells weren't exactly his forte.  
 
    Carefully backing away to keep from making a mess of things, he got out of the way for Cali, who looked a little closer, then walked over to where he was standing as Estrella rejoined them. 
 
    "I called Jo and told her to call her uncle, see if he could roust the local Eruditio council and have them get here as fast as they can." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Good idea. He's friends with Joseph, so he can get Joseph to make the call if he can't. Fewer folks to wait on. You get anything, Cali? 'Cause I didn't." 
 
    "The djevel possessing our magic user has a strong aura. I think they've been possessed for a great deal of time now, my husband. Possibly since before we ended the invasion." 
 
    "It's a woman," Mauve said, coming over to them. 
 
    "Our magic user?" 
 
    She nodded. "Yup, and she was here about three hours ago." 
 
    "While we were searching Keith's house," Sean said and shook his head. "I'm surprised Keith trusted her with the combination to the safe." 
 
    "I'd be more worried if he gave her the code for the bomb. Umm, it does have a code, right?" 
 
    Swearing, Sean keyed his comm and got Stewart on the line. 
 
    "Stewart! Does the bomb have a code lock of some kind?" 
 
    "I'll have to ask." 
 
    "Do it, and if it does, put a guard on her. Don't ask her what the code is; I don't want to take any chances of anyone hearing it. Also, if anything happens, like someone tries to question her other than you or me, or if there's any kind of attack, I want her shot in the head." 
 
    "You sure?" 
 
    "If there's a code on it, and the possessed magic user doesn't know it, they're going to come for her." 
 
    Sean heard a slide rack. "I'll watch her myself," Stewart growled. 
 
    "Thanks," Sean said and hung up, then headed for the front door. "Travis, are the police here yet?" 
 
    "Not yet." 
 
    "Great. Well, let's question the neighbors." 
 
    Travis looked Sean up and down. "Sure you want to do that, Boss?" 
 
    "Sadly, yes. Besides, I'm sure they're watching us already, and they've probably even called the police. I just don't have the time to wait if there's any chance of a solid lead. Now, which house looks the most promising?" 
 
    "The one across the street," Burt said. "The lady over there keeps looking out the curtains at us." 
 
    "Great. Tess, Mauve, shift into your human forms. Cali, I'll need you to give me an idea whether she's lying or not." 
 
    "Why our human forms?" Mauve complained. 
 
    "Because you're both cute and sexy, and look harmless. She sees you two, hopefully she'll figure I'm a pervert and not a killer." 
 
    "But you are a pervert!" Tess said, snickering. 
 
    Sean sighed. "Oh, the abuse I put up with. Put your weapons up. I don't want her pissing herself. Now come on. Oh, Travis, have someone sneak around the back of the house just in case they really don't want to answer any questions." 
 
    "On it!" 
 
    "Stell, if the police get here before we're done, you can deal with them." 
 
    "Gee, thanks." 
 
    "Just don't kill any of them." 
 
    Estrella snorted. "What if they deserve it?" 
 
    "Stell, they can't learn if they're dead." Sean sighed. 
 
    "Fine!" she said, and rising up on her toes, she kissed him on the side of the face. 
 
    Turning, Sean walked down the driveway and up the one across the street. He couldn't help but notice the curtains closing quite suddenly as he did so. Tess and Mauve were to either side of him, grumbling a bit as they shifted their equipment to fit better on their human bodies. Not that there was much of a difference, as the only armor they had on was their breast and back plates. Still, the faerie armor didn't resize, as the magic in their collars couldn't affect it.  
 
    Otherwise Sean would have just shifted into his human form, but the size difference between his hybrid and human forms was too great for that. 
 
    On Tess and Mauve, however, it looked rather appealing, as the armor slid down just enough to highlight their chests and cleavage, causing them to both look a lot more harmless than Sean knew they actually were. 
 
    Cali stayed behind him with her wings folded behind her as much as possible. Her ability to pick up on emotions had stayed with her after they'd left the Onderwereld, undoubtedly due to her consuming some of Mak's lifeforce when they'd killed him. But with her wings out and in her succubus form, her abilities were even further enhanced. Jolene had even taken to tutoring her on the finer aspects of mind magic, for all that Cali's abilities seemed to be mainly passive. 
 
    "Military police, could you please answer some questions?" Sean called out as he lightly knocked on the door. 
 
    He heard a loud gasp and someone said, "Ssssh!" in the other room. 
 
    "Look, there's been a crime, we need your help, and we don't have time to wait for the regular police. Please just come to the door. I'm a lycan, I can hear you on the other side of it," he said in a loud voice. 
 
    "Whatdowedo?" he heard muttered in a low voice. 
 
    "Answerthedooralreadybeforetheykickitdown!" he heard a man's voice reply. 
 
    "We're not going to kick the door down!" Sean said and sighed loudly. "Did you even bother to lock it?" he added and heard someone gulp. 
 
    "Look! Lives are at stake here! I just need to know what you saw!" 
 
    He heard someone shuffle over to the door, and there was a click he thought sounded way too familiar. The door opened slowly, and there was an older lady, probably in her 60s, standing there, with what looked like a Colt Python in her hand, the hammer cocked. 
 
    "Please don't shoot me, it hurts my ears," Sean said, looking down at her. She was all of five-foot nothing. 
 
    "What happened to the woman who lives across the street? Is she dead?" 
 
    "No, she's in protective custody with a heavily armed military guard protecting her. Do you know Ms. Taite at all?" 
 
    The old lady shook her head. "She's rarely home. She used to come out and talk when she first moved here, about a year and a half ago. But now we rarely see her. What'd she do?" 
 
    "I'm really not at liberty to say, Mrs….?" 
 
    "Grundy, Pam Grundy. My husband Mack is in the room behind me." 
 
    "Pleased to meet you. I'm Sean, Sean Valens. Now, Karen—Ms. Taite—works on confidential government programs. She was being forced to do some things against her will…threats against her children, as I understand it. We found out, and she's told us everything, but apparently one of the people who was blackmailing her came by today and stole some sensitive items." 
 
    "And that's a matter of life and death?" 
 
    "We're afraid she's going to carry through on her threat to harm Karen's children," Cali said from behind Sean. "She stole Karen's address book with the children's addresses." 
 
    Sean nodded his head; he suspected his mane was blocking the view of Cali behind him, so they didn't seem to be panicking at Cali's voice. "So we're understandably worried. We need to warn the people watching her children what the threat looks like." 
 
    "Oh! I see!" 
 
    "So, can you tell us anything about the woman you saw approximately three hours ago?" Mauve asked with a big, innocent-looking smile.  
 
    "She was in one of those Camrys, a silver one," Mack's voice called out from somewhere back in the room. 
 
    "You saw it, too?" Sean asked. 
 
    "My wife was worried because the gal who got out of it went around the back of the house. I'd seen the car over there a few times before, so I didn't think she was breaking in." 
 
    "What about the woman driving the car?" 
 
    Sean listened as they described her. She had black hair, maybe shoulder length, wore big, dark, sunglasses, and a dark blue pants suit. In short, nothing stood out about her at all, and he said as much. 
 
    "No, but she doesn't take very good care of that car," Mack said from inside. "You'd think she'd take it to a car wash or something. It was still covered with all the crap from the mud and slush three months ago when we got that last winter storm." 
 
    "Does anyone around here have any kind of security system with cameras?" Tess asked. "If we could get a picture, it would help." 
 
    "Oh, the Jensens do," Mrs. Grundy said. 
 
    "And which house are they in?" 
 
    She rattled off a street address that was a couple doors down. The police were just pulling up, so Sean thanked them for their help and went to find out who was in charge. 
 
    When he got to the group of police cars, there was a large group of officers standing around in what was quickly turning into a spirited discussion with Estrella, who was looking less and less pleased, and had her hand on the hilt of her sword. 
 
    "Who's in charge here?" Sean growled, walking up. 
 
    "Who are you?" one of the officers demanded. 
 
    "The guy in charge of all of you, that's who." 
 
    "Oh? And who put you in charge?" 
 
    "I did when I declared martial law over the city for the duration. But if that's not good enough, let's just say I'm the guy with several thousand heavily armed troops in town, and they answer to me. So unless you want me to have them going door to door, yanking people out of their houses, holding them at gunpoint, and scaring the hell out of them, you're just going to have to behave yourself and do as you're told." 
 
    "You can't do that," one of the others said. 
 
    Sean cast a mass paralyze on the group, then turned to Estrella. "Any idea which one is in charge?" 
 
    "That one," she said, pointing to a guy with a general's star on his shirt tabs. 
 
    "Great," Sean said and canceled the spell on him. 
 
    "Damn worthless medallion!" the guy grumbled and turned to look at Sean. 
 
    "They don't work against the guy who made them," Sean said with a smile, "which is me. Now, are you going to tell your men to help? Because this is a matter of national security, no, I can't tell you, and we're three hours behind our lead suspect, so I'm just about out of patience. Either you help, or they're gonna stand right there until the spell wears off…tomorrow morning." 
 
    The chief of police squinted at him. "You're that lion guy from Nevada, aren't you?" 
 
    "Yes, and we have a serious problem here. The woman who was living in that house"—he pointed to Karen's house—"was being forced to work with the djevels. We got most of them, but one of them came here a few hours ago, broke into her safe, and took some things. Some very important things. We need to find them, and stop them, before they get away.  
 
    "Now, are you going to help?" 
 
    "Now that somebody's finally explained to me what's going on, yes, I'll help." 
 
    "Great." Sean gave him a description of the woman, the car, and the address of the person down the street who might have gotten pictures, then canceled the mass paralysis spell on the rest of the officers. 
 
    "Travis, assign someone to liaise with the chief here, and make sure he knows we're expecting some visitors." 
 
    "Hunter just got here; I'll turn it over to him," Travis said. 
 
    "That works; remind him that Eruditio may show up." 
 
    "Sure thing, Sean." 
 
    "Sean!" Stewart's voice came over his headset. 
 
    "I'm here." 
 
    "It has a combination, seven digits." 
 
    "That's good." 
 
    "It's her phone number." Stewart sighed. "No, I didn't ask, she just blurted it out." 
 
    "Great. Just great." 
 
    "It does have a thirty-minute timer, however, and can easily be stopped." 
 
    "How easily?" 
 
    "Just enter the code again." 
 
    "Well, that's something at least. Let's just hope our quarry doesn't know," Sean said and clicked off the channel. 
 
    "Now what?" Estrella asked as they watched the police chief get his men organized and set about their task. 
 
    Sean shook his head. "I don't have a clue. Hopefully somebody from Eruditio shows up soon so I can find out if they know who we're looking for." 
 
    "Oh, Tisha tells me Steve has a problem." 
 
    Sean sighed. "What now?" 
 
    "Well, in order to steal that satellite, they're going to trick the CIA into using some special code that overrides everything. But they need a way to make a copy of the paper it's on, or something like that, and they haven't been able to figure anything out." 
 
    "Can't they just have someone memorize it? Cast a spell on them or something?" 
 
    "Tisha says we don't have anyone working there. Apparently they don't allow lycans to work there." 
 
    Sean sighed. "I really don't have time for this right now. Just tell him to bite someone, or several someones, or have one of his wolves do it. I don't care. Hell, be creative; infect the person who's in charge of testing." 
 
    "I think they're afraid of people finding out we did it." 
 
    "You're kidding, right? All our intel people are going to know within minutes where our 'new' pictures are coming from. Less than an hour after that, everyone in the world is going to know we 'stole' it, probably sooner than later." 
 
    "Oh? So what are you going to tell them?" 
 
    "Something rude, I'm sure," Sean said with a weak smile. "Let's go inside and find a seat. This is as good a place to wait as any." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Mr. President," Steve said as he and Tisha walked into the Oval Office. Kensington was already there, as were the usual people: Jill Murrow from Homeland Security (Tisha had passed her last name on to him); Tom Matthews' replacement, Evan Bankes, who was now the NSA representative; Linda Welsh from the CIA; General Baker from the Joint Chiefs, Peter Cohen from the US Marshals, Frank Delardo from the FBI; and as always, Josh Andrews, the president's chief of staff; and the usual Secret Service agents of his protective detail—all of whom were now werewolves, and some of whom were actually in their hybrid forms. 
 
    That last bit was more of a PR campaign the president had decided on, wanting people to see that if the president trusted the lycans, maybe they should trust them, too. 
 
    "Steve! Tisha! Vincent here"—the president motioned towards Kensington—"tells me that we've got a serious problem out in Utah?" 
 
    Steve and Tisha sat down at the open space on the couch left for the two of them; both were in their human forms. 
 
    "I'm afraid so. I'm sure Mrs. Murrow from Homeland has already told you about the traitors we found causing problems there?" 
 
    "Yes, and she's told me she's talked to Tom as well, and he's confirmed what Sean told her." 
 
    "Okay, well, the next bad piece of news is, Sean discovered there's a magic user who's been possessed by a djevel." 
 
    "How is that different than when a human is possessed?" Jill interrupted. 
 
    "The djevel inherits the magic user's ability to cast magic, as well as how to cast whatever spells the magic user knew at the time of their possession," Tisha said. "It's pretty serious." 
 
    "I thought magic users couldn't be possessed?" the president said. 
 
    "Oh, no, they can be. It's a little harder, but they're still human, so they can be taken as well, especially if caught unawares, and if they're not taking any precautions." 
 
    "Do we know when this happened?" Jill asked. 
 
    Steve shook his head. "Not yet. Cali thinks it was before the gates where destroyed, and Sean's expert agrees, considering the number of people the traitor at the NSA dominated with the traitor's help. Sean has a basic description of the woman and is reaching out to the local magic users in Salt Lake to get a name—but it gets worse." 
 
    "That's what I've been hearing," the president said with a sigh. "I just ordered the Atomic Energy Commission to roll out several of their mobile sensing units and send then to Hill Air Force Base because Vincent told me we needed to. So if you would tell me why, I'd appreciate it." 
 
    "The djevel just stole a five-kiloton nuclear bomb from the home of one of the analysts Sean has in custody." 
 
    "What in the hell was an NSA analyst doing with a nuclear weapon?" General Baker growled, sitting up straight. 
 
    "I don't have a clue, and neither does Sean," Steve said while looking around the room. "The analyst, one Karen Taite, was ordered to go home, arm the bomb, and await instructions to detonate it. Sean intercepted her before she got home, but didn't become aware of the bomb until about"—Steve looked at his watch—"an hour ago. When he got to the location, it was gone. He has eyewitness accounts that it was removed about three and a half hours ago. 
 
    "He's now trying to find it." 
 
    "Why was she given orders to detonate it?" the president asked. 
 
    "Our theory is," Tisha began, "the traitor figured he was about to be unmasked, and was trying to cover his tracks and put the Utah facility out of business." 
 
    "But the Utah facility has very little to do with what's going on in the Demon Exclusion Zone," Jill said. 
 
    "Exactly. The Utah facility deals with computers, the internet, radios, and"—now it was Tisha's turn to look around the room—"cellphones." 
 
    "They think the demons are using cellphones?" the president said in a shocked outburst. 
 
    "That's the theory," Steve said with a nod of agreement. "Once we have everyone vetted at the facility and back to work, Sean's asked Tom to have his people look into it. A lot of people there have been compromised. There's also a great deal of concern that they might find other traitors in the ranks, and a fair number of foreign spies have already been exposed, as well." 
 
    "We need to re-check all our agencies," Linda said with a sigh, "don't we?" 
 
    Steve nodded again. "That would seem to be the case. Only this time, you're going to need to enlist the aid of Duncan's people." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "Because you need special magic spells to expose someone who's a traitor and not possessed. Remember, Walker escaped detection for years, because he wasn't a djevel, and he wasn't possessed by one." 
 
    "Please tell Sean to get me lots of pictures of this device when he finally gets his hands on it," General Baker said, speaking up again. "I want to see if we can figure out where the hell it came from, so we can maybe get an idea of how many others might be out there." 
 
    "Aren't you worried it'll go off?" Delardo said, looking over at the general in surprise. 
 
    "Well, if it does, the point becomes moot, doesn't it?" General Baker said with a scowl. "But if they were going to set it off, they would have already. They've had three hours! Besides, I believe in the boy. Hell, if he wasn't a lion, I'd draft his ass and put him in charge of the Army. Born leader and crafty as hell. We're blessed to have a man like him dealing with this." 
 
    "I'll tell him you said that," Tisha said with a grin, causing General Baker to bark out a laugh. 
 
    "My next question," the president said, looking over at Jill, "is do we have any idea when and where this 'Keith Henry' person came in contact with these demons and sold his soul? Do we know if he crossed paths with George Walker? Were they in league? And who else do we need to worry about?" 
 
    "I put my people on it after I talked to Sean, and I'd also like it"—she turned to face Kensington—"if you could have some magic users come to my office in the morning to check all my staff. If we've got more of these traitors in our midst, the offices of Homeland Security are a prime target, so I'm sure I've probably got at least one." 
 
    "Good thinking. I've already contacted Duncan about this; I'll talk to him again after I leave here," Kensington replied. 
 
    "Steve, Tisha, is there anything else Sean needs?" the president asked. 
 
    "Not at this time," Steve said. 
 
    "If there's anything, contact Vincent or Jill. Jill, see to it that Steve gets a secure phone before he leaves here." 
 
    "Yes, Mr. President. I'll take care of it now if we're done here?" 
 
    "Yes, we're done." 
 
    "Steve, Tisha? Come with me, please." 
 
    Steve and Tisha followed her out of the Oval Office as the meeting broke up. 
 
    "Oh, Jill, I'd like to apologize for Sean threatening you," Steve said. "He's got a bit of a temper these days." 
 
    "If he'd warned me, we could have avoided that bit of unpleasantness." 
 
    "Lions don't warn people, Jill," Tisha said. 
 
    Jill sighed. "Because you're gods, right?" 
 
    "Nah, it's because we're self-centered assholes like that," Tisha said, and Jill actually laughed. 
 
    "Now that I can believe!" 
 
    "Just don't worry about Sean. He takes his job very seriously, and like all us lions, when we focus in on something, we get very single minded. You need to trust him." 
 
    "My whole job is based on not trusting people, Tisha. So you'll have to forgive me if I have trouble trusting someone I barely know." 
 
    "Then prepare yourself for a lot of rude awakenings," Steve said with a grin, "because I'm his best friend in the world, and trust me when I say, he surprises the hell out of me constantly." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Sean! Eruditio's here!" Travis said, coming into the room. Getting up off the bed where he'd been snoozing with Cali and Estrella, Sean yawned and stretched, then put his armor back on, while the girls did the same. 
 
    "Tell them I'll be down in a moment." 
 
    "How can you even think of doing that at a time like this?" Travis asked, scratching his head. 
 
    "After a while, you get used to it," Sean said with a shrug as he fitted the leg pieces. "No one's shooting at me, no one's threatening to storm this place and kill anybody, and I'm not fighting for my life." He shrugged, grabbed the clamshell that was the front and back of the body section of his armor, and donned it. "Plus there was this big, empty bed up here. I guess Karen used to entertain a lot," Sean said, grinning as he fastened the main piece before grabbing the arms. After putting them on, he grabbed his weapons harness and went downstairs, the girls trailing behind him, still getting dressed themselves. 
 
    "Gentlemen," Sean said, stepping into the room and looking around. There were a dozen people waiting there; four women, eight men, and most of them looked to be over 50. "I'm Sean, as I'm sure you all know, and if you haven't guessed, we have a serious problem." 
 
    "I'm Brandt, the council head," said a grayish-blond, blue-eyed man who looked to be about 60. "We were told you have a possessed magic user with mind magic?" 
 
    "Yes, she's got dark hair, and was last seen wearing a blue pants suit with dark sunglasses, driving a dirty silver Toyota Camry. 
 
    "Oh, and she's got a nuclear bomb she's probably trying to set off as we speak." 
 
    "A what?" Brandt said, looking shocked. 
 
    "A nuclear bomb. They were going to set it off and destroy the area, but unfortunately for them, we managed to stop the person who was coming here to detonate it. Then she showed up and stole the bomb before we could get our hands on it. The djevel possessing her has also been using her mind abilities to do a lot of damage around here.  
 
    "Now, I need to know who you might think it is. She's obviously been here for years, and probably possessed for at least two, maybe three or four?" 
 
    "It can't be anyone on the council," one of the women said, "or the lycans who work for us would have smelled her." 
 
    "Good observation," Brandt said, then looked around at the others. "I don't know of anyone with black hair who's good with mind magic, do you?" 
 
    "She may have dropped out of your council three or so years ago," Sean pointed out. "We suspect she's been possessed at least that long." 
 
    "Nobody's left our council for decades," one of the men said. "She's either a solo magic user, or belongs to one of the smaller councils around here. We need to check our records." 
 
    "Records?" Estrella asked. 
 
    "We keep records of every magic user within a hundred miles," he said, and then smiled, looking a little embarrassed. "We're Eruditio; it's what we do. We've always kept track of the births, deaths, comings, and goings." 
 
    "Great," Sean said. "And you would be?" 
 
    "Cyrus. I think Madge and I can probably find what you need pretty quickly once we get back to our main council house." 
 
    "Fine." Sean leaned his head out the door. "Hunter!" 
 
    "Yes, Sean?" 
 
    "Detail a group to escort and protect a couple of magic users." 
 
    "Oh, you don't need to do that!" Cyrus said. 
 
    "They've got radios that can reach me wherever they go," Sean said. "This is more for me than for you. Besides, last thing I want is to leave anything to chance at this point." 
 
    Cyrus nodded and motioned to one of the women, who followed him out the door. 
 
    "As for the rest of you…" Sean sighed and then shrugged. "Care to join us over at the NSA facility while we wait? We've got a couple thousand people we need to check to make sure they're not aligned with the djevels." 
 
    "I've already sent our younger members over there," Brandt said. "Honestly, I think the rest of us would rather help out here if we're needed, then go home and back to bed until you find this possessed woman. None of us are youngsters anymore, Sean." 
 
    Sean looked at his watch; it was after midnight. 
 
    "How about coming back to the NSA and spending the night there? We've got the space, and honestly, I'm sure I can use the help when we find out who it is." 
 
    "He did say she had a nuclear bomb, Brandt," the first woman said. 
 
    Brandt sighed. "Yeah, you're probably right, Carol. Fine, let's head over there." 
 
    "How long will it take them to get to your council headquarters?" Cali asked. 
 
    "This time of night? Probably about forty-five minutes to an hour." 
 
    "And how long to go through the records?" 
 
    "Oh, only a few minutes, I'm sure. We keep it all on computers. Faster that way." 
 
    "Sounds good. Travis, round everybody up and let's head back to the NSA. Have the police come up with anything worthwhile?" 
 
    "A few blurry stills from one of the security cams down the block. They're spreading out to see if they can match it up with any of the better cameras on some of the shops in the area." 
 
    "Great. Get some printouts, or have them sent to Oak or somebody so they can forward them to us." 
 
    "Already working on it!" 
 
    "Excellent. Now, shall we?" 
 
    Everyone nodded, and Travis led them outside. There were a pair of cars parked that Sean could only assume the others had arrived in. 
 
    "Is it okay if I ride with you?" Brandt asked. "With Cyrus and Madge gone, we're a car short right now." 
 
    "Sure, just don't ask too many questions," Sean said with a smile. 
 
    "Oh? Why not?" 
 
    "Because Joseph will be mad at me for letting you ask them first, of course." 
 
    "Oh, right, he's mentioned the way you like to tease him with ancient history facts. Mine are more to do with your spell casting techniques. I'm really impressed at your ability to build machines that can enchant objects." 
 
    "So is everybody else," Sean agreed with a faint smile, "but don't worry, I'm not going to tell anybody else how I did it, either. Well, nobody who isn't a child of mine, a lion, or whom I don't have complete control over." 
 
    "And why is that?" 
 
    "Because magic users have a history of bad decisions," Sean said with a sigh. "Maybe in another 20 or 30,000 years, if you manage to get past that, we can share." 
 
    "You are not going to win this argument with my husband," Cali warned him. "He has taken many oaths upon himself to see to it that his inventions do not bring more harm to the people of this world." 
 
    "You did?" Brandt asked, looking at Sean. 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    "And who made you take them?" 
 
    "My conscience." 
 
    "Oh!" 
 
    

  

 
   
    The Gift that Keeps Giving 
 
      
 
      
 
    They were just pulling into the NSA facility when Hunter came on Sean's radio. 
 
    "Sean! We got a positive ID on our magic user!" 
 
    "What? How? I thought the Eruditio folks weren't back yet!" 
 
    Hunter laughed. "You're not going to believe this, but one of the detectives lifted fingerprints off the safe while you were sleeping and ran them against their database. They called me as soon as they got a match." 
 
    "What, is she a crook or something?" 
 
    "Nope! Utah requires fingerprints to get a license, and she's got a license! Her name is Joan Renfoer, she's 32, drives a silver Camry, and we even have an address!" 
 
    "Give it to me!" 
 
    As soon as Hunter finished giving him the address, Sean repeated it to everyone on Travis' team using his comm. 
 
    "Someone tell the other magic users, then we need to get over there as fast as we can!" Sean said. "And have someone get a couple of Blackhawks in the air, full loadouts!" 
 
    "What happened?" Carol asked. 
 
    "The police found prints on the safe and got a match. She had to give them to get a driver's license. Does the name Joan Renfoer ring any bells?" 
 
    "Oh, God," Carol said and Brandt blanched a little. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "She came here when you were stamping out the Gradatim! Claimed she was in Vegas when you destroyed their main council and decided to part ways with her old life and start over. She bought a small house west of here and mainly kept to herself." 
 
    "But she couldn't have been possessed then; when we talked to her, we had Rafe and his security head there, they would have smelled it!" 
 
    "Any idea what she did for Gradatim?" Sean asked. 
 
    They shook their heads. 
 
    "Well, let's see if she's at home," Sean said as Chet got them turned around.  
 
    "Do you think it's at her house?" Brandt asked as they sped out of the parking lot and down the streets heading to Renfoer's home, which was about ten miles southwest of the data center. 
 
    "Demons…" Estrella started. 
 
    "Djevels," Cali corrected with a smile. 
 
    "Djevels," Estrella repeated, then stuck her tongue out at Cali, who giggled, "are not the most imaginative. The chances are good that it retreated there, where it feels safe, while it considers the options." 
 
    "Even if they're not," Sean said, picking up after Estrella had stopped, "we'll learn something, and hopefully get something we can use to scry on her or track her." 
 
    "That won't work if she's wearing one of those medallions of yours," Brandt said. 
 
    "She'd have to take it off to cast mind spells, so there's a good chance she won't be wearing it." Sean didn't feel like sharing that the medallion didn't work against him. "You wouldn't happen to have any spells that locate nuclear bombs, would you?" he said instead. 
 
    Brandt shook his head and sighed. "Sorry, that's not a skill I ever thought we'd need." 
 
    "Me neither. I just wonder how long that equipment will take to get here," he grumbled. Borrowing Travis' tablet, he called up a local mapping program, and switched to satellite view. 
 
    "Looks like a single house off a side road, surrounded by fields." 
 
    "Sound easy," Travis said, "which of course means it won't be." 
 
    Sean nodded again, then heard the sound of a helicopter passing them overhead. 
 
    "How far out?" 
 
    "Five miles," said Chet, who was driving. 
 
    Sean checked his radio and keyed the command frequency. "Don't get too close until we get there; I don't want to warn her or scare her off." 
 
    "Roger that!" the first helicopter's pilot responded. 
 
    "Roger! We've got a combat mage onboard; do you want him to silence the bird so we can get in closer and look around?" the second helicopter's pilot asked. 
 
    "Not until we're closer." 
 
    "Do djevels need lights?" another voice called on comms. 
 
    "In human bodies they do, why?" 
 
    "Because the place is dark. I got my scope on it and set for thermal, and the place is black as night, though there's a faint warm spot fading in the driveway. Like someone parked a car hot car there for a while." 
 
    "So she's probably not there." Sean sighed. "Cast the silence spell, go in close, and look. We'll be there in about two minutes." 
 
    "Sounds like she was there and left," Estrella said. 
 
    "I wonder why she left?" 
 
    "Maybe she needs something?" Cali suggested. 
 
    Sean hit the comm channel for Stewart. 
 
    "Yes, Sean?" 
 
    "I'm pretty sure she's coming your way. Warn everybody. Has Hunter sent her picture around?" 
 
    "Yup, looking at it now." 
 
    "Remember, she may have a bomb on her, so warn everyone to be careful." 
 
    "You got it, Sean," Stewart said and clicked off with Sean. 
 
      
 
    Stewart keyed the local command circuit. 
 
    "Everyone! Sean just called; he thinks she's coming this way. Use your brains and don't forget the first rule of nuclear bombs!" 
 
    "Don't be around one when it goes off?" some wag, probably Demon, responded. 
 
    "That's the second rule. The first rule is do not shoot at the nuclear weapon! Got it?" Stewart said with a laugh, then clicked off and sat down to wait while keeping an eye on their unconscious guest. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Why do we take orders from that kid again?" asked Lance Corporal Troy, one of the tiger Marines. 
 
    "Because his father, Art, will kick your balls up into your stomach while all the other Sacramento wolves hold you down?" replied Gunnery Sergeant Josh, one of the many jaguar lycans now in the Marines. "Plus, even though he's Sean's apprentice and a magic user, he still goes out on combat patrols with the same wolves who once threatened to kill him every week." 
 
    "Wait, he does what?" 
 
    "It dates back to before Sean pwned all the Sacramento magic users and took their wolves. Apparently they wanted to use him as a bargaining chip for their freedom or something? I heard him mention it once when he was razzing them about something after they got back from patrol. So I asked one of the wolves, Jester, about it, and he told me they were all proud of the way Stew went from some spoiled ass rich kid to a guy who'll risk burning to death to drag you out of a burning building after a demon's almost killed you." 
 
    "Seriously?" 
 
    "Why do you think he's the one sitting guard on the high value target we got inside there? You don't get a couple of hotties like the two he has if you're not bringing something big, bad, and serious to the table." 
 
    "Ain't that the truth!" said Sergeant Dall, one of the other tiger lycans. "That really hot one? April? Damn, have you seen her work that SAW? She leaves the gunny panting in lust every time she quals on the range!" 
 
    Josh listened with half an ear as they rambled on about the hot little fox girl and her big, bad light machine gun until his comm came on. 
 
    "Yo, Darkside, you got a car heading your way," one of the lookouts called. 
 
    "Thanks for the head's up," Josh said, then waved his hand at his team, who all went quiet. 
 
    "We got something. Remember what Stewart said. Don't go shooting anybody, especially if it's our target. We don't want to hit any bombs." 
 
    "Yeah, that would sure ruin your day!" Dall agreed with a laugh. 
 
    Moving out into the street that went by the buildings, Josh held up his hand to stop the vehicle that was approaching. He had to wonder how the car had gotten through the front gate. Either someone had slipped up, or…" 
 
    "Don't anyone open fire unless I do. Follow my lead and keep your damn mouths shut!" he growled as he suddenly recognized the car, a dirty silver Camry; and the woman driving it, their possessed magic user. 
 
     He walked around the side of the car as it stopped and smiled at her. "Can I help you, ma'am?" 
 
    "I need to see someone inside," she said as the wind shifted and he caught a whiff of her. He'd smelled enough demons during combat by now that he didn't even flinch. 
 
    "Do you know who, ma'am?"  
 
    He watched as she made some sort of hand gesture and muttered a couple of words, then looked him in the eyes. 
 
    "I need to see Karen Taite, the woman they took into custody. Where is she?" 
 
    "Oh, she's right inside the building here! I'd be happy to escort you to her, ma'am," he said with a smile. 
 
    "Just tell me where!" 
 
    "Oh, well," Josh said and launched into the most confusing instructions he could think of, stopping several times to suggest a different route. 
 
    "Stop! Take me there, I order you!" 
 
    "Why, I'd be happy to, ma'am," he said, still smiling. Slinging his rifle, he helped her out of the car. 
 
    "You three! Protect my car!" she said as she got out and looked around. 
 
    "Yes, ma'am!" Dall, Troy, and Lee said, briefly snapping to attention and saluting. 
 
    Josh almost rolled his eyes, but she bought it, and he led her towards the building. He really had no idea where they were holding the woman she was looking for, he just wanted to get her away from the bomb before he lit her up. Normally he'd be hesitant to kill a woman, but the way she stank, she wasn't a woman anymore.  
 
    "Huh, it's locked," he said when the got to the door and he pulled on it. "Let me call and have someone open it." 
 
    "No! Stand back, I'll open it!" she said, and as he moved behind her, he unslung his rifle, flicked the selector to full auto, sighted on her head, and pulled the trigger at the same time the door blocking her entry suddenly popped open, setting off alarms everywhere. 
 
    "Darkside! Report!" came Captain Yokota's voice over the radio. 
 
    "This is Sergeant Josh. I got our target, she's down, and she's not moving." 
 
    "You sure?"  
 
    "Well, unless she can grow a new head, yeah, I'm sure." 
 
    "Any sign of the device?" 
 
    "Dall, Troy, and Lee are watching her car. You might want to send EOD or somebody out to check it." 
 
    "Stand fast, and keep an eye on that body! If it so much as twitches, call for help and hose it down!" 
 
    "Yes, sir, Captain!" 
 
    "Damn, Josh, what the hell did you do?" Troy called where they were guarding the car. "Why'd she listen to you?" 
 
    "Didn't you guys pay attention to the brief? She's a mind mage!" 
 
    "What's that mean?" 
 
    "That means she was casting spells to dominate our minds so we'd do what she said." 
 
    "I didn't feel nothing; you guys feel anything?" Troy asked, looking at the other two. 
 
    "Well, that's 'cause you ain't got nothing up there to feel with!" Dall said with a snicker. 
 
    "Huh? I don't get it." 
 
    "Your medallion, bright boy, it blocks mind spells." 
 
    "Oh, I knew that…" 
 
    Josh just shook his head and sighed. He kept an eye on the body as Dall and Lee continued to rag on Troy. Hopefully this meant they'd be going back home to Carson City soon. Betty was expecting their first child, and he really wanted to be there for her when she delivered. 
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    "Looks empty," Sean said after they'd snuck up and he'd cast a couple of detection spells.  
 
    "There are no alarms on any of this, my husband," Cali said, "but let us go in the window just to be safe." 
 
    Sean nodded and watched as she quickly unlatched the window from the outside using a thick piece of metal. Opening it, she went in first, with him following, then Estrella, Travis, and Burt. 
 
    "Damn, this place stinks of djevel," Burt grumbled. 
 
    "At least she didn't have any family for us to find rotting in a freezer somewhere," Sean said. 
 
    "Oh, yeah, heard about that one, Sorry." 
 
    "Eh, not your fault. Now, let's check the back door, and if it's safe, we'll get the others in here and start searching." 
 
    They were well into the search when Sean's comm came to life with a call from Jack Kennedy. 
 
    "Yes, Jack?" 
 
    "We got the djevel, and we got the bomb." 
 
    "Out-fucking-standing! What happened?" 
 
    "Sure enough, she showed up here and tried to meet with Karen. One of the Marines she ran into pretended to fall under her control, led her away from her car, and killed her first chance he got." 
 
    "And the bomb?" 
 
    "It was in the trunk. Along with one dead gate guard." 
 
    "Oh, shit. How'd that happen?" 
 
    "I'm not sure, but I guess they hadn't gotten the word yet, and when they refused her entry, she killed the four of them with some sort of magical wand, then hid their bodies wherever she could. One got tossed in the car with the bomb." 
 
    "Well, kudos to the Marine who outsmarted her. I'm gonna finish up out here searching her house. Let Stewart know, if you haven't already." 
 
    "Will do." 
 
    "So they got her?" Carol asked as the others continued to search the house, going through all the papers and other documents. 
 
    "Yes, and they got the bomb, too." 
 
    "I found a warded circle in one of the rooms," Brandt said, joining them and looking very unhappy. 
 
    "Was it done in blood?" Sean asked. 
 
    Brandt shook his head. "I've heard about those, by the way, but no, this was for summoning. I'm thinking she did this to herself." 
 
    "Why would she do a thing like that?" Sean asked, looking around, puzzled. 
 
    "I think she was part of the Gradatim's demon…" 
 
    "Djevel," Cali corrected. 
 
    "…djevel research team. The one Gerald Perkins told them to shut down. We know Spencer had several of his researchers killed after that, or they 'committed suicide', and he sent the rest to Perkins, who had them killed. I guess Joan here was one that got away." 
 
    Sean sighed. "Everyone, set everything down and leave the building. Travis, get a can of gas and a couple of flares; we're burning this place down." 
 
    "Everyone!" Brandt said. "Strip down and go outside!" 
 
    Sean blinked as they all did so. 
 
    "What are you…?" 
 
    "Have everyone's clothing searched to make sure no one tried to smuggle anything out, then please search all your people as well. The protocols are quite clear, and I don't want to lose any of my people." 
 
    Sean nodded. While he knew no more djevels could be summoned from the Onderwereld, he was worried that someone might find a way to open a portal to the inside of the DEZ, or worse yet, the lions' home. 
 
    "Sounds like a good idea," Sean said with a nod. "Someone call the local police, and let them know we'll be doing a burn, so they don't get their panties in a bunch." 
 
    "You know," Estrella said, looking around the room, "if she did this before we got rid of the Onderwereld, that means either she corrupted Keith and his wife, or he was corrupted beforehand, and she knew about him because another djevel told her." 
 
    "What are you getting at?" 
 
    "We should do a quick search here—you, me, and Cali—before we torch the place. If djevels can still corrupt people into joining them and working for them, we've got bigger problems than we realized." 
 
    "Or, worse yet, can still possess people," Cali added. 
 
    "Fine, go search, but I need to go through these clothes, so we don't end up with a bunch of cold, naked, old people wandering around outside." 
 
    "What about getting the others to help?" 
 
    "We've been to the Onderwereld; the others haven't. I'm sure Perkins will look the other way for us because of that, but I'd rather not push him on the others. Eruditio has been a good friend. I don't want to endanger that." 
 
    Cali and Estrella nodded and went through the scattered notes while Sean cleaned up. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Catching Up 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roxy sighed and looked over the logs, crossing off another entry on the list as she went through Dougherty's account. They'd told him earlier today what had been done to him. Roxy, Jolene, and Daelyn felt it was only fair that he knew how badly he'd been used and abused. He'd been pretty mad until Roxy pointed out that Jessie had been used worse than he had; she'd been all but whored out to dozens of men. Also he had taken his medallion off, something he'd been expressly told not to do. 
 
    She was trying to find the uploaded files they'd been putting on his system. The altered intel pictures they were getting hadn't started out altered. They'd been shipped to a blind web address she hadn't been able to track down yet, and then, according to information she'd been able to dig out of the mail servers, the updated image showed up about 10 minutes later. Not enough of a lag for anyone to complain, but it was obvious that someone with a good deal of computer power and editing abilities was doctoring the images. 
 
    The most interesting part was, they were only doctoring the images that came to them in Carson City. She'd persuaded General Bonds to kick some ass and get her access to the archives in the Pentagon, and all those pictures were unmodified. Probably to build more evidence for what a shit job Sean was doing out here, because he was so obviously ignoring intelligence. 
 
    So now the question was, who was messing with their pictures? Even though Sean had completely shut down the NSA in Utah, the most recent satellite download had been tampered with. Comparing it to what was in the archives at the Pentagon had made that clear. 
 
    Then there was the software Karen had uploaded into the system via Dougherty's account. It was a pretty impressive piece of work. It went in and set all the hooks to continue diverting the satellite images, but it stayed resident in system memory, and never flushed to a hard drive. Karen had to keep refreshing it, however, because of the weekly changes to the system's security, which was done to avoid these very kinds of problems. 
 
    She'd pulled the power cord on Dougherty's personal computer, which had access to the systems in his office, pulled out the hard drives, and was now parsing through swap space. She found enough evidence of the program, but she still hadn't found anything remotely close to a fingerprint. She'd set their old college computer science professor Rob Cruise on the problem yesterday afternoon. He'd been the one to discover the program sometime late last night. Now he was going through everything electronic that Karen, Jessie, and Susan owned, looking for the upload device. 
 
    "Found it," Rob said, holding up one of the plugged-in phones. 
 
    "Whose phone is that?" 
 
    Rob smiled. "It's not the phone; it's inside the USB cable!" 
 
    "How the hell did you find that?" Roxy asked, impressed. 
 
    "The USB diagram was stamped on the wrong side. I tell you, this thing is quite a piece of work. It's got no power of its own, so you have to plug it in to make it work. The payload is incredibly small, because it's just putting in a short-lived virus that either uploads or downloads the main virus, depending on which end is plugged in first." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "If you plug the fat end into the computer first, it uploads the payload that's been stored on it, executes it, then self terminates the loading program. If you plug the small end into a phone first, it looks at the phone's access level, then downloads the latest version of the payload, if it can reach the site, via the phone." 
 
    "So they didn't have to have anyone coming out to do this?" 
 
    "No, they just had to update once a week by plugging into a phone like Karen's, I'd guess, then come in here and plug into Dougherty's system while Jessie kept him distracted." 
 
    "Why not just have Jessie do it? Why was Karen there?" 
 
    "Because if the cable was accidentally plugged into Dougherty's phone, there would have been a log of the connection being made to the server sending out the latest downloads. While that might not be an issue for most phones, Dougherty's is a secure phone issued by the military, and they audit those records." 
 
    "So, whose phone do we plug it into so we can see where it goes?" 
 
    "Susan's. Right after I backdoor the hell out of it," Rob said with a grin. "I haven't had this much fun since I was in college! Oh, I'm so going to rape her phone and make it give up all its secrets!" 
 
    "Just make sure you find out where it's coming from and who made it," Roxy said with a happy sigh. "Now I don't have to dig through this mess, trying to find something that's probably not even there. How soon do you think before you have an answer?" 
 
    "An hour, two tops," Rob said. 
 
    Roxy got up and stretched. She'd been helping him since this morning because she was one of the better hackers at the base. Now it was time to check on the kids—who were all still sick, she was sure—give her Mom a break from watching them, and catch up on anything important Daelyn might be dealing with, as she'd put her in charge when she'd come over here. 
 
    "Great, just document everything. I'm sure we'll need it later." 
 
    "You got it! Oh, this is going to be so much fun!" Rob said, still snickering to himself. 
 
    Roxy shook her head and left him to it. Cruz seemed much more carefree than she remembered him, back when he was teaching at the college. Then again, his responsibilities were less, in a way, and he had those three gals, who were all quite sweet on him. Then of course, he'd admitted to Sean and the rest of them that until he'd had to take care of his sister and her family, he was quite the party animal.  
 
    She popped into Jolene's office on the way to Daelyn's. With Stewart off helping Sean, Jolene had taken over with Susan and Jessie. 
 
    "Hi, Jo. How's it coming along with the girls?" 
 
    "Sue's doing well; I'm going to cut her loose tomorrow. I have her on 'house arrest' you could say, until then." 
 
    "So soon?" 
 
    "It wasn't that big a deal for her, when you get down to it. She was still following her bosses' orders; they wanted to know what was going on here. She's a new hire, fresh out of college, so she didn't have a lot of responsibilities, and she came here from a party school." 
 
    "Chico?" Roxy asked with a grin. 
 
    "No, NYU. So for her, she was just ordered to go out and do what she secretly wanted to do anyway, just a lot more of it than she normally would have liked. So it wasn't too big a problem to work her through it, blur a few things, add some emotional distance, and she'll get over it. She's just worried about what she's going to do for money." 
 
    "What, did they fire her?" Roxy asked with a frown. 
 
    "No, she's going to resign. For all that it didn't hurt her too much, she's still pretty upset that she was used like that. That wasn't what she signed up for. She honestly just wanted to help. Turns out she's really smart, has a master's in some sort of math-based discipline that does predictive analysis." Jolene laughed. "I don't remember what it's called." 
 
    "Maybe we should give her a job at the casino; she could help find the cheaters." 
 
    "I don't know if that'd be enough for her. She feels bad about working for the enemy, even if she didn't have any control over it." 
 
    "She's not thinking of doing anything stupid, is she?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "No, thankfully. But Jessie, on the other hand…" 
 
    "Bad?" 
 
    "You know how Stewart said she 'doesn't like men'?" 
 
    Roxy sighed and sat down. "How bad?" 
 
    "Really bad. She's gay, and sleeping with men seriously creeps her out." 
 
    "And they were whoring her out to dozens of them," Roxy growled, shaking her head. "Must have been like living in her own personal hell." 
 
    "That's why they did such a number on her; they needed to turn her into something she wasn't, and that caused all sorts of behavioral breaks in her. She acts like a clueless bimbo half the time because they made her into one. Now that I'm peeling the layers back, all she wants is to kill herself." 
 
    Roxy winced.  
 
    "I'm thinking the only solution is to completely burn the last two years of memories out of her mind." 
 
    "You can do that?" 
 
    Jolene sighed and gave a slight nod. "It's not easy, and I'll probably need you, Sean, Stell, and Peg to work up the power to do it. But it's just…" Jolene sighed. "This is one of the things we're not supposed to do." 
 
    "Maybe you should ask her if that's what she wants," Roxy said softly. "If she makes the choice, I don't think you can be held to blame." 
 
    "But it won't change what happened, Rox." 
 
    "No, Jo, it won't, but it's a lot better than her killing herself, isn't it?" 
 
    Jolene nodded slowly. "Yeah, yeah it is. I guess I'll ask her about it tomorrow. I had your mom drug her so she'll sleep until tomorrow. What's Peg up to?" 
 
    "Helping my mom watch the kids. So's Roberta." 
 
    "Hmm, maybe we should hide in Dae's office and kill a bottle of wine with her before we go back…" 
 
    Roxy smiled. "Now that sounds like a plan." 
 
    "You and Cruz figure out who screwed up our stuff yet?" 
 
    "No, but Sawyer thinks it came out of the CIA, and Sean told me the NSA head thinks it came from there as well, and they're trying to nail it down." 
 
    "Well, just make sure he understands that he's not allowed to stay away another night. He needs to get back here tomorrow." 
 
    "Yeah, I miss him, too." 
 
    Jolene snorted as she got out of her chair. "I just want him to experience being thrown up on by both of the twins at the same time. Just our luck, they'll be over this flu by the time it gets back!" 
 
    "Yeah, I think we're killing a bottle with Dae, maybe even two!" Roxy chuckled as she and Jolene headed off to talk to Daelyn. 
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    "So how sure are you that this program came out of the CIA?" Sean asked Tom. This meeting was a lot more private than the last one; it was Tom, Sean, Estrella, and Cali. 
 
    "One hundred percent. I put the people you cleared on backtracking the internet connections to the address your guy sent us. When you got a current satellite download from the Space Forces' photo recon sat, it went to that address, and an analyst at the CIA picked it up, then eight minutes later, they sent out the altered image." 
 
    "Any idea who it was?" 
 
    "Oh, yeah, it's one of their image specialists. I called in some favors from friends over at Homeland and a few guys in the imaging department at the NSA. There's only about twenty that they feel have the level of skill to do that kind of turn around on an image, and I have the security to access their duty logs. Only six of them are at work right now. Going back and looking at the last week's-worth of alterations, I was able to knock two of them out." 
 
    "And our four winners are?" Estrella asked. 
 
    "Jason Arrens, Fayette Dunlop, William Salinger, and Britney Cousins." 
 
    "Why does one of those names sound familiar?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Which one?" 
 
    "Dunlop," Sean said, then clicked his secure comm unit back to the base. 
 
    "Oak, here." 
 
    "I need Roxy, it's Sean." 
 
    "Hold on, I think she's killing a bottle of wine in Daelyn's office." 
 
    "What? I thought the kids were sick." 
 
    "Have you ever had to deal with a bunch of sick kids?" Oak laughed. "Trust me, you'd be killing several!" 
 
    Estrella snickered, and Sean realized she'd turned hers on when he had. 
 
    He looked over at Cali, who was the picture of total innocence, which of course meant she'd heard it, too. 
 
    "Hi, Hubby!" Roxy said, snickering. 
 
    "Hi, hon." 
 
    "Hi, Rox!" Cali said. "Miss you!" 
 
    "Me, too," Estrella said. "Save us some wine!" 
 
    "I thought you were a beer girl?" 
 
    "Only if Dae's bringing her family's stuff, then it's wine!" 
 
    "Got it! Any other orders?" 
 
    "Rox…" Sean sighed. 
 
    "Yeeees?" Roxy said and giggled. 
 
    "I didn't think lycans got drunk?" Cali said. 
 
    "Oh, it won't last, but we've killed, what, four bottles, Dae?" 
 
    "More like six, and I think Jo's about to pass out on us!" He heard Daelyn snicker in the background. 
 
    "Rox, does the name Fayette Dunlop mean anything?" 
 
    "Oh, yeah, she's that gal at the CIA whose son shot Steve. You know, the one who got shanked in prison?" 
 
    "Ah, thanks! I gotta…" 
 
    "Not so fast! When you comin' home, Lion-Boy?" Roxy asked with a snicker of her own. 
 
    Sean sighed. "I'll grab the next Osprey heading home. I'm almost done here." 
 
    "Woo-hoo! Sean'll be home in four hours!" Roxy said, and he heard Daelyn cheer, and Jolene muttered something about vomit. 
 
    "Is Jo okay? She doesn't have to puke or something, does she?" 
 
    "Nah! She's fine," Roxy said and giggled. "Bye, Hon! Bye, Cali! Bye, Estrella!" The line went dead. 
 
    "It's Fayette," Sean said, looking up at Tom, who was smirking at him.  
 
    "I'll call Jill and have her arrested." 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Not yet. Let's see who else might be helping her first. We know not to trust the images, and we hopefully have a few days before she finds out. See if Keith has been talking to her at all; they had to have been coordinating somehow." 
 
    "Good point." 
 
    "Okay, if they try to fire you, tell them I said no, you can't be fired unless I approve." 
 
    Tom scowled at him. "That's not how things are done, Sean." 
 
    "Yeah, well, I need someone here I can trust, and right now, that's you. I also want twenty percent of the analysts here infected in the next forty-eight hours." 
 
    "What!" 
 
    "Ask for volunteers; start off with some line like 'seeing as we've got all these lycans here, if anyone's ever thought about becoming one, you might want to talk with a few,' or some other BS." 
 
    "You're serious, aren't you?" Tom sighed. 
 
    "Yes, very. Lycans can't turn traitor, plus if we get any more possessed around here, they'll smell it. I'll have Adam come out here tonight, along with a team to vet everybody. I'll make sure he tells them you're their alpha, so there won't be any issues with them listening to you." 
 
    Tom looked thoughtful for a moment. "You know, that would definitely help with any loyalty issues around here. That's been my biggest fear after finding out Keith, his assistant, and two of his mid-level analysts were traitors." 
 
    "Glad you agree," Sean grumbled and had to work hard not to smile as Tom suddenly looked embarrassed. 
 
    "You know, it's a good thing you go around looking like that all the time." 
 
    "Oh? Why's that?" 
 
    "Because I'd be even more embarrassed if everyone saw me taking orders from a 'young kid'," he said, making air quotes with his fingers. "You look too easy going as a human, Sean. As a lion, yeah, I believe you're going to gut me if I don't do what you say. So does everyone else." 
 
    "So I've learned. Oh, if you want your wife infected, you can tell whomever you want to do it that I approved it." 
 
    "I'm surprised she isn't already," Estrella said. 
 
    Sean almost laughed out loud as Tom suddenly blushed. "Erm, ahh…she wanted me to be a werewolf, but I kinda want her to be a cougar, and…" 
 
    Sean flipped channels on his comms. "Jack!" 
 
    "What's up, Sean?" 
 
    "I need you to infect Tom's wife." 
 
    "What? Sean, I'm a bit busy right now!" 
 
    "You've got two hours!" Sean snickered. 
 
    "This is about making you jump out of that airplane, isn't it?" 
 
    "Now what ever gave you that idea?" Sean said and clicked off. 
 
    "Anything else before we leave?" he asked Tom. 
 
    "What about Stewart and the magic users?" 
 
    "Stewart's in charge of the loyalty vetting program. I've asked him to share his findings with you, but if he needs something, make sure he gets it. Once he's done, I told him to put together a meeting with you, some of the Eruditio people, and the colonel to make sure things are all in order, then help you set up a program to vet all future hires." 
 
    "I'll have to speak with Jill at Homeland and the president about that." 
 
    "Jill's got Sapientia vetting everyone at Homeland as we speak," Sean said. "At her insistence, no less." 
 
    "Ah, good." Tom stood up and stuck out his hand. "Thanks, Sean. I don't care if you are my god, I still owe you for what you did here." 
 
    Sean smiled, stood up, and shook hands. "Now, I need to get back home before my other wives kill me." 
 
    Heading outside, Sean and the girls gathered Travis and his security team. 
 
    "What now, Sean?" Travis asked. 
 
    "Get us a ride home. I don't think we need to be here anymore." 
 
    "On it," Travis said and spoke into his comms as they walked towards where the Ospreys were being marshaled. 
 
    "Stell?" 
 
    "Yes, Sean?" 
 
    "Tell Tisha that I have a candidate for the CIA job." 
 
    "Fayette?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Yup." 
 
    Cali giggled. "I bet her ALS friends will just love finding out." 
 
    Estrella chuckled. "Yeah, no doubt. Why don't you tell her?" 
 
    "Because I'm finally going to read this," Sean said, pulling Keith Henry's notebook. "I want to see what I can learn from it. I'm hoping he was stupid enough to write down the names of the other traitors or possessed we haven't found yet." 
 
    "You know those last two Stewart found?" Cali asked. 
 
    "Yes? What about them?" 
 
    "They were from after we took care of the Onderwereld." 
 
    "You sure…of course you're sure," Sean said, correcting himself. "Damn, well, I guess it's to be expected." 
 
      
 
    "How's the book?" Estrella asked, sitting down in the webbed seat next to him several hours later. 
 
    "Boring as hell," Sean said, and looked at Cali, who nodded. Unsurprisingly, she could read demonic, too. Turning the page, he read the next one, talking to Estrella as he did so. 
 
    "He did mention the three at the NSA—he'd recruited all of them, mostly with promises of money and power, and a few special abilities." 
 
    "Abilities? Like what?" 
 
    "I guess you'd call it 'charisma' or a 'charisma spell'. Against weak-willed people, they could pretty much get whatever they wanted. He makes a few comments in here about how one of the analysts was using it to get laid, while the other one was getting people to give him money." 
 
    "Gee, how original." Estrella sighed. 
 
    "The only problem is, trying to figure out the names." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "Humans don't have demonic names, so I'm having lots of issues trying to translate them." 
 
    "Found it," Cali said and pointed to the page. 
 
    "Found what?" Estrella asked, leaning a little closer. 
 
    "Small Fey? Who the hell is that?" Sean muttered. 
 
    "It's the name of the woman at the CIA," Cali said, then pointed to the next line. "It says here he got her to commit by promising her the power to avenge her 'egg killer'." 
 
    "Wait, what?"  
 
    "Small fey…" Estrella muttered. "Small fey…small…fairy? Small…oh, shit! We better call Steve!" 
 
    "Why?" Sean asked, looking at her. 
 
    "Fayette is old French for small fairy!" 
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    Card was waiting for Dunlop when she came home. Steve, Terri, Tish, and Finn had gotten everyone together and decided that tomorrow morning would be when they'd hit the CIA, which meant everything had to be in place tonight, so that when Dunlop went on shift, everything could take place.  
 
    This of course meant she had to be infected as soon as she got home from work, so they could get her through the initial acclimation phase of her lycanthropy. Once that was done, Tisha would give her her marching orders, which would mainly be to memorize the code, then when the shit hit the fan at the CIA come lunch time, Card, who would be there to support the magic users, would get the number from her, and text it to Steve, who would start the ball rolling. 
 
    Card had to admit, he had a bit of a vindictive streak; whether that was from having been a prime, or perhaps the reason he'd been picked to be one, he didn't really care. The idea of turning an Anti-Lycan Society supporter into a lycan just made him smile.  
 
    Thankfully, she lived alone; apparently her husband had left her when their son had been arrested. Card figured they didn't quite see eye-to-eye on her ALS agenda. Probably even less so now that their son had died in prison. He listened to the key in the lock and waited until she'd stepped inside and locked the door behind her.  
 
    The moment she opened the closet to hang up her coat, he stepped out of it, grabbed her neck with one hand before she could scream, grabbed her wrist with the other, stretched out her arm, and bit it, immediately infecting her with lycanthropy. 
 
    The effect was both shocking as well as educational. She immediately dropped to the ground and started convulsing, foaming at the mouth, and crying out as her body banged around on the floor like Daryl Hannah had in that Blade Runner movie when she'd been shot. He'd never seen or heard of anything like this before, and as one of the volunteers on Steve's disabled vets rehabilitation teams, he'd infected his fair share of men and women. 
 
    After a minute, she was still thrashing about and convulsing, though it appeared to be slowing down. 
 
    "What the hell is going on in there?" Clifford, one of the other wolves on Card's team, asked over his headset. 
 
    "I think she's allergic to lycanthropy or something," Card said. "She's thrashing around on the floor like a fish. Better get Tisha over here. Something ain't right." 
 
    "How the hell can you be allergic to lycanthropy?" he heard Clifford mutter, then heard the cross talk as he called back to base. 
 
    "Send Tisha here, we got a problem! Card say's she's acting like she's allergic." 
 
    "Oh, she's stopped," Card said as the thrashing stopped, and suddenly there was a female wolf on the floor, who looked up at him and growled. 
 
    Card cuffed her and knocked her over. 
 
    "I'm the boss of you," Card growled back at her, causing her to hunker down in fear, her tail between her legs." 
 
    "What's that, Card?" 
 
    "Whatever it is, she's over it." 
 
     "Yeah, well, Tisha just told me to grab her, and for both of us to get back to base, pronto. Sounds like something's up." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Well, will you look at that," Tisha purred as they dragged Fayette into the room. She'd taken one look at Tisha, who was in her full lioness form, and immediately tried to scramble out of the room. 
 
    "Damn! Quit scaring her, Tish!" Card grumbled as he caught Fayette by the scruff of the neck, picked her up off the floor, and carried her into the room. 
 
    "Oh, you don't understand," Tisha said and smiled, all teeth, "she works for the enemy, or used to, at least." 
 
    "What? I thought we pulled ALS's teeth?" Card said, giving the whimpering wolf bitch a shake. 
 
    "Not that enemy! You see, she sold her soul to the djevels; she's a traitor. Apparently getting a good dose of lycanthropy, however, canceled her contract. Sean called just after you bit her. He was worried she'd turn into one of those forræderen djevels." 
 
    Card looked at Fayette, who was trembling in his grip. 
 
    "Is that true?" he asked. When she didn't do anything, he gave her a shake. "Answer me!" he commanded her. 
 
    He thought he saw the head nod just a little bit as she whimpered. 
 
    "So what do we do with her? Kill her?" Card asked with a heavy sigh, causing Fayette to squirm as she desperately tried to get free. 
 
    "Stop that!" Tisha growled, and just like that, Fayette went still. 
 
    "We are not going to kill you," Tisha continued. "We do not kill our children unless they've been very, very bad. And you're not going to be bad anymore, are you, Fay?" 
 
    Card almost laughed at how quickly Fayette nodded her head. He could feel the power Tisha was using, and while she might look like a hot little human gal with nary a thought in her head, in her lion form, she was downright scary.  
 
    "That's right, Fay, you're not going to be a bad girl anymore, because I order you to never betray us, and to always be faithful to me, to all the other lions, and to your alpha. You will do as you're told, and better yet, you will like it! Do you understand?" 
 
    Fayette nodded again, her whimpers getting softer. 
 
    "Let go of her; she's not going anywhere." 
 
    Card set Fayette down carefully on her paws, and she stood there, trembling. 
 
    "That's a good little puppy," Tisha continued, still giving her that toothy grin. "Now, we have a bunch of things you're going to do for us tomorrow at work. Nothing hard, nothing you're incapable of doing. Do well, and you'll be rewarded! You'd like that, wouldn't you? To be rewarded?" 
 
    Card almost laughed as Fayette's tail gave a slight wave. 
 
    "Now, Card and the others are going to take you out for a run. You'll follow their orders, and you'll never try to run away or warn anybody about what's happened to you, understand?" 
 
    Fayette nodded her canine head. 
 
    "Good Girl! And come the morning, when you're able to regain your human form, you're going to tell me all about how you became a traitor, why you became a traitor, and then you're going to list for me every other traitor, djevel, or possessed human you know about, okay?" 
 
    Fayette shivered and nodded again, sinking a little lower to the floor. 
 
    "Oh, don't be so afraid," Tisha said, sitting down. Her smile changed to a much friendlier one as she placed her huge paw on Fayette's head. "Whatever it was that drove you to do such a stupid thing, we'll see if we can find something a lot less stupid that will actually make you happy. That's a promise, Fay. Some day, I hope you realize how bad a mistake we just saved you from; you really do have a soul, and there really is an afterlife." 
 
    Tisha turned to look at Card. "Take her out, let her run a bit, teach her what she needs to know, and take good care of her. Congratulations, Card; it's not every day that you save somebody's soul." 
 
    Card gave Fayette a second look as he remembered when somebody had pretty much saved his soul. She was kinda cute as a human, and to be honest, she wasn't a bad looking wolf, either…actually, she was pretty good-looking as one. Helping her up, he gave her head a rub, and led her out the way they'd come. They were actually using Sapientia's old kennels for this, and being on the outskirts of DC, there was actually a lot of open land to run on. 
 
    As soon as Card and Fayette had left the room, Duncan, Steve, and Terri stepped out of the shadows where they'd been waiting. 
 
    "Are we sure she was a traitor?" Duncan asked. 
 
    "She was one of the people listed in the book Sean liberated," Steve said with a shrug. "The guy from the NSA recruited her about a year and a half ago. She blames us for her son's death." 
 
    Terri snorted. "Her son, who shot Steve." 
 
    "I wonder if we should let her know that her new Alpha is the guy who set him up to take the fall?" Steve asked with a chuckle. 
 
    "Please don't," Tisha said. "That would be cruel, Steve." 
 
    "You don't think she deserves it?" Steve asked, looking down into Tisha's eyes. 
 
    Tisha gave a shake of her lioness head. "Not anymore, I don't. She's made a series of poor choices, one after the other, each worse than the one before, and when I put my paw on her head, I could feel the lingering remains of the horror at what she did when she sold her soul. I don't think she realized what was going to happen to her when she made the deal." 
 
    Steve scowled and thought about that. "Yeah, I guess you're right. They're not about to tell you that no matter what happens, in the end, they're going to destroy your very being." 
 
    "You actually felt that?" Duncan said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Well, duh, we're gods! Of course I felt it!" Tisha said, giving him a leonine smirk. 
 
    "You know, sometimes I prefer it when you play the empty-headed eye-candy. Then I can at least pretend that I know more than you do." Duncan sighed. 
 
    "Oh, I don't know, I kinda enjoy dominating the hell out of the wise, ancient, but still sexy lioness!" Steve said, giving Tisha a leer. 
 
    Up to that moment, Duncan would have sworn nothing could make a lioness blush. 
 
    "Oh, and she makes the cutest little noises in bed when we do, too!" Terri added with a wink, and Tisha covered her face with a paw. 
 
    "And this is why, when your plans for world domination come to fruition, Steve, Sapientia will be on your side." 
 
    "Because he's kinky?" Tisha muttered. 
 
    "No, because he actually made a lioness blush!" Duncan teased and then laughed as Tisha managed to flip him off with a paw. 
 
    "I'm going to pass what I just learned on to Sean and Esti," Tisha grumbled. "Then I expect to be wined and dined for having to put up with the three of you." 
 
    "I'll have Jamie put some steaks on," Duncan said as he turned to leave the room, "as well as the good wine. Not the cheap stuff we drink ourselves." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Home Again, Home Again… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean walked out the back of the Osprey with one arm around Cali and the other around Estrella. Travis and the rest of his bodyguards followed along behind him. Stewart had turned out to actually be the most experienced with mind magic, so Sean had put him in charge of all the magic users. Some of this was because of his father, and some of it was because of the work he'd done with those four girls. 
 
    Sean had been surprised to discover that Stewart absolutely loathed mind magic and the entire field. The only reason he was doing it now was because Sean had asked for his help, and Stewart had told him, if there was one thing he'd learned from his friends, the other wolves from his old council, it was that you didn't bitch or complain when you got the shit jobs from the boss, you just knuckled down and did them. 
 
    Sean smiled to himself. Stewart was a rare gem. He'd grown into quite the man. Even the wolves who'd tried to kill him admired him now and were his friends. His father, his real father, was proud of him, and from what he'd picked up, his brother and sister were impressed by what he'd become. He'd learned all of Sean's magic tricks and shortcuts, and he could build enchanting machines almost as fast as Sean could. The only tricks Sean hadn't taught him was the silver conversion spell and how to tap into the energy released by the conversion of silver. Sean still did that enchantment on the machines himself. 
 
    He still hadn't decided if he was going to teach his own children that one. Right now, only two people knew how to do it; the First—who didn't have the magical ability to do it—and himself. The number of people who knew it could be done was larger; namely his wives, his mother, and the lions. He was sure Stewart had figured out that Sean had a method of funneling power so he could untar more than one thing at a time; after all, the machines consumed silver in order to run. Anybody who used one could see that. But Stewart was wise enough to know that if Sean hadn't taught it to him by now, it was something he had no intention of sharing, ever. 
 
    The Osprey took off behind him now that they were well clear of it to head back to base, as Sean entered the sprawling complex that was now home. All 'his' wolves lived up here, and there were several shops, hangars, barracks, a mess hall, infirmary, plus some formidable defenses. There were times he missed living at the base, but those times were getting fewer and fewer. At least one day a week now, he didn't even go there, preferring to work from home. The trip was only a few minutes, if he flew in, though the trip through the dwarven tunnels was considerably longer. 
 
    Roxy, Daelyn, Roberta, Peg, and Jolene came out to welcome him home. 
 
    "Finally, you're back!" Jolene said as she hugged him. 
 
    "It's only been like five days!" Sean sighed as he welcomed each of them with a hug and a kiss. 
 
    "Yeah, but all the kids are sick, and that makes it seem a lot longer," Peg grumbled as he kissed her. 
 
    "Well, next time don't have twins!" Sean teased. 
 
    "That was your fault." 
 
    "Don't go blaming me! You had 'em last!" Sean laughed, and Peg suddenly smiled.  
 
    "Oh? Well, come along then, Lion-Boy." Grabbing his hand, Peg dragged him back towards the house, with all the others following. As she led him into the nursery, he looked around; all their children were inside and in bed. 
 
    "They're still sick?" he asked in a soft voice. 
 
    "Yup! And guess who gets to take care of them while his wives take a long and well-deserved break?" 
 
    Sean counted beds. "There's only fourteen aren't Sheila and Deidre's kids in here?" 
 
    "Why, should they be?" 
 
    "Peg, really, if you're that desperate for a night off, ever think maybe Sheila and Deidre could use a break, too?" Sean said. Spinning her around and pointing her at the door, he gave that nice butt of hers a pat. "Check with Sheila," he said, then turned to Cali next, "and please go check with Deidre." 
 
    "What, don't I get a pat, my husband?" Cali teased. 
 
    Sean quickly gave her a swat on the ass, making her squeal. 
 
    "Now, go!" he said, grinning. 
 
    "Yes, Lion-Boy," Cali said, giggling and dancing out of the room. 
 
    "Have fun, dear," Jolene said, then kissed him and left. Roxy was next; she just grinned. Daelyn grinned and gave him a swat on the ass that made him jump. Roberta whispered in his ear as she hugged and kissed him. "If you need any advice, text one of our moms; we're not gonna be answering our phones." 
 
    "Need a break that bad?" 
 
    "When you leave, everything—and I do mean everything—falls to us. Normally, that's not bad, but with the kids sick? Poor Rox has been run ragged. Same for Jo and Dae." 
 
    "Got it." 
 
    "Want me to stay and help?" Estrella asked as Roberta followed the others out. "I mean, I've been with you the last two days, and I only have Pisti to deal with." 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Nah. I'm sure this is gonna suck completely, but they do have a point. I need to spend some serious non-quality time with my kids to get a better understanding of what kind of horror I've unleashed on the world," he said, grinning. 
 
    "Keep that grin on your face, because I can guarantee you, you're gonna need it tonight!" Estrella said with a smirk. "Good luck." She kissed him and left. 
 
    Five minutes later, Deidre came in, looking tired but as sexy as ever, and left her two with him, going up on her toes to kiss him. 
 
    "Thank you, Master; you're my hero!" she said, then left. 
 
    Five minutes after that, a frazzled-looking Sheila showed up with her children and turned them over to him. 
 
    He took a moment to wrap his arms around her and give her a passionate kiss. 
 
    "Just remember, I love you, and I promise to give you as much personal attention as you can stand sometime in the next few days." 
 
    "I can stand a' awful lot, milord," she said with a yawn, sounding a lot more tired than she looked. 
 
    "You'll get it, and next time they're running you down, call me. Or call Roxy, or Peg. You're not in this alone, Sheila. We all love you, especially me and Peg. Now join the others, and have a drink, or whatever it is they're doing." 
 
    Sheila nodded and, yawning again, stumbled off. 
 
    Sean got Bethany and Samantha—a lioness and a fox—settled in, then made the rounds, changing diapers on the babies who weren't yet potty trained. Thankfully the older kids were, but they were all dealing with being sick a lot better than the babies, some of whom threw up on him while he was trying to settle them down after changing them. It was going to be a long night, but what was it Stewart had said? Sometimes you just gotta buckle down and do the sucky job your boss gives you. 
 
    Or in his case, seven bosses. 
 
    Honestly, though, he had to admit, after he'd been puked on the third time, he really had had an easier time of it. 
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    "So, how do you think he's doing back there?" Peg asked with a snicker as she sipped her wine. 
 
    "You are free to go and check on him anytime you wish," Estrella said, filling a mug with beer from the fresh cask Daelyn had tapped. 
 
    "If I do that, I may end up stuck back there," she said with another snicker. "He'll make those sad cat eyes and beg for help, and I won't be able to leave without helping!" 
 
    "Which is why we're not going back there," said Roxy, saluting with her wine glass. 
 
     "If he gets desperate, he can call his mom," Roberta said. "I even told him as much. But really, let's be honest, it's Sean. He'll literally die back there before he'll come asking for our help." 
 
    "Hell's, yeah! Because he's feeling all guilty for leavin' it to us to handle all by our lonesome!" Daelyn laughed, hoisting her own mug into the air. 
 
    "Yes, he was feeling rather guilty, I could tell," Cali said. "Which is why he sent us to give Sheila and Deidre a break as well." 
 
    "Poor Sheila," Peg said, giving Sheila's head a light rub, as she was curled up against her and out like a light. "I had no idea she was having such a hard time of it. Remind me to check on her more; I keep forgetting she doesn't have any family to go to for help." 
 
    "She has us," Roxy said. "Make sure she understands, no matter how trivial she may think it is, she needs to come to one of us. She's family. Just because she's not a wife doesn't mean she's not entitled to what the rest of us are. Same goes for you, too, Deidre. Never hesitate to ask. You belong to Sean, and Sean belongs to us." 
 
    Deidre smiled and laughed. "I think it's more that we all belong to you." 
 
    "Ssssh! Don't let Daelyn hear you say that!" Roberta said, snickering. 
 
    "Oh, I know it," Daelyn said with an exaggerated sigh. "If you think Sean can do the sad cat-eyes thing, Rox here has weaponized it! But! As long as she keeps letting me buy expensive toys, I ain't gonna be the one complainin'!" 
 
    They all laughed at that. 
 
    "Now, how about a movie?"  
 
      
 
    "I think we better go rescue our hubby," Roxy said, standing up and stretching. It was past midnight, and they'd had a good time, just talking and reconnecting as a family. Even Sheila had eventually woken up and joined in, if only a little. She was still shy at times; they knew the only one she really unburdened herself to was Peg, whom she obviously loved. Roxy was positive that she loved Sean as well, but she still seemed to suffer from that 'I'm too insignificant to burden a god with my problems' mentality. "Plus I think it's about time to feed the babies again." 
 
    "How bad do you think it is?" Roberta asked, standing up and stretching. 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure our Sean has it well and truly under control," Deidre said, smiling. 
 
    "You don't think he cheated and called his bodyguards to come over and help, do you?" Peg asked, chuckling. 
 
    "More likely he cast a sleep spell and put 'em all out," Daelyn said with a grin. 
 
    Heading towards the back, they were surprised by how much quieter it was than when they'd left Sean on his own some five or six hours ago. 
 
    "Starting to think you're right, Dae," Roberta said. "It is quiet." 
 
    Stepping into the room, they noticed that Sean was in full lion form, curled around the babies, who were all lying on a comforter, under their blankets, sound asleep. They could see he was half-awake, and his clothes were in a corner, smelling of all the things that came out of sick babies. 
 
    "Sean?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Ssh, they finally passed out about an hour ago," he said and yawned, then laid his head back down to watch the kids. 
 
    "Huh, I guess they like lion-daddy," Daelyn said with a chuckle as they each picked up their child, Jolene giving Peg a hand, as she'd had twins—foxes and not lions, both boys. 
 
    Sean stood up, looked around the room to make sure all the older children were still asleep, then with a huff, dropped back down to the floor and closed his eyes. 
 
    "Wake me when I'm back on duty," he muttered. 
 
    "Okay, now I know I scored way out of my league when I got him," Peg mumbled as she fed Ian. 
 
    "How so?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "He's a great lover, provider, protector, and he babysits without bitching about it," Peg said with a grin. "I mean, it doesn't get any better than this, right?" 
 
    "I vote we drag 'im back to the bedroom and abuse 'im!" Daelyn snickered. 
 
    "What's wrong with right here?" Jolene said, and stripped; she didn't have any babies that needed feeding right now, because she was still dealing with her twins. 
 
    "I think somebody needs another cub!" Estrella snickered. 
 
    "You're just jealous because I got to him first," Jolene said, straddling Sean's head. He woke up suddenly, shifted out of his lion form, grabbed her ass, and started in on her immediately with his tongue. 
 
    "Hell, yeah, I'm jealous!" Estrella said with a soft laugh. "Save some for the rest of us!" 
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    Fay looked around the satellite control room for probably the tenth time since she'd gone on shift. Data was coming in like it always did, nothing strange was happening—well, nothing strange for the other people in the room, at least! There were always strange things going on all over the world these days, and their satellites were watching all of it. Northern Europe, South America, Mongolia, and of course, the western US. 
 
    She'd spent two hours before coming into work, telling that lioness everything. Who she'd been helping in the effort to discredit the lycans; who she knew to be possessed; who she knew had made the same deal she had, as well as those who didn't know the djevels were behind all the help they were getting to grow their own personal power. 
 
    She'd never thought about how many people were involved; it turned out to be quite a few, when she thought about it. 
 
    Then there was the reason she'd done it; why she'd sold out, not just her own country, but her own humanity, her own being. It had all started innocently enough; there were people, important people in her community, who had shared their disgust and their feelings about the animals; then later at work, there'd been a number of people who'd freely shared their opinions, and those people had been important people. Powerful people. Bosses. 
 
    There were even those who'd claimed that Walker had been set up, and she just kept going along. After all, these people couldn't be wrong; they were the ones in charge, after all! 
 
    When her son had joined the ALS, she'd actually been proud of him, but Frank, her husband, had not. The arguments had gotten worse and worse, and when their son had gotten arrested for attempted murder, he'd left her. 
 
    When Howard had been killed, he'd filed for divorce. 
 
    It wasn't long after that Keith Henry had been introduced to her by one of the people in the CIA who'd commiserated with her over the death of her son, due to those animals. 
 
    With nothing left in her life, she'd put her skills to work to help Keith and the others discredit the animals, expose their lies, and put them back in thrall to humans, where they belonged. She'd done such a good job that he'd offered her the power to influence those around her, and to one day avenge her son's death by killing the man her son had tried to kill. 
 
    Her memory was still hazy about the things that had happened that night, but over the months to come, she'd slowly realized the mistake she'd made, but she'd learned as well that her will was no longer her own. Looking back on all of it now, it was obvious there had been something living in her head, watching her, urging her, and at times even controlling her thoughts!  
 
    Even Tisha, that lioness, couldn't control her thoughts. She could order her to do things, and she would, whether she liked it or not. But at least her thoughts were her own! She didn't like what she was going to do today, but she knew she wouldn't be hung out to dry for doing it, either.  
 
    Her animal—she shivered a little at that, she had something sharing her head with her again, but it didn't argue with her, it agreed with her more often than not, because it was her, and when it didn't, it didn't try to force her to do things, it just told her she was wrong and left it for her to find out herself.  
 
    Her animal had also made it clear to her, along with her new alpha, Card, and the other members of his team, that she was pack now, and pack took care of each other. 
 
    She belonged.  
 
    "Fay! We got a problem!" one of the techs said. 
 
    Clicking on the icons on her desktop, she called up the tech's display on her own, and looked at it. Damn. They really had broken into the feed of the imaging satellite tasked with following the DEZ, as well as a few other key spots due to its orbit. 
 
    She picked up her phone and punched her boss's number. He was another of the traitors. She already knew he wouldn't be here after lunch, because she'd been told about the upcoming vetting of everyone working on the campus. 
 
    "Yes, Fay?" 
 
    "Someone has decoded the stream to 238, sir. They're interfering with our orders." 
 
    "How in the hell…" 
 
    "They took Utah, sir. It was only a matter of time before they put it to use," Fay said in a soft voice. That's what she would have said before last night, and she was finding it hard not to go along with what Tisha had told her to do. Her animal was telling her it was the right thing, too, and she remembered suddenly how the…thing in her head had tried to consume her when she'd been bitten and her animal had suddenly just appeared and fought it off, driving it out of her mind and killing it.  
 
    Protecting her. 
 
    Saving her. 
 
    Card had saved her soul when he'd bitten her. 
 
    "Open the safe and send the override. I'll call Homeland and file a complaint!" 
 
    "Yes, sir," she said and hung up the phone. 
 
    "Jason! We're opening the safe!" she said standing up. 
 
    "We're doing a reset, then?" he asked, coming over to join her as they walked over to the large safe set into the wall. 
 
    "Yes, we are," she replied, and put her hand on the palm scanner set into the front, then entered a 12-digit code as it recognized her. 
 
    Standing back, she watched as Jason did the same. Then they each took out keys, stuck them in the two locks, and turned them first one way, then the other at the same time. 
 
    The latches on the safe clicked, and they pulled the door open.  
 
    There were a series of drawers inside, and she ran down them until she came to the one for 238. Pulling it out, she picked up the bound folder, opened it to the table of contents, found the entry for the hard reset, opened it to that page, and looked at the code number.  
 
    "Looks right," Jason said. 
 
    Fayette nodded and walked over to the tech, as Jason stood guard at the safe, and she showed the number to the tech, who'd called up the code entry window. She checked his entry, then watched as he committed it. 
 
    "How long does this take?" the tech asked. 
 
    "You should see a response in two minutes; it has to reset everything, just like a normal code update." 
 
    She pointed to another number further down on the document. "This is the encryption key for the new protocol." 
 
    She watched as he entered that information, as well. It was a simpler encryption than what they normally used, but then, as soon as they had the satellite back, they'd change to the next code in the update bin. 
 
    When he finished, she returned the folder to the drawer, and they relocked the safe. She'd memorized both number strings—it didn't matter how long they were, surprisingly, they were both very much burned into her memory right now. Tish had had a friend of hers cast something on her, and apparently it was doing its job. 
 
    "We got control back!" the tech called out. 
 
    "Good, load the next key on the next pass," she said, going back to her desk.  
 
    Less than an hour later, which was earlier than she'd expected, a team of Secret Service agents and a team from Homeland Security came in and escorted everyone out of the building at gunpoint. 
 
    She was one of the first to be interviewed, along with her boss. From the sounds of the gunshots, which her much better hearing picked up, she guessed they hadn't decided to bite him. 
 
    She shuddered at the thought. 
 
    "What's the matter?" Card asked as he passed her his encrypted phone. 
 
    "Could you ask them to at least try to save some of them? I know we don't deserve it, but still…I don't want to be the only one who got a second chance." 
 
    Card nodded. Looking down at the phone, she quickly punched in both sequences of numbers, checked to be sure she hadn't made any errors, then pressed send. 
 
    "Great, now turn into a wolf." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "I just discovered your boss planted a compulsion on you to suicide to cover up his plans. I had to infect you to save you. I'm taking you back to our place to debrief you." 
 
    "But what about my job?" 
 
    "It'll still be here if you want to come back to it," Card said, "but right now, I think you need a vacation, and maybe a few rewards." 
 
    "But my house, my…" 
 
    "We paid your house off this morning, same for your car. We said we'd take care of you, and we will. You're one of us, Fay." 
 
    "But what I tried to do, what I did…" 
 
    "The lions don't hold grudges. Trust me, if anyone would know, it's me. Now shift, and let's go. You probably won't be the only one who ends up getting infected today, I'm sure." 
 
    She looked up at him as she shifted. She wasn't sure how old he was—he definitely wasn't a young man—but the look in his eyes made it clear that he wasn't holding any grudges, either, and when he smiled, she suddenly realized he was quite attractive, as well. 
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    Steve handed Finn a printout with the codes on it and watched as Finn punched the numbers into a device about the size of an iPhone. The only real difference was that it had a couple of cables hanging off of it. 
 
    "Now, are you sure you can get this to…" 
 
    Just then Sean stepped into the room. He had a lioness with him Steve had never seen before, though he was pretty sure who she was, from what Tisha had been telling him. 
 
    Finn jumped. "Where'd you come from?" 
 
    "Nevada. Now, please, tell my friend here exactly how this works."  
 
    Finn looked at the lioness. "Are you familiar with satellite communications?" 
 
    "Some. We've already got a track on the satellite; it'll be in range in twenty minutes, so do please be quick and concise." 
 
    Finn nodded, obviously deciding not to ask any more questions. 
 
    "Push this button"—he pointed to a button labeled 'Base Key' on the handheld's display—"and it'll send up the reset code. It'll take a couple of minutes for the reset to take place. Then press this key." He pointed to one labeled 'Reboot'. "That one will power cycle the entire satellite. That takes eight whole minutes. The moment it replies, you have to press the next key, the one marked 'Clock Reset'." 
 
    "What about the fourth key there? The one labeled 'Code Reset'?" 
 
    "If you still have the satellite locked on, press it, but it takes a minute to upload. Just resetting the clock will keep them from regaining control, but we're going to need this back," he said, handing it to her, "as soon as possible." 
 
    "Fine. Sean?" 
 
    Sean nodded, and the two of them walked through a gray portal Steve hadn't even noticed. It closed behind them immediately. 
 
    "What the hell was that?" Finn said, looking surprised. 
 
    "We have a teleportation spell set up between this office and certain other key places," Tisha told him. "And no, don't ask." 
 
    "I hope he isn't planning to drag me through that damn thing!" 
 
    Tisha shook her head. "No, it'd kill you. You're not a lion. Now, where should I tell Sean to deliver the device when they're done?" 
 
    "Tell him to give it to Sawyer." Finn stood up and looked around. "Guess I might as well be goin', too. I wanna be there when Sawyer pulls down the first batch of images!" Finn said, rubbing his hands together and cackling happily. 
 
    "Give Sawyer our regards and thanks for the help," Steve said. 
 
    "I'll be sure to do that!" 
 
    They waited until Finn had left. 
 
    "Well, that went easier than I thought it would," Steve said. 
 
    "A lot easier." 
 
    "So what do we do about Fay?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "I mean, what are you going to do for her? I seem to recall a promise about making her happy?" 
 
    "Oh! That! Yeah, I told Card he should take her home and show her a good time." 
 
    "Really?" Steve said, looking at her. 
 
    "Steve, if there's one thing I know about, it's what a woman who's lost her only child wants." 
 
    "And that is?" 
 
    "More children." 
 
    "Does Card know about this?" Steve said, looking shocked. 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure he'll figure it out soon enough. Besides, I think he's sweet on her." 
 
    "Oh, now this I've got to hear!" Steve said with a laugh. "How do you figure that?" 
 
    "He set her down rather than dropping her." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Some males are attracted to female lycans who remind them of themselves. Now don't worry, they'll be fine. We can send them out to Carson City; she can work on the imaging system while raising her kids." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Sean's tail was dragging by the time he got to his afternoon meeting. The girls had kept him up all night, then he'd had to pop over to China, grab Ceithir, go to Steve's, get the device, go back to China, then come back here. At least Cali, Peg, and Sawyer had things well in had. 
 
    Yawning widely, he looked around the conference table. Everyone was there, and then some—well, Karen wasn't there of course; he'd been told this morning that Stewart was certain they could fix her, but Tom didn't think sending her back here would be a good idea. So they had a new NSA representative, an attractive young female werewolf named Susan, who was wearing a very tight shirt that said, 'I've got my eye on you'.  
 
    Apparently Karen's aide had decided to take the offer after Jolene had had a talk with her. She also made no secret of the fact that she would be filing reports with her boss on what was going on here. As the government was paying most of the bills, Sean decided to live with it. At least she was being completely upfront about it, though she'd promised Sean if she found out any secrets she wasn't supposed to know, she'd let him know. Which was only fair, she figured. 
 
    Jolene was here today; she was would be filling in for Stewart until he returned. She said she had something important she needed to discuss with him about Jessie, but thankfully, it could wait. Hogan was still human, but other than Vincent, he was the only human in the room. Major Dougherty was now a cheetah, and quite happy about it. 
 
    "All right, as you probably know by now, yesterday, at the request of Homeland Security and the head of the Secret Service, the president approved an examination of all CIA personal in Washington. The results this morning"—Sean sighed—"were not good. Several traitors were found, and while some were saved from their fate, several others were not.  
 
    "All those we managed to save are now in custody; as they were turned into lycans in order to save them, Tisha is now questioning them, with the help of another lioness." 
 
    "How does turning them into lycans save them?" Susan asked. 
 
    "We believe it has to do with why djevels can't eat lycans. Our minds, our psyches are just different enough that we can shrug off their attacks, so when the mind they're occupying becomes a lycan one, it either kills them or forces them to go someplace else. We're still not exactly sure on that yet. 
 
    "But those we saved remember everything and everyone, so they've been quite helpful to us in tracking down further traitors and collaborators." 
 
    "And killing them, I hope," Major Dougherty muttered. 
 
    "Only if we can't infect them. There's a lot of intelligence to be gained from anyone we save from the djevels. Next, our rogue magic user turned out to be a Gradatim researcher who continued their banned research into djevels after escaping execution and suffered the consequences of her actions when she summoned something she couldn't control." 
 
    "What about the nuclear bomb?" Bill asked. 
 
    "It was something of a dud," Sean said. 
 
    "Something of? How's that?" 
 
    "It was an old East German device the Russians had stored in a secret bunker during the Cold War. It was cheaply made, as it was meant to be used as a suicide device or a booby trap. They'd made about a dozen of them, and apparently they were forgotten. The djevels got their hands on them and distributed them because they've since learned about such things and wanted to use them on us." 
 
    "Okay, but what about the dud part?" 
 
    "Nuclear weapons do, in fact, go bad over time. They need maintenance. The bomb would've made a large explosion and spread radioactive material over a mile or so, but it wouldn't have started the chain reaction to create a nuclear explosion." 
 
    "Still, better safe than sorry," General Yates said, and everyone nodded in agreement. 
 
    "Was it the CIA interfering in our intelligence?" Claudia asked. 
 
    Sean nodded. "Yes. Some of it was the traitors backed by the djevels, some of it was just people who don't like us, and some of it was people with their own agendas. Because of this, we've decided to secure some of our own intelligence assets, independent sources of intelligence, as a check against any future problems. These new channels will be managed by two of my wives, Cali and Peg. They're both busy right now, helping to set up one of the resources." 
 
    "Where is this new channel located?" Susan asked. "I'm sure my boss is going to ask me." 
 
    "I'm afraid I'm not going to share that information," Sean said with a smile. "It's my goal to keep these sources as secret as possible, for as long as possible. There are too many people I don't have control over involved in our current resources, and I really don't want to have to stage any more raids on places because they've become unreliable. My tasks are dealing with the djevels—primarily here in the US—and overseeing those dealing with them in other places.  
 
    "I don't want to waste any of my time or resources on political infighting." 
 
    Sean looked around the room again and yawned. "Sorry, I had an early morning, and have been pretty much going non-stop, plus sixteen sick kids, do the math.  
 
    "Now, Clyde, let's start off with you; how goes the roundup on the djevels that got out up around Fort 72?" 
 
    "It's going well, incredibly well. I don't think any have gotten away from us this time. I think part of that is, these djevels weren't as powerful as most of what we've had to deal with before." 
 
    "I wonder if the djevel being an upstart had anything to do with that?" 
 
    Clyde shrugged. "Maybe? I don't know. Things are still a mess up there; Chad's got a bunch of combat engineers rebuilding the fence, so everybody's really busy. My guys and gals are ranging into the DEZ to make sure if anybody heads over there, we can give them a heads-up right away." 
 
    "Thanks, Clyde. Tell them I really appreciate all the hard work they're doing. Chad?" 
 
    "As Clyde said, it's a mess up there, but at least it's a controlled mess now. The engineers have got a regular barbed-wire fence up, and the magic users are putting some interesting spells on it while they repair the damage to the fence the djevels did, as well as the fire, and a couple of wayward firebombs. 
 
    "Also, Travis sent me the list of thoughts you had, and I've gone over it, calling a couple of the fire team and outpost leaders to get their comments. The ideas are good, but some of them will take a few years to fully roll out. We've got a lot of those small outposts out there. Right now I'm trying to at least work out some sort of priority." 
 
    "Great, now let's go around the table," Sean said and listened as each of them filled him in on their status. Adam wasn't there; he was out at the Utah Data facility.  
 
    All in all, things were stable, money was stable, and supplies were still coming in. When they finished, Sean waved a hand. "Thanks, everyone. Dismissed. 
 
    "Oh, Chad, Claudia, Deidre, Vincent, and Bill, please stay." 
 
    The five of them nodded and sat back down as the others filed out. "Do you need me?" Jolene asked. 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Nah, I'll see you later." 
 
    Jolene smiled, bent over to kiss him, then left the room, closing the door behind her. 
 
    "What's up?" Bill asked first. 
 
    "Phase two of the great round up," Sean said, then yawned again. "That's what." 
 
    "Don't they let you sleep?" Chad teased. 
 
    "No, they don't. Oh, and before I forget—no, we didn't steal that satellite from the CIA, we found it under a rock, finders keepers, and no we're not giving it back. But don't say anything until they get annoying," Sean said with a smirk, then immediately yawned again. 
 
    "So it all worked out?" Chad asked. 
 
    Sean nodded. "Cali and Peg are setting everything up as we speak." 
 
    "So what's the big deal about getting a satellite?" Claudia asked. "I thought we'd just cleared up all our problems with that?" 
 
    "The big deal," Sean said, smiling, "is that now we can look wherever we want to look—within reason of course—without anyone else knowing." 
 
    "And that's important, why?" she asked slowly, giving him a curious look. 
 
    "Okay, getting all the djevels rounded up into one area was phase one. Phase two is sending out teams to find all the ones we didn't catch, and eliminating them." 
 
    "I thought phase two was to kill the ones in the DEZ?" 
 
    "Actually, that's phase three," Chad said. "Look, we know where all those are, and as we get set up, we'll move in on them. It's going to be a big fight, and even if we were to kill them all next year, the ground isn't going to be safe for humans for at least a hundred years." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "Because djevels lay eggs and plant them," Sean said with a sigh. "That's going to be a no-go zone for a long, long time, so we're not exactly worried about anything more than containing them. Once we're sure we've got that covered, then we'll start seriously exterminating them. 
 
    "But we really need to focus right now on finding the ones we've missed." 
 
    "And why don't you want them knowing about that?" Claudia asked. 
 
    Chad spoke up again. "Because we're worried we've missed a lot of them. Also, if our government's intelligence agencies are compromised, the last thing we need is for the groups we're locating to get warning that we're on to them." 
 
    "Okay, so what's this meeting about?" Bill asked. 
 
    "We need to put together another organization," Sean said, "for the teams out there trying to find the djevels we missed. This is secret, very secret. I'm going to let the Secret Service folks know, but only a few of them, and they're not going to get the full story. This isn't a political move, so I don't think they'll be a problem, because they're one of the few agencies that actively avoids such things. But we're only going to talk to them when we absolutely have to." 
 
    "Okay, so where do we start?" 
 
    "I don't know; I'm still thinking about it. I set up a meeting tomorrow at eight in the evening. I want all of you to be there. No humans; lycans only for now, and magic users. We may pull in some of the other races. We'll just have to see." 
 
    "And where's this meeting going to be?"  
 
    "Sawyer's." 
 
    "Why there?" Vincent asked. 
 
    "Because helping us with this will pretty much help him become king in his homeland," Sean said. 
 
    "And that's good, why?" 
 
    "Because I owe him. We all owe him. Plus, he's my friend." 
 
    "And he's the sneakiest bastard on the whole damn planet," Chad said with a smirk. "If anyone is going to help us build and run a secret organization to hunt djevels, who better?" 
 
    Bill nodded. "I see your point. Especially if Sawyer stands to gain from the whole affair. That'll wed him more solidly to us than any treaty or alliance." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Very much so. Sure, he's doing it because I asked, but I always cut Sawyer in for a percentage of anything I do these days; that's how he knows I value him." 
 
    "It sounds mercenary," Vincent said. 
 
    Deidre shook her head. "In goblin society, you prove your friendship by sharing your profits and your good deals with your friends. It's one of the biggest acts of trust there is, to cut someone in, even when you don't have to. Taking advantage of such a gesture is seen as dishonorable, especially when it is made by someone of standing.  
 
    "It may have escaped the attention of some of you, but Sawyer always does more for Sean than he would for anyone else. He always backs Sean, always bets on him. Why, he has even advanced Sean money—and that's all but unheard of from most goblins! In both goblin and dark elf society, Sawyer has become a paragon of honor. He is the first goblin ever to incur a debt owed to him by the lions, a debt they have acknowledged as fair." 
 
    "Just remember, Sawyer is my friend," Sean said, looking around the table. "So if for any reason he should decide to prank you or cause you any other problems, either be civil with him about it, or come and ask for my help. Okay?" 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    "Great. Now, I think I'm gonna go crash on the couch in my office for a couple of hours." 
 
    Getting up, Sean left the room, leaving the others to look at each other. 
 
    Vincent sighed. "I just wish he didn't hate magic users so much." 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure it won't be all that bad," Chad said with a laugh. 
 
    "No, you don't understand. Every time I have to meet with Sawyer, even if it's just being in the same room with him, I'm always missing something afterwards." Vincent sighed again and shook his head. "I have to send someone down to his shop and buy it back." Vincent looked around at all of them. "For a dollar." 
 
    Chad snickered. "Why don't you just go there and buy it back yourself?" 
 
    "I tried that, and when I left, I was missing something else." 
 
    "Well, at least it's only a dollar!" 
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    "So, they giving you grief over the satellite?" Sean asked Steve as he sat down in his local office. As the appointed governor of the Demon Exclusion Zone, and the person who was supposed to be overseeing Sean's efforts, Steve had a nice office in the same building in which the governor's office was located. He'd flown in this morning for one of his quarterly inspection and review tours. 
 
    As Carson City was still the capital of Nevada, the governor had refused to move it, not wanting to look like he was afraid. It wasn't that long a drive from Sean's office on the base.  
 
    Steve chuckled and shook his head. "I didn't steal it. So no, of course not! I think your willingness to let your new NSA rep have copies of the images calmed a few people down." 
 
    "How pissed is Jill?" 
 
    "At you? Interestingly enough, not at all. She's Homeland, after all, and the CIA was never under her umbrella. In fact, I think she's claiming you as a resource, as technically you are under her, and when she asks you for something, you give it to her." 
 
    Sean snorted. "She's never asked me for anything, Steven." 
 
    "Well, then, she's not lying, now is she?" Steve said, smiling. "But you may want to consider playing nice with her going forward. Surprisingly, she's realigned her department dramatically to focus on the djevel threats domestically, and she has a new liaison officer whose sole purpose is making sure Carl and the Secret Service are kept happy.  
 
    "I think finding all the traitors in her office working with the djevels was a major wakeup call for her. She's got a contract with Duncan now for not only a magic user on staff, but for bi-monthly examination of all her staff. She's even paying to have the building equipped with permanent wards." 
 
    "What about the CIA? What are they doing?" 
 
    "Bitching to just about everyone who'll listen. The lawsuit that was launched by the traitors we saved? It got tossed out, so none of them are getting their jobs back." 
 
    "Why did you even push for that, anyway?" 
 
    "Because no one will find it suspicious that we've taken all of them in and given them jobs working under Sawyer's friend, running our new satellite division." 
 
    "What about the lawsuit to force them to hire lycans?" 
 
    "That one is still winding its way through the courts, but I'm fairly certain we're going to win. The new director of the CIA isn't putting up much of a fight. I think they're just going through the motions to satisfy whoever sits on their oversight committee. How much grief are you getting?" 
 
    Sean smiled. "I refused to talk to anyone from the CIA for any reason, seeing as they're not allowed to concern themselves with domestic issues." 
 
    "I'm surprised they didn't call the FBI." 
 
    "They did." 
 
    "Oh? What happened?" 
 
    "Kensington knocked their dick in the dirt, as I'm both a lycan and a magic user, which means they're not allowed to deal with me. Only the Secret Service has that right." 
 
    Steve laughed at that. "Oh, man, I wonder how long he's been carrying that grudge! So, what did Victor do?" 
 
    "Apparently it got lost in the paperwork somewhere when he sent it to Carl. Terrible thing, a complete tragedy! But he's sure it'll turn up, right after they find the lost files on the Lincoln shooting!" Sean said, laughing as well. "According to Carl, Walker really pissed Vincent off, more than once, back when he was still alive. He's still carrying a grudge." 
 
    "Nice to know." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Now, let's get down to brass tacks. How much trouble did you get over that breakout two months back?" 
 
    "None, and I could see there were people who were looking to bring it up, but you got that mess under control soon enough that there weren't any incidents they could go after you, or me, for. Plus your raid on the NSA, followed by Jill's raid on her own offices, then everyone else's, distracted enough attention that by the time they could try to make it an issue, it was last week's news." 
 
    "So we got lucky," Sean said with a sigh. 
 
    Steve leaned over the desk and whacked Sean on the head with the papers he was holding. 
 
    "Hey! What was that for?" 
 
    "You and I both know there's no luck involved in any of this. You did your job, you did it well, and then you went over and beyond to solve a problem no one even knew existed. Plus the First told me I'm allowed to smack you when you say something stupid." 
 
    "Sure he did," Sean grumbled. 
 
    Steve looked at him with an almost painfully wide smile on his face. "Oh, yeah? Care to make a little wager on that, Sean?" 
 
    Sean held up his hands and leaned back in his seat. "Oh, hell's no! I know you too well to know when you're not bluffing. Plus that's just the kind of thing Dad'd do. 
 
    "But that leads into the next item. I'm putting together teams to hunt djevels in North America, the ones we didn't catch up in the 'zone. I'm going to need a lot of help with that. I don't have access to the crime reports, and I don't have the trained staff, even if I did." 
 
    "Have you talked to Vincent or Carl over at the Secret Service about this?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Not yet. Oh, I dropped a few hints with Carl, but I want this out of the public eye as much as possible. The last thing we need is for the djevels to find out we're looking for them." 
 
    "And there's enough political asshats out there that somebody would spill the beans from time to time, to guarantee fuckups, so we'll look bad." 
 
    "Yeah, that, too. Might want to start a few rumors that I'll find a way to deal with anyone whose politicking causes people to die. I gotta draw a line somewhere, or you know for sure some idiot will figure as long as he or she gets reelected, they don't care how many people get killed." 
 
    "Way ahead of you on that one!" Steve said, and then smiled. "Oh, by the way…" 
 
    Sean sighed. "I know that tone of voice; how much is this going to cost me?" 
 
    Steve smiled. "Five, maybe ten million." 
 
    "And what's the money for?" 
 
    "We're going national!" Steve said with a bright smile. Then raising his arms above his head, he panned his hands out from the center to both sides. "Bryson Automotive! Now coming to a town near you!" 
 
    Sean grumbled. "You know we're supposed to be winning a war here, not expanding your own personal family fortune." 
 
    "Ah! And that's where you're wrong! I actually ran this by Chad, and even he said it was a good idea." 
 
    "All right, now I'm interested. What's the con?"  
 
    Steve smiled. "That's the best part, no con. I got to talking to Sawyer…" 
 
    "Figures," Sean mumbled. 
 
    "…and we both came to the same conclusion. We're gonna need hidden safehouses, arms depots, intelligence centers, all that, all over the country! And why hide it…" 
 
    "When you can put it in plain sight," Sean finished with a thoughtful look. 
 
    "Exactly! Everyone will figure my father is using his new connections with the government to spread his shops all over the country. Same for Congress and my oversight committee. They'll think I'm trying to leverage my power, so no one will be looking all that closely, and of course lycans are going to want to work for me, same for people who like lycans. Everyone knows I am one, so the ALS types will avoid this like the plague." 
 
    "Still, how much is this going to cost us on a year-to-year bias?" 
 
    "That's the best part! It'll come out of the shop's budget." 
 
    "Don't you think the IRS will have issues with that?" 
 
    Steve snorted. "Unless they come down and audit my staff on a daily basis, no, they won't. I'll put everyone on the payroll, and we'll get creative with where they're assigned for their job. Think about it; I'm going to have at least a dozen employees at every shop. Add in a corporate headquarters, and that's thousands of people. How many people are you going to have out there monster hunting, Fifty? A hundred?" Steve waved a hand at him. "Pffft! I can hide that easily!" 
 
    "But what if they need help? What if I have to send forty or fifty out to support them?" 
 
    "Then send them! You don't have to tell me who your confidential sources are!" 
 
    Sean "hmmed" at that. 
 
    "Chad agrees, it's the best of both worlds. We handle the small cases under the cover of the shop, and keep them out of the press, or if discovered, 'local lycan hero saves the day!' and for the serious problems, you send in the big guns, and we get a nice press event showing that you're 'doing your job and keeping Americans safe!'" 
 
    Sean sighed and shook his head while smiling guiltily. "Steve, you're the only guy I know who can figure out how to take advantage of people while saving their lives." 
 
    Steve laughed. "I know, right? But hey! If someone's doing something for nothing, you know you can't trust 'em." 
 
    "Oh? I'm doing all of this for nothing, ain't I?" 
 
    Steve shook his head. "No, you're doing this because the Earth belongs to the lions, and you aren't about to share it with anybody else.  
 
    "And also because your dad told you to, and you're a good son who listens to his father," Steve finished with a grin. 
 
    "Right on both counts," Sean said with a smile of his own. "And you're right, this is a good idea. We can be right out in the open, and the djevels won't see it, and neither will anybody else we don't want seeing it. So how much are you cutting Sawyer in for?" 
 
    "Twenty percent. He's promised not to run any purloined goods through the stores, because we don't want that kind of heat, but I agreed with him that data and intelligence is fine, even criminal intelligence for any of his or his line's activities." 
 
    "Why'd you agree to that?" 
 
    "Because of possible overlap. A lot of the ones that are possessed or in league are going to need to resort to criminal sources at some point. It we don't share data, there's a good chance some will slip by us." 
 
    "And you're not worried about them using any of what we gather for criminal reasons?" Sean asked. 
 
    Steve laughed. "Sean! It's Sawyer, of course he'll use it for criminal gains! But we both know Sawyer will never sell out you or the lions! Even if his life depended on it. You're in debt to his family line—all the lions are—and the mileage he gets from that politically is enormous. Plus, to be brutally honest, he's your friend, and Sawyer ain't the type to sell out his friends." 
 
    Sean nodded. "It wasn't me I was worried about, Steve. It was you." 
 
    "Eh, I'm your best friend, and Sawyer knows it, plus one of my wives is a lion, and he knows that, too. Though for some reason, he's like really respectful of my dad, almost like he's afraid of him. Not sure why, though." 
 
    Sean coughed to cover a smile and remembered the line he'd fed Sawyer at his wedding.  
 
    "So, getting back to my report," Sean said, motioning to the stack of papers Steve was still holding. "Any questions?" 
 
    "Eh, I already asked Chad."  
 
    Sean sighed. "And here I thought I was the one in charge." 
 
    "Oh, no! That's Roxy! If it's really important, I go to her first!" Steve snickered, then dodged out of the way as Sean faked a slap at him. 
 
    "Still, Chad did tell me you've been finding the faults in the system and getting them fixed. He told me you being around is a lot more helpful than he thought it would be." 
 
    "And the reason for that is?" 
 
    "Because you're their god—hell, I guess you're my god now, too," Steve said with a grin, "and you make it clear that they're allowed to come to you with their complaints, and bitch, and all that. Chad has to play the alpha all the time; he can't afford to look like he's pampering anybody, and he rarely has the time to get into the details." 
 
    "But I can," Sean said, thinking about that, "because I'm not in the hierarchy…still, you'd think being their god, they'd still be worried." 
 
    "You've all made it kind of clear that you feel the same way about a general as you do a private. All the lions have this weird vibe. I've notice it with Tisha, and even you have it now." 
 
    "I do?" 
 
    Steve nodded. "I could pull out a pistol, put twenty rounds in you, then if I dropped to my knees, told you I was sorry, and meant it, you'd like pat me on the head and forgive me." 
 
    Sean snorted. "Hardly." 
 
    "Don't be too sure about that!" Steve laughed. "Though I'll admit, I don't want to put it to the test. But still, when that analyst at the CIA—you know, the one who sold out? Anyway, when she finally got up the nerve to tell Tisha she was sorry?  
 
    "I mean, she got down on her knees and bawled her eyes out and apologized for what she'd done, even for her son shooting me. Anyway, Tisha did just that. And trust me, I know Tisha was harboring a pretty hefty grudge, for all that she claimed not to be. I mean, she set that poor woman up with Card, of all people!" 
 
    "Card?" 
 
    "Last of the primes. You know, the guys who tried to murder the president?" 
 
    Sean frowned. "What's wrong with him? He's nice enough." 
 
    "And there you go, proving my point. You've already forgiven a guy who tried to kill you, the president, your wives, everyone you know." 
 
    Sean just rolled his eyes and shook his head.  
 
    "What else was I supposed to do? He works for me now!" 
 
    "Uh-huh." 
 
    Sean just sighed and shook his head again. "So, are you and the wives coming up for dinner tonight?" 
 
    "Wouldn't miss it." 
 
    "How long are you going to be in town this time?" 
 
    "Just a few days. I promised Mom and Dad I'd bring the kids by so they could spend some time spoiling their grandkids for Christmas. You should come down to Vegas with me, bring your wives. I'm sure they wouldn't mind some time off." 
 
    Sean thought about that a moment. "Yeah, I could use a few days off. Let me check with the boss." 
 
    "The First?" 
 
    "No," Sean said with a smile, "Roxy!" 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    It was late, and they were lying in bed, Sean, Roxy, Jolene, Daelyn, Roberta, Peg, Cali, and Estrella. Steven, Terri, and Tisha, along with their two children, were currently staying in the guesthouse Sean had built for visitors, as Steve didn't have a place in Carson City yet. He'd just finished a long, languid session of love making when Cali snuggled up against him, giving him a sultry look with her dark green eyes. 
 
    Sean knew when Cali wanted something, and rolling over onto his side, he pulled her sweaty body close, sliding one strong hand down to cup that tight ass of hers, enjoying the contrast of his lighter colored skin against her jet-black body. 
 
    "Yes, Cali?" 
 
    "I have been thinking, my husband …" 
 
    "Oh, you have, have you?" Sean asked and gave her a kiss. 
 
    "I want to give you something, something special." 
 
    "And here I thought you wanted me to give you something special!" Sean teased, slipping his other arm under her body, and grabbing her ass with both hands. He pulled her tight against him as she smiled, showing all those perfect, white teeth. 
 
    "Yes, I want something special, too," Cali said in a husky voice. "I want your son, my husband." 
 
    "A male dark elf? I think I can do…" 
 
    Cali put a finger on his lips, stopping him. 
 
    "No," she said, looking directly into his eyes, "your son. I want a lion." 
 
    Sean was about to tell her I can't when he felt his lion stir. 
 
    'Is this possible?' Sean asked his other half. They didn't talk often these days, as they each just tended to know. They really were the same person, after all. 
 
    'I think we should try. We've felt how her power has changed and grown since she ate some of Mak. We want this.' 
 
    Sean smiled and nodded. Yes, he did want this. 
 
    "Why, I can't think of anything your husband would rather do, my wife." 
 
    Cali's eyes widened, and she smiled up at him as he rolled her onto her back. 
 
    "So you will do this for us?" she asked. 
 
    "I promise you I will give it my all," Sean said as he took her head in his hands and kissed her, slow and long, while he settled between her spread legs. 
 
    "Why now?" he asked as he broke the kiss, and she reached down to guide him inside her. 
 
    "I've always wanted to give you a son, a lion," she said, then sighed happily as he moved to seat himself deep inside her. "After dealing with all those people at the computer place, I suddenly realized I had changed enough that we could do this." 
 
    Sean nodded and lowered his head to nibble at her ear. Cali's ears were probably the most sensitive of all his wives—well, Estrella liked it when he bit them, but that was more of a lion thing. As Cali panted, he moved his hips, pulling out, then driving back in. They'd already loved each other quite a bit tonight, and she was still quite slick, so the foreplay he would normally engage in to show her how much he loved her wasn't perhaps necessary.  
 
    But still, Sean never could pass up an opportunity to shower any of them with his love.  
 
    Cali's legs came up to brace his sides as she raked her nails lightly down his back.  
 
    "Yes, Sean! Make us a son, a lion, a strong, powerful one, like his father, and his father before him! Make a lion in your wife, my love! Please! Grant me my one wish!" 
 
    "I'll grant you all the wishes you have, love," Sean whispered in her ear as he picked up the pace, enjoying the feeling of plunging inside her, the way she ground back up against him, her body moving against his. He put his arms around her to pull her closer against him, pushing his hard chest down against those full, soft breasts of hers, mashing them flat as she wrapped her own legs around his hips, her fingernails leaving marks as she raked his back with them. 
 
    Sean raised his head enough to look into her eyes as he raised the magic with his lion to make a cub inside his wife, his wife that he loved so much, who was so much apart of him. He could feel her power as he did, reaching out to him with her own need, and her own desire. 
 
    He triggered the magic as he hit his peak, his lion surging up inside him as Sean tilted his head back and all but roared! Cali answered his cry with one of her own as she bucked beneath him, consumed by the throes of her own orgasm, the feeling of his power pouring inside her to mix with her own, sending her over the edge. 
 
    Collapsing back down on top of her, he pushed her into the bedding and held onto her tightly, the primal desire to make sure he bred her and bred her well all-consuming, and from the way she was grabbing at him, it was obvious that she felt the same way he did. 
 
    Her trying to smother him with kisses also gave it away, as he held onto her and panted. That had taken a lot of energy, and he had a sneaking suspicion he'd even tapped into the lion power pool. 
 
    "Well, is she?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Huh?" Sean gasped, gathering his wits. 
 
    "Is she going to have a lion?" 
 
    "Oh, yeah." Sean would have purred if he'd been in his hybrid form. "She's definitely going to have a lion!" 
 
    "Well, damn! Let me tap a keg of the good stuff!" Daelyn said, jumping out of bed. "This calls for a toast!" 
 
    "Umm…"  
 
    "Yes, Sean, my wonderful, powerful, virile husband?" Cali asked, and he was pretty sure she was purring. 
 
    "I don't think I can move…" 
 
    

  

 
   
    Including Holidays 
 
      
 
      
 
    The trip down to Las Vegas only took about an hour. Daelyn flew what had now become her Osprey, and a second followed them down, with extra crew and anything else that might be needed.  
 
    Roxy's parents still had their house outside Vegas, and that's where Sean and the girls would be staying. Both Bill and Gloria were already home for the holiday, since Roxy's brothers still lived in Las Vegas, though three of them were now on the local defense forces. Every village, town, or city had a local defense force nowadays, and the closer you were to the DEZ, the larger it tended to be.  
 
    "How long do you think they'll let us stay away?" Jolene asked as they finally made it to Roxy's parent's house. 
 
    "I'm kinda hoping for a whole seven days," Roxy said, sounding wistful, "but at this point, if we make it to the day after Christmas, I'll be happy." 
 
    "Yeah, it's been a while since we've all had a vacation, hasn't it?" Sean asked, carrying Troy in one arm and Lisa in the other, as the girls herded the rest of their mob inside. 
 
    "I think we should be more worried about Bill and Gloria throwing us out," Peg said, looking around at the mob of children they'd brought along, "so they can get some peace and quiet!" 
 
    "Oh, nonsense!" Gloria said, coming to the doorway. "This is when we get to spoil our grandchildren rotten and get our revenge on our daughter by teaching them all sorts of bad habits!" She smiled as Sean passed Lisa off to her. 
 
    "I think me aunt and uncle have been doin' the same damn thing!" Daelyn grumbled. 
 
    "Where's Rob, Doug, Pat, and Jack?" Roxy asked as they went inside. 
 
    "Well, Patrick has a large number of holiday shows he needs to do from now until New Years. I think he gets the day after Christmas off, but I don't think we'll be seeing him at all; the holiday season is pretty brutal on the folks doing the shows at the casinos with all the extra performances. 
 
    "Rob and Doug are both on duty right now; they'll be off in a few hours. Jack's on leave and is out with his girlfriend somewhere." 
 
    "Will they be here for Christmas?" 
 
    "Jack will be, Rob and Doug," Gloria shrugged, "probably for some of the day, but not all of it." 
 
    "Any idea how busy they've been?" Sean asked. 
 
    "With djevels?" 
 
    Sean nodded. 
 
    "Not very, from what I've gathered. They get one or two incidents a week, but nothing like Salt Lake deals with, or the folks guarding the LA basin, or central valley east of Sacramento." 
 
    "Any idea why that is?" asked Jolene. 
 
    "They have to get past Carson City to get here," Sean said, "so only those that circle around us, or got away before the barrier went up, are likely to show up here. I'm hoping," Sean continued with a heavy sigh, "that as time goes on, we have fewer escapees and fewer attacks." 
 
    "It's only been what, four months?" 
 
    "Since we finished it, yeah. It just bothers me that Clyde's people are still finding signs of escapees, and we're not catching all of them." 
 
    "How many years did it take my father to deal with them last time?" Estrella said, speaking up. 
 
    "Umm? A hundred?" Sean replied. 
 
    "And he was dealing with what? Thirty, forty thousand? You've got like a million of them, and it hasn't even been five years!" Estrella grumbled and cuffed him on the back of the head. "If we're still having these problems in 50 or 60 years, then you can bitch about it." 
 
    "She's right, you know," Roxy said, grinning. 
 
    "Yeah, yeah," Sean said with a less than repentant look on his face, "it's just that I want to give everyone out there," he said with a wave of his free hand, "a normal life again. The truth is, I feel like I let everyone down every time somebody gets killed or eaten by a djevel. Yeah, I can't be everywhere, and yeah, I can't save everyone, but it doesn't mean I'm not gonna try." 
 
    "You've already saved the world once, young man," Gloria said, "and that's more than most people get in a lifetime. Stop being in such a rush to save it a second time." 
 
    "It's not that easy!" 
 
    "And no one said it was. But you can't be everywhere, and you can't save everyone, and honestly, Sean, do you really think there's anyone out there who can do a better job than you have?" 
 
    "Well, maybe the First…" 
 
    "Ha!" Estrella laughed, loudly interrupting him. "If dad honestly thought he could do a better job than you, he'd be here doing it!" 
 
    "Huh?" Sean said, looking at her. 
 
    "Dad told me twice that you got into his face several times about how he was living in the past and using old methods to solve modern problems. That things had changed, and he needed to change. That he spent too much time sitting on his ass, and it was time to come down off his mountain and take a look around. 
 
    "That's why he put you in charge, Sean, and then adroitly stepped out of the way. Dad's not stupid; he's just a bit hidebound. He's letting you run things, and unless you screw up royally, or suddenly find yourself in over your head, he's not going to jog your elbow. This vacation he and my mothers are taking isn't just to relax, it's for him to get out and learn how much things have changed. To get a better understanding of how things are nowadays. So stop second guessing yourself!" 
 
    "Yeah, and learn ta' take some more time off," Daelyn said and smacked him on the ass, staggering him. 
 
    "I'm here, aren't I?" he grumbled and rubbed his butt. 
 
    "But for how long?" Daelyn asked with a smirk. 
 
    "Maybe once the barrier's been up for a year or two, I'll be able to breath easy again," he said with a shrug. "Chad's been getting run just as ragged as I have, same for Jack and the other generals." 
 
    "Even Chad takes a day or two off every now and again," Roxy told him. 
 
    "What? He does?" 
 
    "Yup, Max told me. I don't think he realizes you're not. Maybe I need to have a talk with him, perhaps he could help us get it through that thick skull of yours," Roxy said with a sweet smile. 
 
    Sean sighed and looked around at the rest of his wives, who were smiling at him with a look that meant he wasn't going to be getting help in this fight. 
 
    "Fine, I'll take a day off a week." 
 
    "Two," Cali said. 
 
    "Two?" Sean said, surprised. "What, together?" 
 
    "Yes," she said with a nod. 
 
    "I think it's called a 'weekend'," Peg said with a cheeky grin. "You may have heard of them?" 
 
    "I'm doomed," Sean said with an exaggerated sigh. 
 
    "Are all lions such drama queens?" Gloria muttered. 
 
    "He gets it from Dad," Estrella said. "It got really bad when he started paling around with Quintus Roscius Gallus back in Rome. Drove my mom crazy." 
 
    "Who?" Gloria asked. 
 
    "Oh! Sorry, he was some famous Roman actor, back…well back a long time ago, I guess. Was really good at comedy." 
 
    Gloria just sighed and gave Sean a look. 
 
    "You get used to it," he said with a shrug. 
 
    "Well, let's get everyone settled in. At least we have enough open rooms for the kids, now that all of our sons have moved out." 
 
    "We'll get the kids settled, Mom," Roxy said, taking Troy from Sean as the others nodded. "Sean, why don't you take a load off with Mom in the kitchen?" 
 
    "I think I've been dismissed!" Sean grinned and followed Gloria to the kitchen before he got swatted on the ass again. 
 
    Stepping into the kitchen, he found another surprise. "Mom! Sampson! What are you doing here?" he said and gave his mother a big hug as she got up, then pulled Sampson into a hug when he stuck out his hand to shake. 
 
    "I invited them, too," Gloria said. "I thought you might appreciate a family Christmas, seeing as how the girls tell me you haven't been able to have one since all this started." 
 
    "Thanks," Sean said with a big smile. It really had been a long time since he'd celebrated Christmas with anybody, much less his mother. 
 
    "Your wives are right, Sean," Sampson said. "You need to find some more time to relax." 
 
    "Ugh, not you, too!" Sean said with a mock growl as he sat down at the table. 
 
    "Sean, the war's over, and you won. You need to remember that. Now is just the clean up. Sure, it's going to take a while, but working yourself to death isn't going to get it done any quicker." 
 
    "Yes, but, if I hadn't gone out into the field, I would never have figured out our problems with the NSA and the CIA, now, would I?" Sean sighed, putting his head in his hands as he propped his elbows on the table. 
 
    "The problem, Mom, Dad, Mom, and all of you snooping on me instead of helping with the kids, is that things are still a mess. We have human traitors and political backstabbers everywhere, and they're probably worse than the djevels are. Yeah, taking time off sounds nice, but"—Sean gave a small shake of his head, still propped up in his hands on the kitchen table—"I'm not so sure I'm there yet. I am very much the victim of my own success. I've got all these people out there working for me who believe in me, who don't get Christmas off, or New Year's, or Valentine's, none of that. They're out there every day, every single day, and …" Sean shook his head again. "I can't let them down. They know, they all know, that I'm here for them, 24/7, I'm watching out for them, always keeping an eye on them. They know I care; they've seen what I'll do for any one of them. They need someone with that level of commitment to them, and right now, that's me. 
 
    "I mean, I'll try to take some time off, but"—Sean looked up at them—"I can't make any promises, and please don't ride me if I don't. It's not that I don't want to take days off, it's that there are times when I can't." 
 
    "But you will at least try, right, Sean?" asked Louise, his mother. 
 
    "Yeah, I'll try. If I don't, the girls will either yell at me or guilt me, or worse, both. It does bother me at times that I don't get to spend as much time with my kids as I'd like to. When they tossed me in there with 'em when they were all sick that time, I was happy just to be able to be there for them, if only for a little while." 
 
    "That's the plight of the successful working father. Your own father worried about the same things. It wasn't always easy for him to make time for you and me, either, and he was a lot less busy than you are. But still, Sean, if you want your children to have the same fond memories of you that you have of your father, you're going to have to make some changes." 
 
    Sean looked at his mother, who was smiling at him. 
 
    "Ouch, Mom." 
 
    "Well, it's a mother's place to remind her son that he's never too big, or too important, or too powerful for her to spank. Now, you know what you need to do, it's up to you to figure it out." 
 
    "What I need to do, first, is to find somebody I can trust to worry about everybody out there as much as I do," Sean admitted. "Someone they know and respect, or at least know of, someone they can trust is always gonna be thinking about them first, and not himself. That's probably my biggest time sink right now, morale." 
 
    "Aren't there any lions you could ask?" 
 
    Sampson snorted. "Lou, most lions think of themselves first, last, and always." 
 
    "You don't!" she said and leaned into Sampson, who put an arm around her.  
 
    "Yes, but you're my mate, Lou, so of course I think of you. But otherwise? For all that he's an ass most of the time, my grandfather really does care about them; all the first pride does." 
 
    "Oh? Why's that?" 
 
    "Guilt mostly," Sampson said with a snicker, "but apparently the good parts rubbed off on Sean here, because he cares. Hell, even Adam, of all people, is starting to care!" 
 
    Sean had a sudden thought and stood up. 
 
    "I think I need to see somebody. I shouldn't be gone too long." 
 
    "You only just got here!" his mom protested. 
 
    "I'll be back in time for dinner; call me if I'm not," Sean said and headed for the front door. 
 
    "Where are you going?" Roberta asked, looking at him. 
 
    "To see a man about a job," Sean said and stopped a moment to kiss her. "Here's hoping he doesn't turn me down." 
 
    He walked out the door and waved to Travis, who was talking to the rest of Sean's bodyguards. 
 
    "What's up, Sean?" 
 
    "Do you know where Mike lives?" 
 
    "Umm, yeah. Why?" 
 
    "I want to visit him." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Now. You can drive. Anybody who wants to come can come." 
 
    "Eileen! You got the home watch, pick five; the rest either pile in the back, or follow in the other van." 
 
    Sean was surprised. Other than the five Eileen picked, everyone wanted to go. Fifteen was a few too many for one van, so they had to take the second van as well, and a minute later, they were on their way. 
 
    Looking around the van, Sean could see that they were all happy, too. 
 
    "When was the last time you guys saw Mike?" Sean asked. 
 
    "When was the last time you were in Vegas?" Travis said with a shrug. 
 
    "That long? Huh," Sean said, thinking about that. It'd been over a year. 
 
    "If Mike asked you all to shoot me, how many bullet holes would there be?" Sean mused. 
 
    "Well, since you can't be killed by a simple bullet, I'd say fifteen?" Travis said with a wink. 
 
    "Nice to know where I stand in the scheme of things," Sean said with a snort. 
 
    The trip to the trailer park wasn't a long one; apparently they weren't living in close to Vegas, but out a ways, where things were cheaper. 
 
    When they got to where they were going, Sean had a strong sense of déjà vu as he looked over the singlewide trailer Mike and Trix, whom Sean assumed was now his girlfriend, lived in. 
 
    "I already told Trix we were in town, so they shouldn't be too surprised," Travis told him. 
 
    "Well, you all can go first, I'll follow, and you can introduce me after you've all said your hellos." 
 
    "Sure thing, Sean. Why do you want to see him?" 
 
    "I need to talk to him for a bit. I have something I want to ask him." 
 
    Travis nodded, and they got up and out of the van, then Travis went up and knocked on the door. A young and fairly attractive woman opened it. 
 
    "Already? I didn't expect to see you until tomorrow, Travis!"  
 
    "Change in plans. Is Mike home? Can we come in?" 
 
    "Who's at the door?" he heard a man's voice, probably Mike's, ask softly.  
 
    "It's Travis and, well, looks like most of his team." 
 
    "Oh! Well, invite them in!" Mike's voice sounded a little stronger. 
 
    Sean had positioned himself so he could look in the door as Trix opened it and he could see Mike, with his eye patch, sitting on a couch. He had the look of someone who was just barely hanging on, but the moment he saw Travis, his whole face lit up with a smile. He got to his feet and hugged him, taking time to talk to him a moment, then moved to Jordan, who was next in line, calling him by name and giving him a hug. 
 
    Sean noticed Trix looking at him, so he motioned for her to come over and join him as he moved away from the door. 
 
    "You're Sean, right?" she asked. 
 
    Sean nodded. "How's he doing, and be honest, I need to know." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Please?" Sean asked and let a little of his lion creep out into his voice, causing her to blush. 
 
    "Not well. Every week, he's a little bit less than he was before. He misses dealing with us, caring for us, even raising and training us. Lycans were his life, and he cared about us more than his old bosses would have liked, if they'd known. When so many of his lycans died, it really hurt him. 
 
    "And"—she looked into his eyes, then quickly away—"with you freeing everybody, he couldn't go back to the only thing he'd ever known. You took his life away from him." She blushed suddenly. "I know you didn't mean it like that, but, well…" She shrugged. "He misses his pack, his wolves. He understands us a lot better than he understands people, I guess." 
 
    Sean nodded. 
 
    "Now, why are you here? That's my man inside." 
 
    "To see if he wants a job," Sean told her. 
 
    "What would you need a lycan trainer for?" 
 
    "Not a damn thing," Sean admitted and went inside. 
 
    "Who's this?" Mike asked, looking at Sean curiously as he finished with Tess, the last of the team who'd come with them. 
 
    "That's Sean," Travis said, "our lion. The guy we all work for now." 
 
    Mike looked him over. "You've been taking good care of them, I hope?" 
 
    Sean smiled. "More like they've been taking good care of me." 
 
    "So what brings you here? I'm guessing this isn't a social call?" 
 
    "I'd like to talk with you for a minute, if you don't mind." 
 
    "About what?" 
 
    "Let's go for a walk," Sean said and smiled.  
 
    "Umm…" 
 
    "We already told him we'd shoot him for you," Travis said. 
 
    "And he still came?" 
 
    "Yup, so you might want to hear him out." 
 
    "About?" 
 
    "No idea." 
 
    "I want to offer you a job," Sean said. 
 
    "There are no jobs for people like me anymore," Mike said with a sigh. 
 
    "Don't make me make sad cat eyes at you," Sean warned with a smile. "Come, let's talk; you can always say no." 
 
    "Sad cat eyes?" Mike asked as he slowly got back up out of the chair he'd just returned to. Sean knew that Mike was only about 10 or 12 years older than him, but standing this close, he could see that Mike had a worn look that made him look so much older. Trix was right, he was just wasting away. 
 
    "I've seen 'em," Travis said. "They're deadly. You'll do anything to make 'em stop!" he added with a snicker. 
 
    "Well, wouldn't want that!" Mike said with a faint smile. 
 
    Sean went out first, and Mike followed, then when they got to the street that went around the inside of the trailer park, he waited for Mike to catch up while also making sure he didn't have a pack of wolves following him. 
 
    "Okay, so what's so important that you couldn't talk about it in front of them?" 
 
    "I want to offer you a job, Mike." 
 
    Mike sighed and glanced over at him. "What do you need an old, washed-up lycan trainer for?" 
 
    "Not a damn thing," Sean said, repeating what he'd told Trix, "but that's not what I want to hire you for." 
 
    "I don't do magic anymore." 
 
    "Oh, that's okay, I can do it just fine on my own." 
 
    "So what do you want me for?" 
 
    Sean sighed. "I have a problem, a serious problem, and I need somebody who'll take it just as seriously as I do." 
 
    "And what is that problem?" Mike asked. 
 
    Sean stopped, turned around, and pointed at Travis and his team, who were standing back by the singlewide, watching him and Mike. 
 
    "Them, they're my problem." 
 
    "Huh?" Mike said, giving him a look. "How are they your problem?" 
 
    "Because they're lycans, Mike. They're like my children. Hell, they are my children! We really are gods. I know it sounds strange, it is strange, but I have all these lycans now that I have to watch over, take care of, and I'm not omnipotent, omnipresent, or any of that kind of stuff." 
 
    "I thought you just said you were a god?" Mike asked with a grin. 
 
    "Yeah, well, the brochure promises a lot more than the reality delivers. But it comes down to this—I've got a lot of work to do, tons of responsibility, more shit than you can shake a stick at." 
 
    "And this involves me, how?" 
 
    "I need someone to help me look after all these lycans, Mike. I got over half a million who report to me. Half a million! And that's just up north of Reno! I need someone to check on them, make sure they're okay, answer their questions, take care of their problems. Someone who cares, Mike. Someone who'll take it personally when there's a problem. Someone they'll trust. Someone they'll put their faith in, like they put their faith in me." 
 
    Mike snorted. "What makes you think I'm the man for the job?" 
 
    "Two things," Sean said, looking into Mike's eyes. "The first is, you're dying here without anyone to watch over and care for. You may not be a lycan, Mike, but they're still your people. I saw how you lit up when Travis came into the room. You need this as much as I need the help. Come back with us, Mike. I really need someone like you." 
 
    "And what's the second thing?" 
 
    "I'm their god, Mike. Their god. I can order them to do shit, and they can't refuse. I can do all sorts of mystical shit to them if I have to, and they know it." 
 
    Mike looked at him, a little confused. 
 
    "Travis, who knows this better than anybody, told me he'd shoot me if you told him to. He'd shoot his own god, because after all, it won't kill me, it'll just hurt like a bitch—which he also knows—and then I'll be mad at him." 
 
    Mike laughed suddenly. "Okay, I think I see your point, but that's just Travis and his squad. That's like twenty and you just told me you've got half a million." 
 
    "There's still a lot of Vesti lycans around, and most of them are either working jobs, or part of the armies around Reno. They all know you, and some of them still talk about you. If you come back, they'll spread the word more than fast enough. I'll even assign a couple of the guys you worked with back at the kennels to help you so they can make sure everyone knows you're on the level." 
 
    "Sounds interesting…" Mike looked back at the group standing about a hundred yards away and called out, "Travis, would you really have shot Sean here for me?" 
 
    Sean winced as Travis whipped out his pistol, quick as a flash, and fired, hitting Sean in the leg. 
 
    "Dammit, that stings," Sean growled and looked down at his leg. "Ah, shit, Roxy is gonna kill me when she sees that hole in my pants." 
 
    "Well, I need to ask Trix, but if she's okay with it, then yes, Sean, I'll work for you. If for nothing else, to keep you from punishing Travis for what he just did!" Mike said with a laugh. 
 
    "Just as long as he doesn't do it again," Sean grumbled as the bullet pushed out of his leg and dropped onto the ground. Picking it up, he stuck it in his pocket. 
 
    "Well, come on back to the house and relax a bit while I talk with Trix." 
 
    Sean nodded and followed him back, doing his best to ignore the smirk on Travis' face. 
 
      
 
    A half hour later, Travis drove Sean and a few others back to Roxy's parent's place so those who'd been left on guard could spend some time with Mike, who'd accepted his offer after Trix had agreed to go. 
 
    "Why'd you shoot me, Travis?" Sean asked with a heavy sigh as all the wolves in the van snickered. 
 
    "Well, he asked, didn't he?" Travis said with an innocent smile on his face. 
 
    "A yes or no would have sufficed, I'm sure," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "Well, maybe I didn't want there to be any doubt in his mind. You have to understand, Sean, I really wanted him to take this job. Sure, you're our god, but Mike raised most of us, and I'll risk pissing you off if it means saving his life." 
 
    "You're lucky I'm not a vengeful god, or you'd be on store-bought kibble for a month!" 
 
    "That's a relief!" 
 
    "Instead, I'll just let you explain to Roxy why there's a bullet hole in my pants leg, along with a bloodstain." 
 
    Travis paled. "Umm…is it too late to opt for the store bought?" 
 
    

  

 
   
    No Rest for the Weary 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean kept Roxy from giving Travis too much grief, but Sean felt he deserved at least some sort of punishment for being a smartass, mostly because he didn't want to give the others any ideas. 
 
    "You really made them all very happy," Cali said to him later that night after dinner. "I can feel it; it's quite strong in all of them. What exactly did you do?" 
 
    "Remember that guy from the Vestibulum? The trainer a bunch of them risked their lives to save?" 
 
    "Mike," Jolene supplied from where she was sitting next to Roxy. "He was their trainer, and apparently their protector from the other Vestis, as well." 
 
    "Yes, him. Well, I hired him to help me watch over all our people, to make sure they're okay, and let me know when they're not." 
 
    "So you put him in charge of morale?" Peg asked. 
 
    "Yeah, that, too. I'll take him with me on a few trips to check on the other forts so the guys and gals out there get to meet him and learn who he is. Between them and the remaining Vesti lycans, I'm sure word will get around that they can trust him." 
 
    "Aren't you going to bite him?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Not unless he asks. To be honest, I think not being a lycan and being known as a magic user who took care of lycans, to the point of standing up to his own people, might work out better for him." 
 
    "Good point," Jolene said with a nod. "It'll show he has a record of being someone they can trust." 
 
    "Guess your mom's guilt trip worked?" Roberta asked with a grin. 
 
    "You're just sorry she beat you to the punch," Sean said and stuck out his tongue. 
 
    "Oh! What a wonderful suggestion, Lion-boy!" Daelyn snickered. "Girls, I think hubby here 'as earned a reward. Don't you?" 
 
    "Earned a reward, indeed," Roxy said with a snicker and hit Sean in the face with her shirt after peeling it off.  
 
    By the time he'd pulled it away from his face, they were all quite nude, and attacking his clothing. 
 
    "Ah, it's good to be the king!" he said, and then laughed as they dragged him down to the floor.  
 
      
 
    It was approaching noon when the smell of food finally enticed Sean to crawl out of bed. He almost went downstairs in just his fur, but he remembered his mom was there, and, well, he was still human enough that there were some things you just didn't do. So he grabbed a pair of shorts after a quick shower. 
 
    "You look cold," Louise said, looking at her son as he padded into the room, still damp from the shower. 
 
    "If I don't eat something soon, I'm liable to waste away to nothing," Sean said with a grin and came up behind Roberta, who was cooking. Putting his arms around her, he laid his chin on her shoulder. 
 
    "Don't drool," she said. "Better yet, go sit; this is almost done." 
 
    "Have I told you how much I love you?" Sean said, trying not to drool on her shoulder. He really was starving. 
 
    "Only because I'm making you food!" Roberta said with a laugh, and then swatted him with the back of the spatula. "Now, Sit!" 
 
    "Yes, dear," Sean said and gave her butt a rub with a hand. The robe she was wearing was rather thin, and he realized suddenly that she wasn't wearing any panties under it. 
 
    "Ach! None of that!" she said and swatted him again. "Food first!" 
 
    Sean laughed and took himself and his growling stomach to sit at the table. Daelyn came over and put a stack of buttered toast by his plate, and he started in on it immediately. By the time Roberta put the large omelet she'd been making on his plate, less than a minute later, he'd already demolished half the toast. 
 
    "What did you girls do to him last night?" Louise asked as she watched her son wolf down the omelet. Roberta was already making a second one. Louise had wondered about all the sausages Roxy had made earlier while the others were eating. Roberta chopped them up and threw them in with a lot of other things as she cooked. 
 
    "Everything they could think of," Sean said between bites, with a grin. "Twice!" 
 
    "And after that, he used his imagination!" Roberta teased from the stove. 
 
    "No wonder he sleeps in all the time!" Louise said with a chuckle. 
 
    "If he didn't have to eat sometime, I swear he'd never leave the bedroom," Roberta said, coming over and dumping another omelet onto Sean's plate, then deftly dodged his hand as he tried to grab her. 
 
    "Uh-uh, none of that, Lion-boy," Daelyn teased. "We have to make the rounds today." 
 
    "Hmm?" Sean asked as he went back to filling his stomach. They really had put him through his paces last night—not that he hadn't done the same to them. It'd been months since he'd had the chance to indulge all his wives' lusts, as well as his own. Knowing he had nothing to do the next morning—nothing important at least—meant he was free to spend himself completely on what really mattered in his life: his women. 
 
    "All the lycan family heads want to pay their respects, and seeing as her mom and your mom volunteered to watch the kids for us, Roxy thought it would be best if we spent the day visiting them and enjoying the sights." 
 
    "What's wrong with having them come here?" Sean asked as he paused a moment to catch his breath. 
 
    "We were lucky enough to get ya' out of bed once this morning; I don't think we'd be able to drag you out of it a second time if we stay here." 
 
    "Yeah, because you'd probably be too busy dragging us back into it," Estrella said with a laugh, coming into the kitchen, stealing a piece of toast out of his hand, and eating it. "Besides, I'd like to see more of this town. The last time we were here, we barely stayed." 
 
    "Fine," Sean said and went back to eating, a bit slower now that the edge was off his appetite, as his eyes followed Estrella's ass in the short, tight leather skirt she was wearing, enjoying the lack of panty lines there as well. 
 
    Yeah, there was definitely something to be said for taking some time off now and again. 
 
      
 
    The first place they'd stopped had been Ted's, of course. 
 
    "Sean! Great to see you!" Ted said, meeting them within moments of them entering his building. 
 
    "How are things going?" 
 
    "Well, obviously, we're not having problems with any of the casinos anymore. Especially not after the Feds came by and arrested the owners of the Hi-Wire and The Forbidden City, seized their casinos, and threw them all in jail for tax evasion." 
 
    "What about Circus of the Moon?" 
 
    "They sold and left town within a month of your attack. I guess somebody tipped them off about the IRS coming after them." 
 
    "So even magic users are afraid of the IRS?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "When they can seize your bank accounts and have the gaming commission revoke your license? Yeah, they are. I don't know if any of the owners got convicted or not, and honestly, I don't care. But they didn't come back, so either they're in jail now, or they fled the country." 
 
    "Well, that's progress, I guess. What else?" Sean asked 
 
    "I still don't know if I should be happy or mad that you put me in charge of the city's defense force," Ted said with a wry look on his face. 
 
    "If I hadn't pulled Bill up to Carson City to work for me, I would have given it to him. But face it, Ted, you're the obvious choice. You know everyone here, and they all know you. Plus, you know I will put you through a wall if you don't follow orders," Sean finished with a smile. 
 
    "Still haven't forgiven me for that, have you?" 
 
    "Not when I can get mileage out of it!" Sean said with a chuckle. "Anyway, just give me the nickel overview. Then me and the girls are going to cruise the strip for the rest of the day." 
 
    "What about the other clan heads?" 
 
    Sean smiled. "Like I said, we're going to be cruising the strip. They can come and find me. I don't think I'm gonna be that hard to find, Travis over there"—Sean motioned to the head of his security detail, who was wearing a bright pink Mohawk, which even showed up when he shifted; Roxy definitely had ways of getting even—"is tied into your comms, so you can always ask him if you need to know." 
 
    "What happened to him?" Ted asked, looking over the new haircut. 
 
    "Roxy happened," Travis muttered, "but it was worth it!" he added with a laugh. 
 
    "I think somebody wants his tail shaved," Roxy growled. 
 
    "Umm, I think I'll shut up now," Travis said, but he was still smiling. 
 
    "Wise move," Ted agreed with a nod. "Anyway, come on into the office. I'll give you the highlights, not that I suspect you haven't heard it all before." 
 
    "Mostly Sean wants to know about the troops," Roxy said. "How they're doing, how's their welfare." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Yeah, you know, the kinds of things that don't usually make it into the reports." 
 
    "Ah, okay. This'll be quick, then. I'm not the kind of guy to let dissension or bad morale linger." 
 
    They followed him into his office, and fifteen minutes later, they were on their way. 
 
    "He really does have a good handle on things here," Jolene said as they headed down to the strip. 
 
    "All the locals grew up working for him," Roxy reminded her, "so they're not afraid to come to him with their problems." 
 
    "What about the ones who weren't born lycans?" 
 
    "There are so many here that were, I don't think that's much of an issue." 
 
    "But it is an issue with the troops, isn't in?" Jolene said, looking over at Sean, who nodded. 
 
    "Yup, and that's why I asked Mike for help, and why him not being a lycan may work to his advantage." 
 
    "As well as being a lycan trainer," Roxy added. 
 
    "Yeah, that gives him experience in dealing with lycans learning their powers and abilities. I'm sure every problem he's going to see, he's seen before." 
 
    "Great! Now enough shop talk!" Peg said. "Let's go see the sights, and maybe relieve a few casinos of their stolen gains." 
 
    "No using magic on the mundanes, Peg," Sean said with a sigh. 
 
    "Don't have to! I know how to win!" 
 
    "I think I've heard that one before!" Daelyn said with a chuckle. 
 
    "Nah, it's easy. I suck at craps, but the great thing about it is, you can bet against me! So when I lose, you win!" 
 
    "Huh, ya' know, you just may have a point there…" 
 
      
 
    Sean really enjoyed the time with Roxy, Jolene, Daelyn, Peg, Cali, and Estrella. Estrella was especially fascinated, as she'd never seen the casinos Vegas was famous for, and she had a lot of fun playing all the different slots. Peg, true to her word, really did suck at craps, and Daelyn was making enough money that Sean was thinking of a really nice dinner. 
 
    Sean noticed from the get-go that he was getting a lot of looks from people, even though he was in his human form. Part of that was having seven extremely hot women paying him the kind of attention every guy likes to get from his gal, and part of it was the armed security following him around, pointedly keeping an eye on him and the girls. 
 
    Each of the clan heads showed up and spent some time chatting with him while they were out. Sean got the feeling they were a little put off at first, but when he asked how their people were dealing with all the changes, how they were holding up mentally, they quickly voiced their concerns and their issues, and Sean made note of their complaints.  
 
    None of it was anything major or earthshaking, but he had a feeling if he extrapolated this to his troops out working the DEZ, he might learn a few things. He'd turn it all over to Mike, of course, and it felt good that he now had that option. 
 
    "I just wonder what else I'm missing," he said to Estrella and Cali at one point while they watched Peg losing spectacularly. So many people were watching and betting along that even if she had been using magic, the casino probably wouldn't have cared. He was just surprised so many were betting along with Peg, who really sucked at the game.  
 
    Maybe it was the low-cut top she was wearing? Every time she bent over to roll the dice, it was a minor miracle she didn't fall out of her top. 
 
    "Whatever it is, I'm sure you, Chad, or Steven will figure it out," Estrella said, leaning into him on his left, while Cali did the same on his right. "Assuming, that is, one of us doesn't figure it out first." 
 
    "Peg! Left!" Cali called out suddenly, and her arm moved in a flash. There was a loud yelp of pain as Cali nailed some guy's hand to the side of the craps table with one of her daggers. 
 
    "Keep your hands off my sister wife!" Cali growled at the guy, whose hand was dripping blood. 
 
    "Guess that's my cue to cash out and leave," Peg said as she and Daelyn gathered up their chips. Sean noticed the casino's floor manager immediately made a beeline for him. 
 
    "I'm so sorry, sir! Madam!" he said to Sean, then Cali. "Please! Accept my apologies! I'll cash that out for you if you wish, madams," he said, looking over at Daelyn, then he apologized to Peg as well. 
 
    "How about a nice table in the restaurant, and you take our dinner out of our winnings?" Peg asked with a smile. "It's not like you or the casino is at fault." 
 
    "I'm sorry about the bloodstains," Sean said as casino security came over and freed the man's hand, put a temporary bandage on it, then escorted him away. 
 
    "I believe this is yours, ma'am?" one of the guards said, returning Cali's dagger. 
 
    "Why, thank you. I apologize for the mess." 
 
    The casino manager waved his hands. "Oh, no, please don't apologize! We know exactly who you all are! I'm just happy you didn't kill him! Now, I'd be more than happy to escort you upstairs to our restaurant, Mr. Valens, and all the lovely Mrs. Valens!" 
 
    "How long have you known who we were?" Estrella asked, curious. 
 
    "Since about three seconds after you set foot inside," the floor manager said as he led them towards the large staircase. Sean noticed that everyone who'd been watching Peg gamble now had their phones out, taking pictures of him and the girls. 
 
    "How'd you do that? Magic?" 
 
    "Oh, no. We have a very advanced facial recognition system. All the casinos here do. We even share our data with each other. Mainly we use it to keep an eye out for crooks and cheats, but when someone famous or important comes in, we do our best to make sure they're treated with the courtesy their position demands." 
 
    "You know, Sean," Estrella said after a moment, "maybe we could use something like that." 
 
    "For what?" 
 
    "Tracking demons." 
 
    "Djevels," Cali teased. 
 
    "Okay, djevels!" Estrella chuckled. 
 
    "Won't they notice the cameras?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "I didn't," Estrella said. "So, no, probably not." 
 
    "What's the reason?" Jolene asked. "They're all trapped inside the DEZ, so what would we learn from it?" 
 
    "Maybe we could figure out who's talking to whom? And of course, see how well they're cooperating. What do you think, Sean?" 
 
    "I think the idea may have merit, but right now, I think a couple of big, juicy steaks might have even more merit!" he said with a grin. 
 
    Dinner was good, and when the casino comped them for it, Sean had them give all Daelyn's winnings to the staff as a tip for the service and the food. Tomorrow was Christmas Eve, and Sean and the girls had no plans, other than to spend it and Christmas Day with family and their kids.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Christmas Presence 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean was in a good mood. They were sitting around the living room, pieces of wrapping paper scattered everywhere, as his kids and his kid sister played with their new toys. He'd gotten everyone to agree to keep it simple, one gift per child, though of course Sampson and his mom had also bought each of the kids a gift, and Bill and Gloria had done the same. 
 
    Still, no one had gone overboard, and no one had gotten anything extravagant. They'd kept it small and simple, and the kids were just as happy as if someone had spent a million dollars. Sean knew, before his father had been killed, his parents had gotten him some pretty expensive toys; they'd been rich, after all. But the much cheaper and simpler gifts he'd gotten from his mom, and even Sampson, in the years afterwards had meant a lot more to him.  
 
    Sure, he wanted his kids to have a good life and the benefits of the things he'd worked hard for, but he didn't want them to end up spoiled, either. Peg, surprisingly, had been very vocal in her agreement with him when they'd all discussed this. She'd grown up incredibly spoiled, even more so than Jolene had.  
 
    It also meant it would be a lot easier to haul everything back with them when they left. 
 
    There had been one other surprise for today, which was Sean's doing: he'd flown both Sheila and Deidre in, along with their children, last night because he didn't want his kids with them to ever feel like they were less than the others. And also because he didn't want Sheila to spend the holiday alone, nor did he want Deidre to think he didn't care about her, either.  
 
    The look he got from Sheila was hands down the most lustful gaze she'd ever focused on him. He was looking forward to getting her alone later today. He'd finally gone from being worshiped to being loved by her. Someone had once told him that it was the small gestures in life that mattered. He was learning that they were right. 
 
    And of course at that moment his phone decided to ring, and the looks he got were a bit less than happy. 
 
    "That's Chad," Sean said, pulling out his phone and recognizing the ringtone. The number of people who had this phone number was incredibly small, and almost all of them were currently in the room with him. 
 
    "Merry Christmas, Chad," Sean said. "What's up?" 
 
    "Merry Christmas, and how soon can you get back here?" 
 
    "What's wrong?" Sean asked with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "A bunch of senators, congressmen, and a few news reporters are about to land in Carson City. They're here on a 'fact finding' mission. I just got off the phone with Steve; he was pretty shocked, they all had gone home for the holidays several days ago. None of our people knew anything about this. He even called Molson, Lewis, Scheckley, and Conway. None of them knew, either." 
 
    "Okay, so what do you need me for?" 
 
    "They know you're in Vegas. They know how long it'll take you to get here from Vegas. So obviously they're going to be playing off that. As all our generals are out in the field, celebrating the holidays with the troops, if they brought along a ranker, that might let them sow some serious chaos in the ranks and fuck up who knows what." 
 
    "Okay, so how long until they're on the ground?" 
 
    "Thirty minutes." 
 
    "They landing at our field, or the General Aviation one?" 
 
    "Ours. I think they want to make sure they can't be shut out. They're coming in on a military aircraft, which is how we found out. The pilot called and asked for clearance, and told us who was onboard." 
 
    "Great." Sean sighed. "Okay, I'll be there in a couple of minutes." 
 
    "Now that would be a Christmas miracle," Chad said. 
 
    Hanging up, Sean stuck his phone back in his pocket and looked around at everyone.  
 
    "I take it you all heard him, right?" 
 
    "It's Christmas, Sean," his mother said while everyone else in the room sighed. 
 
    "Yup, it is, and I think I'm about to give myself a nice, big gift," Sean said with a smile. Getting up, he hugged each of the girls and gave them a kiss, lingering perhaps just a little bit longer with Sheila. He then gave each of his kids a hug. 
 
    "You leaving again, Dada?" Sean, Jr. asked him, making him smile a bit sadly. 
 
    "Sorry, Son, but Daddy's gotta go to work." 
 
    "But it's Christmas!" Sean, Jr. said, though he pronounced it more like 'thithmis'. 
 
    "I know, but sometimes people need help on Christmas, and your uncle Chad needs mine right now. So you be good." Sean looked around as his kids; the older ones were mostly paying attention. "You all be good, and listen to your mothers. Now, I gotta go." 
 
    Standing up, he walked out of the living room into Bill's den, and closed the door behind him. It only took a moment to pop a portal and step through into the Lion Realm. Closing it behind him, he checked to make sure none of the kids had snuck in after him. 
 
    "What's up?" Renee asked, looking at him. 
 
    "Political troubles on the home front." 
 
    "Don't these people ever take a day off?" she grumbled. 
 
    Sean shrugged and opened a portal into his office, which he kept locked when he was away. Stepping through, he closed the portal behind him, and changed his clothes into something more appropriate. Shifting into his hybrid form, he strapped on a bigger pistol than the concealed one he'd been carrying in Vegas. 
 
    Leaving his office, he stuck his head into the main ops office. Oak was off today, as well, and the werewolf on duty—Race, if he recalled his name right—looked at him in surprise. 
 
    "Aren't you in Vegas?"  
 
    Sean grinned. "Obviously not anymore. I need a ride over to the airfield. Let Chad know I'm here. I'm going to go meet our VIPs." 
 
    "Yes, sir!" 
 
    "Thanks, Race." 
 
    Heading out front of the building, he didn't have long to wait as a modified Humvee sped over and stopped in front of him. Getting in, Sean nodded to the werewolf driving, and they immediately sped off to flight ops, which was the flight reception area. Sean could see an airplane on final approach as they pulled to a stop. Getting out, he saw Chad standing by a parked Blackhawk.  
 
    "So, what do we know about these people?" Sean asked, coming over to Chad. 
 
    "Not much. I have a list of names, but they don't mean anything to me. It's one freshman senator, and four congressmen, plus their aides, and whatever other hangers-on. How'd you get here so fast?" 
 
    "Same way I got to China and back so fast. One of those lion things I'm not supposed to use except for emergencies." 
 
    "Well, this probably counts." 
 
    "How'd they know I was in Vegas, anyway?" 
 
    "You made the news. Some guy was bawling because he got a knife through the hand?" 
 
    "Yeah, Cali did that. He was trying to feel Peg up." 
 
    "The rep from the casino on the news said the same thing. Steve did some more tracking for me. His guess is, they knew about the trip, and were waiting for confirmation that you were there. They rousted this crew and jet about four hours ago and made them fly here. Apparently somebody with rank ordered them not to call ahead, but the rules for our airspace here are pretty clear; call when you cross into northern Nevada, or you'll be shot down." 
 
    Sean watched as the jet touched down on the runway, slowed, pulled off the runway, and taxied towards where they were waiting by Chad's Blackhawk. 
 
    "You know, maybe you should shift into human form. And here, wear this," Chad said, grabbing his aviator sunglasses and snagging a cap off the head of one of his security detail, handing it to him. 
 
    Shifting, Sean put on the hat and sunglasses, and then lazed against the side of the helicopter like he was one of the crew, as they watched the jet taxi to a parking spot by the ops center, then shut down its engines. About a minute after that, the door opened as someone pushed flight stairs over to the plane. 
 
    "Well, let's go meet our new friends," Chad with a sigh, and walked towards the entryway to flight ops as people came down the stairs. 
 
    "Holy shit, is that a lion?" said Beck, one of Chad's security detail. Looking up, Sean saw sure enough, there was a lion with them. 
 
    "Okay, this is getting weird," Sean said. Pulling out his cellphone, he took a picture and sent it to Estrella and Adam, then fired up all his magical frameworks. 
 
    "Any idea who that is?" 
 
    "Doesn't matter, I'm the one in charge," Sean said. 
 
    "You sure about that?" 
 
    "Yup, introduce me as Gregory if they ask for names," Sean said. 
 
    "Sure thing." 
 
    "Oh, and don't let him order any of you to do anything," Sean said, putting a little of his lion into it. 
 
    "Damn, I'll never get used to that," Chad whispered. 
 
    "Yeah, well, gotta protect my people," Sean whispered back. 
 
    At this point, the first of the men coming off the jet had come up to Chad and was looking at him.  
 
    "And you would be?" 
 
    "Chad Morkin, Sean's second in command, and the head of all military operations in and around the Demon Exclusion Zone. And who would you be, sir?" 
 
    "I'm Senator Townes, and these are Congressmen Weeks, Clarke, and Congresswoman Marlo." 
 
    "Senator, Congressmen, and Congresswoman, what brings you here today? We weren't notified of any delegations coming here today, official or otherwise." 
 
    "Yes, well, where is Mr. Valens?" Senator Townes said, looking around. 
 
    "Indisposed at this time. Again, I must ask, why you are here, Senator? This is an active combat zone, and the area is under martial law, by Congressional declaration." 
 
    "It has come to our attention that there are certain irregularities taking place out here, and we've also become quite concerned with the actions of your leader, Mr. Valens." 
 
    "And what 'irregularities' might that be?"  
 
    "That is none of your concern." 
 
    "As Sean's second in command, I'm pretty certain that is very much my concern, Senator." 
 
    Sean watched as the aides deplaned. There were also a couple of journalists, who were looking around and taking pictures. One of the ground crew members came over to try and put a stop to that. Photography was, of course, forbidden here.  
 
    The lion was standing at the back of the group, a few steps behind the congresswoman, who was last in line. He was trying to act indifferent to what was going on, giving off an air of superiority. Something about him didn't feel right. On top of that, Sean didn't recognize him. While Sean hadn't seen all the lions, he'd seen most of them at this point, and he'd found he had no trouble remembering any of them once he had, because of the connection they shared via the power pool. 
 
    "Look, I'm ordering you to take us to your headquarters so we can start our investigation!" the senator said. 
 
    "I can't do that without Sean's permission," Chad replied. 
 
    Just then the lion turned to face Chad and spoke up. 
 
    "It's okay, Chad. I'm telling you it's okay, and ordering you to listen to the senator." 
 
    Sean felt it then, a massive charm spell had just been cast at them, and while it didn't work because of their medallions, the 'lion' suddenly looked a lot more trustworthy and friendly. Sean could only guess that a high-level charisma spell had gone off as well. 
 
    "Should I go get some more cars, Chad?" Sean said, quite curious now as to what was going on, and signaling that he wanted Chad to go along. 
 
    "Yes, please," Chad said, then turned back to the senator. "How many will be coming with you?" 
 
    "There are seventeen of us." 
 
    "Take care of it please, Gregory," Chad said. 
 
    Sean smiled and trotted over to flight ops. Going inside he looked over at the cheetah behind the desk. "We need transportation for seventeen more. Get two Humvees for the VIPs, and a large van for the rest. Call Race over at headquarters, tell him I want two full squads armed for riot control with tasers, hiding out of sight." 
 
    She peered at him a moment. 
 
    "It's Sean." He sighed and touched her hand. 
 
    "Oh! Sorry! I'm not used to seeing you in human form!" 
 
    "Yeah, and warn them that the new lion's a phony." Pulling out his phone, he checked the messages. Neither Estrella nor Adam recognized him, and nobody knew of anyone new in the area. 
 
    Putting his phone away, he trotted back outside and noticed that the 'aides' were unloading a fair bit of what appeared to be computer equipment. 
 
    "Transport will be here shortly, Chad," Sean said and trotted over to where the ground crew was still arguing with the one journalist still trying to take pictures. 
 
    Sean listened to the aides muttering among themselves while he watched the lion, who still hadn't been introduced. Sean noticed he wasn't coming close to any of the wolves, who were all in their lycan forms. The only ones who weren't were the ground crew, Chad, himself, and Beck. 
 
    They didn't have long to wait; the two Humvees pulled up, with a large van following. 
 
    "Sirs, madam, if you would get into the Humvees, I'll lead you over there. The rest of your aides can ride in the van," Chad said. 
 
    "I don't know if this will be enough," one of the aides said, looking at the van. 
 
    "Nonsense!" Senator Townes said. "The four of us, along with the First there, and the journalists can ride in the two Humvees, I'm sure all ten of you can fit in the van with your gear." 
 
    "You can put the gear in the back of the Humvees," Sean said, looking at it all. "That will make it easier to fit in the van." 
 
    "Also, my Humvee can carry one or two of you," Chad said, pointing to the one Sean had arrived in, which could carry eight without a problem. 
 
    The tech looked at the werewolves in light body armor with their rifles and shook his head. "We'll be all right." 
 
    "Would you like to ride with us, First?" Chad asked with a smile. "We'd be honored." 
 
    "I'd love to, but I promised the good senator that I would personally escort him." 
 
    It didn't take the techs long to load their boxes in the back of the Humvees, and Sean held the door open on the one the senator was getting into, primarily so he could get a close look at the 'lion' who was now claiming to be the First.  
 
    Senator Townes sat in the front seat beside the driver, and Congressman Clark was already making his way around to the other side, so the 'First' had to take the seat behind the senator, and Sean was quick to grab the door and hold it open for him. 
 
    As he passed close to Sean, he got a whiff of him. He definitely smelled of lion, and looked like a lion, but there was no sense of him.  
 
    He did have a faint magical aura no lion ever had, but he wasn't an illusion. He discovered that when he brushed hands briefly with the 'lion' as he got into the back, grabbing the edge of the door as he did so. 
 
    Curiouser and curiouser. 
 
    Sean trotted back to the Humvee he'd came in, hopped into the back, and closed the door as Chad had the driver lead the way to the headquarters building. Pulling out his phone, he dialed headquarters. 
 
    "Race, here." 
 
    "Sean. I want the airplane that just landed seized, and the entire aircraft searched. Anyone on board gets cuffed and thrown in the brig." 
 
    "Yes, sir!" 
 
    Sean hung up and hit speed dial for Estrella. 
 
    "What, Sean?" 
 
    "He smells like a lion, he's physically a lion, best I can tell, but he's not one of us, and he has a faint magic aura." 
 
    "An Illusion?" 
 
    "No, I touched his hand while he was getting into a Humvee. He's either a magic user or loaded down with charms—oh, and get this! They're calling him 'the First'." 
 
    "Wow, Dad hears about this, he's gonna be pissed." 
 
    Sean snorted. "I'm already pissed. Ping all the lions on base and tell them to head to HQ, but stay human. Just in case." 
 
    "Will do." 
 
    Sean hung up and put his phone away. "I told Race to get two squads armed for riot control to hide out of sight at headquarters. There's definitely a magic user in the group, or someone with a lot of items. They cast a massive charm spell as well as a charisma spell on the lion." 
 
    "So what do you mean, he's a lion, but he's not a lion?" Beck asked. 
 
    "Best I can tell is, he's a lion morph of some kind, but he's not a lycan, and he's not a lion like me or the others. We all know each other, we can feel one another when we're close, and we can feel lycans, too. Also, he's got a magical aura. Lions and lycans don't have that." 
 
    "So you think he's, what, wearing a suit or something?" Chad asked from up front. 
 
    "No, that's real flesh and bone." 
 
    "So, what's our next move?" 
 
    "Well, headquarters is empty except for the duty watch, which is Race and a few assistants." 
 
    "And two squads of troops now," Chad said. 
 
    Sean nodded. "So, let's see what they're up to. Then we'll lower the boom, toss everyone in the brig, and question them." 
 
    "I don't know how the government is going to feel about that, Sean." 
 
    "Oh, that reminds me," Sean said, turning to the guys in the back, "when the shit goes down, take out the reporters first. I want them unconscious, and their gear destroyed, all of it. If you think one of them is live-streaming anything at any point, grab the device and break it. Don't hesitate, just do it." 
 
    Chad's bodyguards nodded. 
 
    "The only people we don't want to kill outright are the senator and the congressmen. Odds are the aides are just doing their jobs, but any of them tries anything, drop 'em." 
 
    "We're here!" the driver announced. 
 
    "Beck, Sean, with me, we'll bring the VIPs inside. The rest of you, keep an eye on their aides or whatever they are, and deal with the press as necessary," Chad said, and they piled out of the Humvee. Chad led them over to Senator Townes' Humvee, Sean helping the senator out, while Beck helped Marlo and Weeks. 
 
    Chad came over to them once they were standing together. "Well, Senator, this is it. Would you like to come inside and take a look around?" 
 
    "One moment." He turned to the techs, who were getting out of the van. "How long will it take you to set that all up?" 
 
    "Ten or fifteen minutes, once we're inside, Senator," one of them said. 
 
    "Okay, let me find where to set up," the senator said and turned to Chad. "Please, show us where the main server room is." 
 
    "Server room?" Chad asked, looking confused. 
 
    "Your computers! Where are they?" 
 
    "Oh, they're spread out all over the base." 
 
    "Ask him where the control node is!" the tech called back as they stacked their gear to carry it inside. 
 
    "Where's the control node?" 
 
    "Oh, this way," Chad said with a smile and led the senator off. Congressmen Weeks, Clarke and Congresswoman Marlo followed. 
 
    "After you, sir," Sean said, motioning to the lion, who frowned a moment before following, as he and Beck brought up the rear. 
 
    As they entered the conference room, the senator looked around, and then saw the rack of computers that was in the corner. Its primary purpose was to drive the displays in the room, but it was networked to the rest of the base. The actual server room was in the main mess hall, because of all the refrigeration gear that had already been installed there. To anyone looking from the outside, it wasn't obvious, which Sean had felt was an advantage. 
 
    "Yes, this will do nicely," the senator said. "Weeks, Clarke, Marlo, after we're set up in here, talk to the press we brought along. One of them brought a satellite relay; you should be able to do a live report while we're taking care of things in here." 
 
    "So you're the 'First'?" Sean asked the lion, who turned and gave him a slightly annoyed look. 
 
    "Yes, and I'm busy right now." 
 
    "Oh, I'm sorry; I thought you were just standing there, watching them. What are they doing, anyway?" 
 
    "Important stuff. Now, be quiet." 
 
    The aides were carrying in their boxes, and a couple of them were opening them up and hooking them together. From the looks of things, Sean suspected they were planning to copy a lot of data off his network. As they were now inside his firewalls, they'd effectively bypassed a lot of his security. This wasn't a problem that had previously occurred to him. Another thing to make a note of. 
 
    "What are you doing, Senator?" Chad asked. 
 
    "Why, getting copies of the proof of Mr. Valens' transgressions, that's what! He's been engaging in all sorts of fraud, waste, and abuse! And the records are all right there," the senator said with a wave at the drives in the cases the techs were hooking up. 
 
    "You know," Sean said to the lion, "my dad's a lot taller than I am." 
 
    "Huh, what are you jabbering about?" the lion said and turned to look at Sean while Chad continued to distract the senator. Sean noticed that the rest of Chad's security detail had entered the room, but the reporters were nowhere in sight. 
 
    "My dad, he's like way taller than me, but you're not." 
 
    "What the hell are you talking about? I'm taller than you! I'm the First!" 
 
    Sean shifted then and smiled down at the lion, who was now a foot shorter than him. 
 
    "No, no you're not. And I don't appreciate you claiming to be my dad, much less a lion," Sean growled, looking down at the lion as he crowded him. "Now, how about you tell me who you really are, before I decide to beat you to death!" 
 
    Sean noticed that the lion immediately started casting something, so Sean kicked him in the balls, then grabbed his arm and used a hip throw to toss him into the wall as hard as he could. 
 
    Which was apparently hard enough to send him through the wall! Chasing after him, Sean ducked through the hole in the wall as he heard the sound of gunfire. 
 
      
 
    "Everybody! Freeze!" Chad yelled out as Sean threw the lion through the wall. Apparently Sean really had been paying attention when he'd asked for Chad's help to learn how to fight better.  
 
    Two of the techs were on the floor, bleeding to death, if they weren't already dead, as Beck and Krim had shot them after they'd drawn weapons when Sean had suddenly shifted. Senator Townes was on the floor with Chad's foot on his neck, sputtering indignantly as Chad twisted his arm with one hand, and covered the congressmen with the pistol in the other. 
 
    More wolves were streaming into the room, and they weren't hesitating to tase the remaining techs, before clubbing them into submission and tying them up. 
 
    "You won't get away with this!" Congresswoman Marlo said in a shaky voice. 
 
    "You'll be lucky if you're not hung for treason," Chad told her. "Now keep your hands in the air and don't make any suddenly moves!" 
 
    As soon as all the 'techs' had been rendered unconscious or restrained, Beck and Krim secured the congressmen, one at a time. 
 
      
 
    The lion had healed himself by the time Sean caught up with him, and immediately popped off several spells in an attempt to stop Sean. His anti-scrying and mind protection spell shrugged off the first two, and Sean deflected the third, which was a simple force bolt of some kind. Sean countered with a paralyze, which didn't work—apparently the lion had a pretty good shield of his own—so Sean followed up with the demonic magic missile he'd learned so long ago. Sure, it didn't do much damage in its original form, but it was hell on shields. 
 
    He had the satisfaction of hearing the lion yelp as that one connected. 
 
    "Who and what are you?" Sean growled, and this time he deflected an ice bolt before punching the lion in the face and staggering him back.  
 
    The lion triggered a spell that Sean had never encountered before, causing him to pause a moment to throw a bunch of ice bolts at the other lion to bleed off the energy as his framework drained it off and recorded the spell. 
 
    The lion was able to deflect the ice bolts easily, so he was obviously an experienced magic user. But so far, he hadn't thrown a single punch or blocked any of Sean's. Taking that hint, Sean ducked his head and charged forward as hard as he could, hitting the other lion in the chest with his right shoulder. Sean drove him backwards, into and then through another wall, and outside the wooden building. 
 
    As they hit the ground, Sean punched the other lion in the side with his right fist, over and over again. The lion was big enough and strong enough that Sean wasn't doing as much damage as he would have liked, but he could tell when he broke a rib, and the other lion cried out in pain, then triggered some sort of spell that electrified his whole body, allowing him to throw Sean off. 
 
    Quickly rolling to his feet, Sean let his claws slide out as the other lion struggled to his feet and healed himself. 
 
    "Talk," Sean growled, and throwing himself at the other, he tore at their body, punching, tearing, and ripping off pieces of tawny fur-covered flesh as he did. 
 
    The other lion took a swing at Sean, which Sean ducked, then landed a solid blow in the other lion's solar plexus, knocking him back a good 20 feet, and physically stunning him. Sean leapt at him, but he rolled away just before Sean landed on him and cured himself. 
 
    The other lion launched himself at Sean, his own claws out, as he finally realized this fight was now physical, whether he liked it or not.  
 
    Rolling onto his back, Sean kicked him in the chest, throwing the other lion over him, but not before he got raked on the side of the face. Kicking his legs out, Sean sprang to his feet and turned to face the other lion, who scrambled to his feet and charged Sean, the same way Sean had charged him a moment before, arms out. 
 
    Stepping forward, Sean punched him in the face, snapping his head back, but again, it didn't do the kind of damage a human would have taken. Instead, Sean found himself being clawed at, as the other tried to hit him in the face, going for Sean's eyes. 
 
    Using his arms to block the other's strikes at his head, Sean kick the other lion, his much longer foot claws out as he used them to tear at the other's legs. 
 
    "Who are you!" Sean growled. 
 
    "I am the First! You will listen to me!" the other roared and triggered a disintegration spell, which destroyed everything Sean was wearing, but didn't do much to Sean, beyond leaving his fur smoking and pissing him off. 
 
    'Oh, Fuck This!' Sean's lion growled inside him, and Sean let him have control. The look on the other lion's face as he suddenly got hit by more than 600 pounds of black-maned and thoroughly enraged lion when Sean gave into his beast and shifted.  
 
    Sean felt a number of lesser spells hit his shield and feed his regeneration in the moments before he jumped up inside the other's arms, fastened his jaws around the other's neck, pulled him down to the ground, then flailed his body around, side to side, like dog with a stuffed toy. 
 
    "I think he's dead, Sean!" someone called out, and snarling, Sean put a leg on the chest of the other lion and pulled as hard as he could until the head popped off, his jaws finally severing the neck. 
 
    Spitting out the blood and body parts, Sean backed away. 
 
    "Now he's dead," Sean growled, standing there on all fours. 
 
    "Well, he definitely wasn't one of us," said Howart, another lion, coming over and pushing at the body with a foot. "Definitely a lion of some kind. Wrong color mane, though." 
 
    "Huh?" Sean asked. 
 
    "We're all black-maned, like the Barbarys are. This guy's mane was mostly brown." 
 
    "Huh, I never noticed," Sean said as he sat down on his butt, and his lion groomed the blood and other things off of its paws. 
 
    'You know we can shower, right?' Sean told him. 
 
    'And get yelled at for tracking blood around the building? Nope.' 
 
    "What do you think he is?" asked Boe, a lioness, coming over to squat down and examine the body. 
 
    "Some sort of magic user," Howart said. "He was casting quite a bit at Sean, there." 
 
    "But this isn't an illusion, that's obvious." 
 
    "Sean, are there any polymorph spells?" 
 
    Sean looked up at Howart. "You know what? I have no idea. Strip him clean. A lot of those spells were coming way too fast to have been cast." 
 
    "Sure thing. Boe, why don't you grab that hose over there and hose the kid down to get all that blood and gore off. I think Chad wants to talk to him." 
 
    "That's not cold, is it?" Sean's lion asked, eyeing the hose as Boe went over to retrieve it. 
 
    "Course it is!" she laughed. "Now, I don't want to hear any whining or whinging. Get over here and take it like a lion!" 
 
    Sean and his lion sighed and padded over there as she unlimbered the hose and turned the faucet on.  
 
    "Could somebody run to my office and at least grab me some clothes?" Sean said and then shivered as the water hit. It wasn't just cold, it was freezing! It took Boe several minutes to get all the gore out of his mane, but once she finally did, he shook himself off as soon as she'd turned off the water. 
 
    "Hey! Watch it! You're spraying all over!" 
 
    "Take it like a lioness!" Sean said, and his lion stuck his tongue out at her. 
 
    "If I did that, Estrella would kill me!" She giggled. 
 
    Sean sighed. 
 
    'You know…' 
 
    'No! Just, no…' 
 
    'But…' 
 
    'No.' 
 
    'Aww…' 
 
      
 
    Sean went back inside the way he'd come out. The holes were big enough, and he didn't want to deal with any of the mess that was probably out front.  
 
    The scene in the conference room was a bit different now. Apparently Chad had taken the time to organize it. The four from congress were now on their knees, bound and gagged, with a rifle pressed to the backs of their heads. Townes and Marlo both looked angry, while Weeks and Clarke were looking very scared.  
 
    There were two dead bodies on the floor still, but the rest of the aides, techs, or whatever they were, were no longer there. 
 
    "Why are they gagged?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Because they wouldn't shut up," growled Chad, who was now in his werewolf form. "What's the story on that other lion?" 
 
    "Bit his head off. Still trying to figure out what he was. Where's the rest of them?" 
 
    "Hauled them off for interrogation. Seeing as two of them tried to shoot you in the back when you shifted, I'm suspecting they're all probably going to end up hung when we're done with them anyway." 
 
    "The journalists?" 
 
    "They're all in the hospital with different levels of concussion. I don't think they were in on it, per se, but we won't know until we talk to them." 
 
    Sean nodded. "I want someone to examine all that gear. I'm beginning to think my alleged crimes only exist on these," Sean said, pushing at one of the cases that held several terabyte hard drives with a toe. 
 
    Sean noticed the look on Townes' face change just a little, for a moment. 
 
    "I was only a few credits from my degree in CS when all this started," Sean said, smiling at the four of them. "I also have one of the best hackers in the world on my staff, the guy who cracked open the CIA for me. So whatever is on these"—Sean pushed at it again—"I'll know it all by tomorrow." 
 
    "Not gonna have Rob look at it tonight?" Chad asked. 
 
    "Only if he's got the time. It's Christmas. Wait here a moment, I'll be right back," Sean said, popping back out through the holes in the wall he'd made. He grabbed the head of the dead lion that was still on the ground. There were now a couple of werewolves guarding the body. 
 
    "Has Race talked to anybody about covering up this hole yet?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Yeah, a couple guys are gonna nail a tarp over it until morning." 
 
    "Sounds good."  
 
    Walking back inside, Sean set the head of the dead lion on the floor before the four prisoners.  
 
    "So, anyone want to tell me who and what this was?" 
 
    Sean noticed that Weeks and Clarke got wide-eyed and shook their heads. Townes, however, was sweating, while Marlo was staring daggers at him. 
 
    "Let's take them outside; I don't want to make anymore of a mess in here than we already have." Sean sighed. 
 
    The guards grabbed each of the four by the collar of their shirts and suit jackets and dragged them outside, none to gently. 
 
    "You're not going to shoot them, are you?" Chad asked. 
 
    "That reminds me, I need to replace my pistol. This asshole destroyed it when he tried to disintegrate me," Sean said, grabbing the severed head and following them outside. 
 
    "Line them up on their knees twenty feet apart," Sean said as he came outside and tossed the head to land in front of Townes. 
 
    "Now, as you all know, you're guilty of treason, and of course, no one knows you're here. If you think I'm at all worried about killing any or all of you, well, you're mistaken. 
 
    "Clarke and Weeks, there, you two look more like patsies than traitors. You probably came along for the ride, figuring you were gonna score some power and publicity. I'm sure there were some promises made, as well." 
 
    Sean watched as both men nodded vigorously.  
 
    "So which of these two," Sean asked, motioning between Townes, who was on their right, and Marlo, who was on their left, "made those promises?" 
 
    Sean was pretty sure he already knew, and when they both looked to their left, and Townes' eyes looked over there as well, but in surprise, Sean's suspicions were confirmed. 
 
    "Okay, somebody get out your phone and record this for me." 
 
    Beck and Chad quickly complied. 
 
    "Release her gag," Sean said to the wolf standing behind Marlo. 
 
    "I'm going to have your head for this! You, you bastard! Who do you think you are! You can't do this to me! I'm a United States congresswoman! I promise you, when I get back, I will see you dragged before me in chains!" 
 
    Sean hit her with a silence spell; the look of shock on her face as her lips kept moving was worth it. 
 
    "Okay, there's a fairly simple spell used to vet people, to see if they're in league with the djevels or not. To see if they've sold their soul. All three of you are going to experience it," Sean said, glancing at the three men. "But first, let's see what happens when I cast it on your colleague, here." 
 
    Marlo thrashed, and Sean came over, smiling, and cast the spell, touching her on the forehead. 
 
    The results were…educational. While Stewart had taught Sean the spell, he'd never used it on someone who'd been a traitor. 
 
    Marlo went into immediate convulsions and flopped around on the ground like a fish. Sean held his hand up. 
 
    "Don't shoot until she's changed. I want everyone to see what she was, and what she became." 
 
    As he spoke, her body transformed, her clothing ripping as her body's dimensions changed, and the demon that had taken over grew out of her, snapping the bonds as it did so. 
 
    "Light her up, boys!" Sean said as the djevel got to its feet, the iron and steel bullets quickly tearing it to pieces and killing it. 
 
    Smiling, Sean turned to the other three. "Now, while I'm casting that spell on each of you, I want you to think about your life's choices up until this moment, and consider how you might want to change that so I don't end up killing you. 
 
    "Now, Weeks. You're next." 
 
      
 
    "So, now what?" Chad asked after Weeks, Clarke, and Townes had been hauled away to spend the night in solitary. 
 
    "I want Weeks and Clarke infected. Both of them will be staying out here until they have to go back to work. Once they're wolves, I'll order them to say what I need them to say about all this. If you'd call Steve, fill him in on what happened, and send him the video, I'd appreciate it." 
 
    "Why don't you call him?" 
 
    Sean sighed. "I lost my phone along with my pistol, that's why." 
 
    Chad nodded. "What about Senator Townes? What do we do with him?" 
 
    "Have Stewart interrogate him. I fixed his medallion; actually, I fixed all three of their medallions, so Stewart can question the others, too, if he wants." 
 
    "What, you're not going to be here?"  
 
    "I got things to do, one of which is to eat dinner with my family. It's been about a year since I had a day off, Chad. Two or more since I've had two off, and I can't even remember when I had a whole week off. 
 
    "No, it's all yours." 
 
    "What if somebody asks about the big ass military jet and the missing people who came out here on it?" 
 
    "Put it somewhere on the tarmac out of the way and camouflage it. This is a war zone under martial law. Tell them I'll deal with it, and their requests, when I'm damn well good and ready." 
 
    Chad nodded. "Has it really been that long since you've had a day off?" 
 
    "That's what I'm told, and honestly? Even on my days off, I'm still taking care of shit. But you're probably in the same boat on that one." 
 
    "Yeah, maybe. But seriously, take some time off. I'll call Arthur and Joseph myself and ask them about polymorph spells." 
 
    "Thanks, Chad." 
 
    "Merry Christmas, Sean." 
 
    "Merry Christmas," Sean said, and heading back to his office, he checked to make sure everything was as it should be, then gated back to Bill's den. The other lions could bitch at him later if they wanted to. 
 
    "Daddy's back!" Benard called out as Sean stepped into the family room. 
 
    "Sean! You're back!" his mother said, coming over and hugging him. 
 
    "I didn't miss dinner, did I?" 
 
    "Ten more minutes, and you would have. Come on, Gloria and Roxy are still setting out dinner." 
 
    "Merry Christmas, Mom," Sean said and hugged her. 
 
    "Merry Christmas, Sean. You know, I think Sheila has a gift for you now that you're back," she said with a snicker. 
 
    "Well, I hope you don't mind if I unwrap this one in private," Sean said, teasing her back. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Post War Nightmares 
 
      
 
      
 
    Prince Talt looked around at his new home. It wasn't really much to look at, but then, the keep at his old home had taken its previous occupant many an age to build. Still, it was passable for now; the main hall was built, and so were his personal rooms.  
 
    "So, my prince, is it to your liking?" questioned Penna, his scribe, who was surprisingly still with him. 
 
    "Yes, Penna. I think this is a good start. The rock here is quite good for my needs." 
 
    "Thankfully, the hills here do not lack for stone," Penna agreed. 
 
    "No, it does not. The one thing it does lack, however, is food. Those damnable lions and their barrier!" Prince Talt fumed. "They have walled me off from the Spisekammers to the south and west of here! It is an insult that I will one day redress, I will swear to that!" 
 
    Penna nodded in agreement with his prince. When they'd first arrived in the frugtbare sletter, they'd encountered so much food, Prince Talt and his men had gorged themselves well. Even Penna had eaten so well that he'd recovered all he'd lost in the flight through the gateway, and then some. Things had gone so well that Prince Talt had even raised up two more lords, bringing his number to five! 
 
    But then had come the fire, which had driven them out of the mountains and onto the plains, until they'd come to this smaller group. Penna knew better than to speak of the fire; his lord had lost a full third of his gnashers, bonde, and råge to it. 
 
    "So what word do the former lords of Spis to our east, and of Lykta to the north send?" 
 
    "Lydpotte, the most junior of Spis' survivors, reports that one of his breakaway biskops got himself killed attempting to break through the eastern wall. Most of his demons were killed, and only one of his biskops survived." 
 
    "Do you think Lydpotte will take any of them back?" 
 
    "I think he will kill the biskop; the lower ranks he will probably welcome." 
 
    Prince Talt nodded and thought about that. When they'd first been driven out of the bounty of the mountains, he wasn't concerned. There was so much food here, he'd just pick another direction to go. 
 
    But those thrice sworn lions had stymied him, as well as the others, keeping them from moving. When the wall had come up, he'd considered driving to the east and rallying the three surviving lords of prince Spis to his banner, and had sent entreaties to them, inviting them to join with him. But apparently they'd also eaten well, and they rejected his offer. Talt was in no position to wage wars until he'd rebuilt his numbers and his forces after what had happened to him in the mountains. 
 
    So instead he'd sent new messengers, to talk, and to offer alliances and support. Over the course of time, he learned that there were barriers to the east as well as south, and when he approached Prince Lykta's surviving lord, he learned the same from him, as well. 
 
    He'd also learned that he was the only prince left, and there were a large number of unsworn lords that now inhabited these lands the lions had walled them into. While he was concerned with the large number of lords out there who didn't belong to him, he had learned that they were concerned with a goodly number of biskops who thought they were now lords, and if not challenging the authority of their current lord, they were running off into the hills to build their own keeps and armies. 
 
    "Send someone out to find this biskop, as well as any of those still following him. Tell him I will welcome him into my hjem, and if he serves me well, in time, I will make him into a lord." 
 
    Penna frowned. "Is that wise, my prince? There are so many unaligned lords out there in the world now. Do you wish to possibly add to that problem?" 
 
    Prince Talt smiled and shook his head. 
 
    "While the unaligned lords see this as a problem, I see it as a gift. It means there will be no other princes to contend with—the current lords are too weak and disorganized to improve their own status, why, they can't even hold on to what they have now! Their people are growing in power faster here than they did at home. They have no prince to guide them, and they cannot control more than they have now. 
 
    "What this means is, they will grow no stronger; they will continue to lose gnashers and bonde, as they breed more. I will simply round them up. If someone is strong enough to play at being a lord, they can come to my banner, and I will make them a lord. I am the most powerful of the demons here. My goal now is to gain so many lords that I can appoint my own sworn princes, and that way ascend to king. 
 
    "And once I have achieved that power, I will show those lions what I think of their barrier, and we will feast once again." 
 
    "Yes, my prince, an excellent plan. But surely such a thing will take a good many daers?" 
 
    Prince Talt nodded. "Yes, Penna. It will likely take as many cycles as we would have waited for a new gateway back home to the next Spisekammer. But I am not worried, for the lions fear us." 
 
    "They fear us, my prince? Are you sure?" 
 
    "Of course, I am sure. They walled us in here, did they not? If you can destroy a foe, you destroy him. If you cannot destroy a foe, you set obstacles in his way to stymie his efforts so he cannot touch you. 
 
    "The lions are trying to stymie us. Since the barrier was created, they haven't bothered us in here at all. Perhaps they think they will starve us out? I do not know. But I know the waiting game favors me, and in time, I will tell all the unsworn that they either swear to me and join their power to mine, or I will kill them and raise another to replace them." 
 
    Penna nodded and considered his prince's words carefully. Prince Talt had been King Sladd's leading prince, and no one doubted that he was planning to kill Sladd and take over his kingdom during this pass. Now with all that had transpired, Prince Talt truly was the most powerful of those who survived and was not given to idle boasts. If Prince Talt said he would do a thing, he would do it. That he had recognized it would take time to achieve proved, once again, that his faith was well placed in Prince Talt. 
 
    "It is genius, my lord," Penna said and prostrated himself before Talt. 
 
    "Yes, it is, isn't it?" Prince Talt replied with a smile. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Basun looked down from his throne at Fastgør, who was prostrate on the floor before him. He noticed, for the second time in a row, Fastgør had returned empty-handed. 
 
    "Why have you returned empty-handed, Fastgør? Speak." 
 
    "My lord, once again, the place for the exchange was empty. There were none of the boxes there. Further, there was no sign of the besat; they have not been there now in many a duodaer. I fear something has happened to them." 
 
    "Rise, Fastgør, I find no fault in your actions. I have not been able to contact the besat by either the old methods, nor the new one they provided us." 
 
    Fastgør stood and gave a noticeable sigh of relief. Basun had been fairly certain the besat his former prince had managed to insert among the human food was in peril. Their last phone call had made it clear that they'd lost the infiltrator they'd put into one of the groups the humans used to spy on each other, but they had managed to gain control of a device that should be able to destroy a large section of the barrier so that he, Basun, could lead his people out to feast. 
 
    As the barrier had not been destroyed, he could only assume the besat had failed. 
 
    "You are dismissed, Fastgør. You have done your job well and will be rewarded. I will send for you once I have found a new besat to work with." 
 
    "Thank you, my lord," Fastgør said and bowed his way out of the room.  
 
    "So, do you believe the besat is dead?" 
 
    Basun looked at his advisor, Hængsel. Hængsel had been with him for a very long time, and had been the first to grasp the importance of these 'cellphones' they had been supplied with. 
 
    "Yes, unfortunately, I do. I know our prince was certain having access to the information the humans gained from spying on one another would be useful, but it was unwise for the infiltrator to continue his actions against the lions. He was discovered, and how we have lost our biggest asset." 
 
    "It was only a besat, my lord." 
 
    "It was a besat who had possessed a powerful human mage, which allowed it to provide us with the communications devices of the humans." 
 
    "Ah, yes, 'cellphones'. A most interesting device. Have you tried to contact the other infiltrators?" 
 
    "Yes, and none of them answered their phones. What did answer, in the few cases something did, was something else. Almost like the shell had regained itself—something we both know cannot happen." 
 
    "So most likely a trap by either the humans or the lions," Hængsel said. 
 
    "Most likely. Still, I am most displeased that the infiltrator did not supply me with the device to breach the barrier. That is always the problem with forræderen; they are too easily swayed by their hosts, and unreliable, unlike the besat, who simply consume the host." 
 
    "I believe our prince told us the lions had a way to discern the besat, which was why they used so many forræderen." 
 
    "Then why did this last besat serve us for so long?" Basun said thoughtfully. 
 
    "Perhaps you should ask Lord Låsen? He has been here longer than the rest of us." 
 
    "I already have; I called him when I began to fear that we'd lost this one. He told me there are places the besat cannot go; they're barred magically. However, as long as a forræderen stays within its shell and does not destroy its host, these barriers have no effect." 
 
    Hængsel nodded and thought about that. Lord Låsen was one of the two surviving lords of King Sværd. King Sværd had been far more aggressive than their own king, Sladd, invading a place called 'Germany' early in the pass, and had quickly seized control of a human city called 'Berlin'. Apparently King Sværd had known a lot more about the humans and their ways than any of the other kings, but he and the two princes he brought with him had still been laid low by some magic of the lions. 
 
    "What of the other demons? Have you managed contact with any of them yet, my lord?" 
 
    Basun shook his head. He'd learned from the other infiltrators, whose job was to spy on the rest of the world, that the place called 'Germany' wasn't the only other place with demons. An area called 'Brazil' also had a fair number, but cellphones did not work there. There was also a place called 'Mongolia', which a fair number of demons had gone to as well, but both his infiltrators and Lord Låsen were certain there were no princes or kings there. Only King Sværd had been willing to take his chances on a wandering gate. 
 
    "I think we must try to find one of these devices on our own," Basun said, after some thought. "We saw what one did to Lord Taser Ansigt inside the Onderwereld, and we also saw with our own eyes the damage it did to Reno after the lions slew our king." 
 
    "And what they did to King Sværd, as well," Hængsel said with a faint shudder. Weapons of such power no demon had ever seen before. Yet the lions seemed to yield these with little regard for the damage they did. As they were made of the fire of the sun, no demon could stand before such a weapon. 
 
    "Are you sure this is wise, my lord?" 
 
    "I am not content to stay inside these walls the lions have built, waiting for them to destroy us at their leisure." 
 
    "But surely, with the things they have at their hand, they would have done it already if they could, would they not?" 
 
    Basun shook his head. "I don't know, Hængsel, and I worry about that constantly. The only thought that has occurred to me is, perhaps the lions eat the humans, too, so they are forced to act with care, less they destroy too many of their own herds. No other idea makes sense." 
 
    Hængsel pondered that for a moment. It was not something he had considered. Perhaps he should. 
 
    "So, what next, my lord?" 
 
    "We have a fair number of besats, and Fastgør has been able to sneak past the barrier several times now, using the path the magic-using besat was able to create for him. I think perhaps we should have him make us a few more besats." 
 
    "That would be a great risk, would it not? If Fastgør were to be detected, you would lose him for sure." 
 
    "I know, but it is a risk I am willing to take. We need some assets on the other side of that barrier, or I doubt we will be able to breech it. At least not without significant cost. The loss of our prince, our king, and the battles we lost them in hurt us greatly; the food we have in here with us is limited, and will soon be gone. 
 
    "I would rather not wait here for a time of the lions' choosing. Choose the best of our remaining besats, and I will send Fastgør out with them, one or two at a time, until either we have run out, or he is no more. After all, what good is having someone who can breach the barrier if there is nothing to breach it for?" 
 
    "A good argument, my lord. I will see how our besats fair. Do you think we should breed some more?" 
 
    "If Fastgør survives, I think that is a wise idea." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Karl was sitting in his office, shaking his head, looking at the reports, and trying not to swear when Rabin came in. 
 
    "Problems?" 
 
    Karl grumbled and looked up at the lion. "When aren't there problems? The Americans fenced in an area five times the size of ours, and finished months ago, and we're still not finished!" 
 
    "The Americans don't have to deal with twenty-eight different countries. No one said this job was going to be easy, you know that." 
 
    "I'll remind you, once again, that I didn't ask for this job." 
 
    Raban smiled. "What can I say? Misery loves company!" 
 
    "You know, one of these days I'm going to take that down and use it on you," Karl said, motioning to the large Tetsubo hanging on the wall behind his chair. The sign above it read: Löwen schlagender Verein. 
 
    "So, what's the problem this time?" 
 
    "The Austrians are looking for a duty on the supplies the Italians are shipping through their borders. They claim it's not merely supplies for the wall." 
 
    "Is it?" 
 
    Karl sighed. "No, of course it isn't. It's also supplies and recreational materials for their troops." 
 
    "What kinds of recreational materials are we talking about here?" Raban asked, giving Karl a look. 
 
    "Thirty thousand bottles of wine." 
 
    "Wow, the Italians really know how to take care of their soldiers…" 
 
    "And four hundred and thirty-two very attractive young women to serve it to them." 
 
    Karl waited for Raban to stop laughing. 
 
    "They sent whores?"  
 
    "Whores get paid; these women are all volunteers. Apparently werewolves and other lycans are all the vogue in Italy, and let's face facts, in our human forms, we're all positively ripped, and the Italians apparently have very permissive views—on a lot of things these days." 
 
    Raban shook his head, still chuckling. "So it's not materials, it's moral outrage?" 
 
    Karl sighed and nodded his head. "That's what I'm thinking. You know how things run here; everyone's jealous of the Italians and makes fun of the Poles." 
 
    "Humans," Raban said with a shake of his head. 
 
    "Oh, please," Karl said. "You lions are the worst of the bunch, going around and lording the fact that you're gods over everyone." 
 
    "Well, that's because we are," Raban said with a big shit-eating grin. 
 
    "Right, so why don't you have one of your people talk to the folks over in Austria and sort this all out for me then?" 
 
    "I thought that was your job?" 
 
    "Don't make me grab the lion-beating club," Karl growled. "I've got way too much to deal with here, and I can't ask Bilkie to fix this for me; I got him and his running down some rumors over in Liechtenstein about a possible group of possessed trying to sow dissension there, as well as in Switzerland. 
 
    "Now, how about you tell me how things are going on the military front?" 
 
    "The demons haven't been attacking the sections of the wall that's been built, not in any numbers. We're still getting singletons and a few small groups trying to break out here and there, but nothing that's presented any kind of a challenge. 
 
    "Along those areas where the wall hasn't been finished…" 
 
    Karl listened as Rabin told him of several battles that had been fought over the last week, one of which had involved several brigades of his lycan troops. Apparently the demons had finally figured out what was going on, and were trying to get while the getting was good. 
 
    "That's why I need your help to stop these delays," Karl said, shaking his head. "The closer the wall gets to being finished, the more desperate their attempts are to break out. I just wonder what they'll do after it's finished." 
 
    "That's a good question," Raban agreed. "The Americans haven't had any serious problems—not yet, at least." 
 
    "They fenced off an area the size of Germany," Karl said with a frown. "Why would they?" 
 
    "They've got a lot more demons there than we do. Possibly a million." 
 
    "They've also got a bigger army to fight them with," Karl pointed out. 
 
    "You know," Raban said after thinking a moment, "maybe if we posted some pictures of those Italian girls 'helping out' on the front lines, we'd get a lot more volunteers?" 
 
    Karl sighed. "Now I know why Bilkie, Chloe, and the others like you so much." 
 
    "They like you too, Karl, and speaking of Chloe, how's she doing? How's the kids?" 
 
    "She's at home, doing fine. Elias is finally sleeping more than four hours at a time, so the late-night feedings are all but over." 
 
    "How's Karl, Junior taking it?" 
 
    "He seems to like the idea of a younger brother. I've made sure to spend time with him, so he doesn't feel neglected, because Chloe has Elias to deal with now, as well. Thankfully, there's a fair number of other kids his age he can play with now, since the Kitesh resettled a lot of their people here." 
 
    "Well, that's good at least. I know they're quickly becoming the backbone of our physical intelligence operations." 
 
    "Yeah, they still have a number of safehouses throughout the disputed territory, and even inside the exclusion zone, once we get that damnable wall finished." 
 
    "They have safehouses inside the zone?" 
 
    Karl nodded. "I've told them if anyone intentionally goes in there, without checking with you or me first, when I get my hands on them, I will find all sorts of interesting ways to make them regret their stupidity." 
 
    "Why would they want to go there?" 
 
    "Because all the places have some money stashed in them, and a couple of them have a fair deal of other valuables as well. Apparently several Korps members stashed whatever they'd been able to rescue while fleeing Berlin in a couple of the safehouses, rather than be slowed down by trying to carry it all the way out. Of course, no one knew exactly what we were dealing with at the time." 
 
    "Huh, you know, we might be able to use those once we get the wall up." 
 
    "Use them for what?" Karl growled, looking at him. 
 
    "Hideouts, intelligence gathering, safe havens, you name it." 
 
    "What need would we have for that?" 
 
    "Eventually I'm going to send teams in to spy on and engage in special operations against our demon enemies. We have to keep an eye on them so we know what they're doing while I'm concentrating on hunting down the ones on the outside." 
 
    "What about those spy satellites?" 
 
    "They're not as reliable as we thought. Apparently the demons know about them, and have been moving to interfere with them. Sean caught a whole bunch of them months ago that had infiltrated a number of sensitive positions and were manipulating the data, so he wasn't seeing what was going on. 
 
    "Also, I'd like to point out that we don't have any satellites of our own, because the people who controlled Germany's satellites are all dead, and the control facilities were in Berlin…" 
 
    "Which is now a big, radioactive hole in the ground." Karl sighed. "I still think the French overdid it." 
 
    "Well, you know what they say about payback. But honestly? It made my job a hell of a lot easier, so I'm not going to complain." 
 
    "You know, I never thought to ask. Did you know it was going to happen?" 
 
    Rabin shook his head. "My father never told me. I wouldn't have sent you out if I'd known." 
 
    Karl nodded. "Well, before we brief the representatives from those twenty-eight countries, do you at least have any good news?" 
 
    "Of course I do! Sean stole a satellite." 
 
    "He did what?" 
 
    "Stole a spy satellite. It passes overhead every couple of days, so while not perfect, it's at least something." 
 
    "No, I mean, how do you steal a satellite? You lions got a space program nobody knows about?" 
 
    Rabin shrugged. "Beats me, all I know is, he did. I haven't cared enough to ask him about it." 
 
    Karl nodded and stood up. "You know, I actually hate doing these things more than I hate the demons?" 
 
    "Really?" Rabin asked with a laugh. "Why's that?" 
 
    "I can kill the demons, and they don't come back. But if I kill one of these Durks, another one will spring, almost as from the earth, to replace him within a day." 
 
    "You need to growl at them more, maybe even maim one, so the others get the message," Rabin said, still laughing. 
 
    "If I thought it would work, I'd do it, trust me. But more likely, I'd be out of a job, and then some other poor unfortunate would have to suffer your company." 
 
    "Suffer my company? Really now, Karl, I'm hurt that you would say that." 
 
    "Yet, you'll still show up around dinner time for a free meal, I'm sure." 
 
    "What if I promise to bring some wine?" 
 
    "If you can find a good cheese to go with it, I think I'll find it in my heart to forgive you." 
 
    "You, my friend, have a deal. Now, let us tame the unruly animals once more." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Mihalis 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean was chilling in the living room with a mug full of dwarven beer, doing his best to get some peace and quiet. The last three weeks had been a little hectic, with all the babies being born. Christmas at Roxy's parents had been a lot more…productive than expected, not that he was complaining! Sheila had been the last to deliver, five days ago, the day after Roxy. Sheila had given him a son, a male fox named John; Roxy had given him a cheetah daughter, Cyra. Several days before that, Deidre had delivered Cinnamon, a dark elf female with hair that matched her name. 
 
    A couple of weeks before that had been Daelyn's son Wayan, and two days before that, Estrella and Cali had delivered on the same day, Estrella giving him another daughter, a lioness she'd named Elpis, Greek for hope, and Cali a son, a lion with skin as dark as hers, named Mihalis. 
 
    Peg had asked to wait a while, because she was still dealing with the twins, who were a handful, while Roberta had made it clear that three was enough for her. Jolene was already pregnant last Christmas and had delivered a lioness named Natalie. Sean didn't expect she'd want any more children, either. 
 
    Both Natalie and Mihalis were original souls, in that they weren't reincarnations of anyone. The same was true for all his lion or lioness children, other than Mtawala and Nguvu. The number of new lions had actually increased by over a thousand at this point, and Sean didn't have it in him to put any limits out there. If the First didn't like it, he could come home from vacation and deal with it himself. 
 
    Sean snorted; he could just imagine that argument! Adam had already put two in his second wife, Jenna, and Sean was pretty sure Adam was planning on a third. 
 
    "Son! Good to see you!" 
 
    Sean blinked and looked over at the front door. The First had just come in, in human form, with all seven of his wives—Keairra, Saf'kij, Jipouet, Peym, Nibisa, Dienna, and Sasha—following him. They were in their human forms as well, and while the First was just in a button up shirt and slacks, the women looked to have raided a high fashion store. 
 
    Setting his mug down and being careful not to spill any, he got up out of his seat, went over, and hugged the First. 
 
    "Dad! What are you doing here? I mean, it hasn't been a couple of centuries yet!" Sean teased, then gave each of his adopted mothers a hug as well. 
 
    "What, a father can't check in on his son's kids?" 
 
    "Is that your excuse?" Sean asked with a chuckle. 
 
    "I was here after the last group, wasn't I?" 
 
    "Hmmm." 
 
    "He actually does do this," Keairra confirmed with a smile, "because we beat on him if he doesn't." 
 
    "Ah! So it's more that you all want to see them than that he does!" Sean said with a laugh. 
 
    "No, I actually enjoy it, too," the First admitted. "We"—he indicated his wives and himself— "decided some time ago that we weren't going to have any more children." 
 
    "A decision that has recently come back up for debate!" Sasha said with a big grin, and Sean noticed that several others were grinning as well. 
 
    "Anyway," Keairra said, picking up the conversation again, "we waited until Esti said things had settled down a bit before coming to visit." 
 
    "And I would very much like to see Cali and your son, Mihalis," the First added. 
 
    Sean looked at the First and frowned. "Why?" he asked in a very concerned voice. 
 
    The First sighed and put his hands up. "It's nothing bad, trust me, Sean," he said as a faint growl came from Sean. "I'm not going to hurt him or do anything to him. But no one has ever made a lion with a dark elf before, and I'm really quite curious about my new grandson." 
 
    "So are we!" Peym said in a cheerful voice. "And again, we'd beat him into a rug if he even thought about doing anything. But honestly? He's as much a sucker for cubs as Sawyer is." 
 
    Sean nodded and sighed. "Sorry, I just get a little wound up over the kids at times." 
 
    "It's instinct," the First told him. "I'm not only another male lion, I'm also the only one bigger than you." 
 
    "Well, come on I guess, I'll introduce you all to your new grandkids." 
 
    "Let's start with Roxy's," Keairra said, "since hers is the youngest. Oh! And Sheila's son. Don't want to miss him, either." 
 
    "Poor Sheila is going to piss herself with all these goddesses visiting," he said with a shake of his head. 
 
    "Well, you can protect her from us then," Dienna said with a toothy grin. "Esti told us all about how she gave you a son and named him after you. You were in bed with her for what? Six hours?" 
 
    "And could barely walk afterwards. They taught that woman some deadly stuff," Sean said, smiling as he remembered his 'Christmas present'. Then he frowned. "Wait, Estrella told you about that?" 
 
    "In every detail," the First said with a sigh. "My wives are addicted to romance, and Sheila proving she loved you really got them off." 
 
    "You should see the kinds of things Mister Grumpy there does for us," Saf'kij whispered to Sean. "He's just as bad!" 
 
    "Someone's been enjoying their vacation, I take it?" Sean asked, looking around at the snickering women as the First sighed. But he was smiling all the same. 
 
    "Immensely. Now, let's meet the children." 
 
      
 
    The next several hours were enjoyable ones. While Estrella was apparently keeping up with her mother now and then, Sean hadn't talked with his 'father', the First, in over a year, and he really enjoyed catching up with him. The First had been keeping tabs on him, as Estrella had warned him, but more so he could offer advice if Sean had asked.  
 
    "I'm really quite pleased with how you've been handling things, Son," the First told him as they sat around, relaxing after a big family dinner. "Hiring that magic user, the former lycan trainer…" 
 
    "Mike," Sean supplied. 
 
    "Yes, Mike. That was a good move. You not only saved his life—which makes your people love you all the more—but he's obviously dedicated. Getting that satellite was also a good idea." 
 
    "I was still shocked to find as many traitors as we did." Sean sighed. "Have you talked to Raban?" 
 
    "Not yet, but I will. Is he having problems with them, too?" 
 
    "Apparently the djevels are still making them. You know some of the places on Earth where other things sometimes peek through?" 
 
    The First nodded. 
 
    "Well, after talking to Kensington over at the Secret Service, I talked with a couple of the wardens you assigned to look after them. Apparently there are still some djevels trapped inside them, and the djevel king in Berlin gave many of them cellphones before the French nuked him." 
 
    "Esti mentioned to Keairra that they'd gotten their hands on them." 
 
    "That was one of the reasons they infiltrated the NSA; they didn't want us tracking those phone calls, as they were all overseas. Then there's the possessed magic user we killed. I think that djevel was up to a lot more than we realize. Apparently they still have the ability to possess people; it requires them to attach some sort of demonic leech to them. The only reason they haven't been using it is because some of them know we can sense them." 
 
    "We have figured out, Father," Estrella said, "that they can breed here on Earth. It's not as easy as it was in the Onderwereld, and there are things we can do to keep it from getting any easier, but their numbers are slowly increasing. We're also fairly certain now that they're not going to just grow old and die off on us. At least not the more powerful ones, like the princes and the stronger lords. " 
 
    The First nodded. "I suspected as much, based on how long it took us to get rid of them the last time. I'd send you the help from the folks in South America, but I've already had Denup and Ing send any they could spare to Mongolia to help Ceithir get everything under control there." 
 
    "How bad is it over there?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Well, there aren't any princes there, thankfully. Not that many lords, either. They are very much in the middle of nowhere, so not a lot of food for them. I think I'm going to need you, Sean, to ship Ceithir a medallion machine or two, however." 
 
    Sean nodded. "I'll talk to her about it." 
 
    "Did you ever find out what the story was on that fake lion?" Peym asked. 
 
    "No, but at this point I'm pretty sure it was a polymorph spell," Sean said, looking over at her. "The big questions are, did he cast it on himself? Or did someone else cast it on him?" 
 
    "And who was he working with?" Roxy added. 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "Well, if someone else cast it on them, that means they can do it again; in which case, who was he working with, and are they aligned with the djevels?" 
 
    "That could be a very important question," the First said with a nod of his head. 
 
    "Sadly, we weren't able to learn anything about him." Sean sighed. "None of what he had on him was tied to any group in particular, and as he never changed back, we couldn't identify the body." 
 
    "What did the survivors say? Didn't any of them know who he was, or where he came from?" 
 
    Jolene shook her head. "I helped Stewart go through their memories. The congresswoman showed up with him, and from what we got, some of them thought he was a real lion, that there were factions inside the lion world, and she was just exploiting it." 
 
    "Townes suspected he was some sort of fake," Sean added, "but he didn't care, as long as he got enough press and power after they were done with me." 
 
    "So they knew it was a setup?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "I gave the info on the senator to Steve so he could blackmail him; the other two I had infected." 
 
    "I have to say, it was an inspired idea, but didn't they know there were other lions here?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "No? Apparently our security's better than we thought it was. Most of the lions who are still here don't go around looking like lions that often, because they don't want to be mistaken for me." 
 
    "Ah, that would make sense," the First said, and then nodded to Keairra. 
 
    "I need to run," Keairra said, getting up and giving Sean a kiss on the side of the face. She gave each of his wives a hug, and then left the room. 
 
    "Where's she off to?" Estrella asked. 
 
    "Family stuff," the First said. "Which brings me to Mihalis." 
 
    Sean noticed that Cali had suddenly sat up very straight. 
 
    "First off, he's a lion, all right," the First said with a big smile. 
 
    "Well, I sorta knew that already, Dad," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "Ah, but he's the first off his kind." 
 
    "How so?" Cali asked. 
 
    "Well, he's going to have black fur, not tawny, like the rest of us." 
 
    "You know what that means, don'tcha?" Daelyn said with a chuckle. 
 
    "What?" Cali asked. 
 
    "That he's going to be in very high demand with all the lionesses out there," Jolene said with a smirk. 
 
    "Well, of course he will, he's Sean and my son!" Cali said with a smug look. 
 
    "So he's going to be a black lion?" Sean asked. 
 
    The First nodded. "Probably about the same color as our manes." 
 
    "You can tell that?" Cali asked, looking thoughtful. 
 
    The First nodded again. "Yes. Apparently you were changed enough by what happened with Mak that you gained a number of abilities we lions all have, beyond the ones you've already experienced." 
 
    "The way you say that doesn't sound good," Sean said, frowning. 
 
    The First sighed. "It's not, but we've come up with a solution." 
 
    Sean noticed Cali was looking worried again. 
 
    "What kind of solution?" 
 
    "I want you to allow Estrella to infect Cali." 
 
    "Is that safe?" Sean asked, turning to look the First in the eye. 
 
    "I wouldn't have suggested it if it wasn't." 
 
    "I thought dark elves couldn't be infected?" Cali asked in a soft voice. 
 
    "Dark elves can't have lion cubs either, Cali. But you did." 
 
    "What's the big deal?" Roxy said, smiling. "Cali would make a rockin' cat." 
 
    "The next question, Dad, is why? Why is this important?" 
 
    "What happens to us if we're killed?" 
 
    "I thought we couldn't be killed now?" 
 
    "F1s can't, usually. And F2s, unless it's something overwhelming, but that's because we have the pool of power we're all connected to to tap into. Cali's not a lion; she doesn't have that." 
 
    Sean frowned and tilted his head a bit, thinking about it. 
 
    "We go to the lion realm," Estrella said. 
 
    "Right, but Cali's not a lion, so where does she go?" 
 
    "Uh-oh." 
 
    The First nodded. "She's going to go to her own realm. Once there, because she doesn't have a power pool to gate out, she'll be stuck there. Alone." 
 
    Sean sat back in his seat, eyes wide, and looked at Cali, who was looking totally distressed. Getting up, he walked over to her chair knelt beside her, and hugged her. 
 
    "So biting her will fix this?" Sean asked. 
 
    The First nodded. "It will link her to the power pool and the lion world. Kalif is fairly certain her world won't come into existence until she's killed or dies. If she's linked to ours, she should go there instead, and if not? She'll still be linked to the power pool, so she'll have the ability to gate to the lion world." 
 
    Sean nodded and looked Cali in the eyes. "Love, it's your decision, but honestly? I wouldn't mind it at all if you became a lioness." 
 
    "Wait," Estrella said. "If she becomes a lioness, who's going to inhabit her mind to guide her? There's no one in the realm anymore, or almost no one, at least." 
 
    "That's where Keairra went," the First replied. "Like I said, we've discussed this quite a bit. Keairra will be the one to accept Cali and see to it that she learns everything she needs to learn." 
 
    "But if Cali can't die now, how does Mom get out of her head?" 
 
    "She can make a trip back to her homeland. We already know going through a gateway disrupts it," the First said with a smile. "Like I said, we've spent a lot of time discussing this. Cali is family. We take care of family." 
 
    Estrella nodded and looked at Cali. "I'm okay with it if you're okay." 
 
    Cali looked at Sean. "Do you want me to do this, Sean? My husband?" 
 
    Sean smiled. "Yes, very much. The idea of you being trapped someplace like that? Let's just say, it's making me very uncomfortable. While the thought of you turning into a sexy black lioness is having…certain other…effects!" he finished with a lusty growl. 
 
    Cali smiled and, leaning forward, she kissed him, then turned to Estrella. 
 
    "Yes, please. I would like to be a lioness. The thought of being all alone has become something I can no longer bear, after having known the love of all of you." 
 
    Estrella got up. "Let's do this in the den. Having you turn into a lioness in the living room probably won't be good for the furniture, and the kids have already trashed the den." 
 
    "I'll watch Mihalis for you, Cali," Roxy said, getting up as well. 
 
    Sean got up with Cali, and they followed Estrella to the den. He was a little worried about this working, but if the First said it would, he was sure it would. 
 
      
 
    Sean leaned up against the railing on the back patio with a mug of beer in his hand. It was late; sometime after three in the morning. Sean had spent the last eight hours running around with Cali, who was now a lioness. A very sexy, black-furred lioness, truth be told. While she physically looked like Estrella as a lioness, the different color fur set her very much apart. He was looking forward to when she got her hybrid form down. 
 
    "Thanks, Dad," Sean said, as the First came over to lean against the railing next to him, holding his own mug of beer. 
 
    "And that's why you need to trust me," the First said with a chuckle. "When Esti said you'd put a lion in Cali, Kalif damn near shit a brick when his mom told him. When he told us why, we sat down and figured out how to deal with it. Besides, let's face it, I like Cali. A lot." 
 
    "You like them all, Dad." 
 
    The First smiled. "Yeah, there is that. Roxy and Peg are also going to end up in the lion realm and have access to the power pool. You might want to teach them about it at some point." 
 
    "So eating Mak changed them, too?" 
 
    "Yup. I wasn't sure what would happen to them at first, but while we were dealing with Cali, I reached out through the pool like I would with any other lion, and they were both there. They seem to be F2s like Cali is now." 
 
    "Not F1s?" 
 
    "Not quite. If Mak had been prepared like his friend was, they would have been. As it is, I'm a bit surprised they're not F3s, but we really don't know enough of the fine details of how we came to be." 
 
    "You know, I thought about infecting Jo and Rob at one point." 
 
    "Oh? Why didn't you?" 
 
    "Neither one of them is interested in immortality." 
 
    "You asked?" 
 
    "Let's just say, a few hints were dropped, and I got something of a lecture. We know souls exist, and we know there's an afterlife, right?" Sean asked, looking at the First. 
 
    "Why are you looking at me?" the First asked, grinning. 
 
    "Because I'm waiting to be corrected." 
 
    "Nope, you got it right. They all go on to someplace; I have it on a good authority. We'll even go on there ourselves one day." 
 
    "Yeah, after the sun novas and the Earth is destroyed," Sean said with a snort. "Still having issues with all that." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "'Cause that's a long time." 
 
    "Sean, Son, live for the day. Don't worry about how long it'll be. Take your lion's view: Today is what matters." 
 
    "As easy as that?" 
 
    The First nodded. "Humans always overthink things. It's like dealing with the djevels. Don't worry about it. You'll get them all, sooner or later. Sure, there'll be setbacks along the way; life's like that. But you'll get it done. Deal with it as it comes. You got a good plan and a good team." 
 
    Sean nodded. 
 
    "Staying long?" 
 
    "A few days, need to make sure we spoil the kids and all that. Don't tell anyone we're here; I don't want to go down to the base or any of that. We'll just hang out up here." 
 
    "Don't want to get drafted?" Sean asked with a smile. 
 
    "Don't want to undercut your authority." 
 
    "More like you're afraid I'll run off and leave you in charge," Sean said with a grin. 
 
    The First snorted. "If I went down there and tried to take over, you'd knock me on my ass. This is your heritage now. This is what you'll leave the world." 
 
    "What was yours, Dad?" 
 
    "Humanity. I like to think that's one of my better decisions. Not just the one to let them run things, but to protect them. How's Arthur and Joseph doing? Still pestering you with questions?" 
 
    "Sometimes, though not as much as they used to. I think the biggest unasked questions now are 'what were you doing before you came back' and 'are you going to leave us again'." 
 
    "Why, we were doing what lions do!" the First said, and looking over at Sean, he grinned. "Working on our tans, sleeping, screwing, putting a paw in when we thought it was needed, and laughing about the stupid shit humans do when it wasn't." 
 
    "I don't think they'd buy it," Sean said with a shake of his head.  
 
    "Course not, it's the truth. But they're not the ones you've got to worry about." 
 
    "I know. The ones I have to worry about are the ones who come along a hundred or two years from now once we've dealt with all the djevels." 
 
    "Yup. Honestly? We'll leave again. Most of us will. It's a lot easier for us to come and go now, so we will. It's our nature, after all; we protect our home, and when it's safe, we relax." 
 
    Sean nodded, then stretched and yawned. "I think I need to do some relaxing. Night, Dad." 
 
    "Night, Son." 
 
      
 
    End 
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    Afterword 
 
      
 
    First, LGOPs. I'm sure a number of you are wondering who or what that is, and for those of you who didn't bother to search for it, LGOP stands for 'Little Groups Of Paratroopers'. 
 
      
 
    After the demise of the best Airborne plan, a most terrifying effect occurs on the battlefield. This effect is known as the rule of the LGOPs. This is, in its purest form, small groups of pissed-off 19 year old American paratroopers. They are well trained. They are armed to the teeth and lack serious adult supervision. They collectively remember the Commander’s intent as “March to the sound of the guns and kill anyone who is not dressed like you”—or something like that. 
 
      
 
    This is right up there with the foreign generals who declare that all war is chaos, and the reason the Americans are so good at it is because chaos is all the American soldiers know. While I don't know much about foreign militaries, my experience with our own would seem to bear this out. 
 
      
 
    Now! As always, if you enjoyed the story, please review! At the very least, rate it, but I would greatly appreciate a review. Four and five stars are positive reviews, three and fewer are negative reviews—yes, three stars on Amazon is a critical or negative review. Now if you didn't like the book, a negative or critical review is only fair. But if you did like it, four or five would be greatly appreciated. 
 
    What comes next? Well, honestly at this point, I don't know. This was supposed to be only one book to bridge the setup into the next series, which starts about 16 or 20 years after this book ended, about Mihalis. There may be something about Sean, Jr., or even Troy (Sean's second son with Roxy, he's a male cheetah lycan). But a lot of that depends on how things with Mihalis goes. 
 
    But I'm wondering if I need a second bridge book or not. This isn't exactly a Valens Legacy book, and the next book I write will be the first Valens Heritage book, so other than the title of this book, I've got zero ideas (at this time) for any kind of subtitle on this one. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, let the shilling commence!  
 
    As you know I also write under the name John Van Stry, and have a few things going on there as well. The main difference is those titles tend towards FTB, and some of them have Harem aspects; they're not all Harem. If you haven't looked at it, you might appreciate my Portals of Infinity series. It's currently at 10 books. 
 
      
 
    Some Recommendations:  
 
    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. I've been a big fan of William's since I discovered his work. It was kind of a funny moment for me when I found out he was a fan of my stuff as well. I'm honestly beginning to suspect that he can't write a bad story, because every book he writes is just so much better than the one before. I just finished Swing Shift, and it was great. You should really buy his books. 
 
    Blaise Corvin – The Delvers books are really a lot of fun and very much worth it. When I first came across his Delvers LLC books, I almost felt kind of jealous, because I was like 'why didn't I think of that?' I do think if you like my stuff, you'll like his as well, so check it out! And definitely give the Nora Hazard book a try ('Mitigating Risk' is the first one), I'm reading it now and really enjoying it. 
 
    Michael-Scott Earle – Yes! Michael-Scott IS back, he's just not on Amazon anymore. If you want to find him and read his works again, please go here: https://www.michaelscottearle.com/books-1 
 
    One of these days I'm going to bribe him to finish Lion Quest. Please check him out, and if you can, support him. He's another great author. 
 
    Hondo Jinx – I'm a big fan of Power Mage. Lots of action, lots of fun. I love that his main character is a former Bull Rider. Those guys are crazy! 
 
    Daniel Schinhofen – another great author you should consider checking out as well. 
 
      
 
    They're all good people and great writers. 
 
      
 
    If you're into 'Harem' type fiction, you may also want to check out this group on Facebook to see who else is writing it that you might like: 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/ 
 
    (The stuff written under my real name - check it out, you might like it too!) 
 
    John Van Stry website at:  
 
    http://www.vanstry.net/ 
 
    Email: 
 
    stryvant@gmail.com 
 
    And sign up for my mailing list!  
 
    http://vanstry.net/stryvant/maillist.html 
 
    Links are also on my webpages! This way you're guaranteed to get announcements whenever I publish something! Otherwise I leave it alone, not newsletters, and I try not to be spammy.  
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