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 Take the A Train 
 
      
 
    Sean looked over at Roxy, Peg, and Cali, all three of whom were studying the tablets in their hands. Apparently the concept of wireless tablets was a well-known one by the Inangar. When the First pried Mahkiyoc out of his chair, Mahkiyoc had grabbed one so he could continue his studies. Upon seeing that, Rowan had asked if he had any extras, and apparently he did.  
 
    So now everyone, even Keairra and the rest of the First's wives, were studying on them. It was a long trip, after all. 
 
    Estrella was currently being questioned by Mahkiyoc—in great detail—about her time here in the Onderwereld. Apparently he was fascinated by her entire ordeal, how she had fit in among the djevels and what she had learned about them and their culture. For all of the hundreds of thousands of years Mahkiyoc had lived here, his contacts with the djevels had been necessarily few, and his abilities to observe them even fewer.  
 
    And that was how the First had convinced Mahkiyoc to come: full, unfettered access to ask them any questions he wanted to, versus leaving him there with no one to talk to. Apparently the First knew a thing or two about appealing to a researcher's vanity. 
 
    The gateway control was only a three-hour trip, but the facility where the weapons were made was an additional four hours past that. After some discussion, Sean and the First had agreed, along with everyone else, that the weapons were their first priority. After they'd investigated that facility, they'd determine their next step. 
 
    "Sean, how do I search through their history?" Keairra asked, coming over and sitting down next to him. 
 
    "You'll need to use their search engine." 
 
    "What's a 'search engine'?" Keairra asked, looking at him quizzically. 
 
    Sean laughed. "You’ve really never used a computer, have you?" 
 
    Keairra grinned and shook her head. "My last triumph on Earth was learning how to program a VCR. So I know what they are, but that's all." 
 
    "Ah," Sean said with a nod. "Okay. A search engine is like a card catalogue in a library—you know what those are, right?" 
 
    Keairra nodded. 
 
    "You enter in the terms or words you're looking for, and it will search through all its records and return all the matching results." 
 
    "Won't that be an overwhelming number of matches?" 
 
    Sean smiled. "Perceptive! Yes, it can be. So you have certain special characters and words you can use to help you narrow the search down. Here, I'll show you." 
 
    Sean spent the next half hour teaching Keairra, and then all the rest of her sister wives, the Inangar version of Boolean search operators. For the most part logic is logic, and the string operators were exactly what Sean was used to. However, they had an additional one that Sean had never encountered on a search engine before, and that one equated to 'near'. You could request results that were 'near' to those you were looking for, things that almost matched, but didn't. Sean wasn't exactly sure how that worked; obviously it relied on the abilities of the limited AIs that ran the search engine.  
 
    When he finished explaining that, Sean started his own searches. What he was most curious about now was, what had the Inangar known about mana and magic? And how had they built machines to manage and manipulate it? Especially when none of the Inangar had any personal abilities with the use of mana at all. 
 
    Roxy and Cali were studying the weapons, the 'cubs' were all looking into different aspects of Inangar history, and the First was sound asleep on the floor, no doubt dealing with problems back home. 
 
      
 
    By the time they got to the manufacturing facility, Sean was starting to regret not studying engineering. He understood a little of what they’d done, but he had no idea how to unravel the concepts and techniques he was seeing and track them back to their root techniques.  
 
    The Inangar didn't view it as magic or anything like that, however. To them, it was just another force of the universe—like, say, electricity—one which was far more plentiful here than it had been back on their home world. Sean had learned that much at least. They'd learned about it, and how to deal with it, before coming here, but the amount of such force available back home was a small fraction of what they’d found here.  
 
    That discovery had led him down a bit of a rabbit-hole as he got wrapped up in the Inangar history. Apparently they’d found mana to be even more useful than electricity, and had relied on it heavily. As opening up a gateway increased the supply, they'd built a number of large facilities that doubled as batteries, and made sure those gateways were opened at regular intervals to keep their batteries charged. 
 
    Something about that statement tickled something in Sean's memory, but he couldn't quite pin it down. 
 
    "We're slowing down. Weapons, everyone!" Estrella said, sitting up and looking around. "I'm sorry, Mahkiyoc, we can continue this discussion later, but right now we need to be sure there aren't any demons in here." 
 
    Mahkiyoc nodded. "Yes, yes. I understand." 
 
    "Hey, Mahk!" Roxy called out. "Is there any chance you can use your tablet there to tell us if there are any demons inside the facility?" 
 
    "I am sorry, but no. Privacy rules prevent the scanning of both public and private places." 
 
    "Seriously?" 
 
    "Yes. We are a most civilized race. Privacy is very important." 
 
    "But what about the cameras and microphones in all our rooms?" Roxy asked with a scowl. 
 
    "Those are for interfacing with the room’s appliances and having conferences with others, remotely." 
 
    "You know, if we could tap into those, we could learn an awful lot," Peg said with a thoughtful look. 
 
    "I don't think we have the time to figure it out," Sean said with a shake of his head. "Hacking into those systems wouldn't be easy." 
 
    "How much do you wanna bet someone else already did it?" Peg said with a smirk. 
 
    "No one would ever do such a thing," Mahkiyoc said, looking faintly offended. "It goes beyond the basic beliefs of our people." 
 
    "Oh? What if it was in the name of research?" Rowan asked with a frown. 
 
    "Oh, in that case it would be acceptable," Mahkiyoc replied.  
 
    Sean got the impression the hypocrisy of his own answer went right over Mahkiyoc's head. 
 
    "Let's argue later," the First said, getting to his feet as the car exited the tunnel and came to a stop in another subway station. "Load your weapons. Let's see what's waiting for us." 
 
    "Let me put up a shield," Sean said and, moving over to the opening door, he cast a medium-sized one in front of him, then drew his rifle.  
 
    "This shield is three feet to either side of me; watch where you step," he said in a low voice. 
 
    "Why only three feet?" Rowan asked. 
 
    "So I don't get stuck on any walls. Those stairways are pretty wide, but we come to anyplace narrower than that, and I'll have to drop it and use something a lot smaller." 
 
    Sean moved out of the car cautiously and quietly. Roxy was on his right and Keairra was on his left, everyone else carefully lining up behind him as they moved off the train. 
 
    The room they were entering was almost an exact duplicate of the one they'd departed from. It was large, probably a hundred yards square, with a large set of stairs that came down in the middle. The back wall, made out of a shiny white substance that reminded Sean of tile, was about fifty feet back from the tracks and had about a half dozen doors in it, all of which were closed. There were square columns that ran down the center of the room about every twenty-five feet or so, and that was about it. There was nothing else in the place; it was completely clear and clean. There wasn't even any dust. 
 
    "Let's move to the bottom of the stairs," Keairra said, "then we can hold that while the others check the doors. 
 
    "Sounds good," Sean agreed and they slowly made their way there. 
 
    "Stairs look clear," Sean said, looking up. 
 
    "Sash, Die, Nib, Jip. Take the doors," Keairra said while pointing to the doors on the far left. "Work your way across. Kal, Lib, Row, cover them. Saf, you're with the First; the rest, watch the stairs." 
 
    Sean watched as everyone spread out to their assigned tasks. It was quickly obvious that Sasha, Dienna, Nibisa, and Jipouet had worked together often, from the way they moved and used hand signals with each other. Then he almost slapped himself—lionesses were the ones who did all the hunting. They'd probably been working as a team longer than western civilization had been around. 
 
    The first door they came to turned out to be the elevator. Sean could see that much from where he was at the base of the stairs. After that, it wasn't as easy to tell. So he paid more attention to the top of the stairs than to what the lionesses were doing. They were being very thorough, and it was a while before they came back to where he and Keairra were standing. 
 
    "We found the elevator, a local monitoring and control room, two machine rooms, and three storage rooms for tools," Nibisa said. 
 
    "Any monitors in that control room?" Sean asked 
 
    "Monitors?" 
 
    "Screens displaying camera feeds." 
 
    "Oh! Yes, but they only looked down the tunnel." 
 
    "I got us a map of the station!" Peg said, holding up her tablet. 
 
    "How'd you find that?" Keairra asked, looking surprised. 
 
    "By playing around with search queries. Apparently these things got some sort of GPS in 'em, because I finally got fed up and asked it to show me where I was, and a map came up! If I'm reading this right, the next level is storage, but we have to go through a set of security doors to get into the factory after that." 
 
    "Is there a layout of the factory on that thing?" Sean asked, looking over at Peg. 
 
    "Yup. Here, see?" Peg said, holding the tablet out. 
 
    Sean took a moment to examine Peg's map. "Looking at this, a lot of the buildings are out in the open, on the surface," Sean said, looking back at everyone. "If there are demons up there, cleaning them out isn't going to be easy." 
 
    "Yeah, but we could all use a bite to eat!" Peg said with a smile. 
 
    "Fine," Sean said, rolling his eyes and handing the tablet back to her. "Could you figure out how to put that on everyone else's tablets while we check upstairs?" 
 
    Peg nodded. "I think so. Give me a few minutes." 
 
    Sean nodded and turned back to Keairra. "Let's head upstairs." 
 
    "Fall in, girls!" Keairra said. "And Kal!" adding him with a laugh. 
 
    Sean shrugged and, after dropping his pack with the others, made his way up the stairs slowly, keeping his rifle up and his eyes open.  
 
    As the stairs led them up to the floor above, it was very much as Peg’s map had shown. There was a large open area the same size as the room below. There were a few crates stacked around the area. Well, Sean assumed they were crates, in this place they could be anything. Keairra detailed the same four to sweep the place, and as there were no other doors beyond the one set of elevator doors, it only took them a few minutes to confirm it was empty.  
 
    "Well," Sean said with a heavy sigh, "let's go take a look at those security doors." 
 
    "Lead the way," Roxy said and beckoned for him to go on. 
 
    Walking over to the doors, Sean looked around to make sure everyone was ready, then grabbed the bar, and pushed. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    "What the…" Sean gave them another push, and when that didn't work, he tried pulling. 
 
    "Someone get Mahkiyoc to come up here and take a look at this," Keairra said. 
 
    "On it!" Sasha replied and ran back down the stairs. 
 
    "Maybe they're locked?" Roxy asked. "They're supposed to be security doors, right?" 
 
    "Could be," Sean said, looking first at the handles, then at the walls around him to see if there was any kind of lock or release mechanism. 
 
    "What is the problem?" Mahkiyoc asked when he finally made his way upstairs to the doors. 
 
    "These doors won't open," Sean told him. 
 
    "That is strange." Mahkiyoc went up to the door and pushed on the metal bar. 
 
    "Are they locked?"  
 
    "No. I can feel the mechanism release when I hold the bar. They are blocked." 
 
    "Great," Keairra growled. "Is there another way out of here?" 
 
    "The elevator?" Mahkiyoc suggested hopefully. 
 
    "Hopefully it still works," Sean said. 
 
    "If it doesn't, we can just climb up the shaft," Roxy pointed out. 
 
    "Good point," Sean agreed, and they headed over to the elevator doors. Rowan and Kalif had already forced the doors open by the time they got there. 
 
    "I guess this means it's not working?" Sean asked, looking into the shaft. 
 
    "A security system may have locked it when the demons came," Mahkiyoc suggested. "I think there may have been an order to lock down the transport tube stations to keep them out of the tunnels." 
 
    "Well, I guess we're climbing up," Roxy said. Jumping off the edge, she grabbed one of the beams that made up the shaft's support structure, and picked out a path up them.  
 
    Sticking his rifle into the scabbard on his back, Sean followed suit, and started climbing up as well.  
 
    "How far up do you think the next door is?" he asked her, trying to make out the details of the walls above in the dim light. 
 
    "I was thinking of going all the way to the top; I don't think that's too far up." 
 
    Sean smiled as he watched her butt above him.  
 
    "Remember the last time we were in an elevator shaft?" 
 
    "Seems like a lifetime ago, doesn't it?" Sean replied. 
 
    "Two lifetimes ago. Just remember not to do anything stupid this time, alright?" 
 
    "Uh-huh." Sean looked down below him. Cali was next, then Keairra, followed by the First of all people. Peym was the next to start up as they continued climbing.  
 
    "What are we going to do about Mahk?" Sean asked as he realized he was climbing past a closed door. 
 
    "Leave him down there for now with Peg, Row, and Kal," the First grunted. "We can always figure out a way to get him up here later if we need him." 
 
    Sean just nodded and continued to climb. When he got to the third door, Roxy had moved to the side and was working her way towards it. 
 
    "Why not try that maintenance access on the top?" Sean asked her. 
 
    "It probably leads outside or to a machine room on the top of the building. I'd rather start inside, wouldn't you?" 
 
    "Good point," Sean agreed and made his way over to the door. On this side of them, the opening mechanism was quite visible and easy to work. 
 
    Moving carefully, Sean worked his way over to the door, pretty much hanging from his fingertips. Looking down the shaft, he thought back again to when all of this started. Here he was, hanging by his fingertips on an alien planet, with a rifle on his back, a pistol on each hip, and a bunch of other people who last month were all dead, or whom he never even knew existed. 
 
    And it all felt normal. 
 
    Not only that, it felt good. He was strong enough he could do this one-handed if he had to, and he probably would when they opened the doors. He was running around with people so much older than him that you couldn't even begin to understand it, and they were listening to him, even following him. 
 
    He thought about everything that had happened to him leading up to this moment, as he hung there and waited for the rest of the girls and the First to gather around the door. Some were hanging to either side like he was, some were above it, others were below. 
 
    "Okay, when Rox and I open the door, we'll come in one at a time, left, right, left, until you're all in. The ones below the door are next, ones on top last." 
 
    "Why are we last?" Sasha asked. 
 
    "Because I don't want anybody's fingers getting stepped on?" Sean replied in his best 'duh' voice. 
 
    "You're learning," the First said with a laugh as the others snickered. 
 
    "On three," Sean said. 
 
    "One. 
 
    "Two. 
 
    "Three!" And with that, he and Roxy pushed the doors back into the wall, and Sean swung out into the hallway. 
 
    There were demons everywhere. Gnashers and a bunch of other, smaller things he didn't know the names of, so he cast the mass magic missile spell as he moved forward to give Roxy room, then drew his pistol and started shooting.  
 
    The spell dropped a lot of them, probably a hundred, maybe two.  
 
    But there were still a lot left over as he worked his way down the hallway against the wall with Roxy against the far wall. When he ran out of ammunition and had to reload, Wendy came up past him with her pistols and started shooting with Dienna behind her. 
 
    Cali had been behind Roxy, with Peym trailing, waiting her turn, while Keairra was in the middle with the First and his shotguns behind her, with Sasha reloading.  
 
    They worked their way quickly down the hallway like that, one shooting, one getting ready to move to the front, and the third reloading. 
 
    Estrella, Saf'kij, Jipouet, Nibisa, Mincibi, and Libby where clearing the rooms to either side behind them as they moved forward. 
 
    "Damn! Where the hell did all these come from?" Libby yelled. 
 
    "We're in a nest!" Estrella yelled back. 
 
    "A nest?" 
 
    "Yes, a nest! Which means there'll be predators all around this place! Keep your eyes open!" 
 
    Grumbling to himself as he finished reloading, Sean got ready to replace Dienna and quickly checked his mana. This building wasn't on a ley-line, and he'd have to manage his mana if he didn't want to run out. He cast another mass magic missile spell as Dienna fired her last shot, then moved up past her as most of the gnashers in the hall collapsed, looking for more targets to shoot.  
 
    "How you doing on magic, Hon?" Roxy called out. 
 
    "Just about spent. I hope the next floor isn't this bad!" 
 
    Sean, Roxy, and Keairra finished up the remaining gnashers and whatever the smaller things were, and then moved to the staircase to hold it against any attackers, while the others cleared out the rooms behind them. 
 
    The stairs had been barricaded, with only a small hole through the barricade. The barricade showed signs of having been torn down and rebuilt many times. It seemed to be mostly held together by the hardened tar of the dead, more than anything else. 
 
    "This is going to take a while," Sean said, looking over it. 
 
    Roxy nodded a moment, and then said, "This looks like a job requiring the proper application of high explosives." 
 
    "Yeah, too bad we don't have any." 
 
    "Speak for yourself, Lion-boy!" Roxy said with a smirk.  
 
    "You brought explosives?" 
 
    Roxy nodded. "Uh-huh. Twenty pounds of it." 
 
    Sean blinked. "You mean to tell me you added twenty pounds of explosives to your already heavy backpack full of ammo and weapons?" 
 
    Roxy laughed. "Oh no, of course not!" 
 
    Sean cocked his head and looked at her. 
 
    "I put them in your backpack!" Sean was suddenly quite conscious of the First's wives all snickering, while Cali and Estrella just laughed.  
 
    "Now, be a dear and fetch them while I look this over for weak spots." 
 
    "She's learning too, I see!" Keairra snickered. 
 
    "No," Sean said with a resigned look, "she's always been like this." 
 
    Climbing back down to go through his packs and find the explosives, Sean found Peg and Mahkiyoc were now talking, while Rowan and Kalif were standing guard. 
 
    "Sounded busy up there," Rowan said as Sean stepped out of the elevator shaft. 
 
    "Apparently we found a nest of gnashers. I had no idea those things nested." 
 
    "You need more ammo already?" 
 
    "No, we need to blow up the barricade they made. Rox sent me down for some explosives." 
 
    "Oh! Well that was smart to bring some along." 
 
    "He didn't," Peg said, looking over from where she was sitting on a crate. "Rox put them in there without telling him." 
 
    "And she made him carry them, smarter still," Rowan said, grinning. 
 
    "Yeah, yeah," Sean said, rolling his eyes. "Once we get that done, we'll clear out the rest of the building and see what's what up there. The top floor is a mess now; there's demon tar everywhere. A lot of it is old, dried stuff, too. I think a gnasher nest is also a buffet to the local predators." 
 
    "More than likely," Mahkiyoc said, "one or more of the gnashers in the nest would start killing and eating the others so it would grow into something larger and more powerful. Gnashers are as likely to eat each other as anything else is likely to eat them." 
 
    "No wonder people thought this place was hell," Peg said with a snarl. 
 
    "Hey, like you said before, you finally found people who’re worse than magic users," Sean joked. 
 
    "Yeah, the jury is still out on whether they’re worse than my dad or not," Peg said with a grumble. 
 
    Sean found the explosives; they were in four small boxes. Not having an easy way to carry them, he just zipped up the whole pack and put it on. Odds were good they'd all need more ammunition soon anyway. 
 
    "Well, keep an eye on things, and when you hear a loud 'boom', that'll be Rox blowing shit up." 
 
    "Got it!" Rowan said, and the other two nodded and Mahkiyoc returned to his interview of Peg. 
 
      
 
    "Why'd you bring the whole pack?" Roxy asked when Sean returned. 
 
    "Cause I don't have anything smaller? Also, I figured we should all probably restock in case we have to deal with another nest on the next floor." 
 
    "Makes sense," Roxy said with a nod and took two of the boxes of black powder from Sean as the others queued up for replacement ammo. He was just finishing up when Roxy came back with a fuse. 
 
    "Okay, everyone, take cover in the back rooms, then I'll light this." 
 
    Everyone got up and moved quickly to the back. 
 
    "Oh, Hubby dear?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Could you light this for me? I don't think my matches will work here." 
 
    "Sure." 
 
    As the others cleared the hallway, Sean cast a small flame spell to light the fuse. 
 
    Which lit with a black fire that immediately started to zip for the explosives. 
 
    "Shit!" Roxy swore, and Sean realized he was suddenly alone as she streaked into one of the side rooms, leaving him to dive after her. He was halfway through the doorway when the explosives went off with an ear-popping BANG, the force of the blast pushing him in with enough energy that he hit the opposite wall. 
 
    Sean slid down to the floor and shook his head, stunned for a moment, as his wits slowly returned. 
 
    "Think you used enough dynamite there, Butch?" he mumbled. 
 
    "Oh, shut up," Roxy said as she staggered to her feet. "How was I supposed to know it was more powerful here?" 
 
    "Does that explain the fuse?" 
 
    "Probably." 
 
    "Hey! You two alright in there?" Estrella called.  
 
    Looking up, Sean saw both her and Cali looking at them, concerned.  
 
    "Yeah, we're okay. Let's go see the damage…" Roxy grumbled. 
 
    As they exited the room, the First and Keairra were looking at the hole in the wall where the doorway used to be, as well as the hole in the wall leading outside, and the third one in the floor where the landing used to be. 
 
    "Well, at least the stairs are cleared," Keairra said, pointing over to the top of the remaining stairs, which were about twenty feet away. 
 
    "Let's get down there and start killing things before they can recover," the First said and jumped down through the hole to the floor below, with Keairra hot on his heels. The rest of the first pride quickly followed.  
 
    "Cali, Rox, stay up here with my pack for now," Sean said. "We'll call you once we've cleared an opening." 
 
    "I'm okay," Roxy growled. 
 
    "Good, cause I'm not," Sean said as he jumped down to follow the others, his head still clearing. The others were making quick work of the demons on this floor. There were a lot fewer of them, though a couple of them were bigger than the others. Probably too big to make it through the barricade that had been above, but it didn't look like they'd eaten anybody recently.  
 
    Oh, well, he wasn't here to research the life cycle of the gnasher.  
 
    "Floor's clear," the First said, coming back to where Sean was guarding the stairway with Wendy, Estrella, and Mincibi. 
 
    "Great, let's go down to the ground floor and see what's there," Sean said. "Rox and Cali, you can join us now, and bring the pack." 
 
    Everyone checked their weapons again and—carefully picking their way over the rubble from the stairs above, as well as the other junk that was strewn about—they made their way down to the ground floor, which was empty. The layout of this floor was different, as there was a big lobby in the center of it with large exits to the east and west. Sean guessed they were probably glass walls once upon a time, because where the stone walls ended, they were straight and clean.  
 
    "I guess they heard us coming," Keairra said. 
 
    "Everyone heard us coming!" Estrella laughed. "I'm just happy they're smart enough they decided to run." 
 
    "So where’s the entryway to the train station?" Sean asked, looking around. "And what was this place? I haven't seen anything that looks like a control station." 
 
    "Just a moment," Roxy said and dug out her tablet. 
 
    "Okay," she said, looking around a moment. "This was a housing unit. The stairway access was outside, over there." Roxy pointed west. "The factory, and the controls for it, are on the other side of the station." 
 
    "Well, let's go take a look, shall we?" 
 
    The west exit led them out into what had once been an open-air plaza. When they came to the stairway that led down to the train station, it was full of all sorts of debris and junk. 
 
    "Guess they filled it in to keep anyone from coming out," Estrella said, looking at it. 
 
    "Why did they not fill in the elevator shaft as well?" Cali asked 
 
    "Because they're not that bright?" Estrella said with a shrug.  
 
    "Let's go check out the reason we're here," Sean said and nodded towards the factory. 
 
    The factory building looked a lot like the blockhouse they'd come from, only it wasn't set in the side of a mountain, it was just a hundred-yard by hundred-yard square building sitting on the ground, with a second, longer building of a different design abutted up against the west side of it.  
 
    Walking over to it, Sean put his hand on it and could feel the mana in it immediately. 
 
    "This place is another battery, just like the other one." 
 
    "Let's see if we can get inside," Estrella suggested, pointing towards the heavy metal door that looked very much like the one back on the mountain. 
 
    "We'll go check out the attached building," the First said and, motioning to Keairra, Saf'kij, Jipouet, Peym, Nibisa, Dienna, and Sasha, they took off at a slow trot for the attached building. 
 
    "Keep your eyes open," Roxy said as they made their way to the door. "We've got a couple of outbuildings that are still unchecked." 
 
    "It's locked," Estrella said as she pushed on the door. 
 
    "Good, maybe that means there aren't any demons inside," Roxy said as she put her back to the wall and scanned the area. 
 
    "See if you can find one of those touch pads," Sean said as he started to run his own hands over the wall to the left of the doorway. 
 
    "I don't see anything," Estrella said, shaking her head. 
 
    "I guess we'll need to get Mahkiyoc up here." 
 
    Just then Roxy started shooting. 
 
    "Trouble!" 
 
    Sean turned and drew the lever action off of his back as he did so. Sure enough, there were a half dozen rather large djevels that reminded Sean of nothing so much as large Komodo dragons,, coming at them. 
 
    "What the hell are those?" Sean asked as he started putting bullets into one of them. 
 
    "They're grovæders," Estrella said. "All they do is eat. They're not very bright, or fast, but their skin is as hard as a rock" 
 
    Moving his aim up to the thing's face, Sean shot it in the mouth, and that killed it. Roxy had dropped two of them, but by now they were on top of them, so Sean, Roxy, Estrella, and Cali dropped their weapons and drew their swords as they dodged out of the way, while Libby, Wendy, and Mincibi tried to circle around and draw one of them off by shooting it. 
 
    Sean and the girls ran halfway back to the blocked stairway, and then stopped and turned around. The grovæders had given chase, but they weren't half as fast as Sean and the girls. 
 
    "Let me get an idea of just how thick those hides are," Sean growled and ran of to the right a ways, then circled back to try and get behind the last one.  
 
    The front two seemed torn for a moment, but decided that three was better than one and continued towards the girls, allowing Sean to get behind the last one. Raising his sword up for an overhead strike, he brought it down with all his considerable strength behind it, and then gasped in surprise, as the sword barely bit into the skin, and the shock of the strike went up his arms. 
 
    The wounded grovæder, however, spun around immediately and lunged forward at Sean, jaws wide. 
 
    Sean cast a fireball into the open maw, and the thing's head suddenly exploded as the whole thing caught fire and burned with that strange, black fire that existed here.  
 
    Swearing to himself, Sean ran over to the building and, tapping into the battery, he threw fireballs at the back of the next one in line, and was pleased to see it catch on fire. 
 
    Roxy, Cali, and Estrella were leading the other two back towards Libby, Wendy, and Mincibi, who were trying to drop their remaining two with their rifles. Sean hit another one with a fireball just as the one closest to the girls suddenly dropped and fell dead to the ground. 
 
    "You know," Estrella said, panting, "maybe we should clear the grounds before we bring Mahkiyoc up here." 
 
    Sean nodded slowly. "Yeah, I think that's a great idea." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Back in Reno 
 
      
 
    Adam groaned and opened his eyes. The first thing that came into focus was the ceiling of the tent he was in. 
 
    "Well, at least I'm not dead." He sighed. 
 
    "Adam!" A very concerned looking, as well as pregnant, Ryla came over to the cot he was lying on and, kneeling down, hugged him. 
 
    Adam smiled and, sitting up slowly, he hugged her back. "Hi, Love. How're the kids?" 
 
    "The kids are fine!" she growled, glancing down at her swollen belly. "Now!" she said and smacked him hard enough to make him see stars. "What in the hell were you doing out there! They thought you were dead! You scared me half to death!" 
 
    Blinking, Adam pulled her close and kissed her, if only to keep her from hitting him again. Ryla could be a temperamental tiger. Pregnant and moving into the last month, she was mercurial now, to say the least.  
 
    "Assuming they even could kill me, I'd be back in a week or so, so don't you worry about that, Love. As for what I was doing? My job," Adam said with a hint of a growl as his voice went down in pitch. "I'm a lion, Love, first and foremost. I have a job to do here, and I will do it. And you will not give me any grief over it, understand?" 
 
    Ryla shivered a little in his arms, and her ears went down as she looked a bit abashed. Adam knew one of the things that had attracted her to him was his ability to lay down the law to her when it needed to be laid down. Ryla was attracted to tyrants because her father had been one. He kissed her and hugged her again as well. 
 
    "Though to be honest I'm happier to not have to wait. Now where am I?" 
 
    "One of the field hospitals. Down by the university." 
 
    "Ah, and what are you doing here?" 
 
    Ryla blushed. "I came to check on how you were when they said you weren't dead, just unconscious." 
 
    Adam smiled. He sure didn't deserve her, but damn if he wasn't keeping her.  
 
    "Okay, let's see if I can get a bite to eat, then I need to track down Chad and Maitland and see what our plans are." Adam got to his feet; he was sore, and he was tired, and he was hungry. But otherwise he felt okay. 
 
    "Oh, did I kill that demon lord?" 
 
    Ryla grinned at him. "Yes, you killed it. That's what turned the tide of the battle and let them drive the djevels back." 
 
    "Well, that explains why I'm here, then. Now, food!" 
 
    Ryla helped to steady him, and he noticed the other cots were all full, mostly with wounded dwarves, but there were still quite a few lycans recovering as well, most likely ones who had been pushed to the edge of their regenerative abilities. Those who were conscious were looking at him. 
 
    "Thank you, all of you, for fighting today," Adam said with a smile. "Never think we don't care, or that any of us won't remember these days." 
 
    They either smiled weakly or nodded their heads slightly in acknowledgment. Adam wasn't a big fan of dealing with the wounded, and even less so the mortally wounded and dying. But letting go of Ryla, he knew what he needed to do, and that was to go up to each of them and shake their hand or give their shoulder a grasp as he told them, "thank you," once again. 
 
    So he did it. It was his job after all, and dammit if they didn't deserve a piece of him for all they'd given of themselves today. He'd just have to wait to get something to eat. Starting with the dwarves, he went to each of them, even those who were unconscious, and thanked them.  
 
    Next he moved on to the lycans, and it got a little bit, well, different for him. There was always that connection when a lion, any lion, touched a lycan. That piece of them inside each one recognized him when they made contact. But this time, there was a bit more to it than that. He'd heard the First say they were getting more powerful because of the numbers of lycans now alive in the world. Adam wasn't very familiar with the powers the lions had had back in the 'old days'; he'd been born far too recently for that. But something about that change, something about that new difference, made him suspicious. 
 
    So he immediately went over to the lycans who were unconscious, teetering on the edge of regenerative consumption, and tried to push a little power into them. He was surprised to see it worked! 
 
    "Ryla," he said, looking up at her, "get me food, a bunch of it." 
 
    "What? Why?" 
 
    "Please, go!" Adam said and moved to the next cot, where he found a lycan who was definitely losing the battle. He pushed a bunch of 'lion' energy into her and was pleased to see her begin to recover, if slowly. He immediately went to the next cot and did it again. Dying of consumption, for a lycan, was probably the second greatest fear after silver. 
 
    He was on the tenth or eleventh one, he was losing count, when Ryla stuck a sandwich in his hand, and he started to eat that as fast as he could as he went to the next lycan. Thankfully it wasn't touching much of his own energy to do this, because the pool of lion power had become so large, or he'd be unconscious again himself.  
 
    When he finished, he looked around the room. All the lycans who were conscious now were staring at him with a look he had previously only seen reserved for people like his mother or the First. 
 
    "Thank you all, again. I have to see who else needs my help," Adam said and left the tent. Grabbing one of the healers, he stopped them. 
 
    "I'm busy!" they said, looking at him. 
 
    "So am I. I need someone to take me to each of the lycans who are dying, and I need a radio." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Don't ask, do!" Adam growled nastily. 
 
    The healer paled and flagged someone over. "Jay, take this lion to each of the tents with lycans in it. I'll go find someone with a radio." 
 
    "What do you need the radio for?" Ryla asked as Jay led them to another tent. 
 
    "To order the other lions to do what I'm doing." 
 
    "You don't think they are?" 
 
    "This is something we haven't been able to do for a very long time. So, no." 
 
    With that, Adam was led into another tent and he started all over again. He had no idea how many there were here, but he wasn't going anywhere until he was done.  
 
      
 
    "About time you got here," Chad said when Adam came into the command tent. "I heard you were back on your feet hours ago." 
 
    "Yeah, well, I had something more important to deal with." 
 
    Chad nodded. "Yeah, I heard. But once you got the others working on it, you didn't need to be there. You're a leader now, Adam, you have to delegate." 
 
    "Maybe I don't want to delegate!" Adam growled. 
 
    Chad shook his head. "Look, I had this discussion with Sean, and once was enough. Yeah, not being there for every little thing sucks. But you're only one person, and you can't be everywhere at once. When Sean's not here, this," Chad motioned to the displays on the tent around him, "is your job. 
 
    "Now, let's gather up Maitland and Roloff and inspect our defenses. I need to see how bad things are down south where you stopped that breach." 
 
    Adam sighed and nodded. 
 
    "How're you doing, Ryla?" Chad said, turning to smile at her. "I think Max is gonna be jealous when she sees you." 
 
    "Really?" Ryla said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Of course she will, she's only four months pregnant, while you're almost to term. Sit down, take a load off. Are you going to wait here?" 
 
    "Umm…" 
 
    "If you can find someone to take her back to our base at the airport, I'd appreciate it," Adam said, looking at Ryla and smiling. 
 
    "Not a problem. Ryan!" Chad said looking over towards his second. 
 
    "I'll get right on it, Chad," Ryan said. 
 
    "Great! Come on, Adam, let's go find the others." 
 
    "You didn't get a chance to look at things before heading back here, did you?" Chad said as soon as they got out of the tent. 
 
    "No, why?" 
 
    "The pictures I got didn't look good. We had another breach up north by Baring Boulevard. Wasn't as bad as the one you dealt with, but Maitland said he doesn't think it'll hold up when they hit us again." 
 
    "We need a wall, a real wall," Adam said with a shake of his head. 
 
    "No point in wishing for what we don't have." 
 
    "I know, I know. If the eastern part of our defenses isn't going to hold, should we really be wasting effort on fixing the western part?" 
 
    "My thinking exactly," Chad agreed. "Which is why I want to get Maitland and Roloff together. After we've looked the McCarran defensive line over, I want to see how things are doing on the I-80 line. We might be pulling back to there sooner than we had hoped." 
 
    "Guess I'm going to be meeting with the city council and the mayor tonight," Adam grumbled. "If we're pulling back to I-80, then it's time to evacuate anyone who isn't fighting." 
 
    "Especially if they're human." 
 
    "Yeah, especially if they're human," Adam agreed. 
 
    "Have you heard anything from Sean and the others?" Chad asked him as they got in the back of one of the command vehicles and the driver took off to wherever Maitland was working. 
 
    Adam gave a brief nod. "The second team has really been riling them up on the other side of the gateway. Sean and the others ran into a prince, and I think they may have messed him up a bit. I'll know more when I have a little while to take a break and go get a briefing." 
 
    "How does that work exactly?" Chad asked curious.  
 
    "We have a world, like the demons have a world. Just ours is nice, friendly, and you don't have to go around killing things to stay alive. That's where we go when we die and wait to be reincarnated. We can also go there when we sleep or meditate." 
 
    "Wait, if you're waiting to be reincarnated, what's everyone doing back now?" 
 
    "Sean was able to open a gate," Adam said with a shrug. "You see, the amount of power lions have is based on the number of lycans, roughly speaking." 
 
    "So with so many lycans around now, there was enough power for Sean to do that, where before there wasn't, right?" Chad asked. 
 
    Adam nodded. "Exactly. And you're not allowed to talk to anyone other than me or Sean about this, ever. Got it?" 
 
    Chad sighed as he felt the compulsion kick in. 
 
    "You know, I hate when you or Sean does that." 
 
    "I only told you because I felt, as our general, it's probably not wise to withhold information. But we have to keep certain things secret, because we don't want our children—that includes people like you—" Adam said with a wink, "being used against us. Oh, there's a lot more to it than what I just said, and I don't know the half of it. The First and my mom might be the only two who know everything, though Sean is pretty damn good at figuring things out as well. Mom laughs about it and says he drives the First crazy sometimes with all the stuff he's learning." 
 
    "Oh? Why's that?" 
 
    "Because the First, and the First pride, rule. The last thing you ever want to do is piss any of them off." 
 
    "Why? Because they're powerful?" 
 
    "Oh, hell no! It's because you'll get a lecture that'll go on for years! I once had mom sit my ass down and lecture me on my behavior for a year and a half! A year and a half! Non-stop! And she never repeated herself! Not once!" 
 
    Chad started laughing. "Damn! I thought my mom was bad when it came to guilt trips and lectures!" 
 
    "Yeah, when you're a couple hundred thousand years old, it's safe to say you've mastered the art to godlike proportions. And I think all mothers have a sadistic streak in them that they only get to use on their wayward children. Dad's not as old, so the worst I ever got from him was only about ninety days long." 
 
    "Well, here's Maitland. I see Roloff's with him, too. Let's take a look at the defenses here, then we'll check out the spot down by the Uni." 
 
    "Sounds good. I'm gonna ask a lot of stupid questions so I have answers for the mayor and the council later tonight." 
 
    "I could go with you, if you'd like," Chad offered. 
 
    Adam snorted and shook his head. "I think I lose IQ points every time I'm there. I don't think we can afford for you to go through that. Besides, you and Maitland should probably give Bill a briefing so he can keep the governor informed." 
 
    "Good point." 
 
      
 
    Alex looked around the garage one last time. He'd already packed up his and Demon's room up on the top floor of the building. He'd made them box up all the gear and ship it down to Vegas a couple of weeks ago. With everything going on, cleaning cars was the last thing on anyone's mind in Reno. They'd just restart the business down south. 
 
    Steve's parents had finally pulled the last of their people out of the auto shop two nights ago. By then, all the mechanics who were left had been lycans from Sean's building. At this point there were only three left at the shop, and they were only there to help anyone who needed their cars fixed so they could evacuate, and they'd only be there a few more days. Demon had told everyone that when the defenders fell back to the I-80 line, no one was allowed to stay.  
 
    He'd then confided in Alex that Chad had told him that would probably happen in the next battle. Alex and Demon had been using the brownstone as a barracks for the local defenders, and it would continue on in that roll up until the last minute, but any 'non-essential' personal were required to pull out and head to the Minden-Tahoe airport base. 
 
    Alex and Demon had had a nice little fight over that. Alex was more than capable of defending himself these days, but Demon had been immune to all of Alex's arguments, pleas, and threats. Apparently the damn wolf really did love him. 
 
    "Alex?" 
 
    Turning around, Alex blinked in surprise. "Zack? Where in the world have you been? Hell, what are you doing here? Never mind that! Come here and give me a hug!" 
 
    "I ummm, I joined the Navy," Zack said, looking a little embarrassed as he came over and gave Alex a 'bro-hug'. He was wearing a set of camos that had his name sewn on one side and 'Navy' sewn on the other. "I never told anyone, and Chad canceled the gaming sessions about two weeks before I shipped out, so I never got the chance to tell any of you." 
 
    "Wow. So what're you doing back here now?" 
 
    "I finished tech school, and put in for emergency leave to come here and make sure my parents and my sisters all got moved out." 
 
    "Oh! I hope everyone's okay?" 
 
    "Yeah, turns out Chad got some of his pack to do it. I…" Zack gave Alex a look. "Is he really a werewolf?" 
 
    Alex snickered. "Sean had someone bite him. Not that Chad didn't ask for it, mind you." 
 
    Zack blinked. "So the stories about Sean are true, too?" 
 
    Alex shrugged. "I don't know, depends on which ones you heard. So what brings you round here?" 
 
    "Well, I went by Chad's old place first, but of course he's no longer there. Steve's house is outside the wall, so I couldn't go there, so I figured I'd stop by the shop, and they sent me over here." 
 
    "Good thing you got here early; I'm about to head down to Minden. So your family got moved out?" 
 
    "Yeah, I only found out about it when I got to the house and there was a note on the kitchen table for me. They're heading to Vegas." 
 
    "Hop in; I'll give you a lift." 
 
    "Can we stop by my house? I left my bag there." 
 
    "Sure. I'll catch you up on the trip. How are you getting around?" 
 
    Zack blushed. "Ummm, I told someone I was a friend of Chad and Sean's, and after that I found people were more than willing to help me out." 
 
    "Yeah, they are the two top dogs around here now." 
 
    "So what the hell happened, anyway? Last I recall before I shipped out was Sean got himself a girlfriend?" 
 
    Alex grinned widely. "Oh, have I got a story to tell you!" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Other Places 
 
      
 
    "So what happens now?" Karl asked Raban. It had been several weeks since Berlin had been destroyed by the French, and in the last week, the refugees had abruptly all but stopped. 
 
    "We're still discussing that," Raban said, looking across the dinner table.  
 
    "You mean you haven't reached a decision and told everyone else what to do," Otto grumbled.  
 
    Karl noticed everyone else at the table either nodded or smiled. While most of them knew better than to criticize a lion to his face, they weren't exactly afraid of him. Then again, only about a third of the people from the Kitesh Korps were lycans. 
 
    "I've noticed we've had quite the influx of lions of late," Bilkie observed. "Seems every few days another group wanders into town." 
 
    "Ah, you noticed that, did you?" Raban said and went back to his dinner. 
 
    "We all noticed it," Karl said. "Really now, Raban. Why aren't we moving to take back everything to the north of here? Or at least some of it? All those demons in Berlin are dead! Didn't you say that was most of them?" 
 
    Raban looked up a moment from his plate. "Most, but by no means all." He stuck a piece of meat into his muzzle. 
 
    "And?" Karl prompted. 
 
    Raban took a moment to chew and then swallow. "Why are you in such a rush to go back there?" 
 
    "Because it's my home! Why do you think?" Karl said, exasperated. "Now quit dodging and tell me what's going on." 
 
    Karl noticed that several of the people at the table tensed up and started to studiously study the food on their plates. Karl was the only one at the table who wasn't afraid of Raban, and who wasn't afraid to argue with him. Then again, he was a police officer, and he was now living with the Kitesh Korps. He figured they all thought he'd gone insane after everything that had happened to him and his home anyway. 
 
    Sometimes he thought they just might be right. 
 
    "What's going on is, we have a wandering gate in northern and western Germany that's dumping demons all over the place every three days. Now that they're not traveling to Berlin, they're going all over. We don't have enough of a force here to hold Munich and try to take them on. So until we do, we're going to sit tight, hold on to what we've got, and deal with only the threats that come close enough to us that we can take them on without risking what we've got." 
 
    "What about all those lions we've got coming in? I've seen them coming through your office; those guys and gals are armed for war." 
 
    "Ow many of them are we a gettin'?" Bilkie asked before Raban could respond to Karl. 
 
    "Several thousand," Raban said, glancing over at Bilkie, who just grinned. Then he turned back to Karl. "You have to remember, this gate is going to be opening for years. This isn't going to be over anytime soon. What happened with Berlin gave us all some breathing room. Now we're going to build up our forces before we do anything." 
 
    "And once we do have enough forces?" 
 
    "That's none of your business." 
 
    "Why not?" Karl said and leaned forward, pointing his fork at Raban. "You've come in here and all but taken over everything! My country, our cities, you've even taken over my life. Well, dammit, I'm entitled to some answers. This is my home we're talking about!" 
 
    "You're not entitled to anything, Karl," Raban growled. "Now stop threatening me with your fork and making a scene. I get enough of that crap dealing with the city council." 
 
    "I'm surprised he hasn't killed them yet!" Gloria, one of the locals who managed the Kitesh Korps business in Munich, said with a giggle. She was a magic user of some sort; Karl didn't really know and wasn't interested enough to ask. He was still having enough trouble getting used to lycans, goblins, and demons, to take the time to figure out magic. 
 
    "What has been goin' on there with you there and that chief o' police?" Bilkie asked turning to look at Karl. 
 
    Karl sighed and set down his fork. "He wants me to work for him." 
 
    "So why don't you?" 
 
    "Because maybe I'm tired of being a policeman? Because all my friends now are crooks or," Karl looked at Raban, "tyrants?" 
 
    "Oh, I'm a tyrant now, am I?" Raban said with a bit of a smirk. 
 
    "At least he thinks you're his friend!" Gloria said with a smile. 
 
    "If he wasn't, I wouldn't be putting up with his guff," Raban grumbled.  
 
    "I'm 'urt I tell ya', down right 'urt that you'd call me, ya' friend, a no-good lousy crook!" Bilkie said dramatically. 
 
    "If you were lousy at it, I would have arrested you already," Karl shot back. "You're all better than anything I've ever had to deal with. I bet I couldn't catch you if you picked my pocket while I was watching you!  
 
    "But honestly," Karl said and shook his head, "I don't know where I belong anymore. My town is gone; everyone I knew is either dead or fled to the four corners of the Earth. You're the only people who've been nice to me since this whole thing started. Well, maybe not Raban there, the jury is still out on him." 
 
    "I'm wounded!" Raban said with a mock growl and grabbed his chest. 
 
    "More like pepper-sprayed," Otto said with a snicker. 
 
    "My point is," Karl said rolling his eyes at Raban's interruption. " that I don't know what my place is in all of this anymore. I was a small-town policeman, I liked my job, and I liked my life. Now? Now I'm reduced to the clothes on my back and the kindness of strangers." 
 
    "We're not strangers, are we, darling?" Chloe, a werewolf Karl was rather taken with, asked as she put her hand on his thigh.  
 
    Karl blushed. "Well, no, you're not, and neither are the people in here tonight. But that's part of my problem! You're all criminals in a big criminal empire, and I'm supposed to be against that! But now that I don't have a home anymore?" Karl sighed and put his hand over Chloe's. "You're some of the nicest and best people I've ever met. You sure take a lot better care of each other than the police service or the government ever did for me." 
 
    "Ya' wasted in ya' current job," Bilkie said with a serious look on his face. "Ya gotta' face the facts, Karl. You ain't never going back to bein' a cop, and it'll be a lifetime, probably more, before ya' country can come back." 
 
    "If I don't do that, then what?" Karl said looking down at the table. 
 
    "Ye' can work for us!" Bilkie said with a smile. "Ya's a reliable sort, you don' panic easy, and besides, Chloe there likes ye', and I don't see her lettin' you out of her clutches anytime soon." 
 
    Karl smiled. "I appreciate the offer, but I don't know if I'm exactly cut out for a life of crime." 
 
    "Take the job," Raban said to Karl, motioning towards Bilkie. "You're probably going to be working for me half the time anyway, like you already are. Besides which, what Bilkie says there is true; it's going to be a long time before things are normal again. So it's not like they're going to be doing much crime, more like they're just going to be trying to survive, and they're going to need all the help they can get." 
 
    "And you do like helping people, don't you?" Chloe asked, moving a little closer to him. 
 
    "Anya don't have to worry none 'bout us gettin ya' into any criminal activity," Bilkie said with a laugh. "Cause ye' got way ta much honesty in ya'!" 
 
    Karl smiled. "Thanks, I'll think about it. I'll give you my answer in the morning." 
 
    "And Chloe will make sure it's the right one!" Gloria said with a grin as the others at the table laughed. 
 
    Karl thought about continuing to ask Raban, but obviously he didn't want to talk about it now, so he'd see about asking him later, in private. But what Bilkie had said about the future had hit the target. The world as he'd known it had changed, and it would never be the same again. Not in his lifetime. Maybe not ever. 
 
    "Deep thoughts?" Chloe whispered in his ear. 
 
    "I've been given a lot to think about," Karl whispered back. 
 
    "Good." 
 
      
 
    "Have you seen Raban?" Karl asked Otto much later that night. Chloe had been monopolizing his evening, not that Karl minded. 
 
    "He's hiding from you," Otto said with a chuckle as he sat in the kitchen sipping a beer. 
 
    "Raban is hiding from me?" Karl snorted. "I find that hard to believe. Usually I'm the one hiding from him." 
 
    "Yes, well, you're asking him the one question no one wants to hear the answer to." 
 
    "What happens to our homes," Karl said with a sigh, and grabbing a beer himself, he sat down as well. 
 
    "We're never going back there, Karl. You might as well get used to it. Someday, somebody will. It just won't be us." 
 
    "I'm starting to realize that," Karl grumbled. 
 
    "So are you going to join us?" 
 
    "Us? I didn't know you were in the Kitesh, Otto." 
 
    "I wasn't. But when I realized I wouldn't be going back, I decided to join with them. I've already sent for Carol and the kids. They'll be here in a few weeks. Chloe wants me to infect you, you know." 
 
    Karl sat up straight in surprise at that. "She does?" 
 
    "Of course she does. She wants you, and I get the impression she's not one who is used to not getting what she wants." 
 
    "Why the hell would she want me? I'm almost old enough to be her father!" Karl said, his eyes wide. 
 
    "Because you're an alpha male? You're very good at taking charge of things, Karl. At running things, taking care of people. So yes, she wants you, and she wants you to be a wolf, like us, because she knows it won't be long until you're someone important." 
 
    "She wants you to bite me so I'll be important?"  
 
    "Well, she wants children, too," Otto said with a wink. "So there's that as well." 
 
    Karl digested that for a minute. 
 
    "I'm surprised she hasn't bitten me herself then," is what he finally said to Otto. 
 
    "I'm sure if she gets desperate enough, she will," Otto said with a smile. "But normally you don't want to be the one to infect your mate. You have a tendency to look similar to the one who infects you. Of course her being female and you being male, there would still be a fair bit of difference." 
 
    "You just gave me a lot more to think about." 
 
    "We need you here, Karl. Here. In this place, in this organization. Bilkie told me that losing Berlin lost them a lot of their people. It hurt them, and it hurt them bad. They're scrambling now to try and pull things together." 
 
    Karl nodded and thought about that for a moment. He wasn't surprised; it seemed that everybody had lost someone, and a lot of people were wandering around in shock. Just because the Kitesh people always seemed to be happy and smiling, that didn't mean they weren't hurting, too. 
 
    "So what's it like, being a werewolf?" 
 
    "I like it. But then, I was born this way, so it's all I know. We're big on family; we're big on our packs, which are really just an extended family. Taking care of each other and watching out for one another as well. I'll miss my old pack, but Raban talked to the pack leader and told him I was needed here, so there wasn't any drama over my leaving." 
 
    "They don't like people leaving?" 
 
    "It's not so much that they don't like it, it's that they worry about you." 
 
    "Everyone has their place?" 
 
    "Everyone has a place, yes. Most lone wolves don't do well. Oh, it happens, but it's the exception. So they want to make sure you're going someplace where you'll be with others." 
 
    "You know, that doesn't sound at all bad," Karl said after a moment. 
 
    "So, should I infect you now? Or in the morning?" Otto said with a wink. 
 
    "Let's see how I feel in the morning." 
 
    "Tired, I'm sure, once Chloe gets through with you!" 
 
    Karl grinned. "Yes, I'm sure that will be the case." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Stewart Takes the Initiative 
 
      
 
    "Why are we doing this again?" April asked Stewart as they drove through the area surrounding the university. 
 
    "Because I need this guy, that's why." 
 
    "He's one of the professors from the college," Rachel said. 
 
    "And now that the school's been closed, I need to find a teacher if I'm going to finish learning what Sean wants me to learn," Stewart added.  
 
    "He's still here? After all this?" April said with a surprised look on her face while waving her hands around at the buildings outside the car window, some of which were no longer standing. 
 
    "I overheard Daelyn complaining that a lot of the faculty hadn't evacuated. Apparently the school administrators thought this wasn't going to stop them from holding next semester's classes and weren't letting anyone out of their contracts." 
 
    "I'd think self-preservation would have kicked in," April said. 
 
    "Up until this last battle, April, there wasn't much to convince people to run," Rachel said with a shrug. "Chad and the others were doing such a good job, it looked like Reno was safe." 
 
    "Anyway," Stewart interrupted. "Daelyn ordered a mandatory evacuation and sent the troops out. So I got an address on Professor Cruz and figured I'd grab him before he was swept up and sent to who knows where. He teaches all the advanced programming classes and was one of the people Sean recommended when he went over the syllabus with me." 
 
    "So you're gonna hire him?" April asked. 
 
    Stewart nodded. "Something like that." 
 
    Stewart turned onto University Terrace and started looking at house numbers. It didn't take him long to find the right one. There was an Army vehicle in front of it, with an attached trailer. There were also a bunch of werewolves who were moving stuff out of it and putting it in the trailer quickly, while a young woman was standing on the lawn crying with two young children holding on to her legs. 
 
    "Guess Cruz is married," Rachel said. 
 
    "I see Daelyn wasn't fooling when she told the Army to come down here and clear everyone out," Stewart said with a grimace. 
 
    "She's doing it for their own good!" April piped up. "Most people probably would have just left them to die. Look! She even has people moving their stuff for them!" 
 
    "She's got a point," Rachel said to Stewart. 
 
    "She always does," Stewart said with a smile. "Now, let's go find our man." 
 
    Opening the door, Stewart got out of the car and immediately went to the werewolf in charge of everything. 
 
    "Stewart! What are you doing here?" 
 
    Stewart smiled as he recognized Beck. "Hey, Beck! Good to see you!" Stewart said and shook hands. 
 
    "So, what do you want from me?" Beck asked with a grin. 
 
    "Ah, you know me too well! I'd say I was wounded by your lack of trust, but hell, why lie, right?" 
 
    Beck laughed. "Right." 
 
    "Hi, Stew!" one of the other wolves called while moving out another load, and the rest all saw him and waved, then went back to work. 
 
    "This is Professor Cruz's house, from the university, right?" 
 
    Beck checked his pad and nodded. "Yeah. Why?" 
 
    "Move his stuff to our base at the airport. I'll take his family down myself." 
 
    "I don't know if I can do that, Stewart." 
 
    "Call whoever you have to call, tell them to talk to me or Sean. In private. And don't talk to anyone else about it." 
 
    Beck thought about it a moment and nodded. "I know you wouldn't be dropping Sean's name without his permission, and Art's already mentioned that he took you on as his student. Yeah, I'll do it. What do you want me to tell the others?" 
 
    "I don't know. He's a big-time computer guy, make up a story that there's a secret project or something and not to talk about it." 
 
    "Sure, I can do that." Beck stopped a moment, then smiled and asked in a soft voice, "What's the real reason?" 
 
    "If I told you," Stewart whispered back, "Sean'd kill me. And you right after." 
 
    Beck laughed. "Yup, he probably would. I got it covered. Later!" 
 
    "Thanks, Beck," Steward said and clapped him on the shoulder, and then went towards the house. Slipping past one of the wolves who smiled and nodded, another one that Stewart knew, he made his way inside, where a very flustered looking Cruz was trying to argue with one of Chad's captains. Stewart recognized him as well, but couldn't recall his name. 
 
    "You can't do this! You can't just come in here and make us move." 
 
    "This area is under martial law, I'm sorry but…" The captain turned to Stewart with a hopeful look on his face.  
 
    "I'm sorry I can't remember your name, Captain," Stewart said. "I'll deal with Professor Cruz and his family." 
 
    "Stewart, right?" the captain said, and Stewart nodded. 
 
    "Bell, Captain Bell. All yours, I gotta dozen others to get moved in the next hour. Thanks! I owe you!" 
 
    Stewart almost laughed as Bell all but fled the room. 
 
    "Who are you?" Professor Cruz said, staring at the large werefox who had just replaced the larger werewolf. 
 
    "Oh! Right, sorry," Stewart said and shifted into his human form. 
 
    "Stewart?" Professor Cruz said surprised. "You're one of them?" 
 
    "Yup, and in a few hours, you're gonna be one, too. So start thinking about what you want to be. Now, come on, we gotta get you and your family out of here. This isn't a safe place, Professor. These things are nasty, and I've seen it with my own eyes. Hell, I've even killed them." 
 
    "But this is my house! I can't just walk away!" 
 
    Stewart took a big breath and blew it out. "Look, I ain't got time for this. Nobody does. I'm here to offer you a deal because I need you. Now let's grab your wife and kids and go." 
 
    "You don't understand, my life savings are tied up in this place!" 
 
    Stewart cast a minor mind domination spell. One that was just strong enough to work on a human, but weak enough that they'd know it had been done.  
 
    "Go out to the van and sit in the passenger seat," Stewart ordered. 
 
    Cruz's eyes widened, but he did as he was told. 
 
    "Yeah, I can do magic," Stewart said as he followed him outside. "Think about that while I get your family." 
 
    It only took Stewart a moment to cast another spell that calmed Cruz's wife and two children, a boy and a girl, and got them to get in the back of the van. Stewart then put all three of them into a deep sleep and got in the driver's seat, while Rachel and April, who had both shifted back to human form to deal with the woman and her children, got in the back and closed the door. 
 
    "Okay," Stewart said, pulling away from the curb. "I wasn't always a werefox. I used to be human, just like you. After a bad accident, my wife April back there," Stewart jerked his thumb towards the back of the van, "bit me and turned me into one. I think Rachel, my other wife, wishes she'd gotten there first and made me a wolf, but I'm happy, and I'm alive. So no one's complaining." 
 
    "You can do magic?" Cruz said after he'd found his voice again. 
 
    "Yeah, but I've always been able to do that. I'm a magic user, born and raised. Now, I need you to teach me programming. I only got about halfway through last year's curriculum before all this happened." Stewart waved his hand around like April had earlier. 
 
    "Why not wait until school starts back up?" 
 
    Stewart sighed. "Look, I don't know what they've been telling you, but that school is never starting back up. This whole place will most likely be carpet bombed, and after Reno falls,  I don't even want to think of what'll happen then." 
 
    "It can't be that bad!" 
 
    "Sorry, Professor, but it is; that's why I'm here. It really is that bad. But you're going to get a benefit here." 
 
    "A benefit?" 
 
    "The djevels can't eat your soul if you're not human. So pick what kind of lycan you want to be, and we'll make you one. Same deal for your wife, and even your kids if you want." 
 
    "That's not my wife." 
 
    "What!" Stewart said and hit the brakes. 
 
    "That's my sister and her two kids. Her husband was killed in a fluke lightning storm over a year ago. They lost everything, so I took them in." 
 
    Stewart put his foot back on the gas while shaking his head. 
 
    "Sorry to hear that." 
 
    Cruz paused a moment, considering something, then looked at Stewart. "Is it true that Sean Valens is some sort of werelion god and is responsible for all of this?" 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    "He was a student of mine. I remember because he had to drop out. His mother had disappeared and all sorts of other bad things were happening to him." 
 
    Stewart shrugged. "I wouldn't know about any of that, it was before I moved here." 
 
    "I just find all of this so hard to believe." 
 
    Stewart laughed. "I grew up casting magic, living around lycans and other beings, and even I still have trouble at times believing we're in a war with demons from another plane." 
 
    "So why do you want me?" 
 
    "Like I said, I need you to teach Rachel and me programming." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "That's a secret." 
 
    "No, I mean why should I? I just lost my house, and apparently my job! I have my sister and her kids to take care of, and I don't think the bank is going to let me stop making payments!" 
 
    Stewart felt Rachel's hand on his shoulder. "I'll deal with this, you drive." 
 
    Stewart gave a small nod as Rachel turned to Cruz. 
 
    "Is it okay if I call you Rob? Saying 'Professor' all the time is quite a mouthful." 
 
    Cruz looked at Rachel and smiled a little, she was gorgeous after all. "Rob is fine." 
 
    "Okay, first off, you let us worry about the banks. I'll have a talk with someone, and if we can't make it all go away for everyone, then at least I'll see to it that yours is paid off." 
 
    Cruz looked skeptical. "You can do that?" 
 
    "You know Sean has met the president and is friends with the governor as well as the mayor, don't you?" 
 
    "I honestly haven't paid much attention to the news," Cruz admitted. "Teaching takes up a lot of my time, and what spare time I had, I was giving to my sister and her kids." 
 
    Rachel nodded and seized on that. "Right, your sister and her kids. What do you want us to do for them?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" Cruz asked, eyeing her a little warily. 
 
    "Look, Stewart works for Sean, directly. Sean is in charge of everything that's going on. That means we have a fair deal of access and power. What do you want for them? If you want them to live with you, here, we can do that. If you want to send them someplace far away from here, someplace safer, we can do that, too." 
 
    "And all I have to do is teach you two programming? That's it?" 
 
    "Yes, that's it. And when you're done teaching us, you can leave and do whatever you want. We're not the bad guys here, Rob. But we do need your help, so we're willing to do whatever we can to get that help.  
 
    "Now, how about we talk about what you think will make your sister and her kids happy, and we'll go from there?" 
 
      
 
    Stewart listened to Rachel as she worked Professor Cruz over like a pro. She was quickly proving once again that marrying her was the smartest damn thing he'd ever done in his life. Though why she'd settled for him still baffled him at times. Not that he'd ever complain!  
 
    By the time they'd gotten to the new base at the airport down in Minden, she'd set up Cruz's sister with a place to live in Phoenix, where apparently she had friends and family, and arranged for travel and even a nice cash settlement for Cruz's sister. All it had taken were a few phone calls by her and April.  
 
    When they finally pulled into the base, Rachel led them all into the mess area, where she sat everyone down, and then she and Cruz explained everything to Cruz's sister Vanessa. It took a little while, and there were some papers to sign, but they had her, her kids, and their belongings on a plane to Las Vegas less than an hour later, They'd take another flight to Phoenix from there, then they'd be met at the airport by one of their cousins. 
 
    Stewart watched as Cruz hugged his sister, who seemed to be a lot happier now. He could only guess that seeing all the soldiers and military hardware had finally made it clear to her that this wasn't a safe place for her and her children, and she was going someplace that was. 
 
    "Okay," Cruz said as his sister boarded the airplane. "Now what do I have to do?" 
 
    "Oh, I wouldn't worry about that today," April said brightly. "It's been a stressful day, and I'm sure Stewart and Rachel can wait until tomorrow to discuss courses and such. Why don't we find you a place to get settled in so you can relax?" 
 
    "Well, I don't…" 
 
    "Oh, look! There's just the people I was looking for!" April waved her hand, and Stewart looked surprised as Elliana, Steff, Julia, and Kate—who were all dressed to impress, as always—immediately came over. 
 
    "Hi!" they all said to April and then smiled over at Stewart before looking back at her, and then Cruz. 
 
    "Girls, this is Stewart's friend, Rob Cruz. He's a teacher. Do you think one of you could take him under your wing and help him find a place to stay and relax?" 
 
    "Just one of us?" Steff asked, pouting. 
 
    "Well, I'm sure he won't complain if you all want to help, now will you, Rob?" April said, smiling at Cruz, who had something of a 'deer in the headlights' look on his face. 
 
    "Umm, what?" he said, looking at April and then back at the girls. 
 
    "Go relax a while and have some fun," April said in a softer voice while smiling at Cruz. "This is Elliana, that's Julia, Kate, and Steff is the one holding on to your arm." 
 
    "Are you sure?"  
 
    "Oh, we're sure," Steff said in a seductive voice and dragged him off. 
 
    "Have fun!" April said. "And if you need a few more days to recover, that'll be fine!" 
 
    Stewart blinked several times as the four girls pulled Cruz away, no doubt heading straight for their room. 
 
    "What just happened?" Stewart asked, looking at April. 
 
    April grinned. "Oh, I sent a few texts to the girls, and told them that Rob there is a special friend who has had a very rough time of it, and that 'The Voice' would be quite pleased if they were to help him settle in and relax for a while." 
 
    "You…" Stewart stopped and looked back at the departing fivesome and started laughing. "You are an evil woman, April. Which is why I love you." 
 
    "Hey, if this doesn't convince him to join up, nothing will." 
 
    "Assuming they don't kill him in bed first!" Rachel said with a giggle. 
 
    "Oh, he's young yet, I'm sure he'll survive," April replied with a snicker. "Why do you want him infected, anyway?" 
 
    "So Sean or Adam can order him not to talk about what he's teaching us. Which reminds me. I need to talk to Oak about setting up a private room where we can do this out of sight. After that…" 
 
    "Yes?" April and Rachel asked, looking hopeful. 
 
    "After that, I think you've both earned some serious rewarding!" Stewart said with a wink.  
 
    "Any excuse to party…" April started. 
 
    "…is a good excuse!" Rachel finished. 
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    Trevor opened his eyes and yawned as he looked around. Jessie was doing the same. 
 
    "Back to monochrome," she grumbled. 
 
    Trevor grinned. "Yeah. They say that back when Black and White TV was king, humans used to dream in black and white." 
 
    "Damn, that's messed up," Jake said from where he was keeping watch. 
 
    "So, what's the word from the First?" Lena asked as the others gathered round. 
 
    "Sean got the position and time for when the next gate is opening here. Actually, he had places and times for the next five. Esti conjured up a map while we were meeting with him and showed us where each of them will be." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "And we're heading to the next gate opening." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because they're coordinating with Chad to get us resupplied. I gave them rough numbers for now, but while we're heading to the gateway, I want everyone to do an inventory and figure out how much you're gonna need." 
 
    "These things are three days apart, right?" Grism asked. 
 
    "Yeah, why?" 
 
    "Then let's not weigh ourselves down too much. Even if we miss one, that's still a lot less than the thirty-day loadout we came here with." 
 
    "True," Jessie said. "But this means we don't have to be careful with our grenades or worry about conserving ammo." 
 
    Trevor listened with half an ear as he gathered up his gear. "Okay, everyone, let's get moving. Jessie and I will take point. Krista, take the right wing with Tycho. Boe and Karn, you take the left. Jake, grab someone who can tolerate you and handle the rear guard." 
 
    "Yeah, yeah," Jake grumbled and tapped Gern, who went with him. 
 
    "You know," Jessie said as they shifted into their lion forms and loped away from the others to lead the team through the forest, "when we hit the next town, they're all gonna burn as much ammo as they can so they don't have to carry it anymore." 
 
    "What, you weren't?" Trevor said, giving her his best 'shocked' look. 
 
    "Idiot," Jessie said and hip-checked him. 
 
    Trevor grinned at her. "You know, when all this is over, maybe we should make a few more F3s of our own."  
 
    "I'm not so sure the First is gonna let us expand the gene pool that much," she warned. "We're not the only ones who're going to be thinking about that." 
 
    "Hey, we took the tough job. That's gotta come with some rewards." 
 
    "Yeah, you just keep thinking that!" Jessie laughed. "So how many of those towns do you want to hit between here and there?" 
 
    "All three?" 
 
    "We do that, and they're going to know where we're going." 
 
    "Of course. Then we pick a course that's the opposite course from the following gate, hit a bunch of those, then just high-tail it out of there." 
 
    Jessie pondered that a moment. "That could work." 
 
    "Of course it will. And we do the same thing the next two times, head directly away after each gate. They're not stupid, they should figure it out. Then on the third one, we set up a nice big ambush." 
 
    "Uh-huh. Well, we better pick up the pace if we want to hit all three towns. That gateway is less than two days away." 
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    "So what have you learned about this factory of theirs?" the First asked Sean, Roxy, Rowan, Wendy, and Cali. They were all sitting outside, away from all of the cameras and microphones the Inangar seemed to like so much. 
 
    "We think we can get the equipment up and running," Sean told him. "But we have no idea exactly how these weapons work." 
 
    "You don't know how they work?" 
 
    All five of them shook their heads. 
 
    "How can that be?" 
 
    "Best we can guess is, they're some sort of energy weapon," Roxy told him. "But as far as Sean and Peg can tell, it's not magical energy." 
 
    "Which means they won't work back on Earth," the First said with a heavy sigh and a shake of his head. 
 
    "Probably not," Sean agreed. "But I think we should still build a couple of them so we can see how they work." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "To see if we can build something similar on Earth." 
 
    "How long will that take?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "A week?" 
 
    The First thought about that for a few minutes, then nodded. "Get started on it. If nothing else, when Chad finally gets his way and invades, at least he'll have better weapons." 
 
    "Thanks, Dad." 
 
    "What, you thought I'd say no?" 
 
    Roxy nodded. "We weren't sure you'd want to spend a week here." 
 
    "I am tempted to go to that gateway control, but a few days here won't hurt. Kea, how's the perimeter doing?" 
 
    "Well, I think we took out the worst of them last night with that little raid of ours, but me and the girls are going to keep the patrols going, just to be safe." 
 
    "Good, they were starting to get annoying. Kalif?" 
 
    "I think I need Libby and Min back, Dad." 
 
    "Did you just call me 'Dad'?" the First said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Well, you are," Kalif said with a grin. 
 
    "Still, I don't think you've called that in longer than I can recall." 
 
    "Right, so that means you have to give 'em to me." 
 
    "I guess so…" the First nodded. 
 
    "What do you need them for?" Estrella asked, obviously curious. 
 
    "Something about their history doesn't quite jibe with what our host has been telling us." 
 
    "Well, he is old. You've seen how he was to refer to things constantly whenever he's dealing with something from a long time ago." 
 
    "I know. But is it because he can't remember, or is he lying to us?" 
 
    "Do you have something in particular?" The First asked. 
 
    Kalif shook his head. "Not yet. But remember, he told Esti and Sean they couldn't get the weapon factory running again, that they'd forgotten how to even make them. Yet here we are, and Sean and the others just said it'll only take a week." 
 
    "That is curious," Keairra said. 
 
    "Don't talk about this here anymore. Only discuss this and your findings in our place," the First said looking at Kalif, and then Mincibi and Libby. "Understand?" 
 
    "Yes, Father," they all said and nodded. 
 
    "Esti, you can help them." 
 
    "What? I'm not very good with computers, Father." 
 
    "Then learn. You know more about this place than any of us. That means you have the best chance to find things that don't add up." 
 
    "Yes, daaad." Esti sighed. 
 
    "Uh-uh. Kalif already invoked the dad clause; you'll have to wait your turn!" the First said with a grin. "Now, I guess it's my turn in the barrel with Mahkiyoc. I'm sure Sasha's ready to gut him by now." 
 
    Sean watched as the others got up and headed back to the blockhouse, though he stopped Estrella. 
 
    "What's the 'dad' clause? And why did he make such a big deal over Kal calling him 'dad'?" 
 
    Estrella laughed. "It's from long before I was born. Apparently they'd all stopped calling him 'Dad', until one day when Raban wanted something from him, and he called him that and got it. Then the next time someone, Rowan I think, wanted something, they did it. After a while it just sort of became a rule, and apparently Kal is famous for not ever doing it." 
 
    "Oh!" 
 
    "You of course did it shamelessly and often, am I right?" Roxy teased Estrella. 
 
    "Of course I did!" Estrella laughed. "I mean, a privilege like that is just meant to be abused!" 
 
    "Well, let's get to work; those machines aren't going to fix themselves." 
 
    "I wonder how long we'll really have to get to the gateway control," Roxy said as she and Sean walked over to the 'factory' with the others. 
 
    "What do you mean?" Sean asked. 
 
    "We couldn't get into that bunker where we're all staying now without Mahkiyoc opening it for us, right?" 
 
    "Yeah, so?" 
 
    "I don't think he's going to want to stay here much longer. I think he's starting to get bored. If he leaves, we're screwed." 
 
    "He won't leave," Cali said. "He can't." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because he has to go outside, and venture from the blockhouse into the old building we cleared, and make his way into the basement." 
 
    "You don't think he can climb it?" Wendy asked. 
 
    "No, he's a coward. He won't go outside without half a dozen of us around him because he's afraid he'll be killed. Even then, you can see the terror in his eyes." 
 
    "Really?" Sean said, giving Cali a look. She had her wings out again. She'd been practicing flying a little each evening before they all went to bed. 
 
    "I'm much more in touch with people's feelings when I'm like this," Cali said and motioned towards herself. "I can actually sense his fear." 
 
    "What's Sean thinking?" Peg asked with a snicker. 
 
    "Lust," Cali said and winked at Sean while licking her lips. "That's all he ever feels when he looks at you, me, Rox, or Stell." 
 
    "Like that's hard to figure out," Roxy said, snickering. 
 
    "Does the First know about this?" 
 
    "I think so," Cali replied. "Notice that Keairra and the others aren't just standing guard on the perimeter; they're also guarding the exits from the blockhouse." 
 
    "The point," Peg said, "isn't that he's a coward, or that Cali can feel our lust." Peg gave Cali a saucy wink then. "The point is that eventually, Mahk is going to overcome his fears, and possibly any obstacles, and he's going to try and leave. He may even succeed. Or he may get killed, and then we're really screwed." 
 
    "I feel a suggestion coming on," Sean whispered loudly to the others. 
 
    "Look, do we really need to fix all this?" Peg waved at the machines that were all arrayed in an assembly line. "We don't need anything more than what comes out of that one machine you've all been scratching your heads over. The thing that makes the firing chamber." 
 
    "You know," Wendy said, musing a bit. "I could jury rig a firing control for it. I've got the machine that makes the control circuits pretty well figured out, and the instructions on the tablet are pretty clear." 
 
    "And I can build a mount for it," Roxy said. 
 
    "It'd be pretty crude," Sean said, stopping and thinking about it. 
 
    "Sure it would," Peg agreed. "But we could have Keairra or one of the others catch a djevel, drag it in here, and then test the weapon on it. See how it works." 
 
    "I'm for it," Rowan said. 
 
    "Me too," Cali agreed. "I'm not sure how much longer our friend will continue to humor us." 
 
    "I can't wait to see that gateway control, so you know I want out of here," Wendy agreed. 
 
    Sean looked at Roxy, who nodded. 
 
    "Okay. Let's do it Peg's way. I've been itching to tear into that box myself." 
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    "Okay, just like we practiced it," Trevor said as they shifted back and readied their weapons. 
 
    "Practiced it? We didn't practice shit!" Jake grumbled. 
 
    "Oops, I knew we forgot to invite somebody!" Grism snickered and Jake punched him in the arm. 
 
    Trevor laughed and shook his head. "Okay, single skirmish line. Remember we got two more of these, so don't use all your grenades. We're doing a single sweep through. If anything big and bad engages, sing out, and everyone near it swarms it while the rest of us provide cover and keep it from joining up with anybody else. Kill it quick, and then get back on the move. 
 
    "Everyone got it?" 
 
    "So smash and grab, without the grab," Boe said with a smile. 
 
    Trevor nodded towards the lioness. "Exactly. Drive them before us." 
 
    "And listen to the lamentation of their women?" Grism joked. 
 
    "Dude, that's sick," Jake said. 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Haven't you noticed that there aren't any women here? They're like, all the same or something." 
 
    "Damn, now I'm really glad we're only visiting!" 
 
    Jessie rolled her eyes and looked at Trevor, who just shrugged.  
 
    "Let's go," Trevor said, and with that they started marching towards the village. This one was pretty large. Esti said a lord lived here, and that a prince lived about a half day away. Neither Trevor nor Jessie wanted to tangle with a prince; they were both fairly certain they didn't have the people or the firepower for a fight like that. 
 
    The second they stepped out of the forest and into the fields, those who had breach-block rifles started taking shots at anything larger than a gnasher that they could see in the village up ahead. Everyone else pulled out a grenade, pulled the pin, and then hurled it as hard as they could. 
 
    Which for a bunch of seven-foot-tall lions and lionesses, was a good distance. 
 
    "Aim for that courtyard!" Jessie said. 
 
    "Screw that!" Krista said. "I see open windows!" 
 
    "You can't hit that!" 
 
    "Sure I can! You're just pissed that I beat you at cricket!"  
 
    Trevor tried not to laugh as Krista's grenade went through the window on the building as they drew closer. For the next twenty seconds there were a lot of bets and wagers being made as some of them proved that they could put a grenade through one of the open windows. 
 
    And a lot of lost bets as others proved that they couldn't. 
 
    "Rifles and pistols!" Trevor ordered as they entered the outskirts of the village. Trevor had a repeating rifle, and pulling that out, he started shooting at every demon and any demon he saw. The sharpshooters slung their rifles and either pulled out pistols or shotguns.  
 
    "Trouble!" Tycho called out from the left side. Turning, Trevor saw that it was a lord alright, and he had two biskops with him, along with a handful of råge. 
 
    "On our left!" Trevor yelled and, turning, he raised his rifle up and started picking off the råge as the rest of the line wheeled around behind him. As soon as his rifle ran dry, he slung it and pulled his pistol. He started putting rounds into one of the biskops, the råge all being dead, and the gnashers were really not being much more than an annoyance. 
 
    Tycho, Krista, Boe, Lena, and Gern were all sword fighting with the lord and one of his biskops as Trevor and Jessie drew their swords and attacked the last one, along with Jake, Grism, Quinn, and Lyle. Meanwhile the rest of their team circled them to keep anybody from getting hamstrung by a gnasher or anything else that came late to the party. 
 
    With such overwhelming numbers, plus the damage from all the bullets, the biskop went down pretty quick. Trevor and Jessie joined those fighting the lord then, while Jake, Grism, Quinn, and Lyle helped those fighting the biskop. Neither fight lasted much longer at that point. 
 
    "The others are fleeing," Jake called. 
 
    "Are they going our way?" Jessie called back.  
 
    "No, they're running west." 
 
    "Then leave them." 
 
    "But they're ridders and raseri! Those are good eating!" Jake complained. 
 
    "The prince is to the west; we're not going there," Trevor yelled. "Now, back on the line, and let's keep moving!" 
 
    Quickly spreading out into a line, they started to move again. It was mostly gnashers and råge, but they caught a couple of ridders as well before they left the village. 
 
    "That wasn't so bad," Krista said after they stepped back into the forest. 
 
    "They didn't know we were coming," Jessie pointed out. 
 
    "Think they'll know when we get to the next one?" 
 
    "Maybe, maybe not. But let's not count on it," Trevor said. "Next time we come across a lord, be ready to turn and hightail it into the trees." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "That one only had two biskops with him. What if he'd had all those others we saw fleeing, as well as those ridders?" 
 
    "Yeah, but once you kill their lord, they fall apart." 
 
    "If they follow us into the trees, we'll turn on them, if we have the advantage." 
 
    "I don't see what the big deal is," Jake grumbled. "If we die, we just respawn, and then go through the gate to Earth again." 
 
    "The big deal is, we have a job to do, and for each one who goes home, that job gets harder. We're here to cause trouble, and learn what we can, while taking the heat off the others. That's it and nothing else. Got it?" Trevor growled. 
 
    Jake sighed. "Fine, I got it. It's just, it's such a nice change to be killing them on their home turf for a change." 
 
    "I know how you feel," Trevor admitted. "It is a nice change, isn't it?"  
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    King Sladd was going over the preparations for his troops to move up to the gateway when Eldstaden came into the room, looking worried. 
 
    "My King," Eldstaden said and prostrated himself before Sladd. "I bring troubling news." 
 
    "Arise, Eldstaden, I will not blame you if it is not your fault." 
 
    "Prince Vises Ikke has sent a rider. One of his lords was slain a daer ago." 
 
    "Slain? By who?" 
 
    "A force of lions. Further, I have heard back from those I dispatched to those two lords of Prince Talt's. Some of Tvivel's people did return, and they claimed that the force that they went up against was indeed a large force of lions. They were quite surprised to find out that Prince Talt survived after their lord was killed. I of course had them all brought back here." 
 
    King Sladd nodded. "Question them, learn what you can, then kill them. I have no room in my armies for anyone who would desert one of my princes." 
 
    "Of course, my King." 
 
    "Now, about these lions. First we had them attacking some of Spis' lords, and then Prince Talt up by Spis' lands. Next we had them in Prince Skarm's lands, and now they're off attacking one of Prince Vises Ikke's lords." 
 
    "That is a lot of distance to cover, my King." 
 
    King Sladd nodded. "Obviously they're fast. I would hazard a guess that they're moving around so much to try and convince us that there is more than one group." 
 
    "You don't think there is more than one group then, My King?" Eldstaden asked, looking concerned. 
 
    "We know the number of lions is not that great. Our spies discovered that several years ago. If they were to commit a large force here, that would leave a hole in their defenses. But by all reports, their defenses are as strong as ever. 
 
    "Did Prince Vises Ikke's rider give any kind of number?" 
 
    "He did not think they were over a hundred, my King. But those from Lord Tvivel's forces claimed that there were hundreds of them." 
 
    "If there were hundreds, they would have claimed thousands; cowards lie, Eldstaden, you know that. If they're claiming only 'hundreds', then I'm sure it's an exaggeration. Is Prince Vises Ikke's messenger still here?" 
 
    "Yes, my King." 
 
    "Fine. Bring him to me. I'll order Prince Vises Ikke to take whatever forces he wishes and to hunt them down. In fact, if he succeeds in this, I'll appoint him in charge of the pens and tell him he can skim off the best for himself." 
 
    "Really, my King?" Eldstaden said, his surprise clear on his demonic features. 
 
    "Of course. I cannot have these lions running around and distracting my princes and their lords when we all need to be focused on the task at hand. This will guarantee that Prince Vises Ikke gives it his all." 
 
    "Yes, my King!" Eldstaden bowed low. "With your leave, I will go gather the messenger." 
 
    "Go. Bring him to me." 
 
    King Sladd watched as his advisor ran off, thinking about what this meant. That the lions would even think they should do this made it clear to him just how desperate they must be. They must know he had the numbers to crush them, so they were resorting to simple stratagems and obvious ploys.  
 
    He had to admit that it would cause him problems, and perhaps even some difficulties. But not enough to deter him from his plans. He would go through the gateway in a few duo-daer's time, and he would wreak havoc and eat until he was full. Any damage the lions did, his underlings could deal with. Sooner or later the lions would leave; they'd have to. 
 
    And he'd be waiting for them when they did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Minden-Tahoe Airport 
 
      
 
    Chad looked around the table as he stood up. Adam was sitting at the head of it, in Sean's position. While most of the people here knew that it was Daelyn who really called the shots, with the help of Jolene and Roberta, Adam was no longer the figurehead he'd once been. He'd earned his place at this table. But appearances required that a lion appear to be in charge while Sean was gone, so Adam sat up there and played the part. 
 
    Oak was there as usual, as was Bill and Gloria—Roxy's parents, and Sean's in-laws. Only Major Harper was here from supply today; apparently Joyce, the other major, had gotten her ass bitten last night and would be out for a few days. 
 
    Vincent Powers, their magic user liaison, was here, as were Maitland, Roloff, Deidre, Claudia, and Clyde. 
 
    What was new was, he also now had an additional two generals—General Young from the Marines, who was also a jaguar lycan, General McGuire, a mundane from the Army—and their new intelligence liaison, a civilian specialist by the name of Hogan. 
 
    "Afternoon, everyone," Chad said, looking around the room. "As I'm sure you've all seen from the intelligence memo that was delivered to us earlier this morning, thanks to Hogan here, the djevels are coming through the gateway in large numbers. We have no idea how many they're reinforcing with, but I think it's a fair guess that when the numbers drop, they'll attack." 
 
    "What are the current estimates on their numbers?" General Young asked. 
 
    "We're putting it at about a million," Chad said. "After their last two losses, I will honestly be shocked if they come at us with anything less than twice that." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because we know they have the numbers, so it would be foolish of them not to use them." 
 
    "What do our numbers look like?" 
 
    Chad took a breath and gave a short sigh. "We just lost about fifty thousand of our infantry. You see, a large group broke off last night, and headed east to Salt Lake. There's a lot of towns between here and there, and of course Salt Lake City is even bigger than Reno is. So Jack—that's Colonel Jack Kennedy—was asked to take one of his newly formed corps, the 1st Lycan Mechanized Infantry for those of you who may be curious, and make sure whatever made it to the state line was sufficiently delayed in order to give the folks in Utah time to prepare. I agreed to it and released them to handle that job last night." 
 
    "You've got a colonel leading a corps?" General McGuire said. "That's a bit unusual." 
 
    "True, but he's the best we got, and he's also the most experienced. As everyone there is a lycan, and there's a company of lions with him who have reinforced the command that Jack's in charge, I don't foresee any issues. I'd make him a general myself, but while I'm the theater commander, I don't have the power to promote officers." 
 
    "Oh, just do it. People can bitch about it afterwards when it doesn't matter," General McGuire said with an amazing amount of candor. "We got a war on; clear lines of command with other units is going to be important." 
 
    "He has a valid point," General Young agreed. "If you want things to mesh, he needs the rank for his position. Just tell him it's so. Not like anyone is going to question it when he's leading that many men." 
 
    Chad nodded. "Thank you for the advice; I'll take care of it. Now, let's have a look at the map," Chad said and walked over to the detailed map of Reno. "This is where we stand right now." 
 
    Chad then spent the next twenty minutes giving them a good overview of the defensive situation, pointing out the two weak spots, as well as going over the I-80 defensive wall. After that, he went into his plans for dealing with the next attack, and how he intended to handle the retreat back to the I-80 defensive line when the McCarran line became untenable. 
 
    "Chad, I notice you've already decided to let yourself be pushed off the McCarran line fairly early in the fight," General Young said. 
 
    Chad nodded. "We can't hold it. Those two spots have taken so much damage that once they start concentrating on them, trying to hold the line will just be pointless. We have limited resources, and at this time, the enemy doesn't. So a battle of attrition serves them, not us." 
 
    "So they really do come back after we kill them?" General Young said, sounding a little skeptical. 
 
    Adam spoke up for the first time then, "I can assure you, General, unless they are killed by a lion or a more powerful djevel, they do in fact come back. It's a problem we are attempting to resolve, however." 
 
    "Resolve? How?" 
 
    "That's a secret." 
 
    General Young just nodded and turned to look back at Chad.  
 
    "Okay," Chad said, looking around the room. "That's the plan. With the loss of the 1st Corps, that's going to make our situation even more difficult, which is another reason for not making a big stand at McCarran. We don't want them to concentrate on the east side of us, as we're weak over there now. But if we pull them in, let them breach the wall, and fight a retreat to the I-80 line, we can guarantee they won't go exploring, and hopefully whittle their numbers down significantly along the way. 
 
    "I do believe I'm up to speed with your people, General Young. But I would like to meet with you, General McGuire, after the meeting to go over what resources you have for me now." 
 
    Both generals nodded. 
 
    "I'm going to need two of your helicopters on the third," Adam said as Chad started to sit down. 
 
    "What's the mission?" 
 
    "Resupply. Sean has been able to learn the timing of the next several portals to the minute and supplied them to me. Trevor's team has been very busy causing issues behind the lines, and they're running low on certain munitions. I've already given Daelyn the list of what they need." 
 
    "So it's true, you do have teams on the other side," General McGuire said. 
 
    Adam nodded. "Sean decided to return in an effort to try and gain us some intelligence on the enemy, while seeing if we can disrupt some of their operations." 
 
    "Ah, I see." 
 
    "Now, Oak, if you could brief us on how the progress of our new base is coming along?" 
 
    "Certainly." 
 
      
 
    Betty was sitting in the motor pool helping with the paperwork. Now that she was a lycan like the rest of the soldiers here on base, they'd been more than willing to give her something to do to help out. She didn't have a lot of skills yet, she was still young and she was learning, but the people here were grateful for the help and willing to teach her what she needed to know. 
 
    "Excuse me!" an Army captain said, coming up to the desk. 
 
    "Yes, Sir?" Betty asked, looking up at him. She could tell he was human, and she was a bit surprised that he wasn't checking her out. Most of the human men did. The only reason the lycan men didn't was because she was wearing one of Josh's shirts, and they could smell it—so they knew she wasn't single. 
 
    "I need a replacement vehicle for the general. Ours has a problem." 
 
    Betty wrinkled her nose as she suddenly caught a whiff of him. He stunk something bad. She was still getting used to her new 'senses', and smell was the one she had the most trouble with. Of course she hadn't been a jaguar lycan that long yet. She still hadn't achieved her hybrid form, and probably wouldn't for a few more weeks.  
 
    "Have any of the mechanics looked at it yet?" she asked him. 
 
    "I don't have time for mechanics!" the captain said, staring at her almost insolently. "The general's meeting is almost over, and we have to go out and inspect all the troops once he's done! He's an important man! He needs a new vehicle, and he needs it now!" 
 
    'What a dick,' her jaguar said in her head with a snort. 'Course, smelling the way he does, he probably hasn't been laid since the last ice age!' 
 
    Betty tried not to giggle; she really liked her jaguar, or her 'beast', as Josh had told her her animal side was called.  
 
    "This is no laughing matter!" the captain continued. "Are you going to get me a new vehicle? Or am I going to have to talk to your superior?" 
 
    'Oh my god, what a jerk!' Betty thought back as she grabbed a requisition form off her desk. 
 
    "Fill this out please, Captain, and I'll check with the mechanics in the motor pool and see what we have available." 
 
    "I don't have time for that!" the captain growled. 
 
    'I got this,' her jaguar said, so Betty let her reply. 
 
    "Then I don't have time for you, Captain. Rules are rules, and I can't give you a new car if you don't fill this out." 
 
    Snarling, the captain picked up the form and stalked over to the table by the wall. Sitting down in one of the chairs there, he picked up a pen and started filling it out. 
 
    'Thanks, you're a lifesaver!' 
 
    'Next time, you try it.' 
 
    Betty thought about that as she stood up and smiled. Maybe next time she would. Having her beast to back her up was definitely helping her confidence. That, and the daily training sessions Uma was giving for a lot of the girls like her who'd never had to learn to fight before.  
 
    Walking over to the side door, she opened it and went out into the repair bays attached to the office. It really was just one of the larger hangers that had been converted into a repair garage. 
 
    "Draco!" she called. 
 
    "What's up, Bet?" came from under a humvee. Walking over there, she could see his legs sticking out from underneath it as he worked on something. 
 
    "I got a captain in the office who needs a new 'vehicle'," she said with a laugh. "Apparently his general's ride broke down, and he needs a new one right away." 
 
    "Right away?" Draco asked with a snort. "Sounds like an ass." 
 
    "Well, he was a little bit rude about it when I gave him the form to fill out," Betty said with a small sigh. 
 
    "Yo! Tinker! Help Bet pick out something for Captain Asshole!" Draco said. "And take a look at whatever he drove in with. See if it really is broken." 
 
    "Got it!" Tinkerbell yelled back, waving to Betty. 
 
    "Thanks, Draco," Betty said and headed over to where Tinker was, on the far side of the hanger. Most called her Tink or Tinker, but her real name was Tinkerbell. Betty had asked her once how she'd gotten that name. Apparently Tinker had actually grown up in one of the magic user councils and been one of their lycan 'slaves'. Because of her size and pixie-like looks when she was young, one of the magic users had dubbed her that, and it had stuck. 
 
    Tinker was small, maybe all of five foot one, and definitely cute. She could also lift the front end of a Humvee over her head—she was a honey badger lycan, and several of the Navy's Seabees who were also honey badgers were courting her something fierce.  
 
    "Hi, Betty! So what did this guy drive up in?" 
 
    "Let's go outside and look," Betty replied. "He didn't say, but I don't think it'll be hard to pick out." 
 
    Walking outside, there was a Humvee parked out front that obviously hadn't been cleaned in some time from the amount of dirt and other crap caked on it. 
 
    "Somebody hasn't been taking care of their stuff," Tinker grumbled and, going over to the hood, she undid the fasteners and lifted it up. "Damn, what a mess! Go sit in it and try to start it, okay?" 
 
    Betty nodded and, going around the side, she climbed in and almost choked on the foul stench inside the thing. Turning it on, all the idiot lights came on, and when she tried to start it, nothing happened other than a clicking noise. 
 
    "The temperature gauge is pegged!" she called out to Tinker. 
 
    "Yeah, I can feel that from here. Hold on a minute…" A moment later swearing followed. Tinker was probably the rudest and crudest mechanic in the shop. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Betty asked, getting out of the driver's seat and coming around front. 
 
    "The engine's seized. Captain Idiot apparently doesn't know what a 'low oil' light means. Nobody's put oil in this thing in ages." Tinker sighed. "Well, I got something they can use; let me pull it out for ya'. And if he complains about it, tell 'em that we're not wasting a good vehicle on someone who can't be bothered to take care of their own, got that?" 
 
    Betty nodded. "Thanks, Tinker," Betty said and went back into her office. 
 
    "What took you so long!" the captain all but yelled at her as she took the form from him and, looking it over, she sat down. 
 
    "Did you know your Humvee was out of oil?" Betty asked politely. 
 
    "So what?" the captain growled. 
 
    "So if it happens again, we won't be able to replace it. We have limited resources here, Captain. Your new vehicle is being pulled up as we speak." Betty motioned towards the front window as one of Tinker's helpers pulled up outside and, leaving the engine running, hopped out and went back to the garage. 
 
    The captain just grunted and, turning around, walked out the door. Getting into the Humvee he quickly drove off.  
 
    Betty blinked and watched as he left; the Humvee Tinker had provided was ugly as sin. It had mismatched doors and several large dents. One of the rear side windows had a massive crack in it. 
 
    Shrugging, she went back to work, filing the vehicle request and dealing with the other paperwork involved in the swap. A couple of werewolves came out, pushed the one with the bad motor into the shop, and went to work on it.  
 
    After she'd gotten the repair forms and the parts forms ready, she grabbed a clipboard and went back into the 'garage' to get the list of everything that would be needed to fix the broken motor. Major Healy, the officer in charge of the motor pool, was very concerned about their inventory. He'd made it clear to Betty that they couldn't afford to run out of spares, because getting them took time.  
 
    Betty didn't mind tracking everything; she enjoyed having something to do. Nobody in the garage minded either, seeing as she was the one doing the paperwork so they didn't have to. 
 
    "So how bad is it?" Betty asked Tinker, who already had the engine out of the Humvee and in several large pieces on the floor. Betty didn't know anything about engines, other than they were heavy. But apparently not too heavy for Tinker. 
 
    "Oh, the bearings are all shot on the cams. Crank bearings too, I bet. Don't know if we'll be able to save the cams and the crank; I'll have to pull 'em out and look. The rings are probably welded to the piston sleeves, but not that's not as bad as it sounds. However, I'll need new rings and probably pistons. If we have the parts and I need to turn the crank, we can have it fixed in a couple of days. If I need a new crank and we have one in stock, probably have it done in the morning." 
 
    "That fast?" Betty said surprised. 
 
    "Well, replacing parts is easier than fixing them." Tinker grinned. "I mean, normally I'd throw the crank and cams away, but we got some new guys learning the equipment, so I'll let them see if they can fix the old ones first." 
 
    Betty nodded. "Okay, just be warned, it stinks really bad inside. That was one nasty smelling human." 
 
    "This from the recently converted?" Tinker said with a wink. 
 
    "Hey, if I smelled like that, they would have tossed me off the ranch!" Betty said with a laugh. "Now, let's go pull the parts you want for this so I can write 'em all down and order replacements." 
 
    "You got it, Betty." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Stewart looked up from the book he was studying as Cruz all but staggered into his quarters. It had been almost two days since the girls had dragged him off. 
 
    "So, Professor, have you decided what you want to be?" 
 
    "Those girls are deadly, you know that?" he said with a laugh and dropped into one of the open chairs in Stewart's room. 
 
    Stewart laughed. "Yeah, sex is pretty much all they were ever trained for." 
 
    "Really?" Cruz said, looking up at him in surprise. 
 
    Stewart nodded. "They were being used by a very cold-blooded spy group when Sean found them. They had their mental growth stunted to like thirteen or something, and were being used to pump minor officials for information." 
 
    "What!" 
 
    "That's not the worst of it," Stewart said with a frown. 
 
    "How does it get any worse than that?" 
 
    "They were supposed to suicide if they thought they'd been discovered. By trying to swim to Europe." 
 
    "That's cold," Cruz said, still looking shocked. 
 
    Stewart nodded. "That's why Sean had me break the mental holds on them. Doing that, however, made them associate me with the person who'd been giving them their orders." 
 
    "Which is why they call you 'The Voice'?" Cruz said, hazarding a guess. 
 
    "Yup," Stewart said as he nodded again. "Their biggest goal in life right now is getting me in bed. Their next biggest goal is getting anyone else in bed." 
 
    Cruz snorted. "They mentioned something like that. That you won't sleep with them." 
 
    "Yeah, well, I already have two wives that I'm very much in love with, and while they're finally starting to grow and mature, I just can't take advantage of them like that. I'd feel like I was adding to the abuse." 
 
    "So when do you want me to start teaching you? And why?" 
 
    "As soon as possible, and I can't tell you any of it until after you've been infected." 
 
    "Why is that important?" 
 
    "I'll tell you after you've been infected," Stewart said with a grin. 
 
    "And I don't get a choice, do I?" 
 
    "Oh, you get all the choice you want! Just tell me which species, and I'll have someone in here pronto!" 
 
    Cruz rolled his eyes. "That's not what I meant, and you know it, Stewart. I have to get bitten, or infected as you call it, and I'd like to know why…before you do it." 
 
    Stewart sighed and set the book down that he was reading. "I'm sorry, Rob, but I can't tell you. Yeah, it sucks that you don't get a say in this, that it's going to happen without your consent, but that's the world we live in now. I don't like having to do this, but I don't have any choice, and sadly, neither do you.  
 
    "But to be honest? I like being a werefox a hell of a lot more than I liked being human. And trust me; I had a lot going for me when I was human. I had money, power, hot slave girls, and a powerful ignorance of the world around me." 
 
    Cruz nodded slowly, "I'm starting to see that I've had a pretty powerful ignorance myself. Are we really fighting for the survival of the human race?" 
 
    "That and a whole lot more. The world will never be the same. I gave up everything when I came here, then I almost died, got infected, and other than Rachel and April, I don't have a thing. But you know what? I'm fine with that." 
 
    "So being a ly…" Cruz stumbled over the word. 
 
    "Lycan," Stewart supplied. 
 
    "…a lycan is okay with you?" 
 
    "Yeah, it is. I'm stronger, tougher, better stamina, harder to kill." Stewart shrugged. "I grew up around lycans. I was taught that they were no better than animals, and we kept them as slaves. My stepfather was even training me how to kill them, as well as anyone else who got in our way. 
 
    "Now? Now I am one." 
 
    "That must have been quite a shock." 
 
    Stewart snorted. "There's nothing like finding out that everything you know is wrong. But it's better to live in the light of a candle than to curse the darkness, right?" 
 
    Cruz nodded. "True, all very true. So you'll tell me once I've been bitten?"  
 
    "Fairly soon afterwards." 
 
    "Alright then. Well. if it has to be, then I want to be a fox, and I want you to be the one who bites me." 
 
    "I'd be honored," Stewart said, getting up. "Can I ask what made you decide on being a fox?" 
 
    Cruz grinned. "Julia, Kate, and Steff are all very partial to male foxes. I think even Elliana likes them. So I figure if I look anything like you after this is done, I might be able to keep them." 
 
    Stewart laughed. "Really?" 
 
    "If anything can make all this worthwhile, I'd say it's the four of them, wouldn't you?" 
 
    Stewart shook his head, still snickering. Grabbing Cruz's arm, he pulled him closer, then opened his mouth wide, he bit him and 'infected' him. 
 
    "I feel…cold…" Cruz said as Stewart released his arm. 
 
    "Better strip. You'll shift into a fox here shortly." 
 
    "And the reason I had to be infected?" 
 
    "Because you're going to be teaching me magic," Stewart said, grinning. 
 
    "But I don't know magic!" 
 
    "And that's where you're wrong. Now, hurry up and get out of those clothes before you ruin them when you shift. Then I've got someone I need you to meet." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Inangar Arms Factory 
 
      
 
    "Wendy, you got that firing control circuit ready?" Sean asked as he came over to her workbench. 
 
    "All finished. Is that the…?" she asked, motioning to the small, slightly irregularly-shaped, rectangular box Sean was holding. 
 
    Sean nodded. "If I read the documentation right, the beam should come out of the small round window at this end," Sean said and motioned to a small circular black spot that was on the smallest side of the box. It was off-center, closer to the longest edge on that side than any of the others. 
 
    "Doesn't it need to be focused?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "I don't think so. The purpose of the barrel is to extend the range and the accuracy. That is, if I'm reading the documents correctly." 
 
    Wendy nodded and, taking the box, which was a lot lighter than she'd expected, she turned it over until she found the series of gold colored half-circles along the largest face on the box. They were all lined up on the center axis of the long side. 
 
    "Well, let's see if this works," she said and, placing the box on the pad she'd cannibalized from one of the machines, she used a few clamps to hold it into place on her test bed. Once that was done, she pressed the 'self-test' button on her little board that contained a disassembled firing mechanism. The machine that made the firing controls had been easy to fix, unlike the one Sean and others were working on, so she'd been ready for over a day now. 
 
    The light blinked, three short and fast, one long and fast, then three short, with longer spacing between them. 
 
    "That means it's good." Wendy checked the orientation of the barrel and made sure the space behind it was clear. 
 
    "Heads up! Testing!" she called out and then pressed the 'fire' button. 
 
    A thin blue line erupted from the 'window' and went about ten feet before it started to, well, pixilate was the only word Wendy could think of. She counted to five and then took her finger off the button, and the beam stopped. But not all at once; it was more like watching a stream of water being cut off. 
 
    "I think that just broke every law of physics I learned in school," Roxy said breathlessly. 
 
    "The laws of physics are different here," Sean pointed out. 
 
    "So I've noticed," Roxy said with a nod of her head. 
 
    "So all we need is for someone to grab a djevel and hold it in front of this thing," Wendy said. 
 
    "I'll go tell Mom," Estrella said and left the factory building. 
 
    "Any idea what the range is with a barrel?" Wendy asked. "Ten feet isn't going to work very well." 
 
    "Looks like fifty yards or so," Sean told her. "But that's one of the machines that's broken." 
 
    "That should be good enough for a test," Roxy said. "Not like we need a big djevel, after all." 
 
    Estrella came back in a moment later. 
 
    "Mom said they'll have something in a few minutes. Any chance you could move that outside?" 
 
    "Sure," Wendy said. "Sean, want to pick up that end of my workbench?" 
 
    Grabbing the other end, Sean lifted it up as he and Wendy carefully maneuvered the bench outside. 
 
    Kalif, Cali, and Peg came over then as Wendy tested the weapon a second time to make sure nothing had come loose while they'd been moving it. 
 
    "So, time to see if this thing lives up to our hopes?" Kalif said. 
 
    Sean and Wendy both nodded. 
 
    "Ten bucks says it won't," Peg said. 
 
    "Always the pessimist," Sean said with a smile. 
 
    "It'd just be too easy," Peg said with a shrug. "Besides which, if Mahk's people weren't using them, that means they didn't work." 
 
    "But he already told us they did work." 
 
    "No. He said they worked the first time. He then made excuses about why they weren't used the next time." 
 
    "Which is all rather curious," Roxy said. 
 
    "Yes, my Sister," Cali said in agreement. "I have noticed that when Mahkiyoc speaks of things not related to his own specialty, they are imprecise, and perhaps contradictory with our observations." 
 
    "You think he's lying to us?" Sean asked. 
 
    Cali shook her head. "No, my Husband. I think he is just too afraid to admit that which he does not know." 
 
    "I don't think he fears us, Cali." 
 
    "No. But I do think his ego fears finding out that he is not our intellectual superior." 
 
    "Sounds like Professor Schmidt back at U of Reno," Roxy said with a snicker. 
 
    Sean just shook his head. "Oh, I hope not. Don't want to deal with another one of him!" 
 
    They heard a commotion then and, turning to look, Keairra, Jipouet, and Sasha had a 'wild' gnasher trussed up with some sort of rope they'd found here and were carrying it as it struggled over to the workbench. 
 
    "That was fast," Wendy commented. 
 
    "We've been letting this one live for a while now," Keairra said. "Ever since you told us you'd need one for your test." 
 
    "Well, just hold him in front of the table there," Wendy pointed, "and we'll see what happens." 
 
    Sean guessed that the gnasher had an idea that something bad was about to happen to it, as it's struggles increased when they positioned it in the correct spot. Wendy pressed the button then, and the blue beam came out and hit the gnasher, who was positively wild with panic at this point, its eyes staring at the beam as it hit its body. 
 
    And nothing happened. 
 
    "Bloody hell?" Wendy grumbled. 
 
    "Told you," Peg said with a disappointed sigh of her own. 
 
    "Move him around a bit, see if that matters," Sean told Keairra, who proceeded to do just that. 
 
    Several minutes later Keairra just pulled out her pistol, blew the gnasher's brains out, and tossed the body to the side. 
 
    "Well, that didn't work," Keairra said. 
 
    "Do you think it's because of there not being a barrel?" Wendy asked Sean. 
 
    Sean shook his head. "The barrel is just for range, according to everything I read." 
 
    "It would seem," Cali said looking from Wendy to Sean, "that our friend Mahkiyoc was correct about the weapon not working. He was just incorrect about the reason." 
 
    "Which means?" Sean asked her. 
 
    "That he will not know the reason for the failure." 
 
    "Makes sense," Wendy agreed. 
 
    "Well," Roxy said looking around, "we might as well move on to the gateway control and see what we can do there. No reason to waste our time here anymore, right?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "You're right. Let's get everyone and move, but…" 
 
    "But?" 
 
    "But how many other things has Mahkiyoc told us that aren't true?" 
 
    "Maybe I should question him?" Cali asked and gave her wings a little twitch. 
 
    "Is that a good idea?" Roxy asked. "He's afraid of you, now that you're always walking around with your wings out." 
 
    Cali grinned, exposing her now sharper teeth. "And that will encourage him to be honest, no? Plus I can sense his moods as well as everyone else's now." 
 
    "Just don't hurt him," Sean told her. "We still need him." 
 
    "Do not worry, my Husband. I know of many ways to get people to talk without using violence, or even threats." 
 
    "He's all yours then." 
 
    Walking back to the blockhouse, Sean found the First, while everyone gathered up their stuff. 
 
    "No luck?" he asked, looking at Sean. 
 
    "Nope. So it's on to the gateway control, and we'll see if that works." 
 
    "That should make Mahkiyoc happy," the First said with a wry smile. "The sooner he can get back to his 'home', the happier I think he'll be." 
 
    "I've been wondering lately," Sean said in a lower voice. 
 
    "Oh? About what?" 
 
    "A lot of things. We can talk about it later." 
 
    The First nodded slowly. "Well, let's get everyone moved." 
 
      
 
    An hour later they were back on the train and headed for gateway control, a trip that would take four hours. Sean watched as Cali deftly maneuvered Mahkiyoc into a conversation, though from the looks of it, he was the one asking her questions. Sean knew Mahkiyoc had questions about the permanent gateways, not unlike Sean and the First. The only one any of them knew about went to a realm that was linked to Cali's home by a long and circuitous path that was hazardous for djevels to travel. 
 
    It seemed like Cali was now willing to discuss what she knew about this with Mahkiyoc, which apparently appealed enough to his scientific interest that he had put his growing fear of her aside. 
 
    "Roxy, Peg, keep an eye on things," Sean whispered. "I think the rest of us are going to have a meeting." 
 
    "Okay," Roxy said and gave him a kiss. 
 
    "Hey! Don't forget me!" Peg giggled, and so he kissed her as well. Settling back, he noticed Estrella was already asleep, and the first pride was quickly following. 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    "So," the First said looking around. "What's the problem?" 
 
    "Peg thinks our friend has been misleading us," Wendy said. 
 
    "Misleading, or lying?" Keairra asked. 
 
    "Misleading," Sean replied. "She thinks he's just being dismissive of anything he doesn't care about. He knew the guns wouldn't work, but didn't know why. Because it's not important to him." 
 
    "I noticed Cali was talking to him?"  
 
    Sean nodded to Keairra. "She's going to see what she can learn about him for a change." 
 
    "Wouldn't it be funny if the person we've been putting all our trust in is the Inangar equivalent of a janitor?" Sasha said with a snort. 
 
    "I wish he was," Rowan grumbled from where she was sitting. "Then at least he'd have a better idea of the shape of things around here and how they worked." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    Everyone looked over at Rowan. 
 
    "I've been researching a lot about this place we're in, and the few times I got stuck, I went and asked him a few questions. The answers I got were confusing, to say the least. He's got the typical tunnel vision of so many academics. If it's not in his field, it's not important." 
 
    "What were you asking him about?" Sean wanted to know. 
 
    "The first was why they came here. He would only say it was a catastrophe that was destroying their home world and wouldn't say anything more than that. So I asked if he didn't know because he was born here, and he got a little flustered and told me that no one was born here. That all of his people had traveled here. So I didn't press the issue." 
 
    "Well, that sounds odd." 
 
    "He's a lot older than I am," the First said. "Maybe he just forgot?" 
 
    "They had some sort of a war," Rowan said. "I found it in the records after that. They fired off every weapon they had, and 'everyone died'." 
 
    "If everyone died, how the hell did they manage to create this place?" Keairra asked. 
 
    "Maybe the ones who are here got out before the end?" Estrella suggested. 
 
    Rowan shrugged. "No idea. I'm still looking into it. But I went back to look at something after you told me about the gun's failure today and I think I know why." 
 
    "Oh?" Sean, Estrella, and Wendy all said at the same time. 
 
    "Because of what happened, there was some rule made about not making any weapons that could affect any of the Inangar." 
 
    "But we weren't using it on an Inangar!" Wendy protested. 
 
    "Actually, you were," Rowan countered. "Remember, the demons that exist nowadays are descended from the ones that had been eating the Inangar. They have their demonic life energy and the energy of the Inangar; that's why they're as smart as they are now, and why the more powerful ones can do magic." 
 
    "So that's why the weapons won't work on them!" 
 
    "Are you sure about that?" the First asked. 
 
    "I found a huge record of a debate on it after I saw that," Rowan said with a frown. "They actually refused to repeal that rule so they could make weapons that would kill the new djevels. Apparently the Inangar ability to ignore reality and its repercussions is very strong in its administrative classes." 
 
    "What else did you find?" 
 
    "They appear to have had a very rigid class structure and best I can tell so far, is that your station in life depended on what your level of achievement was in your particular discipline. Also, some disciplines were held in higher esteem than others. For example, the people who studied wildlife, their versions of biologists I guess, were at the bottom of the pyramid. 
 
    "And because they worked outside studying the many samples they'd imported here to see how they would adapt, they were the first to fall prey to the demons, and no one cared. It wasn't until one of their 'physicists' was killed that anyone took any action, and they ordered their 'engineers', the people who built and maintained everything, to deal with it. At first they were successful, and got rid of the demons. But when they went up against the djevels, the ones who evolved after consuming the biologists,  as you saw, those weapons didn't work. So they didn't survive that fight." 
 
    "What about the ones who fled to other planes and sealed them off behind them?" Sean asked. 
 
    Rowan shrugged. "That was so long ago, I doubt any of them are still alive. Unlike us, apparently Inangar can be killed; we've seen that with the demons and the djevels." 
 
    "I thought they were supposed to be immortal?" 
 
    Rowan snorted. "The djevels are immortal, we're immortal, the Inangar are definitely not immortal." 
 
    "But Mahkiyoc is what, a million years old!" Sean protested. 
 
    "I have a theory about that," Rowan said. "Have you seen any dust around here?" 
 
    "Huh?"  
 
    "Dust, have you seen any. Estrella?" 
 
    Estrella pondered that a moment. "Now that you mention it, no. Oh, you could knock dirt on stuff and track it around. But I never saw any dust. Why is that important?" 
 
    "Dust comes from dying skin cells. Well, most of it does. I'm starting to suspect that in this place, on this plane, nothing dies unless something else kills it." 
 
    "Well, that would certainly explain why the Inangar came here," the First said with a chuckle. 
 
    "And that would mean Mahkiyoc's claim of the Inangar having transcended death are a lie," Sean said with a snort. 
 
    "Not a lie so much as an exaggeration. After all, coming here did allow them to transcend death, did it not?" 
 
    Sean nodded, conceding the point. 
 
    "Any idea how they found this place?" Keairra asked. 
 
    "Mahkiyoc told us they came here because of the gateways that opened so they could continue their studies into other planes," Estrella said. 
 
    "But he did say something about his world ending," Sean pointed out. 
 
    "Hmm, right, he did say that, didn't he?" 
 
    "Do you remember what he said?" Rowan asked. 
 
    "Something about his world was dying, that they had found a way to transcend death but they needed to find a new place and came here so they could study other worlds." 
 
    "Talk about your vague statements!" Rowan laughed. 
 
    "Well, he did say it would take too much time to explain it all." 
 
    The First spoke up again, "We can discuss this later. Right now we need to focus on this gateway control. We know it can lock portals…" 
 
    "Assuming it still works," Sean interrupted. 
 
    "Yes, well, if it doesn't work, we may just want to see if we can enlist Mahkiyoc's help to make it work." 
 
    "I don't think he'd like that much, Dad!" Estrella said with a smirk. 
 
    "I don't care if he likes it. Our goal, our only goal, is to put an end to these invasions of our territory. Mahkiyoc's people caused this problem, so he can help us put an end to it. If he can't," the First shrugged, "then we really don't have anymore use for him, do we?" 
 
      
 
    Ξ 
 
      
 
    Prince Talt looked across the cleared field from beneath the trees. There was a large building set into the side of the mountain here. One of those smooth ones that had been constructed by the ancients, the race that some legends said they had conquered so they could rule here.  
 
    The trip here had been a difficult one; they had been attacked by several monsters along the way. Monsters of a type he'd never seen before. Their skin was as hard as metal, and the damage they did when they attacked was considerable. But they were slow, and several of them moved in such a manner as to make it seem that they were injured.  
 
    Destroying them had taken a great deal of time and effort, and Prince Talt had lost a fair number of his bonde and råge in dealing with them. He'd even lost a pair of raseri who had thought to engage one of the monsters when it looked like it was mortally wounded.  
 
    The next problem they ran into was just an hour ago. Apparently the ley-lines here had gotten so powerful, that any of his wizards that stepped on one was immediately rooted to the spot and burned to death.  
 
    He'd lost almost half of them before they discovered the cause of the problem and he'd sent them back. He himself had decided that it might be best for him to not set foot on the ground and had stayed on his mount.  
 
    But he was here now and looking out across the cleared field at the building. He wondered what his next step was.  
 
    "Rreyan!" Prince Talt said, turning to one of his ridders. 
 
    "Yes, my Prince?" 
 
    "Go up there and see if you can find a door." 
 
    Rreyan gave a small shake as his eyes widened. But he knew better than to disobey, and carefully, if not confidently, he strode out of the trees and made his way towards the building. 
 
    Prince Talt watched, waiting to see what fate awaited his ridder as Rreyan continued across the open ground. Surprisingly, nothing happened to him, and he stopped before the building, looking at it. 
 
    "Call out and see if anyone is there!" Prince Talt ordered. 
 
    "In the name of Prince Talt! Show yourself!" Rreyan called out. 
 
    After a minute of no response, Rreyan started to feel more confident. Going over to the spot that looked like a door, he pulled out his sword and, using the pommel, beat on it several times. 
 
    "In the name of Prince Talt! Open!" he called out again. After another minute of silence, Rreyan turned back to Prince Talt and shrugged. "It would seem, my Prince, that there is no one here." 
 
    Prince Talt opened his mouth to order Rreyan to try and find a way inside, but then stopped and closed it, thinking for a moment. He had been ordered to come here and find the master of the ley-lands.  
 
    He'd done that. But he could clearly see there were no answers to be found here. There was no one here he could ask questions of, no legendary figure of knowledge. If he spent time here trying to get inside—something he hadn't been ordered to do—he would be missing out on the feeding the others were now no doubt taking part in.  
 
    Besides which, there was still the problem with the lions. If he hadn't lost his tracking demons in that fight, he could have gotten back on their trail and tried to kill them. But he had, so he couldn't. 
 
    Truly, his best option now was to return to King Sladd, report all he had learned, and then take his place in the queue to invade once more. 
 
    "Come, Rreyan," Prince Talt said, waving his hand. Turning his mount around to face his two lords, he waved for them to turn their mounts around as well. 
 
    "We're done here. There is no master here to speak with, if there ever was. Let us return home." 
 
      
 
    Ξ 
 
      
 
    "How much farther is this gate?" Grism grumbled. 
 
    "What, getting tired already?" Trevor joked. 
 
    "No, I'm just bored. That village last night? Hell, that thing was tiny! And now we don't get to do anything until when, a day or two? How long after we resupply?" 
 
    "I didn't know you were in a rush, Gris," Jessie said, glancing back at him as they slowly jogged along. 
 
    "The more of them we kill, the less of them there are," he said. "And the less of them there are, the less people will die. I mean, really, we finally get a chance to pay them back, and we're just hitting small towns? Why don't we go hit one of their cities?" 
 
    "Because Esti told us they don't have any cities." 
 
    "Also," Trevor added, "there's only forty of us." 
 
    "Well, maybe we should go tell the First we want some more! So far this has been easy! I want a challenge! I want to kill their leaders! Their princes! Their kings!" 
 
    "Pick it up! Company!" Tycho, who'd been doing the rear guard with Krista, yelled as the two of them came running up from behind. 
 
    "What?" Trevor said, looking shocked, but they all picked up the pace immediately to match Tycho's. 
 
    "We got a large group coming up behind us on those demon-horses! I think it's a prince and a bunch of lords! The rest of them are all on foot, and they're running!" 
 
    "You had to jinx it, didn't you, Gris?" Jake grumbled. 
 
    "Great!" Grism laughed. "Let's find a place to ambush them!" 
 
    "We'll get them at the gateway," Trevor said. "But we have to get there first so we can kill the defenders!" 
 
    "Why the gateway?" 
 
    "Because we can call for more support if we need it! That's why! Plus, I'm out of grenades! Now save your breath and run!" Trevor turned to Jessie as she ran alongside him. 
 
    "You lead; I'll bring up the rear. I want to get a look." 
 
    "Okay!" 
 
    Slowing down, Trevor quickly made his way to the back of the group and started glancing behind him. It took him a moment to find a tree that was tall enough that he could launch himself up it, and using his claws, he climbed up a good twenty feet so he could get a clear view behind him.  
 
    They came into view quickly. They weren't going as fast as the others now were running, but they were definitely going faster than his group had been before Tycho's warning. There were a lot of them. Hundreds, many hundreds, and only half of them looked like gnashers or bonde. He quickly counted two dozen ridders, half a dozen biskops, and another dozen large demons he couldn't identify from here. While he was looking at them, the one at the very front, who he suspected was a prince, started to point at him.  
 
    Dropping to the ground, Trevor took off with a burst of speed as the tree he'd been in exploded.  
 
    "Oh, great!" he grumbled. Apparently these djevels, or at least that lead one, knew magic. He spent the next half hour running about as fast as he could until he caught up with the others, who had slowed to a fast trot to catch their breaths. Lions were not long-distance runners. 
 
    "I hope they can't keep that pace up," Trevor said, panting. "Because one of them is definitely a magic user, and I'm not sure how well we can deal with that." 
 
    "What do we do when we get to the gateway?" Jessie asked. 
 
    "Run in guns blazing; we need to kill everything there as quickly as possible. Once we do that, we need to find some good sniping positions; maybe we can get lucky and kill that guy first. But..." 
 
    "But?" 
 
    "But we may need to retreat through that gate. There's a lot more of them than there are of us, and if they have a lot of magic, I just don't know if we have enough to take 'em on." 
 
    "You heard him!" Jessie said. "Now! Pick up the pace! We're almost there!" 
 
    "We are?" Grism asked. 
 
    "We better be," Jake said, panting. "I don't know about you, but I don't think I can keep this up much longer!" 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Trevor took off after Jessie and just followed her tail as she ran. He wasn't sure how much longer they had to go; they didn't exactly have a map after all. But the last thing any of them wanted was to be caught out in the woods by a larger force that knew the lay of the land.  
 
    Trevor concentrated on Jessie's tail and continued to stumble along after her. Opening himself up, he reached out to the pool of power as he started to get desperate, then almost tripped in shock as he saw just how much was there! He'd never seen it so full before! Grabbing some, he fed it into his body and felt his strength quickly returning. 
 
    "Dip into the pool!" he yelled out. 
 
    "What?" Lyle asked, panting. "We can't do that." 
 
    "It's full!" Trevor growled and suddenly everyone picked up the pace. 
 
    "What the hell?" Lyle asked as suddenly they were all running again. 
 
    "It's been so long since we've been alive that none of us thought to check it!"  
 
    "That's good, because we're here!" Jessie yelled, and sure enough, as Trevor looked up, they were breaking out of the trees into an encampment with a small building, and a large ring just like the one they'd come here by, only this one didn't have any kind of palisade around it. 
 
    Running in at full speed, they all spread out as they came upon the bonde who were guarding it, taking them completely by surprise. They plowed right into and over the first group, tearing them up with their claws and quickly killing them, then they shifted into their hybrid forms and, grabbing at their weapons, they started shooting everything that was still moving. The ridder that came out of the small building didn't stand a chance and was shot to death instantly. 
 
    Five lions then ran in, and from the sounds of the gunfire, Trevor could only guess they'd found the biskop they'd suspected was stationed here. 
 
    "Everyone! Take up position! And leave a clear lane to the gateway!" 
 
    Just then a loud tone, like a gong, came from the gateway and reverberated through the area as a dot formed in the center of it and quickly expanded out to fill the stone ring. 
 
    "Looks like we got here right on time!" Quinn said. 
 
    "Quinn! Grab Tycho and get all the grenades they have!" 
 
    "Got it, Trev!"  
 
    Trevor turned to look at Jessie, who was already breaking them up, setting half of them in cover so they could fight the demons when they arrived. 
 
    "Boe! Lena! See if you can set some trip lines with the grenades you have left! Jake! Go back and scout!" 
 
    "How long do you think we have?" Jessie asked as Boe and Lena ran forward, each with a bag full of grenades. 
 
    "Not long enough, I'm sure!" 
 
    Turning back to the remaining fourteen, Trevor checked the positions Jessie had sent them to, and after a couple of minor adjustments, he grabbed two others and started moving and dragging around whatever they could find to improve their positions.  
 
    "Either we got further ahead than we thought, or these people are slow!" Lena grumbled as she tied off the last grenade and ran back to her position. 
 
    "Don't look gift horses in the mouth!" Trevor called back as they settled in to wait.  
 
    They didn't have much longer to wait then, as Jake came running out of the brush. 
 
    "They're close behind me! They stopped to reorganize! They're sending the cannon fodder first!" 
 
    Jake had just made it to the cover of the small structure that Trevor was on the roof of when the first line of attackers showed up. Sure enough, it was almost all gnashers, with only a few råge driving them forward. 
 
    Trevor immediately started to pick off the råge, as the others opened fire as well. 
 
    "There go all our traps!" Jessie growled as most of the grenades went off as the gnashers set off the trip lines. 
 
    Trevor didn't say anything, just continued to shoot, reload, and shoot again. There were hundreds of the little bastards, and thankfully the booby traps had helped cut down their numbers significantly, each grenade cutting dozens of them down, as they were packed so tightly. 
 
    "I wish Quinn would get back here!" Karn yelled. "I'm almost out of grenades!"  
 
    "I told you all not to waste them!" Trevor yelled back. 
 
    "How long have they been gone now?"  
 
    "Fifteen, twenty minutes? Remember, it takes time for them to get to the gateway!" 
 
    "Speak of the devil and he appears!" Jake said, laughing. 
 
    Looking over at the gateway, Trevor saw that Quinn, followed closely by Tycho, had come through the gateway, each carrying a large crate of grenades and heading directly towards them. 
 
    "What the…" 
 
    Right behind Tycho, more lions and wolves were coming out of the gateway, and they were each carrying a metal shield that they stuck into the ground, hammered into place. Pulling out their weapons, they crouched down behind and started firing into the approaching enemy as well. 
 
    "Quinn! What the hell is going on?" Trevor growled as Quinn dumped a satchel full of grenades besides him. 
 
    "I told them we were being attacked. They came through to help us in case you want us to withdraw." 
 
    "Withdraw? We can't withdraw! We just got here!" Trevor growled. 
 
    "We got a prince on our tail! And no magic user! Do you really want to mess with him?" 
 
    "Damn," Trevor swore and looked at the gateway. 
 
    "Wait! I got an idea!" Jessie said and, turning towards the lions defending the gate, she whistled. 
 
    "What?" Takka, the lioness in charge, called back. 
 
    "Come up here and take our positions, then pull out when the prince shows!" 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because he'll think you're us!" 
 
    Trevor blinked and quickly started slinging his gear. It was brilliant. 
 
    "You heard Jessie!" he said, turning to the group. "Let's get the hell out of here!" 
 
    Giving Jessie a hug, Trevor jumped off the back of the building as the rest of his and Jessie's squads pulled back, and the other lions and the wolves engaged the attackers, then once they were all together they ran off, single file, into the woods heading directly away from the fight. 
 
    "You know, for this to work, we can't let them know we're here for a couple of days," Jessie told him. 
 
    "And we need to be far away from here, so they think we're another group." 
 
    "Do you think they'll fall for it?" Grism asked. 
 
    "Guess we'll find out, won't we?" Trevor said with a shrug as they continued to move quickly away from the area. 
 
      
 
    Prince Vises Ikke looked around as his surviving biskops as their ridders and råge put their bonde and few surviving gnashers to work building a defense against any more attempts by the lions to sally forth from the gateway that was sitting there, open. 
 
    When he'd finally forced them back through the gateway, he'd sent two biskops with their ridders and supporting bonde through to try and finish them off.  
 
    None had returned, and he wasn't stupid enough to send any more out to be slaughtered. He knew that King Sladd didn't think the lions had enough forces to invade, but he was starting to wonder about that. True, about half of their forces had been other beastmen, the ones they'd fought numerous times before, and which, while harder to kill, could still be killed. 
 
    But he hadn't found a single lion carcass among the bodies of the other dead beastmen when he'd personally examined the battlefield.  
 
    Then of course were their weapons. Several of the lost Prince Spis' troops had brought back scavenged examples of these 'rifles' the lions were equipping their soldiers with, but none of them did anything here, yet the ones they'd shown up with today had worked, and worked well. 
 
    There was more going on here than he understood. When he got back to his castle, he would definitely be summoning his advisors. He didn't envy the king and his new plan to personally invade the jagtområder; he would be more than happy to stay here and consolidate his power until such time as things were safe. After all, if more princes continued to die, that would leave him, Prince Vises Ikke, in the perfect position to gather up their remaining lords and lands and swear them to him, personally.  
 
    Who knows? By the time this pass ended, if the permanent gateway was not complete, he might very well go from the weakest of King Sladd's princes to the strongest. He already had his troops preparing for the day Sladd struck down Talt, whose ambitions really were no longer all that hard to see by any who choose to look. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Gateway Control 
 
      
 
    "The train's stopping," Peg said, looking up. 
 
    Getting up from where he'd been lying on the floor with his head in Roxy's lap, Sean shook out his mane, picked up his rifle, and moved to the doorway as the car came out into the railway station.  
 
    As stations went, this one looked very much like the first one. It was white, about a hundred feet or so long, with a central platform that had tracks on both sides. There was a staircase going up from the center of the platform. 
 
    "Well, everyone out, and let's see what we're dealing with," the First said. Standing up, he motioned for the others to leave the car. Sean couldn't help but notice that the First ushered Mahkiyoc out in front of him. 
 
    "Okay, give me a moment to put up a shield," Sean said, casting one in front of him as he moved to the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    "Jip and Pen, check out the door on the north end," Keairra said as Sean was casting. "Di and Sash, take the one at the south." 
 
    Both sets of lionesses trotted off. Sean figured one was probably an elevator and the other was a machine room, just like at the place they'd started at. But he still waited until they'd finished checking the doors out and returned before continuing up.  
 
    "Peg, do you have a map for us?" 
 
    "Yup! Next level up is machine rooms, same for the two after that." 
 
    "Really?" Sean said and looked back as she held up her tablet. 
 
    "The gateway control systems are rather complicated," Mahkiyoc supplied, unprompted. 
 
    "I guess so," Sean said with a shrug. "Okay, let's go!" He started up with Roxy on his right and Keairra on his left. When they got to the next floor, it was a hundred-yard-long corridor, with one set of doors to either side halfway down, and an elevator door at the end. Each door opened onto a machine room that probably covered five acres, with a roof about fifty feet above, and thick columns spaced every twenty or thirty feet. Clearing each of the rooms took an hour due to all the equipment and the many nooks.  
 
    The stairs up to the next level were twice as long as they'd expected, and they came to another hallway like the one below, which again yielded two very large machine rooms that took two more hours to clear. 
 
    The third floor up was different. While the hallway was just as long, there were six doors to either side, and the machine rooms they opened onto were each different from the other. They were also much, much smaller, so clearing the entire floor took less than an hour. 
 
    The next floor was living accommodations, then conference rooms. Then they came to the control center on the top floor.  
 
    The control center for the facility they'd found Mahkiyoc in had been large, but this one was the size of a football field, with a window that ran close to a hundred yards along one side that looked down the mountain the blockhouse sat on the very top of. There were consoles and stations all along the window, with two more rows behind that. To the far left side of the room from where they came up was the same selection of comfortable chairs in what was almost a living room type set up, akin to the one at Mahkiyoc's place, only several times larger. To the far right, there was a very large three-dimensional map of what Sean could only guess was the planet. 
 
    "Well, it looks like it's all still working," Roxy said, looking around. "What do you think, Mahkiyoc? Is the gateway equipment still working?" 
 
    Sean watched as Mahkiyoc walked up to the central console and placed a hand on it. He noticed that Rowan, Kalif, and Peg did the same at various consoles, while Cali and the First watched Mahkiyoc like a hawk. Sean found that last bit to be rather curious. Everyone else started to examine the room, eventually finding a seat and settling down into it.  
 
    It was several very long minutes before Mahkiyoc spoke up.  
 
    "Most of the systems do seem to be working, but I cannot find the controls for either locking the gateways or reprogramming the gateway locations. I suspect that either they no longer function, or I do not have the permissions to activate them." 
 
    "You don't have the permissions?" Sean asked, moving up to look at the screen Mahkiyoc was studying. "How can that be?" 
 
    "This was not my assigned research station." 
 
    "Can you get the permissions?" 
 
    "Perhaps. I would have to look at this further. But if the machines no longer function, it may not matter." 
 
    "Is there any way we can find out?" 
 
    "I will have to research this. But there is a positive development." 
 
    "And that would be?" 
 
    "The controls to monitor the gateways are still active. So we can examine each of them if we wish. It will allow me to study the demons during one of their incursion phases. This is something on which I've always speculated, but have never had the ability to gather enough evidence to draw provable conclusions." 
 
    Sean wasn't quite sure if Mahkiyoc was smiling about that or not. 
 
    "Well, see what you can learn about the machines first. This new ability to study the demons won't be going away anytime soon." 
 
    Mahkiyoc nodded. "Of course, Sean. Now if you will excuse me, I would get started." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Knock yourself out." He looked over at Cali, and she glanced towards the stairway, then back at him. He gave her a small nod, and she turned and headed out of the main control room and down the stairs. Following her, Sean noticed the First make a few discrete hand signals to his wives and then follow him as well. 
 
    Cali led them both into a room that Daelyn was waiting in, apparently having claimed it for their use while they were here. Looking around, Sean waited until the door was closed, then cast his privacy spells. 
 
    "So how much of what he said was true?" Sean asked, looking at Cali. 
 
    "He believes the machinery is broken and you can't fix it." 
 
    "Why didn't he say that?" 
 
    The First spoke up, "Because he wants to get his research done, but doesn't want us to leave yet. Right Cali?" 
 
    Cali nodded. "I believe that is the truth. He is very excited about the possibility of more research." 
 
    "So why wouldn't he just tell us?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Because," the First said, "he doesn't want us to leave just yet. He wants us to stay long enough for him to do his research and then take him back home. He's afraid to make the trip back by himself." 
 
    "You really think so?" Sean asked, surprised. 
 
    "He's had this massive subway system to take him to anywhere he wants to go on the entire world, yet he's never used it once, even though it's completely safe and secured. So yes, I think so." 
 
    Cali nodded again in agreement. "He is not a very brave person. I do not think any of them were very brave, if he is any kind of example of his race." 
 
    "What about the bit about not having permission?" Sean asked. "Was that a lie?" 
 
    Cali shook her head. "No, he is most embarrassed about that. I think it bothers his ego that he is restricted. As he is the last of his race, he feels he is therefore the most superior, so nothing should be denied him." 
 
    "Wow, you're getting pretty good at this whole reading emotions thing," Sean said and thought about all she'd told him. 
 
    Cali smiled. "Yes, my Husband. It is a skill I will miss once we have left here." 
 
    Sean smiled and, stepping closer, gave her a hug. Turning to the First, he then asked, "Well, Dad. What do you think?" 
 
    "We need to start thinking about how much longer we want to be here. The next gateway is in three days, according to the schedule you downloaded, then it's two days to the one after that." 
 
    "Well, it's only a few hours to get back to Mahk's bunker, but from there it's at least a two-day trip to either of those gateways, and that'll require us to move quickly." 
 
    "Exactly. So we either leave tomorrow, or in three days at the latest." 
 
    "So you're setting a deadline?" 
 
    The First gave a curt nod. "Yes. At this time, I see no reason for us to stay any longer than that. I'd have us leave now, but the chance exists that this could work. So I want you and everyone else to dig into everything you can and see what turns up. I'm going to put my wives on it as well.  
 
    "Besides, Trevor and Jessie are having problems; they've got a prince on their tails now. I'm not sure it's worth having them stay any longer, but I would like for us all to leave from the same gateway, in case we need them to hold it until we get there." 
 
    "We could always just gate out of here to the mountain," Sean pointed out. 
 
    "That is only for emergencies. If I use that, it will put a serious drain on our powers for at least a day. Also, I'm not sure what effects it might have on Cali." 
 
    "Huh?" Sean said, surprised. He could feel Cali stiffen in his grasp. 
 
    "Peg and Roxy are of us, so they have a piece of lion in them. Cali does not. I don't think that will be an issue, because of what I was able to do with the two marshals, but still, I don't like to take risks with family, Son. Cali is important to all of us; I would be devastated if anything were to happen to her." 
 
    "Yeah," Sean nodded and squeezed her, "we all would be; I love her very much." 
 
    "Well, let's get back to work." 
 
    The First surprised Sean then by giving both of them a hug before leaving to go back upstairs. 
 
    "He still loves me, my Husband," Cali said as she snuggled up against him. 
 
    "Lust love, or love love?" Sean asked a little grumpily.  
 
    Cali laughed. "Love, love. You were the only one who ever supplied the lust, my Husband!" 
 
    Sean smiled and felt better about that. "Good." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "A State Dinner!" Terri said for what Steve guessed was the hundredth time since they'd been invited. "I can't believe we're going to a State Dinner!" 
 
    "Well, Sean is out of town, so it wasn't like they could invite him," Steve said yet again as they rode in the back of the limousine.  
 
    "Not like he would have come." Tisha laughed. "He still wants nothing to do with politics. Especially not after what happened between him and Germany!" 
 
    "But why us?" Terri asked. 
 
    "Because I'm the only diplomat the lions have, apparently," Steve said with a chuckle. 
 
    "It's because the First trusts you," Tisha said and leaned up against him. "He's very impressed with both your loyalty to Sean and your complete and utter ruthlessness when it comes to getting what you want." 
 
    "I've never even met him!" Steve said, a little surprised. 
 
    "Actually," Tisha grinned and lowered her voice so that only Steve and Terri would hear her, "you've met him many times. You just didn't know it." 
 
    "When?" 
 
    "Up until Sean went to the Onderwereld the first time, the First was living in his head." 
 
    "What?" Steve said, looking shocked. 
 
    "When a human is infected by a lion, if they're judged worthy, a lion will 'move in' with them, to guide them and help them. The First had been waiting years for Sampson to bite Sean. He knew his life would be difficult and wanted him to have the best." 
 
    "So all the time I thought I was talking with Sean, I was talking with your leader?" 
 
    "You were talking with them both," Tisha said with a nod. "But Sean was the one who always talked with you, because you're his friend. He tended to only let the First take over when it was something boring." 
 
    "That's just…weird." 
 
    "It's how we are," Tisha said with a shrug. "However, if anyone should ask you, you can now truthfully say that you've met with our leader, the First, dozens of times, and that he considers you a close ally and a reliable friend." 
 
    "But you just said it was always Sean talking." 
 
    "Ah, but when the First was living in his head, whenever Sean spoke, he was speaking with the First's voice as well. That's how we view it." 
 
    "What about now that he doesn't live in Sean's head anymore?" Terri asked. 
 
    "Considering that Sean now calls the First 'Dad', and the First calls him 'Son', we're all just a little bit afraid to do anything other than keep treating him like we did before," Tisha said with a little laugh. 
 
    "He calls him 'Dad'?" Steve asked. 
 
    "Yup. Sean adopted him, apparently." 
 
    "And you know this…how?" Terri asked. 
 
    "I'm one of the First's daughters as well; I thought I'd told you?" 
 
    "Oh! Right." 
 
    "So of course my mom keeps me filled in on everything. But if you want to meet the First face to face now that he's come back with all the others, we can always set that up if need be. But just understand, he has no desire at all to ever meet any of these people face to face." 
 
    "Oh? Why not?" Steve asked. 
 
    "Because if they don't follow his orders, he might kill them? You have to understand, Dad's a bit of a tyrant. But at least he knows he's a tyrant, which is why he always lets someone else deal with the humans and the mundanes." 
 
    "Well, I did hear Sean say that you all ruled the world once upon a time, so I guess I can understand that," Terri said with a smile, "and seeing as he's our father-in-law, I would like to meet him and your mom one of these days." 
 
    "And I still want to meet my new in-laws as well," Tisha agreed. 
 
    "We're here, Boss!" the driver called out over the intercom from the front. 
 
    "Okay! Everyone look charming," Steve said as the car came to a stop. "And don't forget to smile!" 
 
    Getting out of the back of the limo, Steve led the girls up to the front of the White House, where they were met by an attendant who led them to the dining room.  
 
    "How should they introduce you?" she asked Steve, after looking at the three of them. 
 
    "Steve Bryson, the ambassador for the lions, and his two wives, Terri Bryson and Tisha Bryson." 
 
    The attendant looked a little shocked by that but just nodded and whispered in the ear of the man at the door who was announcing the guests.  
 
    Steve noticed that the man didn't even flinch as he announced it, and he walked into the room with Terri on his right arm and Tisha on his left. He wasn't at all surprised when everyone in the room went quiet and turned to watch as he entered with them. He was here representing the lions, their sole ambassador on the entire planet, and the other governments of the world were slowly starting to realize just how much power they commanded.  
 
    Steve had definitely dressed for the part; he was wearing an extremely expensive, but conservatively cut tuxedo. Terri and Tisha were each wearing dresses made by the top designer in Washington that were best described as 'expensive' and 'revealing'. Both Terri and Tisha were younger than he was, though Tisha looked to be all of eighteen, and Steve was sure tongues would be wagging about that tonight. Terri was just as beautiful as Tisha was, and since she'd become a cheetah, the lean muscle on her slender frame had done nothing but make her even more so, and she wasn't hesitating to show it off, either. 
 
    "Ah, Steven! Terri, Tisha!" the president said, coming over. "It's so great that you could make it tonight! And I had no idea you and Tisha were now married," he said with a warm smile. 
 
    "I just didn't want to scare everyone when they found out she really answers to me," Steve said with a wink. 
 
    "Well, you are our ambassador, Dear. It would look strange if I didn't!" Tisha said with a very eighteen-year-old sounding giggle. 
 
    The president laughed. "You keep acting like that," he said in a soft voice, "and you're going to drive their intelligence advisors crazy." 
 
    "Well, isn't that the point?" Terri said with a smile. 
 
    "It may very well be," the president admitted. "Now, let me introduce you around. All the heads of state from England and Europe are here." 
 
    "How did today's meeting go?" 
 
    "About as good as you would have expected. I'm surprised you didn't show up." 
 
    "We discussed it," Steve told him, "but they agreed with me that it would be best to let everyone work their differences out first, before I showed up." 
 
    "They?" the president prompted. 
 
    "Sean and the head lion. We had what I guess you might call a 'conference call' this morning." 
 
    "But I thought Sean was in the Onderwereld? And no one knows at all where the head lion is." 
 
    Steve smiled. "As long as I have Tisha with me, I can talk with them when I need to. It's that whole 'what one lion knows'…" 
 
    "They all do," the president said with a nod. "You know that drives the NSA folks crazy. They've been trying to tap into your communications for over a year now!" 
 
    "Good luck with that!" Tisha giggled. 
 
    "Now, let's start with the prime minister of England..." 
 
      
 
    Steve found the next hour to be incredibly interesting as the president introduced him to the leaders of England, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Poland, Czechia, Austria, Italy, and Switzerland. Russia, Lithuania, Latvia, Finland, Slovakia and Hungry all had an important member of their respective governments here as well. Everyone was obviously very concerned about what was going on in Germany, and they were all also very interested in what was going on with the lions—what their plans were, and just exactly who was leading them, as well as being led by them. 
 
    What he enjoyed the most was their reactions to Tisha, who was vamping on the whole eighteen-year-old airhead act. Steve could see it was driving them crazy, because he was sure they'd all been told she was a lioness, and far older than she looked, by their intelligence services.  
 
    He felt a little sorry for Terri, because more than a few of them apparently got confused and started to think she must be the lioness and that their information was wrong. Still, she handled them well, Terri was very good at thinking on her feet and was not above playing the same sort of shenanigans on people that Steve did. 
 
    About the only person he didn't do more than say hello to was Duncan and his wife from Sapientia. Gerald Perkins and his wife were there as well, and while he hadn't met either of them before, he made a note to call Duncan and ask for a more relaxed meeting sometime later.  
 
    When they finally sat down to dinner, Steve found himself sitting with the president on his left and the president of Poland on his right. Terri and Tisha were sitting across from him, with Terri sitting next to the First Lady, and Tisha sitting next to the Swiss president.  
 
    The table they were sitting at was a very long affair that curved in the shape of a 'U', with folks sitting on either side of it. Steve noticed the presence of several members of the president's cabinet, whom he already knew, so he hadn't been introduced, as well as a couple of high-ranking senators and congressmen. Duncan and Gerald were seated on opposite legs of the 'U', which he guessed made sense. 
 
    "Mister Bryson," the Polish president started off. Steve was surprised that he had very little accent. 
 
    "Please, call me Steve, Mr. President." 
 
    "Steve," the Polish president smiled, "am I correct to understand that you are now a were-animal?" 
 
    Steve nodded as the waiters started to serve dinner. "That would be correct." 
 
    "But you weren't always, were you?" 
 
    "No, but after some discussion and consideration, we all agreed it would be best if I became one." 
 
    "Oh? Why is that?" 
 
    Steve smiled winningly. "Oh, it's quite simple. I'm supposed to represent both the lion and lycan interests here. Would I really be doing such a good job if I wasn't one of them? Would I be able to relate to them and their problems if I didn't have a first-hand understanding? I believe very strongly in what I'm doing; I wouldn't have taken the position if I didn't. So I guess you could say I went 'all in'." 
 
    The Polish president nodded slowly. "I think I see what you're saying. Do you think you made the proper choice? Now that you have become one?" 
 
    "Oh, of course! I've been friends with Sean, who I'm sure you've been briefed about, since we were kids. I've also been friends with the leader of the lions since Sean introduced us." 
 
    Steve almost laughed as the noise level around him dropped significantly. 
 
    "You've met him? The leader of the lions?" the Polish president said with a most surprised expression on his face. "I have been told he is impossible for anyone other than a lion to meet!" 
 
    "Well, I am his ambassador, so it would hardly make sense for us not to meet, now would it?" 
 
    Steve watched as he considered those words. He could see several people around him were also thinking about it.  
 
    "Still, I would think he would have wished to appear here himself, among the other heads of state." 
 
    Steve shook his head. "You have to understand, Mr. President…" Steve paused and said, "Thank you," to the waiter as his food was set in front of him, then turned back to the Polish president. "He's really not terribly interested in human affairs, just lycan ones. He's even less interested in playing politics. Then there's the simple truth that he's so much older than any of you that most of you probably wouldn't be able to, I guess you'd say, 'get along' with him." 
 
    "Oh, I find that hard to believe, Steven! I've been in politics for a good many years now! I pride myself on being able to speak to any of my countrymen, regardless of their station in life, as well as any head of state." 
 
    Steve made it look like he was considering that statement a moment. "Well, perhaps, but you have to understand, he doesn't treat anyone like an equal. Well, not anyone human at least." 
 
    "That's not exactly true, Steve," Tisha piped up. 
 
    "Oh?" Steve asked, looking at her; he didn't miss the twinkle in her eye. 
 
    "He really liked Alexander the Great. Treated him like an equal all the time— at least after he won that bet. Then there was Socrates. Dad loved talking with Socrates. I think he still misses him." 
 
    "Well, of course," Terri said, looking over from her conversation with the First Lady, "who wouldn't love hanging out with Socrates?" 
 
    Steve noticed that the Polish president was looking just a bit confused, and once again they were drawing the attention of everyone within earshot. 
 
    "He knew Socrates?" 
 
    Tisha nodded. "Yup, ran into him when he was serving with the hoplite infantry, as I recall. Nice man, very polite, but could see to the heart of any matter with amazing clarity." 
 
    "Surely you must be joking?" 
 
    "What? No, he really was a very polite man. I don't think he ever did get over the whole thing with the Oracle at Delphi. But," Tisha shrugged, "she was right, right?" 
 
    Steve did his best not to snicker as Tisha went back to talking to the president of Switzerland, who was apparently a bit more versed in the behavior of lions than the president of Poland was. 
 
    "You have to understand, Sir," Steve said to him as he picked up his knife and fork and started in on his dinner, "the leader of the lions has been around for a very long time. I myself have trouble getting my head around it. But like any being who has created an entire race that worships him like a god—and is immortal to boot—he doesn't exactly have what one would call 'diplomatic skills'."  
 
    "I see…" he said and turned to the person on his right, making it clear to Steve that he really didn't. 
 
    "I think they're still getting used to the idea of lions being both immortal and gods," the president whispered to Steve from his left. 
 
    "These are interesting times we're living in, Mr. President." 
 
    "And did I hear you correctly when you said you've met him several times now?" 
 
    Steve grinned and nodded at Tisha. "How do you think I ended up with his daughter?" 
 
    The president laughed, and Steve noticed a few surprised looks on the people around him. 
 
    "How indeed…" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Destiny 
 
      
 
    Sean padded over to where the others were sitting. He'd checked to make sure someone was keeping an eye on Mahkiyoc before going back to his room and closing his eyes to meditate and join today's meeting. 
 
    "So what have you found so far?" the First asked, looking at the assembled group. 
 
    Wendy started off, "I think I've found their authorization system. I'm getting all of us entered into it, which isn't hard, because the system knows us already." 
 
    "You can do that? But we're not Inangar!" Libmanov protested. 
 
    "We've got enough in us to use their systems, which means as far as the systems are concerned, we are. So it's just a matter of getting folks assigned into different 'tracks' of their 'class' system and then seeing how high I can push you up in it." 
 
    "English, please?" the First grumbled. 
 
    "Rowan mentioned before that the Inangar had a class structured society, based on what field of research or science you were a member of." 
 
    "Yes, I recall that." 
 
    "Well, the only branch that has anyone left in it is Mahk's. So by default, he's got the highest ranking there, but that ranking doesn't mean anything for a branch that was a higher status than his." 
 
    "So that's why he doesn't have access!" Keairra said with a laugh. 
 
    Wendy nodded. "Exactly. And he can't get access either, unless he changes over to the new branch that is higher ranked than his." 
 
    "So what's stopping him?" 
 
    "Ego," Sean and the First answered at the same time. 
 
    Now it was Wendy's turn to laugh. "Nice to hear my suspicions confirmed." 
 
    "I don't get it," Kalif said. 
 
    "Mahk believes he's the best of the best, because he's the only one to survive this long," Sean supplied. "I would guess that rather than transfer to a new 'field', which would mean admitting his field wasn't the best, he's probably trying to figure out a way to make his field the top one." 
 
    "Unfortunately for him," Wendy picked back up, "it looks like those are hard coded into the system." 
 
    "So how long will it take you to push us up?" The First asked. 
 
    "A day? It's a bit more complicated than I'm explaining it. I have to push us each up a step, then use everyone to vote someone up the next step, then they can invite the others up. I could use your help, Sean; you know programming better than I do. You might figure out a few things to move it along faster." 
 
    "Sure, I'll start on it when we're done here," Sean said with a nod, then turned to Rowan. "Have you found anything of interest on their history?" 
 
    Rowan gave a loud snort. "Oh, yeah!" She shook her head. "The better question might be what have I found that isn't interesting. The Inangar apparently were a very stuck up race." 
 
    "What, worse than us?" Kalif teased. 
 
    "Compared to them, we're pikers. They had client races, ones they uplifted themselves, and when it time came to leave? They left them all behind." 
 
    "Maybe they couldn't make the transition here?" Libmanov asked. 
 
    "Hardly. Who do you think built all this? Not the Inangar—building things is definitely below their station. After they got everything built, they sent all their helpers home. But that's not the worst of it." 
 
    "How can it get worse than leaving your children to die?" the First growled. 
 
    "Killing them," Rowan said with a distasteful expression on her muzzle. 
 
    "Killing them?" 
 
    "Yup, they killed all of them." 
 
    "Why would they do that?" Keairra asked. "It makes no sense! If their planet was dying, why kill them when the planet will do it for you?" 
 
    "Because the Inangar blew up the planet themselves." 
 
    "What!" Sean and everyone else exclaimed, looking at Rowan in shock. 
 
    She nodded. "That was my reaction, too. That 'war' they had was apparently an act of racial suicide triggered by their scientists." 
 
    "So they came here and destroyed their own planet after they left?" the First asked. 
 
    "And that's the part I'm not clear on, and which is driving me crazy. The records seem to indicate that they came here after they destroyed their planet. That they cleared everyone out of here, went home, and then committed…oh I don't know, mass genocide? Suicide? All of the above?" 
 
    "Are you sure you're reading it right?" Wendy asked. "I know some of their stuff is really hard to figure out. The promotion system took me forever to understand." 
 
    "No," Rowan said. "I'm not sure. That's why it's giving me issues. I'm still searching through their history to try and make sense out of all of it. Perhaps getting these higher levels of status and access will improve my studies?" 
 
    "It may," Wendy agreed. "One of the things I've noticed about Inangar security is if you don't have the rights to access something, you can't even see it to access it." 
 
    "Security through obscurity?" Sean said with a chuckle. 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    "You know that's like the easiest security there is to beat, don't you?" 
 
    "And that's another reason why I need your help. Because no, I don't know." 
 
    "I'll get Roxy to help me; security is something she's really good at." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "She was going for a degree in game design for electronic gaming machines in casinos. So yeah, she probably knows it even better than I do." 
 
    "Okay," the First said, looking around. "I want two people on Mahkiyoc at all times. Don't be afraid to ask him about what he's doing; let him show off for you with his new research. Get an idea of how long it'll be before he wraps it up—that might be important to us. Everyone else, research. I want to know if we can lock the gates or change the program, and I want to know it by tomorrow night." 
 
    "That's not a lot of time, Father," Wendy said. 
 
    "So you better get started then!" the First growled. 
 
      
 
    Ξ 
 
      
 
    King Sladd left his meditation circle and headed for his throne room. King Sværd wasn't the only one who used spies, and while someone had found and eliminated the ones King Sværd and King Flik had infiltrated into the jagtområder that would soon become his rightful domain, no one had found the ones he, Sladd, had created. 
 
    And those were finally starting to pay off. The lions were definitely up to their little tricks once again, but this time he knew what they were. 
 
    "Beskeder!" 
 
    "Yes, my King!" Beskeder strode up to the king quickly and went down on one knee before him. 
 
    "Get a mount and make all haste to find Prince Vises Ikke. Tell him the lions did not leave, they merely staged a diversion." 
 
    "Yes, my King!" 
 
    "Now, go!" 
 
    Beskeder jumped to his feet and ran from the throne room. King Sladd then noticed that Prince Talt was waiting for him, prostrated on the floor before his throne. Considering that Sladd did not see anyone moving when he had entered the room, it meant that Prince Talt had opted to show his fealty without being called to it.  
 
    Sladd was impressed; it had been a long time since Prince Talt had abased himself without being called to it. Even his entourage were all prostrate. 
 
    "How long has Prince Talt been here?" King Sladd asked his guards 
 
    "Several hours, my King," Valse, the nearest one, replied. "He said he was reporting on the task you assigned him, and would await your pleasure." 
 
    King Sladd nodded and thought about that as he made his way to his throne. Apparently Prince Talt had learned some humility, which, as he couldn't spare Prince Talt at this time, pleased Sladd greatly. 
 
    "Prince Talt, rise and tell me what you have learned," King Sladd said while he sat down. 
 
    "My King," Prince Talt said while getting to his feet. "We were unable to re-engage the lions that attacked us. I can only guess they fled while I was resupplying." 
 
    "Yes, I received your dispatch on that, as well as questioned several of the survivors who fled the fighting. They claimed there were hundreds of them." 
 
    Prince Talt nodded. "It did appear at first that there were many lions; they engaged in some sort of magical deception that fooled the two lords I brought with me, as well as their soldiers. It led to both lords attacking specters that we did not realize were fake until after such time as I returned to examine the battlefield to try and track them down. The lions are most cunning with their tricks and apparently have learned many new ones since we last fought with them. 
 
    "It pains me that my men fell for them, and that when I faced down their main body, I was unable to overwhelm them." 
 
    King Sladd nodded. "And what of the task I set you on? Did you complete it?" 
 
    Prince Talt nodded. "Yes, my King, I journeyed up to the place where the master of the ley-lines is rumored to live. We fought with several of the metal monsters of which the legends speak, though they were old, and not as fearful as the legends make them out to be. When I arrived there, I found a building of the old ones. But I found nothing else. There was no one there. There were no monsters lurking nearby. Either the master of the ley-lands has moved on, or they are no more." 
 
    "Assuming they ever were, right?" King Sladd said with a grin. 
 
    Prince Talt shrugged his shoulders. "I know not, my King." 
 
    "Go back to your lands and make sure your house is in order. I will be leaving for the jagtområder in three more duo-daers. You may follow when you are ready." 
 
    "You are going, my King?" Prince Talt said, eyes wide in obvious surprise. 
 
    "Yes, I am going. There have been too many problems, and too many losses. Great rewards require great effort. Apparently what we are facing is not something the average lord can deal with, and which even my princes are hard pressed to overcome.  
 
    "So I will lead all our forces myself, and if needs be I will fight these lions myself as well. Now, see to your house and your lords, and make haste to join with the others once you are ready." 
 
    "Yes, my King!" Prince Talt said and bowed low before King Sladd. 
 
    "You are all dismissed." 
 
    King Sladd watched as Prince Talt and his entourage quickly left the throne room. 
 
    "I am surprised you forgave him so easily, my King," Eldstaden said, coming into the room. 
 
    "He knows he cannot stand against me now; he has lost too much in the way of both power and confidence." 
 
    "It would seem that in this, perhaps, the lions did you a service," Eldstaden said with a chuckle. 
 
    "Yes, it would seem they did," King Sladd grumbled. "What news do you have from Princes Skarm and Lagereld?" 
 
    "They are preparing their next attack. My messengers have reported back, and the princes both thank you for the information you supplied. Do you truly mean to wait three duo-daers?" 
 
    "It will take two and a half for everyone to arrive," King Sladd said with a sigh. Like it or not, even he could not change the logistics of moving so many people without preparations. "I wonder how long it will take Prince Talt to follow?" 
 
    "It will take him almost a full daer simply to return to his home. I think it will be more than several daers before he is able to follow through the master gateway." 
 
    King Sladd nodded his agreement. 
 
    "Have you seen the latest report on the numbers in the food pens?"  
 
    Eldstaden nodded. "There are many thousands there currently; Prince Lykta's people are forcing the ones there now to build more pens. I've warned them not to sample too many until the work has been completed." 
 
    "Good, very good. Now, let me go over the latest things I have learned." 
 
    "Of course, my King." 
 
      
 
    Ξ 
 
      
 
    Steve smiled as he and Tisha took their seats at the long conference table. He'd rather be having a tooth pulled than to be sitting here at this conference on the 'Demon Incursion' that was taking place in Europe—or to be more specific, Germany. He'd had to spend several hours after last night's state dinner doing a sort of Q&A with Raban, the lions' representative in Munich. The hard part was, he'd had to give Tisha a bunch of questions, then wait while she went off and talked to Raban, then came back, explained the situation to him, answered his questions, then took his new questions and went back to talk to Raban again.  
 
    He didn't mind playing diplomat for Sean. He knew Sean, knew how his mind worked, and knew if he screwed up on something or had to make a decision without talking to Sean, he would forgive him on the former and trust him on the later. But he didn't know Raban, and while he might have 'met' the First many times, he didn't really know him, either. 
 
    But Tisha had sat him down and told him that in the end, it was Sean who was calling the shots, and the only reason Raban was there in the first place was because Sean'd had someone sent there to deal with the situation. About the only place Sean didn't call the shots was South America, and that was because he'd pretty much left what was going on there to the First. 
 
    "So, Mister Bryson," began the French prime minister, who everyone had agreed to let chair the meeting. "What can you tell us about what the lions are doing in Germany?" 
 
    Getting back up from his seat, Steve pulled the expandable pointer out of his pocket and extended it to its full length as he walked over to the large map of Germany and its bordering countries. This was make it or break it time. 
 
    "Well, first of all," Steve said as he stopped in front of the map and turned to face everyone in the room, "before we get any further, the lions would all very much like to thank France for their contribution towards Germany. I understand it was a lot to ask of you, but they will not be forgetting your generous help." 
 
    Steve noticed that the French prime minister looked pleased. 
 
    "What do you mean by that?" the diplomat from Russia asked, looking a little concerned. 
 
    "I mean that we're grateful." 
 
    "Not that part; are you telling us the lions told the French to destroy Berlin?" 
 
    Steve frowned and shook his head. "No, the lions never told the French prime minister to do anything, they simply asked for his help in this situation, and he agreed to help us with it." 
 
    "You've had dealings with the French?" 
 
    Steve smiled and shook his head, "Me? No. One of the other lions met with him, and no, I am not at liberty to tell you who it was, or when." 
 
    Steve knew who it was, of course. Apparently the First had been grooming a relationship with the French prime minister for some years now. Of course the prime minister didn't know that his very close and very special friend was a lioness; that hadn't been revealed to him until the time was right.  
 
    This of course meant the French were pretty firmly in his pocket, though he'd been warned not to abuse the relationship. 
 
    "Now, in regard to this war, the lions are currently the ones running it, and before anyone gets upset," Steve raised his hand to stop any of the several protests he could see forming, "understand that until recently, none of you knew what the problem was, nor that you were dealing with it. We, however, did know what was going on, and reacted immediately.  
 
    "We called in a lot of favors from the dwarves, the faerie, the elves, all of whom came to help us, along with your armies. Our commander in the area is one of the First's own sons, by the name of Raban. I've discussed the situation at length with him, and here is what he wanted me to tell you." 
 
    Smacking the map with the end of the pointer and trying not to smile as more than a few of them flinched, Steve briefed them all thoroughly on the situation. Raban had given Steve a lot of information last night. Apparently the French had been sharing their intelligence assets—namely their spy satellite data—with the lions, and Raban had told Steve that he also had a lot of people on the ground scouting for him.  
 
    When Steve finished, he was impressed that he didn't get a single stupid question. They had a lot of questions, but they were all good ones. He answered them to the best of his ability, and on several he admitted that he didn't have the answer, so he'd look into it.  
 
    "Before I sit back down," Steve said when the questions had finished, "Raban's general approach to this is that it may very well take a hundred years to insure that all of the djevels have been eliminated. He has proposed that we start off with a simple containment, to make sure they are all inside the borders I've laid out, and can be kept inside there. We don't want to take any chances of any large, or even small, groups getting out and rampaging over any of your countries' populace, correct?" 
 
    Steve smiled as they all quickly agreed with that. 
 
    "And the next step?" The president of Poland asked. 
 
    "The next step will depend on who is willing to contribute soldiers, weapons, munitions, support, and how much. We understand this isn't going to be easy for you; no one saw this coming, or expected it.  
 
    "So let's just concentrate on securing those borders and protecting your people today. Once we have achieved that goal, I think it will be safe to talk about reclaiming what was lost and resettling those lands." 
 
    Steve nodded to them and went back to his seat to sit down.  
 
    "We're going to need Raban to write up his plan for the first phase and email it to me so I can go over it and forward it to everyone," Steve whispered into Tisha's ear. 
 
    "I'll tell him," she whispered back. 
 
    "Now comes the fun part." Steve sighed. 
 
    "I thought that was the fun part?" 
 
    "No, now comes the jockeying for power, position, and prestige. Get your pencil ready because we're about to get a hundred requests and a thousand suggestions." 
 
    "I'm surprised they haven't started to demand we do things their way, or submit to their leadership." 
 
    "Oh, that's coming, but I have a fiendish plan." 
 
    "Not a clever one?" 
 
    "No, this one is better." 
 
    "And that is?" 
 
    "We're not coming back after lunch," Steve whispered with a smile.  
 
    "They're not going to like that," Tisha warned. 
 
    "I know, that's the idea!" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Third Battle for Reno 
 
      
 
    "Here they come," Chad said, looking at the monitors in his forward command post. "I gotta tell you," he said to Max, who was starting to look pregnant, "the United States military has some neat tools. All this real-time surveillance equipment is definitely spoiling me." 
 
    "Just remember, what took months for them to give us could go away tomorrow." 
 
    Chad nodded. "I've got Cenna leading up a team of techs to work on our own version of this using those advanced drones John developed for us." 
 
    "Do you think that's wise?" Max asked. 
 
    Chad nodded as he watched the enemy coming down out of the hills to the north of Reno. "Yeah, it was his life's work, and I think it helps her to know she's carrying on in his footsteps. Other than their son, it's all she really has left of him, their business." 
 
    "Guess that does make a certain amount of sense…" 
 
    "What the hell?" Chad swore suddenly. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Max said and immediately looked over his shoulder at the displays. 
 
    "They're making a push to the east of Reno." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "And they've never once been interested in pushing around to the east. They're not original thinkers; they always stick to the same pattern. Estrella's observations made that clear. They should be attacking those two weak spots in our wall. They've been hammering them in the previous fights, and now they're just abandoning them and heading around to the east?" 
 
    "They're not exactly abandoning them," Max said and pointed out the groups that were moving to engage their McCarran line defenses. 
 
    "That's just a token force," Chad growled. "We're weak on the east because I let Jack take his entire damn army and set up a barrier to help protect Salt Lake." Chad keyed his radio. "Maitland! They're coming around to the east in force!" 
 
    "I see it, Chad," Maitland called back. "I can hold them for a little while, but I'm pretty thin up here." 
 
    "Let me move some troops up behind you, then you can fall back into their positions and link up. Roloff!" 
 
    "Yes, Chad?" Roloff commed back. 
 
    "Pull everyone off the Northern McCarran line. I want them out of there as fast as they can move! Drop half behind the I-80 line; send the other half to Sparks Marina Park." 
 
    "We're just gonna give them that area?" Roloff asked, concerned. 
 
    "We never intended to keep it, and if we don't do something to back Maitland's people up, and do it now, we're not going to be able to retreat south to Carson City. Ryan!" 
 
    "Yes, Chad?" 
 
    "Get your ass over to Sparks Marina Park! I need you to take command of the people Roloff is sending you! Move to deploy them along I-80 and see if you and Maitland can hold them there." 
 
    "On my way!" 
 
    Chad turned to his radioman, which was his interface with the Army, Marines, and Air Force. "Chet! Get McGuire on the line and have him send all his reserves to the south of the river at Sparks Marina. Make sure he has his commanding officer hook up with Ryan, and that he understands Ryan and Maitland are calling the shots. Got it?" 
 
    "Yes, Sir!"  
 
    "Adam!" Chad got back on his radio as he had a sudden idea. 
 
    "What d'ya need me to do?" 
 
    "Take your people out past the McCarran line and see if you can hit those demons attacking Maitland on their left flank." 
 
    "You know that's gonna leave our ass hanging out in the open." 
 
    "I know, I know. Can't be helped! Do what you need to do. I'm not looking for heroics, just trying to buy some time." 
 
    "I think I can do that—but if you get me killed, you get to tell Ryla why I won't be at dinner for a week." 
 
    "If you die on purpose, we will be having words! Go!" 
 
    "You know she'll beat you into tomorrow," Max growled. 
 
    "I'll worry about that when it comes. Now let me figure out what this is going to do to our plans. If we can't hold them at I-80, our next fallback point is the Truckee. If they get past that,  our defenses along South McCarran down there aren't the best." 
 
    "Should I call the mayor and tell her to evacuate?" 
 
    "No, not yet. If they make it past the river and we've got refugees heading south, they'll get slaughtered. We may have to send everyone west on I-80. I need you to get to the airport and tell them I'm ordering an immediate evacuation of all our assets there to our base at Minden. Take a squad with you. I need that to get underway ASAP." 
 
    Max gave him a hug and a kiss, then went out the door. 
 
    "Chet!" Chad turned to his radioman again. "Tell the Air Force gunships I'm ordering them into the air, now. Tell the Marines I want them to start their attack run as soon as their designators can find targets east of the city. Make sure they understand anything north of Baring Blvd. is fair game, but warn them there will be infiltrators in the area trying to slow the enemy down." 
 
    "Got it, Sir!" 
 
    Blowing out a breath, Chad looked at the map, then re-examined the enemy forces. His only hope right now was that by dropping all his defenses along the north, he'd sucker enough of them in there that the army trying to circle around to the east would be slowed.  
 
    But he found it rather curious that they were only going around him to the east and not at all to the west. A more traditional method would be to encircle the city so no one escaped, and considering how much 'food' was in Reno, he would have expected them to do that if they were going to change tactics, rather than to just miraculously concentrate on the one place he was weakest. 
 
    The only way to explain that was to acknowledge that the enemy was getting good intel on his force deployment. And if they were getting good intelligence on everything he was planning, that meant he had to prepare for the worst, not be hoping for the best. Making a decision, he picked up the phone and called the mayor. 
 
    "Yes, Chad?" Mayor Schiere said, answering her phone. 
 
    "Start the evacuation. Split it between I-80 to the west and 580 to the south. Tell them to light a fire under it; we may have to close off the southern route in a few hours if things go bad." 
 
    "Now?" Mayor Schiere asked, shocked. 
 
    "Yes, now. The enemy is making their move, and it's not safe to wait any longer. If they surround the city, it'll be a death sentence for anyone left inside. Send updates to Bill. Get to work!" Chad hung up the phone and turned back to study his forces again. He'd need to do something to try and force the enemy back on the path he wanted them to go, and he had an idea… 
 
      
 
    Adam set his radio to the channel that broadcast to only his soldiers as he stood up, starting to consider his options. 
 
    "Alright, everybody, we've got new orders! Apparently our friends out there aren't taking the bait, and instead are raising quite the ruckus to the east of us. So our friendly commander has asked me if we'd ever so kindly waltz on down and have a little chat with the bastards." 
 
    "Adam! What in the hell does that mean?" Marcus, one of the older lions, called back over the radio. 
 
    "It means we're going over the wall, turning east, grouping up, slamming into the side of the army trying to cut around the city's east flank, and killing the shit out of them!" Adam growled. 
 
    "Och! Why dinna ya' say so!" Shamus, another lion who'd spent way too much time in Ireland, came back. 
 
    Adam sighed as he shifted into lion form, happy that the radio still worked when he did things like that. "Yeah, yeah, I know, 'you kids' and all that stuff. Now, everyone shift and get a move on!" 
 
    "Won't they see us if we shift?" Marcus asked. Which was a good question, Adam knew, because the original intent of this operation had been for two thousand lions and another two thousand lycans to hide in the rubble and the buildings and pick off the djevel attackers as the northern McCarran line 'collapsed'. 
 
    "That's the idea," Adam growled. "They're not coming." 
 
    "Sounds like some dirty kern done ratted us out!" Shamus replied. 
 
    "Perish the thought." Adam sighed. It didn't take him long to make it to the now abandoned defensive line; he passed many of its former defenders as they rushed off to follow Chad's orders. Coming over the top of the wall, he was followed by a score of other lions and lycans who had been in the same area, and noticed a lot more coming over the wall to either side of him for some distance.  
 
    The effect on the djevels moving to attack was surprising. They turned and ran. Adam didn't know if this was an attempt to pull him and his men out of position, or just the result of coming face to face with a large number of lions. In either case, he turned east and started off at a fast lope, ordering those in front of him to slow until he caught up with them. He'd give the rearmost a few minutes to catch up, but most of them would just have to join the battle when they got there. 
 
    It wasn't long before he could see the main body of the djevel army up ahead. It was hard to miss it; the last estimates he'd heard placed it far over a million strong. 
 
    "That doesn't look like fun, does it?" Jenna, a lioness who'd pretty much avoided Adam up until recently, said while trotting alongside him. 
 
    "This is gonna hurt," Adam grumbled. 
 
    "Probably," Jenna agreed with a nod. 
 
    Slowing to a walk, Adam shifted and pulled his rifle off his back, where a bungee cord had been holding it in place. Fey armor didn't really allow for much of anything else to be held in your collar when you shifted, but they'd all figured out ways to make do. 
 
    "Everyone, form a wedge twenty wide on me, front lines shoot until you're out of ammo, then fall back and draw swords. Listen for my call to retreat! When I call it, we go!" 
 
    Adam ignored the various assents that came back over the radio as everyone fell in beside and behind him, and he opened fire as they approached the enemy. It might not be optimal range, but he was here to annoy, harass, and delay.  
 
    "Once more into the breach, hey?" Jenna laughed. 
 
    "I'm not that kind of lion," Adam growled, and they continued firing as they advanced. 
 
    "And yet here you are doing exactly that!" 
 
    "Yeah, well, some things you gotta fight for." 
 
    "I know," Jenna said with a hint of a purr that almost made Adam trip. "How about you and me after the fighting is done?" 
 
    "Ummm, I have a wife now, you know…" 
 
    "But just one," Jenna said and giggled a moment as she changed magazines. "Besides, I thought I'd beat the rush!" 
 
    Adam blinked, and then smiled. He'd never had a pride before. Hell, he'd never had a wife before! And Jenna was all sorts of cute and sexy. Probably why she'd avoided him before this. 
 
    "Tell you what, you sell Ryla on it, and you've got a deal!" 
 
    Adam missed Jenna's reply, remembering he was in the middle of combat, as things started to blow up way up in front of him. Undoubtedly somebody had started their bombing runs. Running through the last of his ammunition, he fell back and let the next group burn through theirs as he secured his rifle and drew his sword, while Jenna, who was doing the same, managed to rub up against him the entire time.  
 
    Adam decided to reward her dedication. Pulling her close for a moment and giving her a kiss, he smiled at her, then got back to the business at hand. Who knew leading an army and killing djevels would get him a pride? Maybe he should have listened to Mom and Dad a little more when he'd been growing up. 
 
      
 
    "Where the hell are McGuire's troops?" Chad swore for the second time. 
 
    "I don't know, Sir," the radioman told him. "They're not responding to anything I've been sending." 
 
    Chad was fuming. Ryan had pulled his force together and had actually advanced them up to where Maitland was. Adam's unexpected flanking action had bought Maitland's forces enough time and space that they'd fallen back and dug in. But without McGuire's forces coming up to fight, the whole encounter was in jeopardy. He was moving troops from the western edge of the I-80 line to the southern portion of the McCarran line as fast as he could. But it would be at least a half hour, probably more like an hour, before he'd have enough to hold the eastern wall against that many demons.  
 
    He had one more trick up his sleeve, and he'd hoped he wouldn't have to pull it, but he no longer had any choice. But first he needed somebody to track down that asshole and put things right! Pulling out his phone, he hit speed-dial. 
 
    "Ain't you gotta war to run?" Daelyn grumbled. 
 
    "Yeah, and one of my players isn't responding. I need you to go wake the asshole up!" Chad growled. "Where are you?" 
 
    "Down at the motor pool checking on some supplies. Who's the asshole, and where can I find him?" 
 
    "General McGuire. He should be bivouacked with his troops up in Pleasant Valley." 
 
    "Got it. What do you need me to do?" 
 
    "Get him and his troops into the fight! Get their asses up to Cottonwood Park as fast as they can go, and have them talk to Maitland!" 
 
    "I'm on it!" Daelyn growled and hung up. 
 
    Chad put his phone in his pocket and turned to his radioman. "Call the arty guys and tell them to execute the plan I just sent them—Plan Joker. Then call the Air Force and tell them they got air traffic coming in and to head east!" 
 
    "Yes, Sir!" 
 
    "Adam!" Chad called on the radio. 
 
    "Kinda busy here, Boss!" 
 
    "I got artillery that's about to land on your position, and it's gonna walk west and blow the hell out of the Baring Boulevard defenses." 
 
    "What!" 
 
    "Yeah, I'm hoping to draw enough of them into our old plan to take the pressure off Maitland. So move your ass the hell away from there, see if you can't draw them in!" 
 
    "On the way!" the radioman called. 
 
    "You got thirty seconds, Adam! MOVE!" 
 
      
 
    "Everyone!" Adam screamed into the radio. "Run west! West! INCOMING!" 
 
    Turning around, Adam took off, grabbing Jenna, who growled loudly at him, as he ran for all he was worth.  
 
    "Twenty seconds to impact!" he yelled again and redoubled his efforts as the rest of the lions and lycans who were still fighting turned and ran. It wasn't long before he heard the sounds of descending artillery shells as the remaining gunship broke away in a hard turn. 
 
    The explosions threw him and everyone else to the ground from the shockwave of the blasts. The ground itself seemed to be jumping from the force of the impacting shells and the detonations. Shifting into his lion form, he gave Jenna a swat on the ass, as well as Shamus, picked himself back up, and ran as fast as he could across the quaking earth.  
 
    "It's like running on a trampoline!" he growled to himself. Everyone had shifted into their animal forms and were scrambling for all they were worth over the unstable ground. When he got to the Baring Boulevard section of the wall, he skirted around it to the north. Thankfully those to the south of him followed, while those to the north charged on. 
 
    Looking over his shoulder, he could see the line of shells shifting westward, chasing them, while the djevels stopped and looked on in surprise as the artillery left them alone and chased the defenders. When it hit the defensive wall and blew it apart, it was no longer in Adam's view, as he was running as hard as he could.  
 
    But he thought he heard demonic cheering from behind as the shelling suddenly stopped, then after a brief lull, it started up off to the east again, obscuring any sounds he might have heard. 
 
    "What the hell was that!" Shamus asked, panting heavily. 
 
    "Yes, dear," Jenna growled. "What the hell was that?" 
 
    "Desperation, that's what! Now, we need to make our way through the wall someplace up ahead and see if we can set up some ambushes for our friends, once they're well inside the defenses." 
 
    "You want us to go back to fighting after that!" Jenna growled. 
 
    "Yes, woman! I do! Now shut up, all of you, and do your damn jobs!" Adam growled. Oh, well, so much for his hopes of a pride… 
 
      
 
    Daelyn looked around the garage as she dialed flight ops. 
 
    "Flight ops!"  
 
    "This is Daelyn, I need a helicopter." 
 
    "Sorry, but they're all in use…" 
 
    "I said, this is Daelyn!" Daelyn interrupted. "Now you tell whoever is in charge that Daelyn will be there in two minutes and you will have a helicopter ready! Understand?" 
 
    "Uhh, Yes, Ma'am!" was the reply, and the line went dead. 
 
    "Betty! You know how to use that pistol?" Daelyn asked, pointing to the sidearm she and all the others were now required to wear. 
 
    "Umm, yes?" Betty replied weakly. 
 
    "You're coming with me. Tinker! Draco! Grab a rifle and get in the car!" 
 
    "What?" Tinker's head popped up from behind a Humvee. 
 
    "NOW!" Daelyn said, turning and jogging to her 'Cuda, then getting passed by the three of them running flat out to get there first. They knew she was one of Sean's wives. They also knew she could throw that hammer of hers a good fifty yards and never miss. Arguing with dwarves was stupid. Arguing with Daelyn was downright painful. 
 
    Jumping in, Daelyn fired the 'Cuda up and made a mad dash over to the flight line about as fast as she could go. The helicopters were all based on the far side of the field from the motor pool, but she wasn't afraid to use the taxiways, and seeing as she was going faster than any of the aircraft taxiing around, it wasn't like she had anything to worry about from them, either. 
 
    Screeching to a halt by the helipads, she flagged down one of the werewolf crew chiefs as she ran around to the back of the 'Cuda. Popping the trunk, she grabbed her armor and donned it quickly, followed by her command radio, then her new warhammer, as the crew chief jogged up to her. 
 
    "Someone says you need a helicopter?" he asked. 
 
    "Yup, whatever's about to take off is mine." 
 
    "Daelyn, we got combat ops going on here!" 
 
    Daelyn looked up at him and scowled. "Who's in charge here?" 
 
    He clicked his radio. "Boys! Clear out Lion Three! We got a priority mission!" 
 
    "Good boy," Daelyn said and smiled at him. "Now, I need a dozen folks who can use a rifle." 
 
    "We don't have any troops on hand, Daelyn. That was going to be an ammo run." 
 
    "Well then, you better go get one and join me! Raid the folks in flight ops if you have to! Now move! This is an emergency!" 
 
    Betty looked on in shock as Daelyn started bulldozing right over everyone. The crew chief ran into flight ops and came out twenty seconds later with a bunch of shocked looking administrators. But they all had rifles, and they all were wearing the faerie breastplates the dwarves were making. She really needed to get herself one of those. Then again, neither Tinker nor Draco had one, either. 
 
    "Hey, Betty! What's going on?" 
 
    Betty turned and saw Julia, one of the lionesses she'd met last week. 
 
    "What are you doing here, Julia?" 
 
    "Oh, Doug works over here. He's a helicopter pilot! So I got a job helping out." 
 
    "Betty!" Daelyn yelled out. "Let's go! And bring your friend!" 
 
    "Umm, I think we better go!" Betty said. 
 
    Julia grinned and looked over at the people getting in the helicopter that was already running. "Is that Daelyn?" 
 
    "You know her?" 
 
    "I haven't met her; we better get a move on, any idea why she's in such a hurry?" 
 
    Betty shook her head as she trotted off to the helicopter, Julia pushing her head down as they got near. 
 
    "Mind the blades!" She laughed. 
 
    She scrambled up inside, someone hauled the door closed, and they took off. 
 
    "I'm Daelyn," Daelyn introduced herself, looking over at the lioness she'd successfully drafted, "and you are?" 
 
    "Julia." 
 
    "Great! Now I don't have to stop over at the mess. We may need you to do some of that 'mystic shit' Sean's always going on about." 
 
    "What's up?" 
 
    "We've got an unresponsive general who isn't moving his division up." 
 
    "Any idea why?" 
 
    "No, but we're going to find out! I'm pretty sure his troops are mainly lycans, so I may need you to do your thing and take command." 
 
    "'Do my thing'?" Julia asked innocently. 
 
    Daelyn growled, "Don't make me smack you! Bad enough when Adam does that." 
 
    Julia laughed. "Yes, I've heard his shins are permanently bruised nowadays!" 
 
    Daelyn turned towards the pilot. "How far out?" 
 
    "We're coming around for a landing, be on the ground in less than a minute." 
 
    Betty looked at Daelyn, then back at Julia. "Wait, we're going to see a general?" 
 
    Daelyn nodded. "And read him the riot act." 
 
    "Can I get a gas mask?" 
 
    "What the hell would you want that for?" 
 
    "Well, from the way his man smelled, and his car, I figure he's gotta be worse! That's why we call him General Stinky back at the shop!" 
 
    Betty didn't miss the look Daelyn and Julia suddenly shared. 
 
    "Pilot!" Daelyn said as he started to flair for the landing. "The moment you're clear, get on a secure channel and tell Chad and Jolene we have demonic possessed officers in General McQuire's camp! Got it?" 
 
    "Yes, Ma'am!" 
 
    The doors slid open, and Betty found herself pushed out of the Black Hawk and quickly hustled away as the helicopter sped away. 
 
    "What was that…" Betty started, but Julia shushed her as they started off towards a group of soldiers who were looking at them in surprise. 
 
    "I thought there were werewolves in this division?" Daelyn called as they drew near. "Smell anything?" she asked Julia in sotto voce. 
 
    "Not from them, but there is a bit of a stink in the air," Julia whispered back. 
 
    "We've been ordered to stay in human form," one of the men said. 
 
    "By who?" Daelyn demanded. 
 
    "Our commander." 
 
    "Well, that order's been rescinded. Now shift into ya' hybrid form." 
 
    "Umm, we can't." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Most of us haven't achieved it yet." 
 
    "How long ago were you infected?" Julia asked, speaking up. 
 
    "A month!" another man answered. "But we're not allowed to run around in wolf form!" 
 
    Daelyn swore again. "All of ya' who're wolves, raise ya' hand!" 
 
    They looked at each other uncertainly. 
 
    "Do it!" Julia growled and suddenly all their hands went up. "Any order from Daelyn is an order from me! You will obey her without hesitation, no mater what! Am I clear?" 
 
    Daelyn was impressed as they all nodded. Julia was obviously a lioness who knew exactly what to do and when to do it. 
 
    "Now," Daelyn continued, "take us to General McGuire. If we run into anyone who smells bad, point 'em out. They're evil, and yea're not to listen to them, no matter what, understand?" 
 
    "But that's most of the senior officers!" the first wolf said. 
 
    Daelyn and Julia exchanged looks.  
 
    "Okay, you four, take us to the general's quarters," Daelyn said, pointing to four of them. "The rest of you, gather as many wolves as ya' can and meet us there, immediately." 
 
    "Yes, Ma'am!" the other six said and ran off. 
 
    "This isn't good, is it?" Betty asked in a small voice. 
 
    "No, no it isn't," Julia agreed.  
 
    "I'm thinkin' we need to tell everyone that if somebody stinks right bad and only the lycans smell it, they need to kill 'em," Daelyn grumbled. 
 
    "But what if they're just dirty?" Betty replied, eyes wide. 
 
    "Guess they'll have to learn to shower, won't they?" 
 
    They followed the four werewolves through the neatly ordered tents, drawing a lot of looks from the soldiers who were standing around. Daelyn noticed that Julia, who was in her hybrid form, was doing something, because most of the men were starting to move along with them. 
 
    "They for us or against us?" Daelyn asked her. 
 
    "For us," Julia said.  
 
    When they came to the command tents, there was a guard there, a lieutenant, and from the expressions on Betty, Tinker, and Draco's faces, Daelyn didn't have to guess if he was possessed or not. 
 
    "Halt!" 
 
    "We're here to see General McGuire," Daelyn said. 
 
    "Let me see your orders!" 
 
    Daelyn looked around as she reached for her belt. Best she could tell, no one behind the lieutenant was watching them, so they didn't notice as she grabbed the handle of the warhammer behind her back and quickly brought it around and up under the lieutenant's chin, leading with the spike, which she drove up into his brain from underneath. 
 
    The body quivered a moment, the only thing now holding it upright being Daelyn's hammer. 
 
    "I thought Maxwell was a dwarven hammer?" Julia asked. 
 
    "He is, this be my new one. He be named Sabaton." 
 
    "Sabaton? Why's that?" 
 
    "Cause he's made of iron," Daelyn said with a huge smile. "Now, one of ya' come here and help the poor lieutenant off to someplace outta sight, so no one be taking alarm." 
 
    "Do as she says," Julia said and pointed to two of the men that were now following them. "All the officers who smell bad are possessed by demons. They're no longer human, and you will no longer listen to them!" 
 
    "I…I felt that!" Betty said with a shiver. 
 
    "Oops, sorry, Betty, didn't mean to catch you in that," Julia apologized. 
 
    "Let's go see the good general," Daelyn said. Sticking her warhammer back into its clip, she led them through the small 'gateway' and into the command compound. 
 
    "What are you doing here!" a captain yelled, walking over towards them. 
 
    "Ugh, Captain Stinky," Betty mumbled as she recognized him. 
 
    "I'm here to see General McGuire," Daelyn said, giving him a look of disdain. "Now lead me to him, Captain." 
 
    "The general is a very busy man!" 
 
    "And I'm his boss, so take me to him, now!" 
 
    "I thought…" 
 
    "No one is payin' ya' to think, Captain. Do as yea're told!" 
 
    Daelyn watched to see what would happen. The possessed they'd dealt with last time hadn't been the brightest. Otherwise they wouldn't have left evidence everywhere that something wasn't right. Also djevels were ruled by force. So she was hoping her bluster would force him to back down. 
 
    "What's going on over there?" 
 
    Looking past the captain, Daelyn could see General McGuire standing at the doorway to a tent that actually had a door. 
 
    "General, we've been trying to reach you! I have something we need to discuss!" 
 
    General McGuire scowled at her for a moment, then gave a curt nod of his head. 
 
    "Come inside, but just you and your aide." With that he turned and walked back inside. 
 
    "Keep yer ears open and get ready," Daelyn whispered to Julia, and then turned to Betty and Tinker. "You two are my aides; now follow me." 
 
    Betty's eyes bulged, why her? But she kept her mouth shut as Tinker nodded and followed Daelyn without comment. So she did the same. 
 
    "Close the door!" General McGuire said as they came inside. Betty noticed the dismissive look he gave her; she was still in her human form, as she had yet to achieve her hybrid one. He scowled at Tinker, but then she was in her hybrid form, and with the big white stripe on her back, Betty figured that maybe he mistook her for a skunk. 
 
    The look he gave Daelyn was all but dismissive. 
 
    She then noticed two other people in the room. One was a woman with a slightly glazed expression; she was wearing a uniform, though from the state of it, Betty wasn't sure she'd been wearing it a minute ago. The other person was a man in a dark suit she'd never seen before, but he was definitely the source of the stench in the room. 
 
    "Now, what is the problem?" General McGuire asked, walking behind the large desk in the room. 
 
    "Ye were ordered to the front to engage the enemy! Why haven't ya'?" Daelyn began without preamble. 
 
    "I received no such orders!" 
 
    "Well, maybe if ya' weren't busy in here sticking ya' dick in ya' subordinates, ya' would have!" Daelyn growled. 
 
    "How dare you suggest such a thing!" the general thundered. "I want you out of my office!"  
 
    Betty was sure he was about to call for the guards when Daelyn cut him off. 
 
    "And perhaps ye can tell me and my aides here just why your officer corps all be possessed by djevels?" 
 
    "What! How can you say such a thing?" 
 
    "Because we brought us along one of them magical devices the mages make. Like what we used in the Capital. You're not one, but all of yer officers surely are." 
 
    The general dropped into his seat. "I…I had no idea! All of them, you say? How can that be?" He looked up at Daelyn with an expression on his face that Betty had seen a hundred times before. "Why haven't they possessed me? Why was I spared?" 
 
    "That be a question I ain't got the time to answer," Daelyn replied. "What I need is for ya' to get your army on the road and headed north. But without yer officers, how are ya' gonna make that happen?" 
 
    Betty blinked. Daelyn was buying his story? He was lying to her, pure and simple! 
 
    "Dae..." Betty started, but Daelyn raised a hand, cutting her off. 
 
    General McGuire sat there and looked to be deep in thought for a moment before he spoke. "We don't really need them, I could just give the order over the public address system and let all the non-coms sort it out. It won't be perfect, but it'll work." 
 
    "But what about yer officers? How do we get them outta the way?" 
 
    "Oh, that's simple. I'll just call a staff meeting. I'll call them all up here before I order my men to be on their way." 
 
    Betty saw it again, that look, that glint in the eye, that slight twist to the very end of the mouth. He was evil, just like that bastard Cross. She started to open her mouth, but Daelyn held up her hand again, stopping her from uttering a sound. 
 
    "Then why don't you do that? Say, like right now?" Daelyn said, nodding towards the smaller of the two desks in the room, the one Betty guessed the disheveled girl had been sitting at. 
 
    "Carla, please be a dear and summon the officers to my office for a meeting." 
 
    "Ye…yes. Summon the officers," Carla said with a look of dread as the glazed expression quickly left her face.  
 
    Betty watched as she got up and had to grab at her blouse with one hand and her skirt with the other as she stumbled over to the smaller desk. Leaning forward into the microphone, she keyed it. 
 
    "All officers, come to General McGuire's office at once. Repeat, all officers come at once." Carla released the microphone key and collapsed back in her seat with a whimper. 
 
    "There now, my officers will be here shortly," General McGuire said with a smile as the man in the dark suit suddenly jumped forward and seized Tinker's arms, pinning them behind her back. Daelyn reached for her warhammer, but General McGuire had a pistol in his hand, pointing at Betty. 
 
    "Now, now. I'm sure you wouldn't want me to shoot your human friend, there. But don't worry, I'll take care of her real…" 
 
    There was a loud boom in the room as one of the general's eyes disappeared, and the wall behind him was decorated with a mixture of blood and brains, followed immediately by a second explosion of sound as the general's gun went off. Looking down at herself, Betty realized she had drawn and fired without even thinking about it. The thought of suffering another bastard was just too much for her. She could see where she'd been shot—right in the center of the chest—and it hurt, it hurt like nothing she'd ever felt before! 
 
    Looking over at Daelyn and Tinker, she saw Tinker had ripped off one of the arms of the man in the suit, and was working on his head when Daelyn planted the warhammer through his chest, causing him to spasm and die immediately. 
 
    "Why do they always think I'm weak?" Tinker muttered under her breath. 
 
    "It's because beautiful women aren't supposed to be strong," Daelyn said with a chuckle, then turned to Betty. 
 
    "You okay over there?" 
 
    "I'm…I'm shot!" 
 
    "Give it a moment," Tinker said, "you're a lycan now. You'll be fine." 
 
    Just then it sounded like World War Three had opened up outside. 
 
    "Guess that'd be Julia dealing with the officers," Daelyn said with a chuckle. "I can't believe he was stupid enough to think I'd fall for his bullshit." 
 
    "Well, beautiful women, right?" Tinker said with a laugh. 
 
    "Wait!" Betty said, looking back and forth. "You knew?" 
 
    "Course we knew. Now let's go help…Uh-oh," Daelyn said, and Betty blinked as Daelyn's warhammer flew towards the desk, where it hit some sort of thing that had stood up. As the warhammer flew back to Daelyn's hand, Betty got a good look at it. Its head was still—reforming was the best word she could think of—while the body grew and expanded, splitting what had been the general's uniform. 
 
    "Should have guessed," Daelyn said and threw her hammer again. "Feel free to open fire, you two!"  
 
    Betty blinked and, bringing her pistol up, she put shot after shot into its body as Tinker lit it up with the rifle she was carrying.  
 
    When the slide on her pistol locked open, it took Betty a moment to fumble for the other magazine she had and replace it. Then she put another fifteen shots into it. 
 
    "I'm out!" Tinker said. 
 
    "Me, too!" Betty said, scared. 
 
    "That's okay, I got this!" Daelyn said with a smile and, moving forward, she started in on the forræderen djevel that now stood there in the general's body. All the steel bullets had definitely damaged it, along with the blows from her warhammer as she'd thrown it across the room, but now it was time to close. She could hit a lot harder by swinging her warhammer than she could by throwing it, and she was about to lay down a world of hurt on this bad boy. 
 
    Betty watched in awe as Daelyn advanced on the monster. It had reach on her, but she easily dodged its first attack, and then Daelyn hit it so hard in the shoulder that the arm became useless.  
 
    "That's right! Canna heal a wound from iron, can ya'!" Daelyn laughed and jumped back as it lunged, and she parried the other arm with her warhammer. Spinning around, she came in low, extended the war hammer in a one-handed grip, and got it in the knee, causing it to scream in an unearthly voice as it toppled to the floor. 
 
    It had barely hit the ground when Daelyn came back in with her warhammer and drove the point through its skull, pinning it to the floor, where it shuddered and died. 
 
    "I may not be as graceful as Cali, but I can put a smackdown on yer ass just as well!" Daelyn laughed and, wrenching her warhammer from the skull of the forræderen djevel, she turned towards the door. 
 
    Opening the door exposed a scene of unexpected carnage; there were werewolves, mostly in wolf form, fighting what were obviously possessed humans, using tooth and claw. There was also a lioness dashing around and dropping them left and right, and a lot of bodies, both wolven and human, on the ground. 
 
    Daelyn threw her hammer at targets of opportunity, but the fight was mostly over by now and didn't last too much longer. 
 
    "What happened out here?" Daelyn demanded when the last of the possessed dropped. 
 
    "They haven't been issued steel or iron ammo," Julia growled. "Nor were they issued their lycan collars or silver tags, and the officers all had silver ammo!" 
 
    Daelyn swore. 
 
    "Well, there be no fixin' it now! Grab everyone and run on up to Marina Park. I'll call the base, get them to start dropping ammo when you get there, and I'll see what we can scare up collar-wise." 
 
    "How are they supposed to carry their weapons?" 
 
    "Mouths work!" Daelyn told her. "Look, I don't like it either, but anything is better than nothing. Now get a damn move on! They need you up there!" 
 
    "Okay, fine," Julia growled, "but I need one little thing." 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "Where in the hell is Marina Park?" 
 
    Daelyn rolled her eyes and snorted. Of all the things!  
 
    "I know where it is!" Draco said. 
 
    "Great! Draco, show 'em how to get there." 
 
    Daelyn checked her radio then and keyed it. "Chad, can ya' hear me?" 
 
    "Yes! Did you get through to McGuire? What's this about djevels?" 
 
    "McGuire was a traitor; his officer corps were all possessed. None of his people have the better ammo, nor do they have collars or tags. But I'm sending 'em up anyways. They'll need supplies, as they're all gonna show up naked." 
 
    "By was, does that mean you killed him?" 
 
    "Of course!" 
 
    "Small miracles!" Chad sighed. 
 
    "Tha' better not ha' been a joke!" Daelyn growled. 
 
    "More of a blessing. Get back to base and help set up some supply runs. I'm pulling the plug on Reno. I don't know how long we can hold out, but you can bet they know all our plans and our weak spots now." 
 
    "I hear ya'." Daelyn sighed. Looking around, she spied a Humvee. "What do you two say we borrow that vehicle and head back to base?" 
 
    "It ain't borrowing if you already own it," Tinker said with a smile. 
 
    Betty shivered a moment and then nodded. "Yes, going home would be good right now. 
 
    Daelyn walked over and gave Betty a hug. "Ya' done good, Betty. And you came through just fine. Josh'll be proud." 
 
    "You think so?" 
 
    "Ya' dropped an enemy general with a round to the head while shooting from the hip? Oh, yeah, he'll be proud!" 
 
    Betty nodded, and then looked down at her shirt, which had a hole in it and was covered in blood. 
 
    "He ruined my shirt!" she suddenly yelled indignantly. "That, that bastard!" 
 
    Daelyn and Tinker lost it then and started laughing. 
 
    "Oh yeah, Bet," Tinker snickered, "you did fine." 
 
    "Come on, I'll get you another one. But we gotta go!" Daelyn said and dragged the now fuming Betty off to the Humvee. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nightlife 
 
      
 
    "How much longer are we going to be out here?" Jenna grumbled to Adam. 
 
    "Until Chad tells me to bring what's left of us back," Adam grumbled back. It was arguable whose night vision was better, the lions' or the djevels'. At this point there weren't any lycans left in Adam's group. They'd either been too injured to keep on fighting and sent back to base, or they were dead. As for the lions, he'd lost half of what he'd started out with. He wasn't at all looking forward to the reception he was going to get the next time he visited the mountain, much less what was going to happen to him if he died. 
 
    Lions could be real assholes at times, and he was without a doubt in for a lot of payback, considering his own career in the past. 
 
    Currently he was leading a stealth attack on what they thought was the commander for the current bunch Maitland was fighting. It was now three in the morning or thereabouts, and Maitland was still fighting.  
 
    "Look, Jenna, until Maitland gets a break, I'm not planning on taking one, either. He's in a bad place, and I'm not going to be the one to hang him out to dry, okay?" 
 
    "Fine," she grumbled. 
 
    "You got any comments, Marcus?" Adam asked, looking over at him. Shamus had been killed around midnight, so that was one of his headaches gone. 
 
    "Not me!" Marcus said with a shake of his head. 
 
    "Okay, all you leaders, gather in close, cause I'm not gonna repeat this," Adam said, hunkering down on the ground. "Chad's pretty sure there's a prince holed up in the Panda Express on Prater Way and Sparks Boulevard." 
 
    "What's a Panda Express?" 
 
    "Chinese fast food," Adam said with a sigh. He shouldn't be surprised; most of this group hadn't set foot on Earth in a hundred years. 
 
    "What's…" 
 
    "It doesn't matter," Jenna growled. "Just shut up and listen up!" 
 
    "Thanks, Jen," Adam said with a slight smile. "Anyway, you know what a panda is, right?" 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    "There's signs with pandas on them all around the place." 
 
    "Why would he hole up in a food place?" 
 
    Adam gave a shrug of his leonine shoulders. "Best guess is there were scavengers in there stealing food, and the prince decided to have some fast food of his own." 
 
    "There are still people here?" Kell, a lioness, asked in surprise. 
 
    "Yup, I've lost count of the number of dead bodies I've come across in the last few hours. Mostly I've steered us clear of them, because there tends to be groups of demons around them." 
 
    "Guess they didn't believe what they were told," Marcus said. 
 
    "Doesn't matter. Not our problem. Now, we're going to come in from the northeast, which is why we've spent the last hour covering all that terrain. When we get close enough, I'll take us west a short ways, then we'll head due south. There's a bunch of buildings we can use for cover as we get closer," Adam said with a grin. 
 
    "Okay, and?" Marcus prompted. 
 
    "There is a big ass liquor store we'll have to go by." 
 
    "Oh! Molotovs! That'll help!" 
 
    "We set the Panda Express on fire, and then when the prince comes out, we all attack as one. We probably won't have a lot of time, there are troops everywhere, but if we take this guy down, Maitland gets a break." 
 
    "And if Maitland gets a break, we get a break, right?" Jenna asked with an excited growl. 
 
    "Bingo. Now, come on, let's make this happen." 
 
    Adam got up on all fours, shook himself a little, and took off at a trot with the others strung out behind him. The other leaders would go back to their groups, fill them in real quick, and join the procession. He had about five hundred with him at this point. He'd broken a few groups off earlier and had them going around stirring up shit just to keep anyone from thinking he was planning something like this. But all told, he had about a thousand left of what he'd started with this morning. 
 
    Considering what it took to kill one of them now, that was saying something. Then again, the F1s were probably bulletproof by this point. Adam wondered idly what that would be like? Would it just be continuous pain until you either killed them or they gave up and left you alone?  
 
    Maybe that was why the First and his mom could be such pricks at times. He'd much rather die than go through something like that! Because at least you came back. And since Sean had opened that gateway, you came back pretty damn quickly. About as fast as a djevel did. 
 
    Which made him wonder for a moment, but shaking his head, Adam got his head back in the game. Maitland needed this, Maitland's people needed this, and so did all the people depending on him and his. 
 
    Slowing down as they got into enemy territory, it wasn't hard to skirt around the different roving bands of djevels in the dark. There wasn't any kind of a guard or patrol set up; no, these guys were all looking for food, and sadly they were still finding it, too. After everything that had been going on, you'd have thought people would listen. 
 
    Then again, listening never used to be his strong point, either. 
 
    He came out of the neighborhood to the north of the intersection. There were a couple of big drainage tunnels under the road—big enough for a lion that is—and he ducked through them and into the neighborhood directly north of their destination and quickly picked his way through the houses until he got to the first set of businesses.  
 
    He paused a moment to let them bunch up behind him, then continued on, threading his way through the wrecked cars in the parking lot—a bomb had fallen close enough to do some serious damage—then stopped at East Prater Way. There were wrecked cars all up and down it. A lot of people had waited too long to leave, and now never would. The lucky ones had been killed when the bomb fell. The unlucky ones got eaten. 
 
    Checking to be sure things were safe, he dashed across the road and made his way into the liquor store, the lack of windows making it easy to get inside. Once there, he shifted to his hybrid form and started gathering supplies. There were lighters here, which meant he wouldn't have to try  to make something himself. There were lots of bottles, but there wasn't much in the way of fabric to wrap them in. 
 
    "We need t-shirts or something," he said, looking around. 
 
    "The place next door looked like it had a lot," Jenna said. 
 
    "Great. Kell, grab a few people and start a chain. Move all the shirts you can in here. Lucas, get a couple of people and wrap the bottles, then pass them out to the front." Adam pointed to two random lionesses he didn't know. "You, toss them up to the roof," he pointed to two more, "you catch them. Everyone else, up on the roof. I'll pass out lighters, and once we have enough of a stock, we'll start bombing them. Okay?" 
 
    Everyone nodded.  
 
    "Great, let's get up on the roof!" 
 
    Adam went back outside, jumped up onto the metal awning, grabbed the top of the façade, and pulled himself onto the roof. Getting down low, he scrambled over to the other side. Looking to his left, he saw there was a better position, and quietly moved to it. 
 
    Looking down, he could see there were indeed a lot of djevels down there, and the weakest one he saw was a raseri. The place was packed with ridders and biskops. He even thought he saw a lord down there. 
 
    "Damn, that doesn't look easy," Jenna whispered softly. 
 
    "Maybe that lord'll leave…" Adam whispered back as he watched carefully. "In any case, we've got a wait until we have enough bottles up here." 
 
    The next twenty minutes were stressful ones. Twice they had to stop passing up bottles as a group wandered by, the second of which was small enough that ten lionesses snuck up behind them and quickly killed them. By the time they had everything they thought had enough alcohol in it to made a good fire up on the roof, the lord had ridden off on his mount and taken almost half the ridders and biskops with him, along with a good deal of the raseris as well.  
 
    "No time like the present," Adam said. Passing out the lighters, he then lit one of the bottles, and threw it over so it smashed on the floor of the Panda Express. 
 
    It was immediately followed by several hundred more bottles, as everyone threw as fast as they could. Several of the biskops were immediately consumed by flames, and any of the ridders who tried to put them out soon found themselves on fire as well. The Panda Express building was now burning quite merrily, and the prince came running out. 
 
    Adam didn't hesitate; drawing his sword, he leapt down from the roof and charged the prince, a dozen other lions already hot on his heels, and more coming over the side every second. 
 
      
 
    Prince Lagereld couldn't believe his eyes; there were a dozen lions with swords attacking him! And more were dropping down behind them as he watched. 
 
    "Attack the lions, you fools! Let the others burn!" he screamed and drew his own weapons as the leader ignored everything between him and them and engaged him immediately. 
 
    The ones behind him protected his back so he only had the one to deal with, but with the numbers of them coming from who knows where and joining the fight, Lagereld didn't think the situation would last for very long. Gathering up his mana, he cast the strongest spell he could and stunned all the lions within twice an arms length.  
 
    Taking the head off the one nearest him and the maneless one behind it, he watched as his biskops killed the twenty or so that were already gathered around. But rather than be intimated by the display of magic and might, the remaining lions roared loudly and redoubled their attack!  
 
    And more were still joining the fight! There were dozens of them now, and he couldn't move any further back because of the fire there. He tried to move to his left, but there were even more lions coming from that direction! He needed to act quickly; if he was killed by a lion, that would be it! He wouldn't respawn, he would die as if Sladd himself had killed him! 
 
    For the first time in his long life, Lagereld knew fear. Turing to his right, he saw still had several biskops left! They were sworn to him, so a death at their hand would mean nothing; he'd still respawn at home. Dashing over to one, he screamed at them, "Kill me! Quickly, before the lions steal my soul!" 
 
    Both turned on him and raised their swords, but doing so allowed the lions who were already attacking them to do so unopposed, and both the biskops went down before they'd even touched him. 
 
    It was at that moment something hit him in the back, hard, and felt a burning sensation in his thorax. Looking down, he saw a sword sticking out there! And then suddenly the world started to turn end over end as his head was separated from his body, the shock of it hitting the pavement rendering him unconscious before he died. 
 
      
 
    Ξ 
 
      
 
    King Sladd bolted upright in his seat. Lagereld was gone! "Eldstaden!" he roared. "Eldstaden! Attend me!" 
 
    Growling in anger, Sladd stood up and pounded on his desk, driving his fists through the slate top, cracking it in two. He'd been reviewing what little recorded knowledge there was on the lions. Only once had a prince ever been recorded as being killed by one, and that was a very long time ago.  
 
    Yet he'd now lost two! Two of his best! 
 
    "What is it, my King?" Eldstaden asked, running into his quarters. 
 
    "Lagereld is dead! The lions have killed him!" King Sladd yelled. For some reason the look of complete and utter shock on his most trusted advisor's face calmed him. He knew what he had to do, and what he had to do was act. Planning, planning was for those who would not risk, and without risk, there was no reward. 
 
    "What, what are you going to do, my King?" Eldstaden asked, looking up at King Sladd as he walked up to him. 
 
    "What I should have done already," King Sladd growled. "I'm going to the main gate. I'm going to summon all my forces, all my forces. Once they have assembled, I'm going through." 
 
    Eldstaden nodded. "I will see to the orders immediately, my King." 
 
    King Sladd grabbed Eldstaden's shoulder before he could finish, turned him back to face him, and pulled him closer, seizing him with both hands. 
 
    "No. Your time is finished. I need what you know, but I no longer need you." 
 
    Lifting his advisor up, Sladd opened his mouth wide, seized Eldstaden's throat, and ripped it out, causing his advisor to give a brief gasp as his body began to convulse in Sladd's grasp, and his advisor slowly died. King Sladd drew all that Eldstaden was into himself, savoring the power and the knowledge, trying to hold onto as much of the later as he could. 
 
    When Eldstaden had given his last and was truly dead, King Sladd tossed the body on the wreckage of his desk. The servants could clean up the mess. King Sladd knew he no longer had the time for advisors, so he would eat them all before he left. Eldstaden had at least gone gracefully, probably having always known that one day his king would eat him. King Sladd doubted the others would be so wise. 
 
    "Beskerder! Valse!" King Sladd called out as he stepped from his rooms. 
 
    "Yes, my King?" they both asked, ignoring the dark blood on their king's lips and chin. 
 
    "Beskerder, gather everyone, and I do mean everyone. We will depart for the gateway in a half daer's time." 
 
    "Yes, my King!" Beskerder said and ran off. 
 
    "Valse, take a mount and ride to Princes Lykta, Talt, and Vises Ikke. Order them all to come to the main gate as soon as possible and to bring all their fighters. We will be going through once I have sufficient forces. Along the way, I want you to stop at any of Lagereld's lords whose lands you might pass through and order them to accompany me as well." 
 
    "Yes, my King!" Valse said and ran off. 
 
    King Sladd smiled, yes, action. Action was what he needed! But first, first he was going to sate his appetite for knowledge.  
 
      
 
    Ξ 
 
      
 
    "What the hell!" Jessie said and, belly crawling backwards until she was far enough away that she could stand up, she ran down the hillside as fast as she could. Sliding to a halt by Trevor, she grabbed him by the pack harness he was wearing, and physically lifted him to his feet. 
 
    "Jessie!" Trevor growled, he'd just been settling down to meditate and check in with the others. 
 
    "Come! Now!" she said and ran back to where she'd been keeping watch. 
 
    Trevor ran after her. He knew full well when she got excited like this about something, getting her to talk was a complete waste of time. Hopefully this wasn't that prince who'd been chasing them. Somehow he'd figured out they hadn't used that last gateway and he was still looking for them. He hadn't found them yet, but that was only because they'd spent a day laying down false trails and several interesting pit traps and improvised landmines, using their grenades and extra black powder cartridges. 
 
    When she dropped down to her hands and knees and then belly crawled forward, he did the same. He'd find out why she hadn't shifted when he got there, he figured. 
 
    "Here, take these and look over there!" she said in a soft voice as she thrust her binoculars at him and pointed to the southwest. 
 
    Putting the binoculars up to his eyes, Trevor adjusted them slowly. He hated binoculars; they didn't fit his hybrid leonine face very well. Truth was, he preferred a spyglass. They were smaller, easier to carry, and he knew he looked quite dashing when using one. Back in his pirate days, every… 
 
    "What the fuck?" Trevor swore loudly. 
 
    "Are you seeing what I'm seeing?" Jessie said. 
 
    "If you mean thousands of humans in slave pens, then yes, I sure as hell am seeing what you're seeing!" Trevor growled. 
 
    "Those aren't slave pens," Jessie hissed. 
 
    Handing her back her binoculars, Trevor sighed. "No, no I guess they're not. Damn." 
 
    "We need to tell the First about this." 
 
    "You can if you want to, but I already know what he's going to tell us to do. You know that, right?" 
 
    Now it was Jessie's turn to sigh. "Not like we have a choice, is it?" 
 
    "Let's go tell the others. We need to get ready." 
 
    On the way back to join the others, Trevor noticed Jessie was shivering a little. Putting an arm around her, he pulled her close.  
 
    "Are you okay?" he asked. 
 
    "It's just…" She shook her head a moment. "They don't deserve that. They may not be our children, they may not belong to us, but to have their souls consumed? To destroy that most fundamental part of your being?" She shivered again. "I know humans can be cruel, hell, we've all seen it! But I don't think they've ever been that cruel." 
 
    Trevor nodded. "Mom once told me even the First can't deal with it. That's why he decided to fight them." 
 
    "Which is saying something, when you consider all he's done," Jessie agreed. 
 
    "Yup, Mom said it was nice to know even he had limits. That's why I know what he's going to tell us to do." 
 
    "Tell us what to do?" Jake asked as they walked up to the group. 
 
    "We found their feeding pens," Jessie said with a sad look. 
 
    "Feeding pens? Huh?" Lena asked, noticing the look on Jessie's face. 
 
    "Oh, no…" Grism growled. "Don't tell me…" 
 
    "Yup, they're full of humans," Trevor said with a sigh. "Thousands of them, and they're big enough to hold thousands more." 
 
    "They're not just food," Krista said. 
 
    "They're not?" Jake asked, looking confused. 
 
    "They have to move as many souls as they can here in order to help make that permanent gateway the First and Sean are so worried about." 
 
    "Oh…Well, shit. When do we attack?" Grism growled and started putting the rifle he'd been cleaning back together. 
 
    "As soon as somebody pops in and tells Renee what we found, and what we're going to do about it." 
 
    "Do you think we have enough ammo to kill them all?" Jake asked. 
 
    "No, but we have these," Trevor said and, reaching under his shirt, he pulled out the chain that was hanging around his neck, which had a strange looking device on it. It almost looked like a nautilus shell. 
 
    "I have one, too," Jessie said and pulled out another one on the chain around her neck. 
 
    "What the hell is that?" Jake asked. 
 
    "You know those silver bombs Sean makes?" Trevor said. 
 
    "Oh…Oh! He gave us two of them?" 
 
    "He gave Jessie and I, each, one of them, with some pretty dire threats about using them. Seems he had his wife Daelyn make eight of them back when they were planning this. He and the First took six, and after a long talk with Jessie and me, they gave us these two. Well, I think we found a use for them that won't get our asses handed to us." 
 
    "If they don't like it, you can put my ass right up there on the line with yours," Grism said. "No way I'm letting those bastards get away with herding humans like food." 
 
    "Me, too," Lena said. 
 
    "I'm in," Krista agreed. 
 
    Trevor nodded as all the others got onboard. 
 
    Grism got up and walked over to Trevor. "Well, show me how it works." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Trev, you're in charge; you need to lead everyone back to the gate and out of this nightmare of a reality. Whoever sets those off is gonna be at risk. So I'll do it." 
 
    "Ha! You just don't want to have to walk home!" Jake teased. 
 
    "Yup! I'll be back on the mountainside with the gals, rolling in the sun, while you're all still hoofin' it on foot," Grism said with a grin. 
 
    "Well, there's no way I'm not getting in on that action!" Jake said, grinning back. "I'll go with Grism, two've got a better chance getting through than one." 
 
    "Wait a minute…" Trevor started, but Jessie put her hand on his arm. "They're right. Don't argue." 
 
    "Yes, Dear." Trevor sighed. "Krista, go let Renee know what's going on while Jessie and I go over these bombs with our two heroes here." 
 
    Trevor pulled the chain off his neck and put it around Grism's. 
 
    "Okay, first you have to wind it, here…" Trevor started off, going over each of the three steps. It really was a simple device; set the timer, wind it, pull the safety, then trigger it and run like hell. 
 
    He and Jessie went over it with them again, along with making them both pace off the size of the area that would be destroyed just by the explosion itself. 
 
    "Damn, these are big!" Jake laughed. 
 
    "And this doesn't even take into account the secondary blast damage," Jessie told them. "These are nasty. When you set it off, you run like hell." 
 
    "Yeah, if either one of you intentionally gets yourself killed, I can guarantee you the First will be all over your ass just as soon as Sean's done with it," Trevor added. 
 
    "I thought Sean was an F3?" 
 
    "No, he's more like an F2. The First thinks it's because of his magical abilities, but I've heard Estrella teasing him that Sean's probably an F1 and he just doesn't want to admit it." 
 
    "Which means," Jessie said, " you don't want him on your ass. Mom's told me he and the First have actually come to blows." 
 
    Jake laughed. "Oh, man, what I wouldn't have given to see that! I don't think anyone's laid a hand on the First since that time he and Sampson had that big smack down!" 
 
    "Yeah,  Sampson raised him, so maybe not pissing him off might be a good idea," Grism said as Jake winced. 
 
    "Okay, enough yapping. Everyone ready?" Trevor called out, looking around the group. 
 
    Everyone gave him a thumbs up. 
 
    "Here's the plan: We get as close as we can without being seen. Once they have seen us, Jessie's group will pick off guards, while my group will move in as close as we can to give Grism and Jake the time they need to get in position to plant the device. 
 
    "Once we're close, we'll herd them all as close to where Grism and Jake are as we can, then let the guards run us off.  
 
    "When we stop shooting at the guards, Grism, that's your cue to trigger the bomb and run." 
 
    "Remember, everyone! DO NOT break down any of the fences. Once the guards start chasing us, pop a few grenades to discourage them, then take cover. We'll have twenty seconds. After the bomb goes off, we'll make a quick sweep to kill any wounded or any other survivors. Then we run like hell. 
 
    "If you thought they were pissed at us before, they're going to be even madder at us after this. So we're going to shed as much weight as we can and hightail it to the next gateway. Got it?" 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    "Great, let's go." 
 
    Shifting into their lion forms, they split up into two groups and trotted off towards their objective. There weren't any trees in this area, but there were a lot of bushes. However, black bushes on black ground didn't do a lot when it came to hiding large, brown predators. Thankfully it was nighttime, so there wasn't a lot of the 'black' light that worked in ways Trevor still couldn't understand. 
 
    They got nearly to within a hundred yards before they were noticed. Jessie's group shifted immediately and engaged the guards, while Trevor led his in closer at a dash, using the distraction of Jessie's engagement.  
 
    Shifting as they got to the fences, Trevor's group spread out and started killing people right and left, driving them into a tighter group and pushing them back towards what looked like older and sturdier built pens. Grism and Jake were doing their best to sneak around towards those pens. 
 
    Many of the guards immediately starting herding the humans away from Trevor's group as well, not wanting their food to be slaughtered by the lions, who were obviously trying to keep them from eating it. Trevor had been counting on this; he wanted the guards to move everyone into a tighter group to guarantee the effectiveness of the bomb.  
 
      
 
    Grism and Jake slid to a halt in the shadows of one of the walls of the older pens, and shifting back, Grism pulled out the bomb. "Thirty seconds, right?" Jake said. 
 
    Grism nodded as he wound up the spring and removed the safety. It wasn't long before he heard the shooting stop. 
 
    "On three. One, two, three!" he said, and Grism triggered the bomb and started to slowly count as they ran to the spot they'd noticed on their way here. Grism had gotten to five when he jumped up on top of the pen's wall and threw the bomb down into the center of the crowd while Jake covered him.  
 
    One of the humans noticed it and bent over to pick it up, so Grism shot him and looked to be sure no one else was going to be messing with the bomb. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Jake yelled as he looked up at Grism, taking shots with his rifle. 
 
    "Run, Jake! One of them picked it up, I got this!" Grism said. Looking down into the pen, he saw another idiot had found it and had picked it up.  
 
    "Guess I'm taking the easy way home." Grism sighed and shot them, and then another person who tried to grab his bomb, as Jake sped off into the distance. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell is Grism doing?" Trevor growled. 
 
    "Who cares! RUN!" Jessie said as she flew by with the rest of her team. 
 
    Shifting, Trevor took off after her. She was right, best guess they had about twenty seconds left, and there was a slight rise they wanted to be on the other side of when the bomb went off. He almost tripped over his rifle; he hadn't taken the time to stick it in the sheath on his back, so he just let it drop as he ran full out.  
 
    He counted in his head, starting from twenty and working his way quickly down. He was almost to five when Jake caught up. He was panting loudly. 
 
    "Three…two…One…" 
 
    They all made it over the rise as Jake collapsed and slid to a halt.  
 
    "Did I count too…" 
 
    White. It was white. For the first time since they'd gotten here, Trevor saw white. There was no black, no gray, just white. He squeezed his eyes closed, but even then all he could see was white. 
 
    And then he heard it, the sound of the explosion; it was loud, louder than any explosion he'd ever heard before, and a wind whipped over his head as the sound went by. 
 
    "Okay! On your feet!" Jessie yelled while blinking to get her sight back. Trevor jumped to his and looked around as his own eyes started to come back into focus, apparently healing from some kind of damage. There was a white ball of fire rising up into the sky; he could even feel some heat from it. 
 
    "Let's check for survivors!" he yelled, and he and Jessie led the way back towards where the pens had once stood. All the walls were gone now, knocked flat, along with the structures that had been around them. Everything seemed to be on fire as well, but these were the more typical black flames they had experienced since coming here. 
 
    He found his rifle as he ran back, but it was a twisted piece of metal now. Apparently it had been too close to the blast, which made him glad he'd been a lot farther away.  
 
    Surprisingly, they found a lot of human survivors, hundreds actually, but they were all horribly burned and blinded, as well as deaf. It didn't take long to kill those they found; everyone was trying to use up as much of their ammo as possible so they'd have less to carry. 
 
    "Trouble!" Krista yelled, and when Trevor looked over, she was pointing to the west. 
 
    "Looks like our prince has come!" Jessie called. 
 
    "Think he's got a glass slipper?" Lena yelled back, causing several of them to snicker. 
 
    "I think he's got a lot more than a glass slipper!" Trevor snarled. "Come on! We're done here! Time to go home!" Turning south, he shifted and took off as fast as he could. When they got further away, he'd shed the rest of his gear, but for the moment he'd hold onto it, just in case their friendly prince got a little too close. 
 
      
 
    Ξ 
 
      
 
    Sean was sitting upstairs with most of the others, digging through the history files, trying to track down something that had been bugging him for a while now, while Roxy and Wendy were taking apart the Inangar security systems. Roxy had made a few comments about 'not having seen anything this stupid since ROT13!', which had made Sean laugh, while the others just scratched their heads. 
 
    Just then Keairra ran into the room, slid to a halt, and announced, "Adam's dead!" and did a little dance in the center of the room. 
 
    "Am I missing something?" Peg asked, staring at Keairra, who was spinning around happily. "Isn't Adam her son or something?" 
 
    "Yeah, Mom," Estrella spoke up. "What gives?" 
 
    Keairra stopped dancing and turned to Estrella with what Sean had to figure was the biggest shit-eating grin he'd ever seen on her face. 
 
    "Adam, my Adam, led a team of lions to attack a prince, and then Adam, Adam of all the lions there, charged right up to him, attacked him, and made him burn out his magic so the others could kill him! Kell was there! She saw it and told everyone about it! Can you believe it? Adam leading people into battle? Adam being a complete hardass like his dad? Sacrificing himself so the others could win? 
 
    "Oh, Sampson is gonna be so proud when he finds out! I'm gonna kiss him when he comes back!"  
 
    And then she went right back to dancing happily in the center of the room. 
 
    "Um, is she for real?" Peg asked Estrella in a soft voice. 
 
    "Oh, come on!" Roxy laughed. "You saw what he was like when we got him!" 
 
    Estrella shook her head. "Apparently Adam has been a big source of disappointment to Mom for some time now. I missed most of it, being here, but trust me; my sisters have all filled me in." 
 
    Sean watched Keairra dance for a few moments—she was actually pretty good at it—before going back to work. 
 
    "I do not understand the cause for this," Mahkiyoc paused a moment, "celebration?" 
 
    Sean looked up at him. "Lions are what you would call a 'warrior' race. We're fighters, all of us. And,  apparently Adam was something of a disappointment to his parents until all this started." 
 
    "But he is dead now." 
 
    "We're immortal. If we die, we come back." 
 
    "Like the demons." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Like the demons." 
 
    "So why is she happy, then? She is happy, right?" 
 
    "She's happy because her youngest son took on a demon prince and was apparently willing to sacrifice himself in the attack so the others could kill it." 
 
    "They are tough, then?" 
 
    "As far as I know, until now, only one lion has ever fought a demon prince and won. So while he may have died in the fight, they still got the prince, which is all that matters. Adam will come back. But the prince won't." 
 
    "Truly? The prince will not come back?" 
 
    "Truly. When a lion kills a demon, any demon, they stay dead." 
 
    "Just like a demon." 
 
    Sean shrugged. "I don't know if I'd say 'just like a demon'. Demons absorb humans when they kill them, but we don't. Far as I know, we can only absorb demons." 
 
    Mahkiyoc pondered that a moment. 
 
    "As Omushkego is responsible for your existence, I guess it would make sense that you can only take a demon's essence. Anything else would have encouraged you to become as they have." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Obviously he was a very smart Inangar and understood what he was doing." 
 
    As soon as those words left Sean's lips, he stopped and thought about that. The First had told him they'd eaten Omushkego, and obviously they'd absorbed his essence. They'd also eaten that demon, which they suspected may have been a prince, and absorbed his essence as well.  
 
    So why couldn't they absorb anyone else's essence? Why just those two? According to Mahkiyoc, Omushkego had gone looking for help, and Mahkiyoc believed he had succeeded in making changes to them, the lions, so they could eat the djevels, absorb their essence, so they couldn't come back. 
 
    But Sean knew for a fact that Omushkego's only contribution had been getting eaten. 
 
    What if, what if Omushkego's entire plan was to get eaten? What if he knew he wouldn't have the time, or possibly the ability, to enhance another race? What if he'd simply made the changes to himself, found a suitable predator, and then lured a prince in to get eaten while sacrificing himself in the process? 
 
    Sean sat back in his seat. The Inangar were an extremely selfish and self-centered race. For one to actually do something like that… 
 
    Giving his head a shake, Sean abandoned his current line of research to look up Omushkego, and started to page through his notes, his research, everything. What he found was that at first, Omushkego had been a junior researcher in genetics and genetic encoding, whatever that was. Looking further into it, Sean noticed that he never got promoted until people started dying.  
 
    Apparently something about Omushkego wasn't very popular with the leaders in his discipline. Then he hit a wall. Apparently about thousand years before Omushkego's last entry, everything was protected so you couldn't read it.  
 
    Now that was curious. 
 
    Getting up, he walked over to Roxy and Wendy and tapped on their shoulders, then made a 'follow me' gesture with his head.  
 
    When they got to his and his wives' quarters, Sean quickly cast a privacy spell. 
 
    "You're not planning on adding me to your little pride, I hope!" Wendy teased. 
 
    Sean shook his head, but smiled. "No, but I've got something important I need the two of you to break into." 
 
    "We're still busy with the gate control protocols, Sean," Roxy said. 
 
    "This takes precedence." 
 
    "Um, did you talk to Dad?" Wendy asked. 
 
    "Not yet. But that doesn't matter. I'll deal with him." 
 
    "Okay, so what is it?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "I've been looking into the Inangar who came to Earth. The one Dad, Keairra, Wendy here, and all of the first pride ate." 
 
    "What?" Roxy said, looking surprised as Wendy shot him a nasty look. 
 
    "Lions are what they are today because the first pride caught an Inangar and ate him. It's one of the secrets they don't go telling people." 
 
    "And you just told someone," Wendy grumbled. 
 
    "Yeah, well, I'm in charge, and I get to make those kinds of decisions." 
 
    Wendy gave him the kind of look that told him they'd be talking about this later. 
 
    "O…kay," Roxy said. "But what does that have to do with hacking into some files?" 
 
    "The last thousand years or so of Omushkego's files are locked, under heavy security." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "What if his getting eaten wasn't an accident? What if he did it on purpose?" 
 
    Sean noticed Wendy froze and her eyes got wide. 
 
    "Why would he do a thing like that?" Roxy asked, scowling. 
 
    "Exactly, why would he? Why didn't he just experiment on the lions? Why did he just show up, and why did he let the lions eat him?" Sean looked at Wendy, who was looking at him a little nervously. "Dad told me everything that happened that day, everything. Even the secret of the first pride. I need you two to break into those files, and we need to go over them." 
 
    "What secret?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "It wouldn't be much of a secret if we went around telling everybody, now would it?" Wendy bitched. "But Sean's right. We need to get on this." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "How bad it is?" Chad asked Maitland as they sat around the table in his northern command post.  
 
    "Adam's killing that prince is what saved us. All their attacks stopped at once, probably when he killed it. But it's only a matter of time before they come at us again, and when they do…" Maitland shook his head and sighed. "I'm not going to lie; I don't think we can hold on much longer. If that traitor hadn't handicapped his troops so badly, maybe we'd be in better shape, but we really have nothing in our favor in this fight." 
 
    Chad nodded. "I'm still pushing the evacuation as fast as I can. Roloff's been able to keep the I-80 corridor to the west open, but I don't think that's going to hold much longer. Once they realize we're going that way, I'm sure they'll move to shut it down. 
 
    "I'm hoping we can hold the southern exit longer, but at this point, the only resources of ours in the city are those that are on the McCarran and I-80 defensive lines. The moment it looks like you can't hold your position, I'm ordering a complete retreat of everybody." 
 
    "What about the civilians?" General Young asked.  
 
    "Sorry, General, anybody who hasn't left by now isn't going to. Not now, not ever. We've given them days, weeks, hell, months already." 
 
    "Well, we have to do something!" 
 
    "No, we don't. Or rather, yeah we're going to do something, but you're not going to like it, so I'm not going to tell you about it," Chad growled, leaning over the table towards the general. "We're not even halfway through this war; that's almost a year away! We can't go burning all our resources and abilities to save people who ain't got the brains God gave a squirrel!  
 
    "Look, we've always known we can't hold Reno. Our goal was always to draw them in and keep them occupied here as long as we could. To give everyone else a chance to prepare, to build their defenses, to try to find better ways to fight them, and yes, a way to take a bite out of their army.  
 
    "Well, we've done that. There's no use in making any kind of valiant last stand when all it does is open us up to worse attacks that'll allow them to head south to Vegas." 
 
    "What about Sacramento? Salt Lake?" 
 
    "They all know what's coming; if they can't be bothered to protect themselves from it, that's not my problem," Chad said. "Well, not yet it isn't. So make sure all your men know if they got anyone in Reno, anyone, they need to get them the hell out of there, now, today. Which brings up your folks at Reno International; have they finished pulling out of there yet?" 
 
    "Almost. They should be gone in another few hours. The Air Force unit there has been helping us with their C-130s." 
 
    "Good. I'm gonna need a replacement for McGuire. I've already told the Pentagon that whoever they send is getting bitten, because I can't take a chance on another traitor." 
 
    General Young snorted. "I can just imagine how they took that." 
 
    "Well, considering the Joint Chiefs recruited a bunch of those veterans Steve's been healing, gave them guns, and turned them loose to roam the place and hunt down whatever they can find, I'm sure they've got a lot bigger things to worry about back there. Last I heard, anyone who's ever served with McGuire is under the microscope unless they've been infected." 
 
    "How badly did McGuire's defection hurt us intelligence-wise?"  
 
    Chad shook his head. "I've got someone looking through our records for all the requests he made. Maybe if we recorded these meetings, we'd know what he picked up on as well, but I don't think any of us want that. We do know he told them about being weak on the east side of town because of Jack's move to intercept the force heading to Salt Lake, and that the whole northern section was just a trap because they attacked the first and avoided the second. Beyond that?" Chad shrugged. "Anybody's guess." 
 
    General Young nodded. "Do you still want me and my men to dig in in the hills to the north of Washoe and protect that pass?" 
 
    "Yes, but I now want you to send a force up 431 and find a good place to deny that to any enemy movements as well. That was supposed to be McGuire's responsibility, but apparently he never bothered to do anything about it or the approaches north of Pleasant Valley, and if he did, I'm sure the enemy knows all about them." 
 
    "What about the approach into Virginia City?" 
 
    "The Dwarves are handling that, so don't worry about it." 
 
    "Got it. Guess I'm off to get this done then," General Young said and, standing up, he left the room. 
 
    "I'm surprised he didn't press the Reno issue," Chad said with a sigh. 
 
    Maitland snorted. "He didn't get to be a general by not knowing how to tell which way the wind was blowing when you took that wind out of his sails." 
 
    "Well, that's a relief. I got a call just before the meeting from one of the lionesses down at headquarters. She told me our people in the Onderwereld just destroyed a bunch of 'holding pens' that had thousands of human 'cattle' in them." 
 
    Chad didn't miss the pained expression on Maitland's face. "Yeah, I don't think our friend General Young would have appreciated that." 
 
    "I don't appreciate it either," Chad replied, "but what choice do we have? I also don't appreciate Adam getting himself killed." 
 
    "He comes back, you know." 
 
    "Yeah, in like a week. I think I'm going to be needing him a lot sooner than that!" 
 
    "Oh? You had plans for him?" 
 
    "He volunteered to take on a task that I really do not want to do," Chad said, and this time he sighed heavily. "But we all gotta do what we gotta do. The price of command, I guess." 
 
    "Any last orders for me?" 
 
    Chad shook his head. "Use your best judgment. You've got such a mess over there that I really don't want to be the one telling you what to do when your situation changes every ten minutes." 
 
    "Any word on how Sean and them are doing?" 
 
    "Not a one. Well, I was told that the second team is going to need an extraction from the next gate. Apparently they're not very popular after wiping out all of King Sladd's food supply." 
 
    "Imagine that," Maitland said with a grin. 
 
    "I know! Those damn lions are always pissing everyone off!" Chad said with a wry grin of his own. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Truth and Consequences 
 
      
 
    "I just had an interesting conversation with Roxy and Wendy," the First said, coming up to Sean as he was trying to dig up what he could find on Omushkego's academic work. 
 
    "Yes, Dad. I know, Dad. Sorry I didn't tell you, Dad. It's very important, Dad," Sean mumbled as he continued to flick through search results. 
 
    "Ah, so you know why I'm here then," the First said with a hint of a growl. 
 
    Sean paused and looked around; his privacy spell on the room was still active. Good. He turned to look at the First, who was in full lion form, which Sean was learning was typical for him. 
 
    "Look, Dad, I think I'm on to something, something important, and right now I'm trying to find some kind of proof so I can justify to you why I've put Roxy and Wendy on something else. Because I don't think you're going to be satisfied by a 'gut feeling'." 
 
    "And what would that be?" 
 
    Sean went back to his tablet. "What if that guy you ate expected to get eaten?" 
 
    "Which guy?" 
 
    "Mahk's friend." 
 
    "Why would he do that?" the First asked, puzzled. 
 
    "I know, right? Why would he? And that's what I'm trying to find out." 
 
    "Son," the First said and put his paw over the tablet, blocking Sean's work. "Tell me why you think he did it?" 
 
    Blowing out his breath Sean looked up at the First. "We can only absorb demons." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "Demons can absorb everybody. So why can't we? We can only absorb them, and possibly one other." 
 
    "So you think we got the ability from Mahk's friend?" 
 
    "No, I think we got it from the demons, just like you do, but I think he figured out a way to limit it." 
 
    "Then how do you explain Cali's…oh wait, she's part demon." 
 
    "And Peg and Roxy are descended from you, plus in this world, absorbing almost seems like the natural state of things." 
 
    "So what have you been doing?" 
 
    "Well, I started off searching his notes, but his last years of work were locked. That's why I borrowed Roxy and Wendy." 
 
    "Once you get into his notes, grab whoever you need to help you." 
 
    "You're not upset with me?" 
 
    "I've learned over the years that 'gut feelings' make more sense to pursue than to ignore. I'll be upstairs distracting Mahk." 
 
    "He's so focused on the djevels at the gates, I don't know if you can distract him." 
 
    "True, but I still don't trust him." 
 
    Going back to his tablet, Sean found another work by Omushkego not long after his last increase in rank. In this one, which was different from his previous ones that had all stuck to research in his field, he was bemoaning the loss of the Wenangar. This work of his was pointing out the difficulties that had arisen in many people's research because of their lack of resources, resources the Wenangar had once provided.  
 
    Sean then queried the search engine for a definition or description of what the Wenangar were and was shocked when he didn't get a single response! Next he did a search for the term 'wenangar' in academic papers, and only got one, Omushkego's paper. 
 
    "Now that's curious," he said to himself. He then did a search for any and all articles that referenced Omushkego's paper. 
 
    There were ten million of them.  
 
    He sorted them by date and skimmed the first few. All of them were taking Omushkego to task for 'living in the past', for 'not recognizing that they did what they had to do', and said that 'it was better not to speak of such things'. 
 
    Jumping further down to a later date, he found a large number of articles that displayed open hostility with Omushkego for bring up the subject, and calling his present academic rank into question. 
 
    He had hit on something. This had 'clue' written all over it. Getting up, he went to find Kalif. Kalif was digging into the Inangar past, and Wendy had already gotten him complete access. Hopefully this would shake something loose. 
 
    "Oh, hi, hon!" Sean said as Roxy, Peg, Cali, and Estrella filed into the room as he was leaving. He stopped and gave each of them a kiss. 
 
    "Going somewhere?" Roxy asked. 
 
    Sean nodded. "I think I found something. I need to go show it to Kalif; it just might be useful. How's the security hack going?" 
 
    "Just broke it. Wendy is setting you up with the permissions so you can check it out, but…" 
 
    "But?" 
 
    "It's encrypted." 
 
    Sean rolled his eyes. "ROT13?" 
 
    Roxy snickered. "No, it's better than that, but not by much, I'm guessing." 
 
    " I'll get on it after I talk to Kalif, wanna help?" 
 
    "Sure, I'll be here when you get back." 
 
    Roxy waited until Sean had left, then looked at Peg, who was obviously casting something. "Is the room secure?" 
 
    "Yup. Now, what's so important that you dragged us down here?" 
 
    "I found out today where the lions got their powers from." 
 
    "That's supposed to be a secret," Estrella said, looking shocked. "Who told you?" 
 
    "Sean brought it up when he told Wendy and me why we had to drop what we were doing and crack into the account of the guy your parents ate." 
 
    "Eww, they ate somebody?" Peg said. 
 
    "Yup. One of Mahk's friends. Though Sean thinks the guy intended to get eaten from the get-go, so the lions would gain the powers to get rid of the djevels eventually." 
 
    Cali looked at Roxy with a bemused expression. "Are you saying an Inangar actually had the morals and ethics to sacrifice himself for the good of everyone else?" 
 
    "I know! Kind of goes against the evidence, right?" 
 
    "Okay, fine. So you know the big secret, what does that matter?" Estrella asked. 
 
    "Sean and the First said we'll probably have to go through your la-la-land to go home. Remember?" 
 
    Estrella looked at Cali and made a silent 'oh' with her lips. 
 
    "What if she ate Mahk? That would give her the same things the rest of you have, wouldn't it?" 
 
    "Maybe, I don't know…" 
 
    "Look, what's the risk?" Peg said. "The First has already said he's gonna kill him when we leave, and honestly? I agree with him. Hell, even Sean agrees with him." 
 
    Everyone noticed that Cali looked a little uneasy. "You want me to eat him?" 
 
    "Sure, why not?" 
 
    Roxy nodded. "Yes, I think you should. We can't let anything happen to you, Cali. You mean too much to all of us." 
 
    "I, I don't know." 
 
    "What if we helped?" Estrella asked. "What if all four of us ate him with you?" 
 
    "Ummm…" Cali thought for a moment. She'd eaten raw flesh before, back in her days of training. "I think I can do it." 
 
    "Get Sean to order her to do it." Peg grinned. "She'll do it. She'll do anything for him." 
 
    Cali blushed deeply and gave a small nod. 
 
    "I don't think any of us wouldn't do something he ordered us to, either." Estrella laughed. "Well, maybe he'd have to spank Rox here first!" 
 
    Roxy mock growled at Estrella, who just smiled back at her. 
 
    "Thank you, all of you, for thinking of me," Cali said, still blushing. "I admit, I have been worried as well." 
 
    Roxy gave Cali a hug and kissed her. "You're one of us, Cali. We're always thinking about you." 
 
      
 
    When Sean got back to the room, Roxy had already set up her tablet. Sitting down next to her, Sean called up the links Wendy had sent him and went to work cracking the encryption. The hardest part was that neither one of them knew Inangar, and you can't translate encrypted data until after you've cracked it. 
 
    "So how are we going to do this?" Roxy asked, looking at the data. 
 
    "Let's write a program to start off with simple alphabetic translation. After it runs each iteration, it can dump it into a word processing program and do a spell check. Anything that hits over ten words in a row correct, we'll look at." 
 
    "Sounds as good a place to start as any. You know, I tried looking up encryption, but the system didn't even seem to understand me." 
 
    "I noticed that, too. Maybe it was against the law or something." 
 
    "Why would it be against the law?" 
 
    "Because they're all scientists and researchers, and they didn't want anyone hiding their results?" 
 
    It took Sean and Roxy several hours to write the program; neither one of them had really been doing any coding in the last year, and learning the Inangar scripting language they had found started off slow.  
 
    What surprised Sean was just how fast the program ran when they finished it. 
 
    "It ran through every combination in under a minute! I can't believe it!" 
 
    Roxy laughed. "Sean, we have a supercomputer here built to deal with millions of requests, and now there's just you, me, and the others upstairs using it." 
 
    "Sorry, I forgot," Sean said, embarrassed. 
 
    "What I'm more concerned about is, now what? We didn't get a single successful hint on any of the combinations." 
 
    "Oh, that's easy! Now that we have an alphabetic program written, let's add a few recursions, and try a polyalphabetic hack." 
 
    "You're not worried that it might be something like an RSA-style encryption?" 
 
    "Lost key?" Sean shook his head, "It's not symmetrical. I think it's something simple." 
 
    "Well, not like we have anything to lose," Roxy agreed. 
 
    Twenty minutes later they were reading the opening statement to Omushkego's work. 
 
    "Holy shit!" Roxy swore. "I think your dad is gonna wanna hear this!" 
 
    "Let's read as much as we can first," Sean said, glancing over at the research index of Omushkego's work. "Like the findings and his final report." 
 
    "That could take hours!" 
 
    "Then better read fast!" Sean looked at his watch. "We got another gate cycle coming up in a few hours. When that hits, I have a feeling Dad's going to run out of patience." 
 
      
 
    Ξ 
 
      
 
    Trevor felt good. Which was rather strange, when you considered he had a demonic prince with at least a half dozen demon lords on his trail. As well as what they guessed to be several thousand demons of all shapes and sizes. 
 
    "Guess they're going to be remembering us a long time back there." Jessie giggled between breaths as they ran. They'd been slowly outdistancing their pursuers, but only slowly.  
 
    "They sure are mad enough," Trevor agreed. "You'd think we'd done something rude, like insulted their parents, or kicked their dog!" 
 
    "How much longer until the gateway?" Boe asked. 
 
    "The gateway opened several hours ago," Jessie told him. 
 
    "What? Then where are we going?" 
 
    "We're taking the long way home," Trevor said. 
 
    "We've been running almost non-stop for a full day now, and you want to take the long way home?" Krista snarled. 
 
    "Have you looked at what's following us lately?" 
 
    "Please tell me you have a plan!" Boe grumbled and dodged around a tree. 
 
    "Course we do!" Jessie replied. 
 
    "And?" Krista prompted. 
 
    "First time we rested, I passed on that we'd be late coming through the gateway, so could they 'please have a little something ready to welcome our friends?'" 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "Last time we rested," Trevor said panting, "they told us they needed a few hours. So we're giving them a few hours." 
 
    "Why don't we just use the last bomb?" Jake asked. 
 
    "We will, but we're worried it won't take out the prince. He's gotta figure we'll be setting up traps at the gate." 
 
    "So how much more of this?"  
 
    "About an hour; we're on the final leg now!" Jessie told them. 
 
    "Do you think the defenders at the gate know we're coming?" Boe asked. 
 
    "Like that matters!" Krista growled. "Now how about we pick up the pace? I'm sick of this place!" 
 
    The rest of the trip to the gateway passed in silence, if you discounted the panting and the occasional oath when somebody tripped and stumbled for a moment. They were all drawing on the pool of lion powers now, though thankfully it didn't take much to keep going.  
 
    Trevor wondered what the First and the others were up to, but he had problems enough of his own to have been bothered to ask about it the last time he'd been back to the mountainside.  
 
    When they burst into the clearing, everyone shifted into their hybrid form without even thinking about it, and started shooting their weapons and throwing their last few grenades at everything and anything that wasn't brown. No one had come through from the other side, but Trevor had been told they had problems of their own right now, so the amount of support they could count on was going to be severely limited. 
 
    The fight was brutal, and it was fast. No one wanted to be here anymore, and no one really cared how much damage they took, just as long as they didn't actually die here.  
 
    "Jessie, take your team through," Trevor said and waved at her. "Let 'em know I'll be through just as soon as our guests show up. 
 
    Jessie nodded, panting heavily, and waving her team over, they ran through to the other side. 
 
    "How do you want us to deploy?" Jake asked. 
 
    "Grab Boe and climb those trees on the edge there. The moment you see 'em, drop down and run on through. I'll go last." 
 
    "Sure thing. Come on Boe." 
 
    "What do you want the rest of us to do?" Lena asked. 
 
    "Just stand here with me. I want it to look like they almost caught us so we can draw 'em in close. Just make sure everyone understands to duck around behind the gateway and not to be in front of it." 
 
    Lena nodded and sat down to wait along with the others. 
 
    "Do you know if Grism made it back home?" she asked him then, surprising him. 
 
    "Yeah, he did. Course he hasn't reformed yet, so we're still gonna get back there before he does. I heard Adam's dead, too." 
 
    "Adam? What, did he get caught cheating on his girlfriend already?" Lena asked, laughing. 
 
    "Nope, he led an attack against a prince and sacrificed himself so the others could kill it." 
 
    Lena stopped laughing and looked at him. "Are we talking about the same Adam? Suave ladies man who fucks anything in a skirt and avoids responsibility like a shadow avoids the light?" 
 
    Trevor nodded slowly. "Renee said Keairra couldn't stop dancing for hours, she was so excited." 
 
    "Now I can't wait to get back there just so I can see how Sampson is taking it!" She giggled. 
 
    "You know," Quinn spoke up, "we really should get Sean to make as a butt ton of those silver bombs and invade over here like his buddy Chad wants to. I bet we could sure mess this place up big time if we did." 
 
    "I think the First is waiting until after the permanent gate fails," Trevor pointed out. 
 
    "Waiting is always a loser's game. I'd rather be out here killin' something." 
 
    Just then Boe and Jake dropped out of their trees and came streaking towards the gate on all fours. 
 
    "Okay," Trevor said as he got his bomb out and removed it from the chain, which removed the safety. "Engage their leading ranks from here, then start pulling out when I give the word. I'm setting this for twenty-five seconds." 
 
    Trevor wound it up quickly and pressed the trigger button. Once he released it, the mechanical timer would activate. He figured if he got killed, at least the bomb would still go off. 
 
    Jake and Boe ran by, diving into the gateway, and the rest of Trevor's team opened fire as the leading edges of the pursuing djevels came out of the trees on the edge of the clearing. It was a line of bonde, but they were followed by a second line of ridders, biskops, a few things Trevor wasn't quite sure what their names were, and two lords. 
 
    Tossing the bomb to the side, Travis pulled his pistols out and started shooting. 
 
    "Withdraw!" he called out as he quickly emptied both of his pistols. He dropped one and reloaded the other, and had just finished firing when someone grabbed him from behind and dragged him through the gate. 
 
    "What the hell?" he said looking around. It was pitch-black. 
 
    "Nighttime!" said Quinn, who was the one who had dragged him out. 
 
    A couple of other hands grabbed him then and hustled the two of them around to the other side of the gateway. 
 
    "Come on, we got two helos on the other side of the hill. Shift into your human form! We gotta go!" 
 
    Letting himself be dragged along, Trevor shifted and dumped his pack. There wasn't anything in it he wanted anyway. As they crested the hill, he saw the outlines of the helicopters and the dim formation lights as his eyes adjusted. Everyone was crammed into them, and as he got there, they crammed him and Quinn in, while the other person, a werewolf, just stood on the landing gear support and held on to the side. 
 
    There was a brief flash of a very bright light from the other side of the hill, and then they took off. 
 
    "What about the ones following us?" Trevor yelled to the one outside the door as they took off. 
 
    "That's why we gotta get out of here. They planted some sort of big ass bomb down there, and we don't wanna be around when it goes off!" the werewolf on the outside said.  
 
      
 
    Vises Ikke held back, letting two of his lords take their biskops and ridders to the forefront as they neared the gateway. Obviously they had known this one would be open, somehow, and if they'd known that, he wouldn't put it past them to have prepared an ambush.  
 
    He was angry enough with them destroying what had been promised to him by King Sladd, the food pens which were to become his responsibility, but he was not so angry as to become stupid. He was a prince, after all, and one didn't stay a prince by acting rashly. He heard the sounds of those damnable weapons the lions had brought into their world, and was about to order more in after they'd stopped, when suddenly everything went white and a large explosion roared through the area, knocking down the trees and blowing him from his saddle! 
 
    When he regained his feet, he saw that probably a tenth of his people had died, but it was no matter; they'd respawn soon enough. Grabbing his mount's reins, he quickly subdued it. Mounting back up, he rode up slowly to survey the damage.  
 
    Both lords were dead, but he already knew that, having felt them die when the explosion occurred. All that was left of the hellige point and its attending structure was a large hole in the ground that the gateway hovered over. Turning around, he saw that his guards had all survived and were still attending him. 
 
    "Onath, Hunkle," he said, pointing towards two of his biskops. "Take your sworn and go through the gateway and pursue them. Report back to me what defenses they have arrayed against us on the other side of the gateway!" 
 
    "Yes, my Prince!" they both said, and he watched as they ordered a number of bonde to stand in front of the gateway so they could be used as a ramp for the others to access the gateway. 
 
    "Will we be pursuing, my Prince?" Ducath, his head guard, asked. 
 
    Prince Vises Ikke shook his head. "Sadly, I have my duties to our King here. Come, let us gather our people and return to the pens. I need to see to their rebuilding." 
 
    "Yes, my Prince!" 
 
    Prince Vises Ikke had barely cleared the compound when a huge gout of fire came blasting out of the gateway, killing all who were before it. 
 
    He was very happy that day that he had other duties after all. 
 
      
 
    Ξ 
 
      
 
    "Sean? I think you better come upstairs." 
 
    Sean and Roxy both looked up from their reading; Keairra was standing in the doorway. 
 
    "What's up?" Sean asked, and standing up, he stretched.  
 
    "Your father wants everyone upstairs; something is going on." 
 
    "I could use a break," Roxy said and, standing up, started stretching as well, which caused Sean to stop stretching and watch her instead. 
 
    "Down, tiger!" Keairra laughed. "What have the two of you been doing, anyway? We all thought you were having sex or something, because no one has seen you since morning!" 
 
    Sean shook his head, then frowned. "We've been reading Omushkego's notes. They haven't been painting a very nice picture of the kinds of things the Inangar were up to." 
 
    "Omushkego?" 
 
    "That guy you all ate," Roxy said. 
 
    "Oh, yeah, him." Keairra shrugged.  
 
    "He did it on purpose, Mom," Sean told her. 
 
    "Wait, what?" Keairra asked, eyes wide. 
 
    "Let's go upstairs and see what the First wants," Roxy said. "Then you can tell everybody." 
 
    "What about Mahk?" Sean asked. 
 
    "I don't think Mahk is going to be with us much longer," Keairra said. "You know how your father is." 
 
    "I got dibs!" Roxy grinned and, grabbing Sean, she pulled him past Keairra, who followed them both upstairs. 
 
    When they got there, Sean saw that the First was sitting in the open living room area where the couches and chairs were, with all of his wives and the pride around him, except for Sasha and Peym, who were closer to the stairs.  
 
    Estrella, Cali, and Peg were all seated by Mahkiyoc, who was watching something on his tablet, apparently fascinated by it. 
 
    "What's up, Dad?" Sean said as he came over to stand by them. 
 
    "Yesterday Trevor and Jessie found the holding pens where the demons were holding their food." 
 
    Sean waited for the inevitable correction from Cali, and when it didn't come, he glanced over at her. She had her wings out and was watching Mahkiyoc like a hawk. She was biting her lip and looking very nervous about something. 
 
    "What did they do?" Sean prompted. He noticed the First had glanced over at Cali as well. 
 
    "They used one of the silver bombs you gave them and destroyed it, going back and wiping out any of the survivors until they were chased off. They just went through a gate a little while ago, using the other bomb you gave them to dissuade pursuit." 
 
    "And destroying a minor hellige in the process," Estrella added. 
 
    "It was quite the demonstration of mass converted to energy," Mahkiyoc said, looking up from his work. Apparently he was listening to them. "I am told that you did this using only that skill you call 'magic'?" 
 
    Sean gave a shake of his head. "I only used magic to control it. Like you said, it's simply physics." 
 
    "Still, I am sure our physicists would have been impressed." 
 
    "We also discovered," the First said, overriding the conversation, "that the king here, King Sladd, is going to personally invade Earth soon." 
 
    "How did you discover that?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Our friend over there was watching a major gathering, unlike any he'd seen before, at the main gateway. He asked Esti for help identifying the demons. She told us it was Sladd." 
 
    "That's not good," Roxy said. 
 
    "No," the First agreed. "It's not. And as I may be the only being alive who can fight, and possibly kill, a king, I think we need to leave, and soon." 
 
    "Only think?" Sean asked.  
 
    "I wanted to know if you'd found your answer. If not, I was prepared to grant you a little more time." 
 
    Sean snorted and glanced over at Mahkiyoc. "Oh, I found it all right." 
 
    "Then please, why don't you enlighten all of us." 
 
    "What about…" Sean nodded his head towards Mahkiyoc. 
 
    "Oh, I think he deserves to know," the First said with a faint hint of a growl. 
 
    "Know what?" Mahkiyoc asked. 
 
    "Your friend, or colleague perhaps? After reading his notes, I sincerely doubt he had any friends." 
 
    "You have read his notes? But they were unreadable." 
 
    Sean laughed. "It's called encryption. You know, you may be smart at some things, but you're painfully ignorant about others. 
 
    "Now, your friend Omushkego got upset over the loss of the Wenangar. I'm not exactly sure who or what they were, but he wrote about it, and from that point on he was ostracized by everyone in his own field, as well as just about everyone in the rest of your society." 
 
    "They were a mistake. They no longer had a place in our society," Mahkiyoc said with a shrug. 
 
    "Yeah, sure they were," Kalif said. 
 
    "You found out about them?" Sean asked, looking up. 
 
    "They built this place. All of it. Then they were sent back home. They were sort of a client race. They grew up with the Inangar, and as the Inangar grew and flourished, so did they." 
 
    "They were no longer necessary," Mahkiyoc said. "They could not come with us on our journey." 
 
    "Yeah, we'll come back to that," Kalif said and motioned to Sean to continue. 
 
    "So, Omush finds himself isolated from all of society, and he starts to do his own research, go his own way. I guess he didn't really care all that much, at least until the demons came in and started eating people. Seems they ate his family, and while to the rest of the Inangar the bonds of family no longer meant anything, to him it still did. 
 
    "Anyway, while everyone else was either ignoring the problem or running around in a panic, he started to look for a solution. Along the way he realized the problem wasn't just the demons, it was the Inangar as well." 
 
    "How could we be the problem?" Mahkiyoc asked. 
 
    Sean looked at Mahkiyoc, noticing all four of his wives were now watching him like a hawk watched a mouse.  
 
    "Because you released the demons on all the other realities out there, and you not only didn't care, you didn't do anything about it until they came after you.  
 
    "So," Sean turned back to the First, "he started looking at predators, big ones, tough ones, ones that had some level of intelligence, but which, while ruthless, still exhibited the bonds of family." 
 
    "Like lions," the First said. 
 
    Sean nodded. "Yup. But he didn't see us evolving beyond what we were, which was simply animals. So he decided to experiment. I don't know how long it took him, but he figured out how to put us on the track to self-awareness. But it would require a sacrifice, a great sacrifice, on his part. So he made his plans, prepared himself, and when the pass on our planet was ending, he put it into effect." 
 
    "What plan was that?" Mahkiyoc asked, apparently quite curious now, as he was no longer looking at his workstation. 
 
    "He shot his body up with a number of different viruses, took I don't know what else, then lured a prince into chasing him, and dropped himself and the prince in the middle of a group of very hungry lions." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "We ate him," the First said with a growl. "We ate him, and we ate the prince." 
 
    "You…"  
 
    Sean was impressed to finally see real emotion on Mahkiyoc's face. It was fear. 
 
    "Stop hi…" Cali started to say, but there was a cheetah suddenly attached to his neck, and Sean didn't hesitate to follow Roxy, shifting in the air as he launched himself at Mahkiyoc as he went down under Roxy's grip.  
 
    A moment later Peg, Estrella, and even Cali were biting into the body, ripping off chucks and eating him! Sean couldn't help himself, especially as he could feel Mahkiyoc's life force flowing into his body, not unlike when he'd killed those demon lords before. But what did surprise him was just how much of it there was!  
 
    When it ended and Mahkiyoc was dead, he sat back on his haunches and looked at his wives. Estrella didn't look all that different. Peg and Roxy's eyes seemed to be glowing, and they were a little unsteady on their feet as they sat there and groomed their muzzles, both still in animal form. 
 
    Cali, however—Cali's eyes were glowing, and she was shaking slightly, with blood all over her face, chin, and down her chest. Shifting into his hybrid form, Sean quickly moved over to her and wrapped his arms around her. 
 
    "Are you alright?" he asked. 
 
    Cali nodded her head slowly.  
 
    "Why'd you eat him?" 
 
    "We were afraid she might not survive on the mountainside," Estrella said. 
 
    "Plus it's not like he didn't deserve it," Roxy said. 
 
    "I feel…different," Peg added, looking around. "Is it me, or is it getting darker outside?" 
 
    "What the…"  
 
    Everyone looked out the window. 
 
    "Better open up that gateway, Dad," Kalif growled. 
 
    "Twice in one week? Wow, I feel honored!" the First laughed. 
 
    "You don't understand. This reality is collapsing." 
 
    Sean noticed that the First immediately turned his efforts to opening a gateway. Calling up his stats program, Sean could see there was a lot of lion power out there, but not enough for he himself to open a gate. When it suddenly dropped to almost zero, Sean cut the program, and grabbing Cali, he dragged her through the gate into the lion la-la-land, the others following behind him in short order. 
 
    The First came through last and dropped the gate the moment he'd gone through. 
 
    "You were saying, Son?" the First said, looking over at Kalif. 
 
    "The Inangar wanted to live forever, but they weren't immortal. So they figured out a way around the rules. They constructed a reality—I guess you'd call it a soul trap. Then they sent their servants inside it and had them build everything they would ever need. But there was a problem." 
 
    "Isn't there always?" Sasha grumbled. 
 
    "Hush, Mom," Kalif grumbled. "The problem was, that best they could tell was, if they went in there, they could still age, grow old, die. Because they weren't immortal. But if they died on their own planet in a certain way, while meditating and hooked up to certain machines, then their souls would be caught there, and they would take on a new form that was immortal.  
 
    "Or at least close enough. As long as they stayed there, they were fine. However, they started to reincarnate in the bodies of their young when new children were born. Sound familiar?" 
 
    Everyone looked at each other, and then back at Kalif. 
 
    "Yes, disturbingly so," Peym said. 
 
    "So they decided to destroy their own planet so none of them would ever be reincarnated again. They got in their machines, they mediated and prepared themselves, and then they just blew it all to shit and gone." 
 
    "Everyone?" Roxy asked. "Or just the correct ones?" 
 
    "I don't know, I didn't get that far, but knowing them, just the ones they thought good enough. I think that's why they also say there was a 'war'. They may have very well triggered one to get what they wanted, while eliminating all those they didn't feel deserved immortality. 
 
    "They also left the Wenangar, who I guess you could say were like their dogs, only they'd evolved over time to become their faithful helpers and companions. Apparently they also believed the Wenangar weren't worthy of immortality." 
 
    "Wow, that's some pretty cold shit," Peg said and, getting up, she went over and hugged Cali and Sean. "Even the dark elves aren't that bad!" 
 
    "So what just happened? Is the Onderwereld really gone?" Cali asked, shaking herself and looking over at Kalif. 
 
    "If it isn't now, it will be soon. The place can't exist without the Inangar, and as you just killed the last one, it collapsed. 
 
    "And our mountainside?" the First asked, motioning at the countryside around him with a paw. 
 
    "You got the power from them, Dad. Or perhaps it's better to say we all did. I'm not quite sure how it all works, again—I didn't get that far before Sean's wives killed him." 
 
    "Oh, I was going to kill him before we left," the First said with a dismissive wave of his paw. "If this helps Cali, it's better it happened this way." 
 
    "Thank you," Cali said and gave a slight bow towards the First. 
 
    "Might as well call me Dad; you're family now," the First said with a smile. "Of course," the First said, looking at all of them, "none of you are to speak to anyone other than another lion about this, right? And that includes you three as well, Rox, Peg, and Cali." 
 
    The three of them nodded. "Some things are best kept secret," Cali agreed. 
 
    "So," Sean said, looking around. "While I've got a million questions now about where our powers come from, and how it all relates to the Inangar and their tampering, I seem to recall we have a war to fight?  
 
    "So how about we all go home?" 
 
    "Yes," the First agreed, "I think we should. If those gates didn't drop when Mahk died, we may just have a demon…" 
 
    "Djevel!" Cali said with a giggle. 
 
    "…king to contend with." 
 
    "What do we tell them when we get back home?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "We tell them we destroyed the Onderwereld, silly!" Peg giggled. 
 
    "Do you really think that's wise?" 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "If we tell them we destroyed the place, that's going to lead to questions, lots of questions, and maybe even some suspicions. You know how people, especially governments, like to speculate. And what lengths they'll go to to get answers to their questions." 
 
    "Roxy has brought up a good point," the First said. "Telling them that we destroyed it would not be wise, and they might not even believe us. Let's just tell them instead that we found a way to close the gates and seal them." 
 
    "And then we'll get some wacko trying to unseal them," Peg grumbled. 
 
    "Let them," the First said with a smile. "It's not like they can." 
 
    "Good point. Now, home?" Sean said and pushed the First towards the gateway off in the distance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Fall of Reno 
 
      
 
    King Sladd looked around him. When everything had suddenly started to change, he'd grabbed his mount and immediately rode through the gate, calling for all his people to follow him. Only Prince Talt, of all people, had arrived by that time, with a fair number of his lords in attendance. All King Sladd's lords had been there, and many of Lykta's had already shown, as Lykta was on his way to join his king in this attack.  
 
    Prince Vises Ikke was off dealing with the lions who attacked and destroyed the feed pens, another act that told King Sladd he was making the right decision. That if he did not take the initiative now, he might never get it back. And then suddenly, everything had just started to change. Darkness, true Darkness, started to fall, and a strong wind had immediately whipped up—something he'd only experienced on past trips through a gateway in other lands. There was no light at all coming from the sky anymore; their black sun had disappeared. But the main gate was still open, and he'd taken immediate advantage of it, riding out into the night of the jagtområder, into the mild breezes, the fresh smells, the sights and sounds of a different world.  
 
    Moving his mount away from the gate, he'd watched as his armies continued to pour through, minute after minute, when a curious thing start happened; they started to come out of the gate at a run, but there were fewer and fewer of them, until finally the gate just…disappeared, winking out like the closing of an eye. 
 
    He felt it then; he lost his connection to both princes, Vises Ikke and Lykta. They hadn't died; it was just that they weren't there anymore. The same was true of his land, his utsade, that part of him was just…gone. Riding over to the last demon to make it through the gate, King Sladd pointed at him. "What happened? Why were you running?" 
 
    "The gate, it was moving! Away from us, slowly at first, then faster and faster! I never thought I would make it! Everything was disappearing, and the wind was blowing like never before, I could barely keep up! Everyone started to disappear into the darkness!" 
 
    King Sladd shook his head. He would find out later what happened. He still had Princes Talt and Skarm left, and a world full of food. 
 
    "Everyone!" he shouted, standing up in his stirrups so they could all see him. "The lions have taken away our home! So now we will take from them what is theirs, and make it ours! This shall be our new home!" 
 
    King Sladd smiled and shook his fist over his head while the others cheered. He didn't know if the lions were responsible for what had just happened, but anything that would help him calm and rally his troops was more important than the truth. He'd learned that a very long time ago. 
 
    "Who is the local commander?" he called out. 
 
    "I am, my King!" a biskop responded, coming over to him. 
 
    "This place is important no more. Gather everyone. We will ride to the nearby city when the sun begins its climb. Do you know the way?" 
 
    "Of course, my King!" 
 
    "Good, then let us get everyone ready, for tonight I wish to feast!" 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Chad looked around the room. Roloff, Maitland, Jack, and Young, all his military commanders, were missing out in the field. Adam was now gone and wouldn't be back for several more days—but at least he'd be back. Jolene and Daelyn were both there, filling in for Sean, Roxy, and Estrella. Oak was there, and so was Bill. Vincent, the representative for the magic users, was there. Also Hogan, the new military intelligence liaison, was there again as well.  
 
    Deidre wasn't required, because finance wasn't an issue, and Claudia and Clyde were both out there leading their own people. Sampson was off helping the Sorceress Guild with their evacuation, and Sean's mom Louise was all but glued to his side. His own Max was still overseeing the Reno International Airport evacuation, which would be finished within the hour. 
 
    Five people. He had five people, and other than Daelyn and Bill, none of them really exerted any real power, at least not militarily. 
 
    "Okay, the lions we pulled out just before sunrise this morning gave us a fair deal of information. The worst bit of news was just how many people they found being held captive on the other side of the gate." 
 
    "Are we going to rescue them?" Hogan asked. 
 
    "No. They were beyond rescue, so they did the only kind thing they could. They killed them before the demo…djevels could eat their souls." 
 
    Hogan started to open his mouth, but Bill nudged him and shook his head, so Hogan closed it again. 
 
    "We're also getting reports that something strange has happened up at the main gateway. Hogan, what can you tell us about that?" 
 
    "It's gone," Hogan said. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "It's gone. It's not there anymore." 
 
    "Does that mean we've won?" Jolene immediately asked. 
 
    "No," Chad replied. "How many djevels are up there now?" 
 
    "At least another million, probably more," Hogan continued. "The analysts think another couple of princes came through just before it closed, but they're saying one of them looks different some how." 
 
    "That's because he's a king," Sean said, walking into the room. 
 
    "Sean!" Daelyn cried and launched herself at him, quickly followed by Jolene. 
 
    Chad stood up in surprise and watched as Roxy, Cali, Estrella, and even Peg came into the room, and all took turns hugging Jolene and Daelyn. Then Roxy went over and gave her father a hug, too. All of them, he noticed, were quite naked, and except for Cali, they were all in their 'fur' so to speak. Cali was drawing sidelong glances from Hogan, but he might have been the only one who cared.  
 
    Sean pulled up a chair between Daelyn and Jolene and looked over the table as the others settled in. 
 
    "So what's this about a king?" Chad asked. 
 
    "And has the gate really closed?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "King Sladd decided to join the fight, which is why we came back a bit sooner than expected. During the course of those events, however, we discovered how to get rid of the gates. They're closed now, for good. And they'll never bother us again." 
 
    Everyone around the room started to cheer and clap at that.  
 
    "However," Sean raised his hand and they all stopped, "we've got several million of them here in Reno right now. One of them is a king, we think there are two princes, and there are a hell of a lot of other powerful djevels here now." 
 
    "What about the rest of the world?" Hogan asked. 
 
    Sean shook his head. "We don't know yet. King Sladd had the biggest army, and he got a fair deal of it through when the gates started to go, because he was already preparing for a major invasion. South America, Europe, we won't know what they're facing for a while. We can worry about all of that later. 
 
    "My first question here is, how's Reno?" 
 
    "Falling," Chad said. "We got our asses handed to us a few days ago, when they planted a spy on us and he gave them vital information." 
 
    "Who was that?" 
 
    "The new Army general. He was a traitor and had gotten his whole officer corps possessed, then made sure his men weren't equipped or trained to fight. So Maitland took a beating, and we lost more than half of our lions while fighting to buy time so we could evacuate Reno.  
 
    "We now have a very large force moving south from up at Black Rock were the main gateway is, err, was." Chad shrugged. "We'll put up a token fight once they get here to slow them down a bit, but at this point I'm thinking we retreat through the city, kill what we can as we do, and just let them have it." 
 
    "Can't we stop them?" Peg asked. 
 
    Chad shook his head. "I've got less than a hundred thousand effectives on the line right now. We took a major beating and suffered a lot of casualties. Most of our men and women are just too fatigued after twenty-four hours of solid fighting. If we try to stand now, we'll suffer horrendous casualties, and Reno just isn't worth it. I've already pulled half our army back to Washoe to get some rest and resupply. We'll hold them down there to help with the defenses General Young is building." 
 
    "What about Jack?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Jack's off harassing a large demon army heading to Salt Lake. We've got reports of smaller groups heading north, which we're trying to bomb. Nothing heading west yet, which I suspect will change once Reno goes. Up until this morning, we were evacuating people up I-80. But when we got wind of a new army forming, we cut that off, and we're sending whoever is left south." 
 
    "There's still people in the city?" Roxy asked, looking shocked. 
 
    "Yup, thousands, maybe as many as ten or fifteen thousand. A lot of folks either don't believe us, don't care, refuse to move, or are just crazy I guess," Chad finished with a shrug. 
 
    Sean gave a nod. "Okay, we'll go with your plan and let them have Reno. They're not going to be getting any more reinforcements, so a war of attrition is finally to our advantage. However, we need to make sure we don't let them start breeding, or we're going to be facing what the Inangar did." 
 
    "Inangar?" Bill asked. 
 
    "Those are the people the djevels killed, Dad. They were the ones who built the gateway machines," Roxy said. 
 
    "Oh!" 
 
    "Where's the First?" Chad asked, looking around. 
 
    "Planning how he's going to kill that djevel king," Estrella said. "He's probably the only one who can." 
 
    Sean stood up. "If you have any questions, you know where to find me. Right now, we're all going to hit the showers, get clean, and find something to wear." 
 
    "Yes, showers!" Jolene said. "You all stink!" 
 
    Sean gave Jolene a swat on the butt. "Go find Rob, I want to see her too." 
 
    "Of course!" 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Ah, there you are, Dad!" Sean said as he walked up to the First.  
 
    "I thought you'd be in bed with your wives?" the First teased and looked back to the north, where the enemy was massing for their assault on the I-80 defensive line. 
 
    Sean laughed. "Yeah, trust me, they tried. But I'm still the one everybody here knows and expects to see out in front of this thing. What's your excuse?" 
 
    The First jerked his head to the side, towards were all his wives were lined up, in armor, with weapons. "They wouldn't let me stay in bed." 
 
    "Uh-huh. Sure they wouldn't," Sean teased back. 
 
    "Where's Rob, Peg, and Jo?" the First asked, looking over Roxy, Daelyn, Estrella, and Cali, who were just as armed and armored as his own wives. "They stay back at the base?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "If you look about a hundred yards to the south, you'll see them. Since they're magical support, I didn't want them getting any closer than that." 
 
    "Anna' you shoulda' heard the threats he made!" Daelyn said with a snicker. "Iffen they got any closer than that!" 
 
    "I can imagine," the First said and smiled. "And if the four of you do anything stupid, I'll have one of the wives put you over their knee and paddle you for being a disobedient child." 
 
    "Us? Whatta' bout our Lion-boy here? He's the worst of the lot!" Daelyn said, laughing. 
 
    "I'll deal with him myself, just like I always have," the First said with a wink. "Ah, looks like the fight is about to begin." 
 
    Sean could hear the commanders all along the wall barking out orders. Pulling his visor down—he was wearing his helmet today—he pulled out his rifle, locked and loaded, then started picking off targets of opportunity while the others along the barricade did the same.  
 
    The battle started off slowly. The enemy was still arriving and forming up. It seemed they were a lot more organized than Sean could recall from any previous fights, but then King Sladd was running this one, and he was probably the smartest of all the djevels. He was definitely the most experienced. 
 
    "I just can't understand why he's coming down North Virginia Street," Sean said to Estrella and Roxy as they were picking off djevels as they were getting organized for their charge. "I would have thought he'd attack down at the airport where they've been fighting Maitland! Or even come down 580. Why here, of all places?" 
 
    Estrella took a shot at a råge, dropping it. "This is the densest part of the city, population-wise, isn't it?" 
 
    "Yup," Sean said and picked off a bonde. 
 
    "Sladd just lost a lot of power; he's looking to get that back as fast as he can. So it only makes sense for him to head where the food is greatest." 
 
    "But there isn't any food there anymore," Roxy said. 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure there's still food there; you heard Chad complaining this morning. But for all we know, he thinks the city is still full of people. Dae did kill off his informer." 
 
    "Still," Sean continued, "the way the interstate cuts through here, it's one of our stronger spots." 
 
    "Not with all these bridges, it isn't." 
 
    "You're assuming they're all gonna stay here," Roxy said. 
 
    "Huh?" Estrella said, glancing over at her. 
 
    "We have this thing called 'high explosives' now? Come on, I know you've seen them!" 
 
    Estrella 'huh'ed and went back to picking off djevels. "It never occurred to me." 
 
    "Which means it will not occur to Sladd either," Cali remarked. 
 
    "You know what's so weird about this?" Sean asked. 
 
    "That two years ago we were living a quarter mile down the road from here?" Roxy replied. 
 
    Sean nodded. "I thought my life was weird before, but this, this is positively surreal. I'm sitting at a barricade on Virginia just north of downtown with a rifle, about to fight in the biggest battle of my life." 
 
    "Wanna burn down your high school when we go by it?" Roxy asked with a snicker. 
 
    "Nah, I liked my high school. Was the only place I got to sleep some days! But still, after this, my hometown, the place I grew up, isn't going to be here anymore. I bet Peg and Jo aren't gonna be that happy, either." 
 
    "Oh, I don't know," Roxy said between shots, "I get the feeling Peg is very much a 'burn it all down' kinda gal." 
 
    Cali snorted. "I do believe Rox is right about our Peg, Husband." 
 
    Somebody must have passed a signal then, because at that moment, the djevels broke from cover and charged.  
 
    And the battle was on. 
 
    As Roxy had predicted, the bridges did in fact all blow up, but not until there were a lot of djevels on each of them. There was a five-second warning, and even with that, a lot of the defenders were dazed for a few moments after the charges went off. But at least they weren't being attacked before regaining their wits. 
 
    When the order came to pull back, it wasn't because they were being overwhelmed, but because the areas to the east and west, where the terrain was less of an obstacle, were.  
 
    Street by street they moved south until they crossed the Truckee River.  
 
    Again, for Sean, it was just too surreal. They retreated past the casinos he'd worked at as a poor boy growing up, living with his mother in a hand-to-mouth existence. Then it was past the place where he'd killed those four mages from the Ascendance who had been trying to capture him. On and on, past more places he'd worked, then they moved past the Plaza, which was still set up as a heliport, only no one was flying in there anymore, as the entire city government had been evacuated last night. They crossed the river next, but set up once more to do as much damage as they could to the invading army. The river was a much more difficult barrier for the djevels to deal with than the interstate had been, as it was currently running with water. 
 
    They all saw him then, King Sladd. He was near the front of the lines now, spurring his troops on as they got to the bridge, and stepping out on the other side to meet them was the First, leading his pride, swords drawn as they came out to do battle. 
 
    "Don't blow the Center Street Bridge!" Sean called over the radio. "No matter what! Don't blow it!" 
 
    "What the hell is going on over there?" Chad called back. 
 
    "The First is going to kill their king. So don't blow the bridge! That's an order!" 
 
    "Is that Markey? What the hell is he doing down here?" Roxy exclaimed. 
 
    Looking over where Roxy was looking, Sean saw it. It was…well, it had to be Markey, because six-foot tall rabbits weren't all that common in Reno. Only, he looked…different. He was wearing what Sean could only describe as 'Samurai Armor', with two sheaths stuck in his belt, one of which was obviously a katana. He was approaching quickly, but did not seem rushed.  
 
    When Markey got to the bridge, everyone parted ways for him, and he spoke then, calling out to the First and his wives in that soft, cultured voice of his. 
 
    "First, this is my fight. The spirits of the Earth have been here longer than you and yours. We have the privilege of first rights, and I am here to claim them on this day, in this fight." 
 
    The First turned and looked at Markey, and then surprised the hell out of Sean by saluting him with his sword and bowing. 
 
    "We will guard your flanks, but we will strike no blow to interfere with the honor of your combat, Seann Spiorad Crèadha." 
 
    Markey bowed in response and moved to the front of the group as the First and his wives spread out to block the bridge.  
 
    "Come on," Sean said and, slinging his rifle, he drew his sword and headed for the bridge. 
 
    "Yeah, I wouldn't want to miss this for the world!" Roxy laughed, doing the same. 
 
    "Who is that?" Estrella asked. 
 
    "That's Markey. He's a Pooka," Cali told her. 
 
    "A Pooka?" 
 
    "A mischievous spirit of the Earth," Sean told her. 
 
    "Well, if Dad respects it, I'm not going to second guess it. I just hope it knows what it's doing." 
 
    Sean led the girls over to the left side of the bridge, allowing Sasha, Dienna, and Nibisa to shift around to the other side, giving them better coverage of the bridge overall.  
 
    For their part, King Sladd was gathering his troops on the far side, and once he had them back in order, they charged. 
 
    Sean threw up a shield spell to protect them from any magical attacks Sladd might throw their way, then he was too busy fighting ridders and biskops to really worry about anything else. Sean didn't know whether Sladd had run out of bonde, or if the troops in front of him were always made up of powerful djevels, but they were now, so he had no choice but to deal with it.  
 
    But this time all the others standing with him, Estrella, Roxy, Cali, the First, Keairra, Peym, Sasha, Saf'kij, Jipouet, Dienna, and Nibisa, were all expert swordsmen. Though obviously Keairra and the First were the masters of the group. 
 
    Then there was Markey. Sean knew Pookas could be dangerous, deadly even; they were not spirits with which to trifle. However, with a katana in his hands, Markey was without a doubt the best swordsman in the fight, and he was killing the djevels so quickly and efficiently that their line was starting to move towards King Sladd and his guards. 
 
    Unlike the lords Sean had faced before, who did not seem to relish any sort of challenge, Sladd drew his weapons and moved forward to engage Markey, pushing his minions out of his way  
 
    "Ah! A challenge at last! I will feast on your essence! I will eat your soul! I will take all that you are, Warrior!" King Sladd called as he attacked, with an Egyptian khopesh in one hand, and a mace in the other. 
 
    Markey did not speak a word, but simply engaged Sladd, fighting with an effortless style that in some ways reminded Sean of his wife Cali's fight with the betrayer demon some months ago. Only this was faster, and far more intense. Sladd was armed with two weapons he was wielding with such skill and speed that Sean wouldn't wanted to have faced him.  
 
    But Markey was not only parrying and dodging his attacks, he was scoring hit after hit upon the big djevel.  
 
    Sean was too busy fighting his own battle to do more than spare a glance that way now and again, because every time he killed his opponent, another one stepped up and took its place. He could see that Roxy, Cali, and Estrella where facing the same problem. There were many of the enemy, far more than there were of them. Sean could only hope they could hold out long enough for Markey to win his fight.  
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Good morning, Mr. President," Steve said as he and Tisha were escorted into the room. Instead of the Oval Office, today they were in a conference room with no windows, several large displays on the walls, a long table, and a lot of comfy chairs. Steve suspected they were also underground, mainly due to the elevator ride they took to get here. 
 
    "Steve, Tisha," the president said. "You know Josh, General Baker, Jill from Homeland, Carl and Vincent from the Secret Service, and Tom from the NSA." 
 
    The president then went on to quickly introduce the rest of the room, which was four more generals, the head of the FBI, and some civilian advisors. 
 
    "Thank you, Mr. President," Steve said as he and Tisha sat in the seats they'd been shown to. 
 
    "I assume you know why you've been asked here this morning?" 
 
    "Of course, Sir. I was going to request an audience as well. Sean will be requesting the code for a second bomb sometime today." 
 
    "Sean, not Chad?" 
 
    "No, Sir. This one is going to be a bit more…" Steve paused and looked uncomfortable, because he didn't like it much himself. "Difficult, shall we say? But let's not get ahead of ourselves. You want to know what happened to the gateway." 
 
    Steve noticed everyone either sat up straighter or leaned in closer. 
 
    "Exactly, Steve. According to our real time sources, it's now closed?" 
 
    Steve nodded. "Yes, it's closed. Permanently." 
 
    "Can you be sure about that?" General Baker asked. 
 
    "Oh, we're positive about that, General," Tisha said. "It's closed, and it will never be reopened." 
 
    "Just how did that happen?" Jill, the director of Homeland, asked. 
 
    "Apparently they figured out a way to destroy the gateway mechanism, partially by accident, it would seem." 
 
    "How does that happen?" she asked, looking incredulous. 
 
    "Very easily," Steve said, picking back up. "You see, they'd managed to tap into the monitoring system for the gates. The whole thing, the gates, their controls, all of that, had been built by a very advanced—but sadly now extinct—race, eons ago. The demons had no idea how any of it worked; they're not exactly technically advanced. 
 
    "But Sean, his wives, the First and his wives,  they all understand a fair bit of it. They managed to tap into the system after discovering a control node. They discovered King Sladd was coming through, and at that point decided they needed to leave immediately so they could fight against him.  
 
    "While triggering the controls to set up a special one-time gateway home, they stumbled onto a way to cause the system to shut down, with of course the benefit of using a large amount of high explosives that were brought along for just this purpose." 
 
    "And the demons can't repair it?" General Baker asked. 
 
    Both Steve and Tisha shook their heads.  
 
    "They're not smart enough. But that's not our current problem." 
 
    "Which is?" the president asked. 
 
    "A djevel king, one King Sladd, was able to get through the gateway, along with a fair number of his army, while the gateway system was collapsing. They couldn't shut it down like flipping a switch, and no I don't know why. But at this time they're getting ready for him to attack Reno." 
 
    "I see. And your reason for wanting the codes for the next bomb?" 
 
    "You know we staged the final evacuation of Reno two days ago, after it became clear we couldn't hold it much longer. Mainly due to the intelligence that had been provided to the enemy by that suborned general." 
 
    The president nodded, and Steve noticed all the military officers at the table winced. 
 
    "The plan is to let the djevels 'win' Reno. Let them push our people out—it's not like we can hold it much longer anyway—then set the bomb off and kill as many of them as possible." 
 
    "There are still people in Reno!" Jill said. 
 
    "No, Ma'am, there's only food in Reno now," Tisha said. "Well, once we pull our fighters out. That is the cold hard reality of the war we're fighting. But at least we'll never have to fight this one again." 
 
    "If the French did it," General Baker grumbled, "we can do it, too." 
 
    "But the French didn't do it to their own poeple!" Jill protested. 
 
    "Actually, seeing as they're all members of the EU, you could make the argument that they did," Steve pointed out. "However, that doesn't change things. Now it looks like you have a nice picture of Reno on the display over there, why don't we just sit back and watch what happens. Who knows, maybe we'll get lucky." 
 
      
 
    The next several hours were both the most exciting, nd the most boring, Steve had ever spent. The imaging equipment they were using was apparently mounted in an aircraft of some kind high above, and it was able to resolve things a lot better than Steve would ever have expected. It didn't take them long to find Sean, the girls, and even the First, whom Tisha pointed out. 
 
    All that was missing was the sound. 
 
    When it came to the fight on the bridge, one of the advisors swore.  
 
    "Is that the demon King?"  
 
    "Yes," Tisha said. 
 
    "Damn, he's big! Wait, what the hell is that coming towards him?" 
 
    "It's a pooka," Steve said. 
 
    "What's a pooka?" 
 
    "Haven't you ever seen 'Harvey'? Carl chuckled. 
 
    "What the hell is 'Harvey'?" 
 
    "Jimmy Stewart movie; watch it if you want to know what a pooka is." 
 
    "Well, why the hell does he look like Usagi Yojimbo?" 
 
    "Just lucky I guess," Carl said with a shrug. 
 
    "Why don't they just shoot him?" one of the generals asked as they watched the fight unfold. 
 
    "I'm guessing because he's too powerful to be brought down by something like steel bullets," Steve said with a shrug. If he'd thought the previous fight had been long, this one was a lot longer, and now he was on the edge of his seat as he watched it play out in real time on the monitor hanging on the far wall. Then again, those were his friends he was watching down there, fighting for their lives. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Sean found himself at times pulling on his lion powers for strength and having to occasionally give Roxy a hand with her fighting, and he noticed Estrella was doing the same for Cali. Time had lost all meaning to him; he had no idea how long he'd been here fighting, nor how many he'd killed. Glancing over at Markey and Sladd, he could see that Sladd's armor was all but gone, and there were many wounds on the king.  
 
    Markey himself was not unscathed. His armor was damaged, and he appeared to be wounded as well. But he was still fighting as well as when this had started. Sladd, however, was not. 
 
    Turning his attention back to his own fight, Sean killed his current foe, and stepped forward slightly to cover Roxy. 
 
    "Catch your breath!" he yelled and, drawing a pistol with his left hand, he shot his opponents with one hand while using his sword with the other. Apparently Roxy got the message, as she drew her own pistol and helped shoot several of the demons they were fighting, easing the load on the four of them for a few moments as Estrella pushed Cali, who was panting as heavily as Roxy, back behind her. 
 
    Sean put his pistol away when he ran out of bullets. He couldn't take the time to reload, as it would take both hands. Plus, lion power or not, even he was starting to feel weary. He noticed that, at some point, the bridges to either side of theirs had been destroyed. He marveled that he hadn't even heard it. There was fighting going on at the riverbank, as his people tried to hold the djevels off, but there were so many dead djevels that there were now piles of tar for them to stand on, making their fight easier. There was no doubt in his mind that this fight could not go on much longer. 
 
    Apparently Markey must have realized that, or perhaps it was just a matter of timing, but Sean noticed the big Pooka had suddenly redoubled his fighting and was actually pushing King Sladd back. The First was fighting by him on one side. with Keairra on the other, and they were continuing to keep other djevels from interfering, but Markey's blade would, on occasion, reach out to either side and slay one of the djevels there.  
 
    It was at that point Sean realized Sladd was going to lose, and those around him began to hang back as that uncertainty somehow made itself felt in the air.  
 
    Sladd panicked then, and pushed forward in what Sean could only guess was an attempt to grapple with Markey, who had his sword drawn back in a one-handed grip. Unfortunately for Sladd, Markey had drawn his wakizashi with his other hand, and drove it through the king's body, stopping him. 
 
    King Sladd looked down, a look of shock and outrage on his face, then he looked up just in time to see Markey's katana come around and take his head off. Sladd's head tumbled through the air and out of sight off the side of the bridge as his body just stood there, trembling.  
 
    Quickly cleaning his swords off on the side of the still-trembling corpse, Markey sheathed them, stepped back, bowed, and disappeared from sight. 
 
    Sean noticed the djevels were still standing there in shock. 
 
    "I think it's time to go," the First said in a soft voice. 
 
    "My thoughts exactly," Sean agreed, and they started to back away from the center of the bridge where they'd been fighting.  
 
    The moment they set foot off the bridge, King Sladd's body toppled over, and with a scream of pure outrage, the djevels on the other side surprised them by charging out onto the bridge, which then dropped into the river as a series of charges went off, severing all support. 
 
    "All units! Retreat!" Chad's voice came over the radio. "Retreat! Retreat! Form up into units and make your way to the South McCarran line! Commanders! We are evacuating the city! Pull back!" 
 
    "That's it? We're just letting them have the city?" Peg grumbled when Sean and the others caught up with them. 
 
    "Yes," Sean said, panting. "We're going to let them have it, suck as many in as we can, and nuke the hell out of it." 
 
    Peg flinched at that, and Sean sighed and gave her a hug as they ran. "Trust me, I don't want to do it, either. But if we're lucky, we may just get those two princes and all their lords as well. 
 
    "Now, let's get our asses down to the southern defensive line and see if we can get a ride out of here." 
 
    "How long until…" 
 
    "Once we're sure everyone is out of the area, I'll deal with it," Sean said with a sigh. He wasn't looking forward to pushing that button. Too bad Adam wasn't here.  
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    Prince Talt felt it the moment King Sladd died. It was…unexpected. He'd been sworn to King Sladd for so long, the idea that he was gone was one he had trouble dealing with, for all that he'd been planning on killing Sladd and taking over himself for several hundred years now. 
 
    He could tell that many of the others under his command felt it as well, especially his lords. They'd all had a connection to the king, much as they'd all had a connection to the land. When the gate had closed, suddenly cutting him off from that latter connection, the first had become much more important to him. 
 
    And now that was gone as well. 
 
    "Huvudskydd!" he called. 
 
    "Yes, my Prince?"  
 
    "We are retreating. With the king gone, I have no desire to fight Skarm for the rights to the city! He is stronger there, so he can take it. Send a messenger to let him know I'm withdrawing to the west so he doesn't waste his forces on me. Send others to Lords Afgift and Forrude, tell them to follow, and close up immediately!" 
 
    "Yes, my Prince! Immediately!" Huvudskydd said and rode off to comply. 
 
    Turning his head west, he bid his biskops, ridders, raseri, and mindre to follow as the bonde and råge fell into place, along with the rest of his host. 
 
    There was another reason for withdrawing quickly, beyond not wanting to get into a contest with Skarm. The lions would undoubtedly be planning a counterattack to try and retake the city, now that King Sladd was dead and his forces were in disarray. Prince Talt had learned too much respect for them to take them on in any sort of a standup fight that was not of his own planning.  
 
    King Sladd's attempt on Reno had been purely based on numbers, power, and overwhelming a city whose defenses had already been reduced dramatically. As plans went, it was a good one, but somehow the king had decided to engage in combat when he should have been letting his troops cut his enemies down to size. A decision that had obviously been ill conceived. 
 
    "My Prince!" Lord Hjul called, riding up near him. "The defenders are withdrawing! We should give chase!" 
 
    "Why would they withdraw when they have just succeeded in taking our king?" Prince Talt called back. "Do you not recognize a trap when you see one?" 
 
    "But surely…" Lord Hjul started to reply. 
 
    "No! It is a trap. The lions are devious. There are many towns up in these mountains, and we will find one and feed on it. My attacks shall be of my choosing, not theirs!" 
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    Sean looked around as the last of the vehicles was loaded up and either drove or flew off, leaving just his helicopter idling there, waiting for them to mount up and go. 
 
    "Let's go! I'll set off the bomb when we're out of range!" 
 
    "Let me do it, Son," the First spoke up. 
 
    Sean blinked and looked at the First. "I can handle it, Dad. Really, it's okay." 
 
    The First snorted. "I finally get a chance to play with one of the biggest toys out there, and you're gonna steal it from me?" the First said with a grin. "Come on, for an old warrior like me, this is gonna be like Christmas. You've already nuked several things with those silver toys of yours; let your Father have some fun." 
 
    "Uh-oh, he invoked the 'Father clause', better give in before he hits you with the guilt trip, Sean!" Keairra said, laughing. 
 
    "There's a 'father clause'?"  
 
    "There is now," the First said, still grinning. "Besides, I'm not going to let Tisha tell you the codes." 
 
    Shaking his head but smiling, Sean pulled out the detonator. It didn't look that different from a cell phone. 
 
    "You know how this works, right, Dad?" Sean said. 
 
    The First nodded. 
 
    Sean handed it to him. "Well, if you want to press the button, I'm fine with that. Let's board and get the hell out of here." 
 
    "You go; the wives and I are fine right here." 
 
    Sean looked back at the First. "Are you sure about that? This is still in the flash-fry zone, Dad." 
 
    The First nodded. "Yes, I'm sure. We'll be fine. Have someone pick us up around Washoe. We'll be there soon enough." 
 
    Sean just nodded and, grabbing his wives, got into the helicopter and flew off. 
 
    "He's up to something, isn't he?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "He's always up to something!" Estrella laughed. "He's the First, it's his job!" 
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    They'd been watching the fight for a very long time, so when it finally came to a finish, an audible sigh went through the room.  
 
    Then suddenly the opening credits for 'Harvey' appeared on the screen! 
 
    "Dammit! I thought we warded the Whitehouse against pookas!" Vincent swore, looking at Carl. 
 
    "That's coming from the TR-1 that's providing the stream, Sir," one of the military aides said. "It's not from here." 
 
    "Okay, you're off the hook, Carl." 
 
    "Someone tell them to get us a different feed. I want to see what's happening down there, and Jacob? You're ordered to watch that movie," the president said. 
 
    "Yessir." 
 
    As soon as Jacob agreed, the movie cleared, and they watched as Sean's forces retreated. Thirty minutes later all but one of the helicopters had left, and they could see Sean and the First talking a moment. Then Sean climbed into the helicopter with his wives and flew off as the First stood there with his pride. At that moment, it almost looked like the First was looking up at the camera and directly at them.  
 
    Tisha turned to the president. "It's time, Sir. We need the code for the bomb coded 'Tango, Tango, Sierra, five, five one, zero, two'." 
 
    The president turned to a colonel, who was standing behind him with a briefcase in his hand. 
 
    "Colonel?" 
 
    Walking up to the table, the colonel entered a combination, opened the case, pulled out a single sheet of paper, and handed it to the president. He then closed the briefcase and went back to where he was standing. 
 
    The president looked at the piece of paper, then at the display on the wall. It had pulled out enough he could see the demons streaming into Reno, and if he looked close enough, maybe he could see something that he didn't want to. 
 
    "Six, zero, five, three, seven, seven, nine, six, Zulu." 
 
    "Thank you sir," Tisha said and closed her eyes for a moment. 
 
    "How soon until they trigger it?" the president asked. The camera feed was still focused on the First, who was apparently fiddling with something in his hand. He then paused a moment, his wives formed up around him, and he raised his arm. 
 
    The screen suddenly went white. 
 
    "Wait, how did he get…" one of the generals muttered. 
 
    "Damn, so that's why we can't tap their phones," Tom from the NSA muttered. 
 
    "Did he just set off the bomb with him and the others within range?" Jill said in shocked surprise. 
 
    The camera quickly recovered from the flash of the explosion, and standing there on the ground with his hand still raised was the First and his wives, as things smoldered and burned around them. When the shockwave came, they were all untouched as everything around them was knocked down by the blast. A few short moments after that, they turned into lions and loped off through the wreckage and the fires in the direction the others had gone. 
 
    "Holy Shit…"  
 
    "Did they just…" 
 
    "Now aren't you glad they're friends of ours?" Carl said in a soft voice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Aftermath 
 
      
 
    Sean looked around the conference room; he'd never seen it so packed before. Everyone, and he could see that it was in fact everyone, was there. About the only ones not there were the First and his wives, who'd all but locked themselves into the suite Roxy had gotten them when they'd first arrived, and not come out at all since they'd gone in there last night. 
 
    Sean had heard about the First's little display from Tisha last night in lion la-la land; it had definitely made a point to the powers that be. 
 
    "Okay, as you've all heard, the gateways are closed, and they'll never be opening up again. So sorry, Chad, you don't get to invade and get the bragging rights for being the first person to conquer another world." 
 
    Chad sighed dramatically. "It's a great disappointment, but I guess I'll just have to take one for the team, then." 
 
    "Also, as I'm sure you all know, Markey killed King Sladd yesterday. Has anybody seen him since then?" 
 
    Everybody looked at one another. 
 
    "Maitland?" 
 
    "No, I haven't seen him. I'd say to ask your Uncle Philo." 
 
    "Well, I wanted to thank him. I'm not sure we could have done it without him. Now, Hogan, what do you have in the way of intelligence for us?" 
 
    Hogan stood up. "I've been going over all the videos that've been recorded, along with several other specialists back east. Not long after King Sladd was killed, one group that we believe was being led by a prince broke off and headed west up into the mountains. When the bomb went off, some of his troops at the tail end were set on fire, but it was less than five percent. 
 
    "Around that time, several smaller groups broke off and also left the city, but when the bomb went off, those groups sustained anywhere from seventy to thirty percent casualties. 
 
    "Going back in time farther than that, between the collapse of the gateway and the djevel army arriving at Reno, at least ten thousand djevels, in small groups, broke off and went their separate ways. But it may have been more. There were almost a million up there when the gateway closed." 
 
    "Do we have an estimate on how many djevels are left?" Bill Channing asked. 
 
    "In this area? Somewhere in the neighborhood of a half million." 
 
    "Damn. That many?" 
 
    "And that doesn't include the group of twenty thousand General Kennedy," Hogan said motioning towards Jack, "is fighting with his army, or the previous groups that broke off and ran away from earlier battles." 
 
    That statement led to a small commotion around the table. 
 
    Sean rapped on the table lightly with his knuckles, getting their attention back. 
 
    "Look, we knew we weren't going to get them all when we leveled Reno, but we did get most of them. There were what, over a million of them in Reno before the bomb went off?" Sean looked at Hogan, who nodded. 
 
    "We need to organize our army and send part of it in to survey Reno to be sure we didn't leave any pockets of djevels alive in there." 
 
    "When do you want to do that?" Chad asked. 
 
    "I was thinking tomorrow. However, we also need to figure out how we're going to deal with all these smaller groups that got away." 
 
    "Dad told me it took over a hundred years to clean them all up last time they had a big invasion," Estrella said. 
 
    Sean nodded. "Yeah, I remember him saying that." 
 
    "So no one should think our job is over. We're not even close to being done. We got rid of the immediate threat, so now we have to deal with the clean up. And," she said, looking around the table, "if it takes a hundred, years, it takes a hundred years." 
 
    "Exactly," Sean agreed. 
 
    Everyone around the table nodded in agreement, and Sean could see they got the message. The big battle was won, but the war still wasn't over. 
 
    "What about that big group that went up into the mountains?" Claudia asked. 
 
    "Well, I'm open to ideas. I don't like the thought of them being up there. They'll be a lot harder to track." 
 
    "Set the mountains on fire," Chad said. 
 
    "What?" Sean said, and everyone looked at Chad. 
 
    "It's fire season. I say we light 'em up. That should force them out of the mountains; we know how much they hate fire, and how easily they burn. If we're lucky, we might even get them to hate trees and come back out onto the high desert, where there's a lot fewer people." 
 
    "And they're a lot easier to track," Clyde agreed. 
 
    "We can't just burn down the mountains!" Major Vanderberg said. 
 
    "Sure we can," Chad said with a big smile. "I just suggested it, which means we can do it. Look, trees grow back, and we can always get up there and help replant it when all is said and done. But do we really want them getting a foothold up there?" 
 
    "But the damage! Think of the towns that'll be destroyed!" 
 
    Sean held up his hand. "It's a valid suggestion, and Chad's right; we can replant a forest, and we can rebuild homes. Besides, if they don't know about Lake Tahoe, Incline Village, Sacramento, and the towns east of it up into the mountains, they sure will soon enough. A big fire might be the only way to stop them. So it's on the table. 
 
    "Anything else, Hogan?" 
 
    "Yes, our satellites and reconnaissance aircraft have confirmed that the gateway in South America is closed, and there haven't been any signs of the wandering gateway in Germany, so it looks like that one is gone too. We don't have any estimates on the numbers in South America, but it's definitely in the many tens of thousands in Germany, possibly as high as a hundred thousand." 
 
    "Damn, that sucks," Gloria said with a sigh. 
 
    "Not our problem," Sean told them. "The First has put one of his sons on the job over there. Anything else, Hogan?" 
 
    "No, that's it." 
 
    Sean turned to the head of the horse families. "Clyde, how are your scouts doing?" 
 
    "I've got almost a hundred leads on djevels moving north and east of here. I've got my scouts checking trails, but I've told them not to get close. I don't want to lose anybody." 
 
    "That's wise," Sean agreed. "Any chance we could get a few up into the mountains?" 
 
    "Talk to Roger and Chad there, I think the cougar clan would have a lot more success up there than we would, and a lot of it is in Chad's territory." 
 
    Sean nodded. "We'll need to set up an office to track all the data they give us and get it on a big map so we can figure out where they're headed." 
 
    "I'm already doing that, Sean. So far, it hasn't been hard to predict where they're going. I've been passing that information on to Hogan so he can track 'em and update the bombers." 
 
    "Great, let's move that map, or a copy of it, in here to replace the old one." Sean motioned to the map of the Reno area they'd been using to track the attacks on the city. 
 
    "I'll get one of my staff right on that," Hogan said with a nod. 
 
    "Deidre, what's our financial situation look like?" Sean asked, turning to her. 
 
    "You can stop by my office and we can go over the fine details, Master Sean," Deidre said with a wink. "But the only money we've got coming in right now is from the leases on the machines to the government. Our sales through our retail source…" 
 
    Sean knew she was talking about Sawyer; she wouldn't mention him in public. 
 
    "…are way down due to the amount of gear we were sending to the military, and the lions who recently came through. Also, that traitor sold off all the collars and tags that were sent to his troops, which had a negative effect on the market. Further, with the closing of the casino in Reno as well as our other businesses there, we've lost a great deal of income." 
 
    Sean sighed. "Guess we need to get a building in Carson City or something, set up a new casino, and see about a few of those other businesses again. What with all the military and civilians who have flooded the area, they're going to need entertainment as well as all those other associated services." 
 
    "Opening a new casino is going to take time," Claudia grumbled. "We don't own any buildings here, and the gaming commission is going to hold us back." 
 
    Sean smiled. "I have it on good authority that the current military governor here is willing to waive that requirement because the troops and the locals need to be entertained. Seeing as how the entire place is under martial law." 
 
    Claudia looked at Sean and then burst out laughing. "Good point!" 
 
    "Why not open one in Vegas?" Chad asked. 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Most of our acts and workers are refugees from what used to go on in Vegas; they really don't want to go back there." 
 
    Sean turned to Jack Kennedy, who had been a colonel when he left, but was now his newest, if still unofficial, general. "How are things going to the east, Jack?" 
 
    "Right now I'm afraid if I hit 'em too hard, they'll fragment on me, and I'll have small groups of djevels running all over the place. I'm trying to draw them in and contain them, but my local scouts have told me that discipline in the djevel army has just gone to shit since the king was killed. They're already getting hit with regular desertions. Trying to pick those off is becoming a full-time job.  
 
    "Any idea when we're getting Adam and the lion cohorts back? Those guys were pretty regular at kicking ass, and I have to say, they do help with morale." 
 
    "A few more days, I can't say exactly when. But I'll have to talk to the First about them as well, to make sure we don't lose any of 'em. So how does Salt Lake look? Are they ready for them?" 
 
    Jack laughed and shook his head. "They built a wall already. Around the whole damn city, too." 
 
    "What?" Roxy asked, looking surprised. "When did that happen?" 
 
    "In the last week. Seems their governor and mayor asked everyone to help, and dammed if they didn't do just that. They declared a week-long holiday, I think they called it 'Wall Week' or something like that, and turned it into a kind of party." 
 
    "Damn, if we'd had something like that in Reno, it might still be standing. Mormons, gotta love 'em." 
 
    "I don't think it was just that," Jack said with a shrug. "The media all over the mid-west hasn't been pulling any punches, and a number of reporters from Salt Lake City have been following the army marching towards them, along with our progress in trying to stop 'em. I think I've been interviewed a dozen times in the last three days. Don't forget, the bombers being used against them are coming out of Hill Air Force Base. So they're seeing reminders of the fight every day." 
 
    "Hogan," Sean asked, looking over at him, "do you know of any other cities or towns building defenses?" 
 
    Hogan shook his head, but was taking notes. "I'll look into it, Sean." 
 
    "You know," Roxy said, looking thoughtful, "maybe we need to get Steve to start harping on the president to see if we can get more places to start building defenses. Especially out here in the west." 
 
    "Walled cities? In America?" Claudia said with a shake of her head. "I'm not sure people are going to like that." 
 
    "We've got somewhere around a million djevels running around; I think they're going to like getting eaten by them even less." 
 
    "Steve has already broached a similar idea with the president and the Pentagon," Sean told them. 
 
    "He has?" Roxy asked, looking surprised. 
 
    "He's got people going around and infecting any wounded veterans they think can be healed. The Pentagon is backing it, and even providing flights to all the VA hospitals. He suggested they be put into local reserve units to help defend their hometowns and cities, seeing as djevels can't affect them like they do humans. Both the president and the Pentagon liked the idea." 
 
    "You think that'll be enough?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "It's a start. Still, I'll have him float the wall idea by them, but honestly? I don't know how well that'll work. Chad? What are your thoughts on the idea?" 
 
    Chad sighed and shook his head. "I don't think a physical wall is the answer, unless you have a city that already has the terrain in place to support it. Plus the scope of such a job is daunting. We already saw all the problems we had trying to do that with Reno. Most places just aren't going to get the level of buy-in from the population—just like we didn't—and remember, they could hear the bombings and the fighting for months and yet still ignored it. 
 
    "I think what we're going to end up doing will be to restructure all of our military units here into cohorts that can be easily moved to any place in the region. We may even have to set up a series of forts throughout the region and base a couple of cohorts in each one. That'll let us deal with each of these smaller groups as they're discovered." 
 
    "What about the larger groups?" Jack asked. "Like the one I'm dealing with, or that prince to the west of us?" 
 
    "I think we need to break them up," Chad replied. 
 
    "But then they'll be everywhere." 
 
    "I know, but we have to look at the realities here. Small groups of djevels are easy to deal with. If they're small enough, a squad can easily take care of them due to our superior weapons and their susceptibility to iron and steel. Also, if they're small, they're going to avoid population centers—you know, cities, large towns, all that.  
 
    "But a large army? A large army is going to sweep up small towns and larger towns, and we're just not going to be able to defend them all, because we'll have to field a large army to go after them, and large armies are notorious for being slow and unwieldy.  
 
    "So I think we should bomb the hell out of the group you're dealing with, then you run in there and kill as many as you can. They're already falling apart anyway, so we need to do this ASAP, so you can hopefully kill off a large percentage of them.  
 
    "And as for the army to the west of us, setting the mountains on fire will hopefully kill a bunch, break them up into smaller groups, and drive them away from the California central valley, which is pretty heavily populated. But it all comes back to this: right now, the best we can do is go after the large groups; it's all we have the resources for, and it's what we're set up to do. You heard what Estrella said, it took them over a century last time, so you can be sure it's gonna take us probably just as long this time.  
 
    "Sure, we killed a lot of them yesterday, but we had to nuke a city to do it. My hometown! How many more cities do you want to nuke? How long will popular opinion still be on our side if we go around nuking cities? Even if it's only one more?" Chad shook his head. "We need to cut them down to size, and we need to do it soon. If for nothing else, so they don't dig in somewhere we don't want them and start breeding." 
 
    "Can they do that?" Jack asked, looking over at Estrella. 
 
    Estrella sighed heavily. "Yes, they can. I don't know all the requirements, but they're egg layers. They can nest just about anywhere, but the more powerful ones need to mate with other powerful djevels and breed slower. We may have enough lords here for the surviving prince to breed more djevels, which could be raised up to the higher levels.  
 
    "But it's complicated. Even if it's just gnashers breeding, it's always possible for one of their offspring to evolve to a much higher level. It just takes longer and is a more random chance than if one parent was already at a high level. Also, in order to be a prince, a djevel needs a certain number of djevels under it. They get these through their lords. You cut down on the number of lords or the number of djevels each lord has, and a prince becomes nothing more than an overly powerful lord." 
 
    "So keeping their groups small and not allowing them to travel in large groups or live in large communities limits their power," Bill said. 
 
    "Pretty much," Estrella agreed. 
 
    "Okay," Sean said, "I've heard enough. Jack, fly back to your command and do what Chad suggested. Break 'em down and try to kill as many of them as you can. Chad, put together a battle plan. Major Vanderberg, see how many napalm bombs we have left. If we have to, we'll make our own. If we can't flush 'em out of the mountains, let's see if we can cut 'em down to size and scatter them into smaller groups." 
 
    Sean looked around the table. "Anything else?" 
 
    Everyone shook their heads. 
 
    "Dismissed." 
 
    Sean leaned back in his chair and watched as everyone got up. Some left to go about their jobs; a few formed small groups to discuss issues as they drifted out the door. After a few minutes it was just Roxy, Cali, Daelyn, Estrella, Chad, and him. 
 
    "What's up, Chad?" Sean asked. 
 
    Chad got up, made a point of closing the door, then came over and sat on the edge of the table. 
 
    "What really happened?" 
 
    "Hmm?" 
 
    "With the gates. Closing all of them at once just seems too pat, Sean." 
 
    "Does it matter?" 
 
    "That depends. Do the demons know that if we kill them, they don't go home to respawn, but will in fact, die?" 
 
    "Possibly?" Sean said. 
 
    "Make that definitely," Estrella said. "They can't go back. Anything bigger than a råge is going to know that, too." 
 
    "So that means they're going to fight a lot harder and be looking for a new home, then," Chad said and pondered that a moment. After a couple of minutes he shook his head. "I think we're going to be dealing with this problem a lot longer than a hundred years. There's always going to be those few that get away, exist in isolation somewhere, and pick on a few unexpected victims until they become enough of a menace to attract notice." 
 
    "Well, we said right from the start that this was going to change the world as we know it." 
 
    "Yeah, but here's the thing we need to think about, and you should get Steve back here to be a part of this discussion: Would it be better for us to drive that big group someplace where we can attempt to contain it? Or should we just try and wipe it out?" 
 
    Sean frowned. "I'm not so sure I'm following you, Chad." 
 
    "It goes something like this: If we wipe out all the big groups immediately, how soon before support dries up? But if we keep them pinned down to an area, we can have people hunting all over for the smaller groups outside that area because we'll still have support." 
 
    "That sounds like th' beginin' of every 'B' rate horror movie out there!" Daelyn grumbled. 
 
    Chad nodded. "I know, both options do if you think about it. That's why I think we need to sit down with Steve, and probably even the First. We're looking at a war that's going to take years, and a mop up operation that'll be going on long after I'm dead and gone. Humans are capricious; they're forgetful. I know, I used to be one!" Chad said with a smirk. "But we really do need to sit down and plan out our long-term strategy, and we need to do it now. Unless we want these things coming back a second or even third time." 
 
    "He's got a point, Sean," Roxy said. 
 
    "Yes, my Husband, he does make sense," Cali agreed. 
 
    "Last thing we want happening here is what happened to the Inangar," Estrella said, weighing in. 
 
    Sean tapped his fingers on the table a moment while he considered that. 
 
    "Okay, you have a point," he agreed. "But let's still move forward with doing something about that group in the mountains. I don't think that's going to be over in a few days, regardless of what happens or we decide." 
 
    Chad stood up and nodded. "You got it, Sean. I'll have an ops plan by dinner time." 
 
    "So now what?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Let's go play with the kids," Sean said with a wane smile. "Because I think I'm done with adulting for at least a little while." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Beyond This Moment 
 
      
 
    "So, there you are," Sampson said as he dropped down to sit next to Sean. 
 
    "Oh, hi, Dad," Sean said as he sat on the ground looking up at the night sky. "How's Mom?" 
 
    Sampson chuckled. "You got your wish; she's expecting, and we're getting married." 
 
    Sean smiled. "I'm happy the two of you finally worked it out." 
 
    "Yeah, the world isn't the place it once was, and you were right about our having danced around it for years. Sometimes you just have to be shown the error of your ways. Of course with everything that was wrapped around your life back then, we were both on tenterhooks all the time." 
 
    Sean nodded slowly in agreement. 
 
    "So, what's bugging you?" Sampson asked while getting out a cigarette and lighting up. 
 
    "What makes you think something's bugging me?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Son, I all but raised you. Actually, I guess I did raise you," Sampson said and took a drag off the cigarette. "You're moping. You're sitting out here all by yourself instead of with your pride, and you're moping." 
 
    "I'm not moping," Sean grumbled. 
 
    Sampson snorted. "Care to look me in the eye and say that, Son?" 
 
    Sean took a deep breath and sighed. "Okay, maybe I am. So what?" 
 
    "So what's bugging you? That's what I want to know. You've just won the biggest battle in this war, two of them actually, you've got a pride of beautiful women who love you, children, all of it. Yet I find you out here staring at the sky and moping. 
 
    "So, this is where I put my wonderful, but rusty, parenting skills to work. Talk to me, Sean. What's wrong?" 
 
    Sean shook his head a moment. "I'm not sure where to start exactly. It's like the last few years of my life have been a never-ending struggle, going from one bizarre set of circumstances to another. I was just this kid in college trying to get by, and now? Now I'm the leader of this massive army, and I've done things I thought I'd never do, some of which were some pretty bad things when you get down to it, Dad.  
 
    "I've killed people. I've done some pretty cold shit. But, honestly? When I look back on it? I don't really regret it. I don't even feel guilty about it! Any of it!" 
 
    "Well, you did have the First in your head," Sampson said and took another drag off of his cigarette. 
 
    "Hardly!" Sean snorted. "I flat out refused to let him do those things—didn't want to have any of my people do something I wasn't willing to do myself. What I did to those people in Vancouver? That wasn't him, that was me, all me. It should bother me, but it doesn't, it just doesn't. But that's not even the worst of it," Sean said with a sigh. 
 
    "And what would the worst of it be, Son?" 
 
    "We went to their world, their place, and through a combination of hard work, skill, and just plain luck, we defeated them. They're gone, and they're never coming back. But I can't go home, if there's even anything left of it, back on that hill. I can't call it quits, because there's at least a million of those bastards running around loose all over the Earth. I mean, I've done everything I was supposed to, and then some! Yet there's still more to do! All the sacrifices I've made and everyone else has made! 
 
    "When does it end, Dad? When the hell does it ever end?" 
 
    Sampson took another drag off of his cigarette and thought a moment before he blew out a smoke-filled breath. 
 
    "You know, I asked your father that question once, what seems to me now to have been a very long time ago. You know what he told me?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. 
 
    "That it never ends. Life is about struggle, it's about conflict, it's about always looking over the next hill, looking for the next horizon. Nothing ever ends until we're ready to lie down and give up the ghost. It's why we're here, why God—the real God, not my dick of a grandfather—put us here. It's what makes us who we are; it's what gives us purpose in our lives. It's the trial we're all put through, and how we answer that trial is all that matters." 
 
    Sean blinked. "My dad said that?" 
 
    Sampson laughed. "Yeah, Ben could be a wordy little fucker when he wanted to be, but damn if he didn't always see right to the heart of the matter. That's why I asked him to help us, and damned if he didn't do it." 
 
    "I thought the First had you ask him?" 
 
    Sampson laughed. "No, the First didn't think your father was the right person to ask. You see, your father was just too laid back and easy going, everybody's friend. The First didn't think your dad would ever buck magical society and work to set us free. Oh, man, did we fight over that when I asked your father!" 
 
    Sampson laughed and took another drag off his cigarette, then ground it out against the ground. 
 
    "One of the best moments of my life was when I rubbed the First's nose in your father's success." 
 
    "You two really don't get along, do you?"  
 
    Sampson shook his head. "No, we haven't gotten along pretty much ever." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    Sampson shrugged. "It's a lion thing, I guess." 
 
    "You do know that I'm a lion now too, right?" Sean said and elbowed him. 
 
    "Dienna is my grandmother, Mincibi is my mother. When I was born, there really weren't a lot of lions, and rather than have a lioness like the First had decreed, she had me."  
 
    "That's kind of a short-sighted reason to be mad at you." 
 
    Sampson laughed. "Oh, there's more to it than that, and I'm not an innocent party either. Back when I was young and stupid, I provoked him more than once!" 
 
    "At least now I know where I get it from," Sean said with a laugh of his own. 
 
    "I know Mom keeps hoping we'll stop arguing one of these days." Sampson shrugged. "Maybe we will, who knows? Now, why don't you go keep your wives company and stop worrying about the future. We're all here for you, Son." 
 
    "Thanks, Dad," Sean said and, leaning over, he gave Sampson a hug, who returned it. 
 
    "Anytime. Now, I think I'll go keep my new wife company as well." 
 
    "Hey! That's my mother you're talking about!" Sean teased. 
 
    "Yup." Sampson grinned. "Just remember, you only have yourself to blame!" 
 
    Getting up, Sean gave Sampson a hand up, and then went back to his and the girl's quarters. 
 
    "When did you start smoking, anyway?" Sean asked just before they split up. 
 
    "Oh, I've always smoked," Sampson said with a smile. "Just not around you. Didn't want to go setting a bad example, after all." 
 
    Sean could only shake his head at that. 
 
    "There you are!" Roxy said as Sean came into the room. "I was wondering where you got to!" 
 
    "Oh, I just had a few things to think about," Sean said. Walking over to Estrella, who was playing with Deidre's daughter at the moment, he took her hand and slowly pulled her up to her feet, smiling down at her. She was wearing a tight blouse that left her midriff bare, her usual short and incredibly tight leather skirt that was slit up the sides, and those thigh-high boots of hers. 
 
    "Oh! I know that look, lion-boy!" Daelyn said as she took Celeste and sat her with her son Ben. 
 
    "What look is that?" Estrella asked, looking up at Sean. 
 
    "What do you say we go make that cub I've been promising you?" Sean told her. 
 
    Estrella squealed happily and threw herself at him, wrapping her arms and legs around his body. 
 
    "I think she likes the idea!" Peg chuckled. 
 
    "Imagine that," Roxy agreed. 
 
    Grabbing her butt with one hand and putting the other behind her head, Sean had some serious lip lock going on with Estrella as he carried her back into their bedroom. 
 
    Laying her back on the bed, he slid his hands up to undo her blouse, sliding it down her arms as they continued to kiss. Next, as her hands went to undo his pants, he let his undo the buttons on the back of that tight skirt. When she pulled his pants down, he paused long enough to pull his shirt up over his head, then kicked off his pants, watching as Estrella laid back on the bed and wiggled out of her leather skirt, wearing nothing but her thigh-high boots and a smile. 
 
    "Come here, Sean, time to keep your promise!" Estella said, opening her arms wide. 
 
    Smiling, he climbed onto the bed and into her arms, kissing her. "And to think," he said, levering himself up and looking down into her eyes, "you thought I was going to ruin everything!" 
 
    Estrella laughed. "Well, technically you did! Though I'm not complaining." 
 
    "Not this time," Sean agreed. Ducking his head down, he nibbled at her neck as his right hand came up to cup and massage one of her breasts. He started to work his way down towards her chest when one of her hands tangled in his hair and tugged him up. 
 
    "Mmm?" he murmured, looking up at her. 
 
    "Cubs first, playtime later!" She snickered. 
 
    "Who am I to argue with a lady!" Sean replied, and he caught the scent then; Estrella was most definitely in heat. 
 
    "I didn't know lionesses controlled their cycles," he said as he settled between her legs. 
 
    "What, you think only lions get that trick? Of course as we're both lions, we can only have a lion cub. Now, get to work!" she teased and, reaching down, she gave his ass a smack. 
 
    "Who's in charge here?"  
 
    "I am, of course!"  
 
    She rolled him over onto his back then, sliding up his body a bit, she reached back behind her and guided him inside as she slid back down. 
 
    "Pushy lioness," Sean purred as he grabbed her hips. 
 
    "I've been wanting this for a very long time, Sean," Estrella said a little breathlessly. "A very long time…" 
 
    She rose up then, and he pulled her back down as they slowly found their rhythm. Sean let her set the pace at first, enjoying the way she looked riding him, her eyes lidded with passion as the sounds and scents of their lovemaking filled the room. When she started to make little moans of pleasure, he picked up the pace, pulling her down harder and faster, causing her to respond by pushing up off of him faster as well. 
 
    Putting her hands on his chest, she began to pant as Sean got more and more demanding below her, driving up into her harder and harder. For a time she'd given up all hope of ever finding a male, a lion, and having cubs of her own. Her mother had told her when the time came, the right one would find her, and had he ever! 
 
    Opening her eyes, she could see him below her. As always, he wore his love for her openly, as he did for all of them, and while this might not be his first child, she could tell it still meant the world to him, because it meant the world to her. 
 
    Faster and faster they moved, hitting a hard pace. Sean was panting loudly below her, his grip on her hips tight as he got closer and closer. This was it for her, she'd found her mate, she'd found her pride, and now, now she'd have a cub! Tipping her head back and whipping her long black hair behind her, Estrella cried out loudly as she hit her peak, Sean following a few hard strokes after as he pulled her down hard and held her there, pouring his seed into her as she milked him dry. 
 
    Panting, she collapsed onto his chest and snuggled against him as he kissed her. 
 
    "Next time I get to be on top," Sean teased as he wrapped his arms lovingly around her. 
 
    "We'll see…" 
 
    Smiling, Sean sat up Keeping one hand around her, he crossed his legs under her butt, and then pushed forward until he was on top of her. Getting his arms under her legs and behind her knees, he grinned down at her and then kissed her again. 
 
    "Greedy lion," she mock growled. 
 
    "I only marry the best!" he agreed. "Now, what do you say to a dozen more rounds?" 
 
    "Please?"  
 
    Sean laughed. "Yes, Dear." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 West of Reno 
 
      
 
    "You look tired," Chad said as Sean caught up with him. 
 
    Sean yawned, and then grinned. "Making babies." 
 
    "Stell?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Though I'm thinking of another round with the rest of them here real soon." Sean looked around. "Where's Max?" 
 
    Chad grinned. "I told her no more wars until after the baby's been delivered. 
 
    Sean looked at Chad in surprise. "And she let you get away with that?" 
 
    "I took her three falls out of three and told her I'd sic her mother on her if she didn't behave." 
 
    "You're a brave man, you know that?" Sean said as he started to laugh. 
 
    "This from the man who tamed the psycho-cheetah," Chad said with a snort. 
 
    "Oh, Roxy's not that bad." 
 
    "Claudia fears her, that's all I need to know!" Chad laughed back. 
 
    "So, getting back to the plan, when do the bombs start to drop?" 
 
    "As soon as the last of my scouts call in. Roger called his clan members, and I sent my pack out to scout around as well." 
 
    "I think the Sierra Club is going to take us off their Christmas list for this one." 
 
    "Eh, I never liked those people much anyway. I just hope we're able to make the fires go the way we want them to." 
 
    "Yeah, good luck with that!" 
 
    "Actually, I got Vincent to help with that. He got me a bunch of mages, and they're going to do some sort of spell that will hopefully make sure it does what we want it to. Instead of, say, running wild all over the place." 
 
    Sean nodded and sat down to look at the map on the table of the small advance post. "So have you and Max decided on a new place to live yet?" 
 
    "Actually, if this op goes off like we planned it, we're going to keep the old place and just beef up security a lot." 
 
    Sean looked up at Chad. "Seriously?" 
 
    Chad nodded. "Of course. It goes back to that whole philosophy about setting up forts and such all over the area to be able to respond to any problems with the djevels. I'm fairly certain we're just outside of where they currently are, so if we push 'em out, then it's going to be up to my pack to keep them out. I think I'm gonna end up drafting about half of Jack's National Guard troops into my pack, and we're gonna own those mountains by the time this is all done." 
 
    "What about Claudia?" 
 
    "A lot of that is going to depend on what happens to the survivors from Jack's actions to the east. She's got people there to try and hold it, but I think she's already got another place in mind further south for her main headquarters and base of operations." 
 
    "Damn, I think I'm the only person without a home now." 
 
    "Yeah, there's no way you're going back up north of Reno. It's just too isolated." 
 
    "I hate looking for a place to live, and then of course we'll have to build new houses, barracks, workshops, hangers, and everything else again." 
 
    "Well, if you move into the mountains just east of here, you'll be close enough to Daelyn's relatives that they'll probably cut a tunnel to you. So you'd have access to all the dwarves you'd ever want, plus I'm sure Claudia will help you out. If you go into the mountains to the east, that'll put you between Tahoe and Carson City. You won't have easy access to the dwarves, but Claudia and I will still be available to help." 
 
    Sean nodded; it was something to think about. 
 
    Chad's phone beeped then. 
 
    "Ah! The last reports are coming in!" 
 
    Sean watched as Chad read things off of his phone and marked the map. 
 
    "So, good news or bad news?" Sean asked as Chad finished up. 
 
    "Both," Chad grumbled. "They didn't make it as far up as we thought they did, but that's only because they were stopping to eat everyone they could get their hands on along the way." 
 
    "How far did they get?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Truckee. You got any of more of that 'wrath of God' on hand to dispense?" 
 
    "I can't just go tossing those things all over the place, Chad. There are some pretty serious consequences attached to doing that. What about the nukes we've got?" 
 
    "They're not made to be dropped. I'm sure we could rig something; in fact I better talk to Dae or Samis about making something to do just that. But I don't think we have the time for that right now." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because the napalm will set the trees on fire, but we need to get rid of Truckee before they can eat everyone in it. Also it'll be a hole in our fire line until its destroyed. We can't very well set it on fire like the forests because of all the buildings and open spaces." 
 
    Sean pondered that. "I'm not sure I like doing this, Chad. Can't you use a nuke?" 
 
    "Who can we ask to land in the middle of the town and secure it for us to set it off?" 
 
    Sean growled and shook his head. "Just the one?" 
 
    "Yup, just the one. Truckee is our only weak spot right now." 
 
    "Okay, but it'll take our helos a while to get up there." 
 
    "We got a bunch of Ospreys in while you were off ruining my chances for other world domination," Chad said with a grin. 
 
    "Osprey?" 
 
    "Those tilt-wing airplanes?" 
 
    "Oh! So that's what those odd things I saw on the south end of the airstrip are!" 
 
    "Dude, are you even living in this century anymore?" 
 
    Sean grinned. "I just had no idea what they were called." Sean turned to where Cali and Daelyn were chatting. "Cali, you still have that device I gave you?" 
 
    "Of course, my Husband!" 
 
    Sean smiled and looked back at Chad. "Well, we're ready to go when they get here." 
 
    "Get your people together, and better take a team with you, just in case." 
 
    Sean snorted. "I can guarantee you Travis and his squad are nearby. They're always nearby. I think they have me bugged." 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later they were on their way. Sean had retrieved Cali's device, resetting the timer to ten minutes. He'd also taken the time to fashion a simple parachute for the device and, using some rocks he'd found for ballast, he'd attached them to it.  
 
    He still wasn't sure if air dropping one in was the best idea; he was sure he was showing up on several countries' spy satellites now, and the last thing he wanted them to figure out was that the lion's 'godly wrath' depended on a physical device. 
 
    "What's Dae doing?" he asked Cali. 
 
    "She's talking to the pilots. I think she wants one, my Husband." 
 
    "A pilot?" Sean growled. 
 
    Cali laughed in that delightful voice of hers. "No! One of these!" She patted the bulkhead. "An Osprey!" 
 
    Sean sighed. "Great, and here I am all but broke." 
 
    "So? Just take one." 
 
    "Steal one? Have you been hanging out with Sawyer again?" Sean teased. 
 
    Cali grinned back at him. "You're the military governor here, aren't you? Commandeer one." 
 
    Sean shook his head, but he had to smile. "I don't think that would go over very well. Besides which, I'd need crew chiefs, mechanics, spare parts, all that." 
 
    Cali winked. "So appropriate them as well," she said with a smile. 
 
    Sean rolled his eyes. "Let's not get ahead of ourselves. She needs to learn to fly one first." 
 
    "Considering she got her helicopter certifications finished last week while we were gone, I don't think that's going to take very long, my Husband." 
 
    Sean laughed. "No, it probably won't." 
 
    "We're coming up on the target, Sir!" the pilot called back on the intercom. 
 
    "Roger that. Open the back hatch up. I'm going to want you to hover for a moment so I can decide where I'm going to do this." Sean had already used his lion influence over the lycan crewmembers to keep them from ever speaking about this mission. As far as they knew, he was just going to target a spell of some kind. 
 
    "Once I give you the go ahead, you're going to have about eight minutes to clear out of here." 
 
    "Yes, Sir," the pilot replied. 
 
    "Let me check your harness, Sean, and make sure you're both hooked in securely," Travis said and checked Sean and Cali's harnesses and their tethers as the rear hatch opened. 
 
    Getting up, Sean pressed the trigger on the bomb as he walked to the end of the ramp and looked out. Below him was Truckee. It wasn't a very big town, it didn't have a lot of people in it, but he could see the djevel army's leading edge as it worked its way through town. He could also see the fires spreading from the south and working their way north as their airplanes dropped napalm into the dry forest. 
 
    Looking back at Truckee, he knew anyone who wasn't already dead would be soon. They'd all agreed long ago, it wasn't just denying the djevels food, it was giving the people down there what they deserved—the chance to move on to whatever came next. They'd said he'd be granting them a kindness, and maybe he was. But that still didn't make it any easier. 
 
    Looking down at the bomb in his hand, he cast an invisibility spell on it, and then tossed it out of the back. Hopefully the parachute deployed; he didn't want to have to come back a second time. 
 
    "Get us out of here," Sean said on the intercom just as the whole aircraft suddenly shuddered. Grabbing onto the side of the hatchway with one hand, he got a grip on Cali, who had accompanied him, with the other. 
 
    Outside he could see that the ground was moving again, and it was getting larger. 
 
    "What the hell happened!" Sean called over the intercom. Cali had a tight grip on him now, and he was having trouble keeping his footing as the aircraft bucked. 
 
    "We lost an engine!" the pilot called out. "We're taking fire! We're trying to get out of here!" 
 
    "You've got eight minutes!" Sean called back. "Dae! Get your ass back here with the rest of us!" 
 
    Travis was reeling both him and Cali in at this point. Cali even had her wings out! Sean blinked at that. He had no idea she could still manifest them. Some of the crew were eyeing her as the plane bucked a second time. 
 
    "Some dark elves can manifest wings," Sean growled at them. "It's a secret, so don't go spreading it around!" 
 
    Daelyn came running back. "Better strap in! This is gonna be a rough landing!" 
 
    "I thought these things could survive an engine dying?" Sean growled as he pushed Cali into a seat, and then got into another one himself, as everyone strapped themselves down. 
 
    "They lost the engine, Sean." 
 
    "I heard them." 
 
    "No, it's gone. Some jackass down there is shooting at us with some heavy-duty shit." 
 
    "Pilot! How bad is it? Can you put us behind a hill or something? We don't want to be near by when that effect hits!" 
 
    Sean looked around the back. He could see they were still losing altitude, and he could see the ass end was point directly back towards where the bomb was falling. 
 
    "Somebody close that hatch!" 
 
    "But we may need to go out that way!" one of the crew yelled back. 
 
    "That's an Order!" Sean yelled, and he stopped fumbling with his seat belts and ran up to the front of the aircraft, which was still shaking heavily. 
 
    "You need to get in the back and sit down!" the pilot said as Sean stuck his head into the cockpit and looked around. 
 
    "Where are you going?" 
 
    "Donner Lake! I think I can… 
 
    "Go that way!" Sean ordered as he saw the canyon on their left. 
 
    "We can't do that! We'll… 
 
    "Either you do it, or I'll rip your head off and I'll do it!" 
 
    The aircraft bucked harder as they banked around and flew into the canyon. 
 
    "There's no space to land here! We can't hover!" 
 
    "Get us down; get us down as low as you can go!" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Stop asking, start doing!" Sean growled. He saw an open jump seat, and sticking his butt in it, he buckled the harness quickly. Closing his eyes, he fired up his framework and looked through his shield spells. He had his usual ones that were fairly strong, but that would only cover the back hatch, and he needed to cover a lot more than that. 
 
    "Is that hatch closed?" he called out. 
 
    "Yes, Sir!" someone yelled back. 
 
    "Holy shit! What the hell was that!"  
 
    Sean went for his weakest shield spell, because he could spread it out to cover the most area, and cast it on the entire aircraft, pushing as much power into it as he could. It wouldn't last long, but hopefully it wouldn't have to. 
 
    The whole aircraft bucked just as he got it up. 
 
    "We're going in!" the co-pilot yelled. 
 
    Sean did everything he could to keep the shield going. 
 
    "Hold on!"  
 
    There was a loud crunch. 
 
    And suddenly everything hurt. 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    "Shit! Am I dead?" Sean said, bolting up to his feet. 
 
    "Nope," Renee said, looking over at him. "Why? What happened?" 
 
    "We were flying over Truckee to deal with the demon problem, and we got shot down somehow. Best I can guess, it wasn't magical. We crashed on the way out of there; I guess this means we got far enough away before the bomb I dropped went off." 
 
    Sean started pacing back and forth, tail lashing behind him in agitation. "What do I do?" 
 
    "Stop pacing back and forth might be a good start," Renee told him. 
 
    Just then the First showed up. 
 
    "Oh, good! You're still alive. We heard your plane was hit and went down in the mountains." 
 
    "Dad, Dae and Cali are back there, along with a bunch of my people! What do I do?" 
 
    "First tell me where you are, then wake up." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Tell me where you are." 
 
    "Oh, we were heading towards Donner Lake; I had them turn down a valley with a river in it just before. Donner Lake was in the blast zone." 
 
    The First nodded. "Now, open your eyes and wake up." 
 
    "Just like that?" 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure it's gonna hurt like hell. Welcome to life as an F1." 
 
    "What? I'm not an F1." 
 
    "You ate Mahkiyoc, congratulations. Now, open your damn eyes!" 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    "Earth and Stone, what the hell hit us!" Daelyn groaned as she opened her eyes. 
 
    "I think it was the ground," Cali said and shivered.  
 
    "Are you okay?" Daelyn asked and immediately released her harness and went to Cali. The back of the aircraft was a mess; the opposite side was ripped open, and the rear hatch was no longer there. The fuselage of the Osprey was bent far enough that she couldn't see to the front where Sean and the pilots were. 
 
    Travis was impaled on a piece of the airframe, and was weakly trying to pull himself off of it. Of the other five of his team, Daelyn only saw four, and two of them were regenerating some nasty wounds, while the other two were coming to their senses. 
 
    "I think I am injured," Cali said looking at Daelyn, "but I am too numb to tell." 
 
    Daelyn started at the top of Cali's body and worked her way down. Ignoring that Cali had wings now, something Roxy had mentioned last night, she found multiple dents in Cali's armor, a few minor wounds, and then she came to Cali's legs. The left was broken, and the right was also broken, but her right foot was trapped in the wreckage, and it was bleeding. 
 
    "I need to do something to stop that blood," Daelyn murmured and then looked over at Travis' people. "You! Chet! Get Travis off that spike and help with the bleeding! Jordan, get over here and help me with Cali!" 
 
    "Where is our husband?" Cali said, looking around. 
 
    "He was up front when we crashed." 
 
    Just then two crewmembers crawled around the bent part of the aircraft from the front. While they'd been in human form, both were obviously lycans, as they weren't dead yet from the wounds they'd received during the crash. 
 
    "Where's Sean?" Daelyn asked as she looked around and then pointed at the first aid kit on the bulkhead. "And somebody get me that! Cali's hurt!" 
 
    "I don't know…" one of the crewmen said. "The front is…the cockpit…it's gone. It's just…gone!" 
 
    "Oh shit," Daelyn swore as she got her warhammer off of her back, and used the long spike on the one side to spread the material trapping Cali's foot. 
 
    "What do you want me to do?" Jordan asked, dropping down beside Daelyn with the first aid kit in his hands. 
 
    "Put a tourniquet on her leg. I don't know how bad this is, and I don't want her to bleed to death!" Daelyn looked up at Cali, who was staring at some point beneath the fuselage up by where it was bent. 
 
    "Hang in there, Cali, I'll have you out in a minute." 
 
    "It's Sean," Cali said in a soft voice. 
 
    "Sean?" Daelyn asked and looked over at where Cali was staring. 
 
    "He's in pain. He's in a lot of pain, and he's….he's angry. He's very angry." 
 
      
 
    Sean would have sworn if he could have spoken. Everything was black, and the pain was beyond anything he'd been in before, which was saying something after all he'd gone through. He didn't think he was breathing, because his chest hurt so much. He was pretty sure it was crushed, and from the spikes of pain in so many places, he suspected he was impaled on a dozen different objects. 
 
    And it hurt. All of it hurt. Why the hell wasn't he dead? And what the hell had the First said? He was an F1? How in the hell….and why the fuck was he even here? Oh, right, to destroy a town and kill a bunch of people. People who probably didn't want to die, hence the lost engine. 
 
    Well fuck it, and fuck them. He was tired of it, and he was sure as hell tired of all this PAIN! He tried to move his right arm, but something had it pinned, though he could move his left arm, just barely. There was dirt under it, so he tore at the dirt until he could press his palm down flat on the ground and try to push up. 
 
    Oh, did that hurt! If he'd been in pain before, this was a new level of sheer agony. 
 
    He stopped a moment then, maybe a spell… Checking his mana, he saw it was gone. Totally gone. But…if it was gone, why was he still healing? Why wasn't he being consumed?  
 
    Opening up his stats program, he went straight to the lion power page. Going straight to Status, he saw two new fields there! The first was 'Drawing', and it showed he was pulling down a hundred points a second!  
 
    Sean suddenly had a sneaky suspicion as to why he wasn't dead, and why the others couldn't die. 
 
    The second file was labeled 'Body', and there was a list of all the parts of his body and how much power they were drawing, each. It was a lot. Looking at his right arm, he willed the number to increase, and it did!  
 
    He would have screamed loudly then if he could have, as his arm felt like he'd dipped it into molten lava. Except molten lava would have at least burned out the nerve endings. But not this. Pulling his arm in, he could feel things ripping out of it, the muscles tearing and then instantly re-healing. Pushing down with both arms, he felt it; there was a great deal of weight on his body holding him down, all but flattening him. 
 
    Going back to the 'Body' stat, he opened it up as wide as he could, pouring power into his arms, his legs, his back, his chest, pelvis, neck, head, everything. 
 
    It felt like his soul was on fire, and as he gathered himself up and started to push his body off the ground, he finally had enough breath to scream out his pain and his rage. He was Sean fucking Valens! HE was the one that lead! What in the hell was he doing trapped under a damn airplane! Why in the hell was he dropping bombs like some stupid kid! There were dozens of lions he could have sent!  
 
    Then there was Daelyn and Cali! He roared again, and this time the pain burning through his body was diminished by the sole horror of what his stupidity might have done to them! Rolling onto his back, he poured power into his claws and tore the metal apart above him, ripping it like it was paper. He had to get out, and he had to get to his wives! 
 
      
 
    Daelyn had just gotten Cali's foot free of the wreckage when she heard the roaring and the tearing of metal. All of them heard it. 
 
    "Oh, yah, he's pissed alright!" Daelyn said with a snort as claws tore through the floor just by where the fuselage was bent. Then there was a bloody paw, followed by another one, as the hole got wider and wider. Arms came into view, bloody, torn arms that were missing fur, skin, and in some places even muscle. Then Sean's leonine head came into view. He was a mess, bloody, dirty, half of his mane was gone, there were pieces of torn flesh hanging from his face, but his eyes were blazing, and as more and more of his body appeared as he dragged himself out of the hole he'd dug, the wounds healed as quickly as he got them from the jagged edges of the metal all around him. 
 
    He grabbed each of the lycans in turn as he pulled himself by them, and Daelyn noticed that each of them blinked and looked down at their bodies as they healed. When he got to her and Cali, he dropped to the floor, panting. The glow disappeared from his eyes as the roaring and growling suddenly stopped. 
 
    "You okay, Hon?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "No. I hurt. How are you and Cali?" 
 
    "I'm okay. Cali needs healing. You got any?" 
 
    Sean shook his head and winced. Everything hurt. But not as bad as it had been. Looking up, he saw Cali, who was staring at him with her eyes wide. 
 
    "Love you," he said, then looked over at Daelyn. "Both." Focusing on Cali's foot, he growled, "We need to get her home, and soon. How are you otherwise?"  
 
    "Are you sure you are okay, my Husband?" Cali asked. 
 
    Sean snorted. "No, but I will be." He looked at Daelyn next. She had blood on her face, hands, and parts of her dented armor. "I thought you said you were okay?" 
 
    "Ach! I've had worse," Daelyn said, grinning back at him. 
 
    "Anyone else, I'd say they were lying. You…" Sean shook his head, then looked at the others. "How many did we lose?" 
 
    "I lost Casey," Travis said, "and I'm guessing the pilot and copilot?" 
 
    "Crushed," Sean said with a wince. "I guess the shockwave from the blast drove us in nose first. We need to get out of here. I told the First where we are, so I'm sure they'll have something up here soon, but there's djevels around here, and we really can't stay." 
 
    One of the surviving crewmembers looked at Sean, then back at the hole in the bottom of the plane. 
 
    "But, you survived…maybe…?" 
 
    "No one could have survived that. I'm sorry," Sean said, slowly getting back to his feet. 
 
    "But, you…" 
 
    "I'm a god," Sean growled, still angry at his own stupidity.  
 
    The crewmember, a lycan jackal, shivered and nodded, eyes wide. Sean noticed that except for Daelyn, everyone was staring at him with wide eyes and expressions he wasn't sure of, other than he knew he didn't want to know. 
 
    "Let's go," he said, picking up Cali and ducking down low to get out of the ruined hatch. 
 
    "Well at least ya' have an excuse now for using yer rage against the djevels." Daelyn snickered softly as they picked their way up the hillside. 
 
    Sean shook his head. "I should have sent someone else. Another of the lions. I risked your lives for nothing. I was stupid," he growled. 
 
    Cali bopped him on the nose, surprising him. 
 
    "Stop beating yourself up, my Husband. Stop being so angry. You were not meant to be angry. Don't be like your father, who is always angry." 
 
    Sean would have stopped if he'd been able to. 
 
    "The First? Angry?"  
 
    "He hides it well, but he can no longer hide it from me. He is angry, and the only times he isn't angry is when he is sad." 
 
    "I, I had no idea."  
 
    Cali nodded. "His wives know, maybe some of his children. He hides it well." 
 
    "We've got djevels heading this way!" Trevor called out. 
 
    Sean sighed. "Great, just great. Let's get up the hill a ways and see if we can't find some cover." 
 
    Moving Cali to an over the shoulder carry, Sean quickly moved uphill towards the trees. He'd lost his armor, all his weapons, everything on him in the crash. The two surviving crewmembers only had the sidearms they were required to carry by his edict. 
 
    Everyone else had their weapons, however, and as they made it into the trees, he was momentarily shocked when Cali fired her rifle back down the hill. 
 
    "Stop jerking, my Husband!" 
 
    "You could have warned me!" Sean said defensively.  
 
    "Fine, I am shooting at the enemy, you have been warned!" Cali giggled. 
 
    Everyone else was concentrating on climbing, but as Cali was being carried, she didn't have to worry about it. Thinking about it, Sean should have guessed she'd be shooting. 
 
    One of the wolves raced up ahead, and a moment later was calling to them to head his way. When they got there, they could see why; there was a nice ledge to lay down on and pick off the attackers from. 
 
    "Keep going, Sean," Travis said. "We'll hold them off here and give you cover to get to the top of the ridge!" 
 
    Looking at the situation, it didn't take Sean long to size things up; there were a fair deal of djevels on their tail.  
 
    "We'll head up the hill another hundred yards, find a place to cover for you, then you fall back to our position and we'll do it again," Sean told Travis. "Understand?" 
 
    Travis nodded and joined the other four bodyguards who were now picking off the attackers. From here they looked to be solely gnashers, and nothing bigger than that. But there were more than enough of them that Sean still didn't want to be caught by them. 
 
    "You two lead," Sean said to the two crewmembers. "Dae, you're next; I'll bring up the rear." 
 
    "But you're carrying Cali," Daelyn said. 
 
    "Who is able to shoot behind me," Sean said with a smile, then winced as Cali took another shot. "I miss my earplugs," Sean grumbled as Daelyn laughed and took off after two crewmen. 
 
    When they got to the good spot further up, Daelyn whistled to Travis, who got his four together and quickly ran up the hill. Sean had set Cali down so he could borrow one of her pistols and slowly pick off any gnashers that got to close to Travis' team as they ran up the hill to their position. 
 
    "Has anybody raised anyone on their radio yet?" Sean asked. 
 
    "I think we're still too far down in this valley," Travis replied. 
 
    "Great. Well, hold this as long as you can or until we call you up," Sean said and, picking Cali back up, he put her over his shoulder again, and waved the others on. 
 
      
 
    "I'm running out of ammo," Travis told him when he caught up with them at the next stop. 
 
    "Great," Sean sighed. "Cali?" 
 
    "I'm getting low, too, my Husband." 
 
    Sean looked down the hill. The gnashers were still coming, but more slowly and cautiously now. 
 
    "Everyone, let's see how far up we can make it before we have to stop. With any luck, we can get high enough to get some fire support in here. Now, go!" 
 
    The next twenty minutes were hard on everyone. The slope was steep here, and the ground was slippery, with lots of loose rocks. Fortunately the gnashers were having just as hard a time going up the hill as they were. Cali had run out of rifle rounds and taken back her pistol, which he was sure she was using with her usual deadly accuracy. 
 
    "I got someone!" Travis called. 
 
    "Great! Get them over here, and have them hose down the hillside!" 
 
    "They're on their way. I think we better keep moving, we need to get up out of these trees so they don't shoot us as well!" 
 
    "Good point!" Daelyn said between breaths. Sean came over, picked her up, threw her over his other shoulder, and ran as hard as he could. He slipped and fell twice on the way up, but the ground was steep enough that getting back up was a lot easier than he would have expected. The hard part was not sliding back down. 
 
    The first helicopter made its pass then, a small, fast gunship that lit up the woods just beneath them with machinegun fire. It quickly doubled back and gave a second round as a larger helicopter with a door gunner joined the fray, peppering  the side of the mountain as well. 
 
    Sitting down, Sean caught his breath, as Travis joined them and immediately started waving in a third helicopter. Checking his mana, he saw he'd recovered enough that he was able to cast a small healing spell on Cali's mangled foot, cutting down on the bleeding, but it would still need to be taken care of by someone with more skill and power than he had at the moment.  
 
    As the helicopter Travis was talking to came in close to take them off, Sean checked the progress of the gnashers that had been chasing them. At this point they really didn't seem like much of a problem. But what really caught his attention was when he looked to the northeast were Truckee had been. There was a new 'lake' that was quickly filling with water, and a forest fire was raging beyond that.  
 
    "Think we got 'em all?" Daelyn asked as the helicopter came in to pick them up. 
 
    Sean shook his head. "No. We got most of them, but I doubt we got all. Their army hadn't caught up yet, and is fleeing before the flames. If you squint and look off into the distance, you can see them. I'm sure there are also some west of us, that continued on past the town, and weren't caught in the blast." 
 
    "So what next?" Daelyn asked as they hustled into the helicopter and got seated. 
 
    Sean looked out over the mountains as they lifted off, the last member of their team dropping into a seat. 
 
    "Deep thoughts, my Husband?" Cali asked. 
 
    "Very deep thoughts," Sean said with a resigned sigh. "I'd hoped one day this would end. That one day we could all go home and forget all about this. Well," Sean shook his head, "that's not going to happen." 
 
    "So let the First run things," Daelyn said with a shrug. "If nuthin' else, I think you've earned a break. I think we've all earned a break." 
 
    Sean snorted, and then grinned at her. "I ain't lettin' the First run shit, Dae. He'll just fuck it all up, and he knows it! No, he gave me this job, and I'm gonna see it through. But you're right about one thing." 
 
    "I am?" 
 
    "We're not going to do the fighting anymore. We got all these other people to do it. I'll send Adam out to do the fighting, and I'll take the nice, cushy figurehead job!" 
 
    Daelyn laughed, and Cali smiled. 
 
    "I think that is the best news I have heard all week, my Husband," Cali said. 
 
    Sean nodded. "But there are a few things I need to do, like find us a new place to live." 
 
    "I know just the place," Daelyn said with a smile. 
 
    "I'm sure you do."  
 
      
 
    Sean dropped Cali off with the healers; literally, as he wouldn't let anyone else carry her there. She'd shifted back to her normal self by the time they landed, so she wasn't drawing looks anymore. Well, not any more than usual. 
 
    "Are you okay?" Roxy asked, catching up with them at the healers. 
 
    "I'm okay," Sean said, "but Cali needs healing, and Daelyn needs to get checked out." 
 
    "Wha? I'm fine, Lion-boy!" Daelyn grumbled. 
 
    Sean looked down at her and scowled. "If you don't sit down and let them look at you, I'll sic your grandmother on you!" 
 
    Daelyn winced. "Okay, okay, I'll let 'em check me over." 
 
    Sean smiled and bent over to kiss her. "Good. And keep an eye on Cali." 
 
    Stopping to give Cali another hug and a kiss, he led Roxy out of their small hospital. 
 
    "Are you sure you're okay?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Mostly, why?" 
 
    "Oh, I don't know, maybe because you're naked and covered in dried blood?" 
 
    Sean looked down at himself. "Yeah, but I make it look good," he said and, looking up at her, he smiled a moment, and then winced. "I had a few moments of self-realization up there, Rox. Actually, I think I'm still having them." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "I'm a god now, Rox. All this time I've been trying to deny it, but I think it's finally getting through my thick skull. I've got the powers—hell, I think I'm even starting to get the obnoxious 'do as I say or else' bit down." 
 
    Roxy grinned at him. "Oh, you've have that last bit down for a while now. But I don't know if you're a god now, Sean." 
 
    "That's what bothers me, Rox. I do. Oh, and guess what?" Sean said and smiled at her. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Cali can still shift and get her wings and all that. You know what that means?" 
 
    "Umm…" Roxy looked at him uncertainly. 
 
    Sean leaned over and, wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her close and kissed her. "It means," he whispered in her ear, "that you're my goddess!" 
 
    Roxy blushed and squirmed a little against him. 
 
    "You think so?" 
 
    "Probably," Sean said as he set her down. 
 
    "Ugh, it also means now I'm all covered in blood!" 
 
    "Go warm the shower up," Sean said with a wink, "I'll be there soon enough." 
 
    "Where are you going?"  
 
    "I need to talk to the First. Oh, and tell Deidre we need a plane to fly to Washington ASAP. If you see Chad before I do, tell him he's coming." 
 
    "Sure thing, Hon!" Roxy rose up on her toes and, grabbing his mane, she pulled his head down and gave him a kiss. Releasing him, she ran off. 
 
    Sean went straight to the First's quarters and knocked on the door. 
 
    "Come in, Sean," Keairra called out. 
 
    Opening the door, Sean went inside. The First was there in lion form, stretching as he woke up. Dienna and Nibisa were sitting on the couch in hybrid form, reading something, but all the rest—except Keairra, who was cleaning a rifle—were in lion form, lying on the floor around the First. 
 
    "You're a sight," Keairra said, glancing over at him. "Bad one?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Does it always hurt so much?" 
 
    "Depends, but we all felt you drawing on the pool, so yeah, it does." 
 
    "So what brings you by?" 
 
    "Dad says I'm an F1 now, and I'm guessing Stell?" Sean looked over at the First, who nodded. 
 
    "Cali can still get her wings, Dad. So I'm wondering what Rox and Peg got." 
 
    "I'm sure we'll find out in time," the First said. "Don't be surprised if they turn up on the mountainside. Now, why are you really here?" 
 
    "I'm going to fly to Washington; they're still having that big Summit meeting there, and I'm going to lay down the law." 
 
    "Oh? Whose law?" the First asked. 
 
    Sean looked at him a little guiltily. "Mine, Dad. I'm going to tell them how it's going to be with things here, and yeah, things in Europe. You might want to warn Raban and tell him to let me know if he has any requests." 
 
    The First looked at him with a raised eyebrow. "Are you sure you want to do that, Son?" 
 
    Sean gave a wry laugh and shook his head. "Want to? No, of course I don't want to. But that's why I'm here, right? Why you picked me? You can either go back home and lie in the sun, or go to South America and help 'em down there. Or, I don't know, do whatever the hell you want to?  
 
    "The truth is, I don't need you to help me anymore, Dad. I finally figured it out. I know what you want." 
 
    "And that would be?" 
 
    "To not have to worry about any of this shit anymore!" Sean growled. "I get it, cause I don't want to deal with it either. I can just imagine how it must suck to have to deal with this mess for as long as you have. I hate it already, and it's only been two years!  
 
    "So go, have fun, take a load off. I know where to find you if I need you." 
 
    "They grow up so fast." Keairra sighed. 
 
    "France! I want to go to France!" Sasha said, popping up to her feet. "I want to see if our beach is still there!" 
 
    Shifting, the First stood up, came over to Sean, and gave him a hug. "I'd ask if you were sure about this, but honestly?" The First grinned. "I don't care. And for the record, this wasn't just my idea, it was all of ours." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "Of course it was," Keairra said. "We've been fighting those damned demons for tens of thousands of years and never got anywhere." 
 
    "There's an old saying," the First said. "If you keep doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results, you're crazy." 
 
    "So we decided to do something different," Peym said. 
 
    "What about nuking the US?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Well, you don't go putting all of your eggs in one basket, now do you?" Dienna said, looking up. 
 
    "You don't think I come up with all the plans, do you, Sean?" the First said with a laugh. "If you think your wives are mean when you ignore them, just think of how bad they'll be after a couple thousand years of practice!" 
 
    "But we do make him take the fall," Keairra said. "So we let everyone believe it's always his idea and he never listens to us." 
 
    " I'm glad you got a handle on this, Son. Good luck in Washington, and try not to treat them like I would." 
 
    "Oh, I won't. That's why I'm not asking you to come along!" Sean said with a grin. "But I will warn you about one thing." 
 
    "Which is?" 
 
    " I'm going to blame it all on you. Just to keep the tradition going." 
 
    "That's the spirit!" Peym said, and all the wives laughed, while the First just sighed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Laying Down the Law 
 
      
 
    "Sean!" Steve said as Sean came into Steve, Terri, and Tisha's apartment. Sean hadn't been to this one before; it was in the same building as their new offices here, and had a heliport on the roof. "Great to see you! You too, Chad!" 
 
    "Aren't the girls coming?" Terri asked, looking around as they closed the door behind them. 
 
    Sean exchanged a hug with Steve, and then hugs and kisses with Terri and Tisha. 
 
    "I'm not staying long," Sean said. "In fact, I'm hoping to leave by tomorrow night." 
 
    "What's this about wanting to address the Summit?" Steve asked. 
 
    "I need to tell them what's going to happen in Europe. I also need to see the president and tell him what's going to happen out west." 
 
    "Oh? What's going to happen?" Terri asked. 
 
    Sean smiled. "That's what the three of us," Sean motioned to Chad and Steve as well as himself, "are going to decide. Tonight. In the morning, I'm going to tell them how it is." 
 
    "They're all going to hate us for this, you know," Chad said with a laugh. 
 
    "No, they're all going to hate me," Sean corrected. "Well, me and the First, I guess. I'm gonna blame this on him, too." 
 
    "So what's the problem that it needs the three most dangerous minds in the universe to handle it?" Steve joked as they headed inside. 
 
    "It's going to take a hundred years at least, probably more like two hundred, for us to get rid of the djevels," Chad said and, pulling out a map, he spread it out on the dining room table Steve had led them all to. "This is the area for the west we're trying to quarantine the djevels into." 
 
    "Damn, that's huge," Steve said. 
 
    "Yeah, that's bigger than the state of Pennsylvania, isn't it?" Terri said, looking at it. 
 
    "And it's liable to get bigger before it gets smaller," Sean said. 
 
    "Plus it spans five states," Chad said, pointing at the borders. 
 
    "So how do we convince everyone to give me complete control over everything inside that area?" Sean asked. 
 
    Steve looked up at him. "Complete control?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "I don't know, maybe? I need enough to make sure it gets dealt with. Otherwise I'll kill whoever I have to and do what I need to. That's the alternative to figuring something out that makes everyone happy, yet allows me to focus on fixing this problem." 
 
    "Which is why we're here. Steve, the only person who's going to be around a hundred years from now is Sean," Chad said, pointing to him. "So we need to give him something he can work with, so all our hard work," Chad motioned to Steve and himself, "that's yours and mine, doesn't get undone by 'Mister Finesse' over there." 
 
    "I love you too," Sean said to Chad with a grin. 
 
    Steve 'hmm'ed a bit and then sat down at the table. "I see your point." 
 
    "One more thing," Sean added. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Whatever we tell the president I need, I want to dump those same basic rules on the people in Europe." 
 
    Steve nodded. "That'll help." 
 
    "Really?" Chad said, surprised. "I'd think that would make it harder." 
 
    Steve shook his head. "Not really. The people here will see we're giving the same deal to everyone. The people there will figure if the US agreed to it, then not only do we get to suffer as much as they do, they'll demand any changes made here get made there, too." 
 
    "Misery loves company, right?" Terri said. 
 
    "More like they figure the president will drive a harder bargain than they can," Tisha said. 
 
    Steve nodded towards Tisha. "Right. They all know Sean is friends with the president, so they know they'll never get as good a deal as the president will." 
 
    "I'm friends with the president?" Sean asked Steve, looking impressed. 
 
    "Hey, he went to your wedding, and you've given him all sorts of gifts to make sure he stays protected. As far as the rest of the world is concerned, you're best buds." 
 
    "Huh, I had no idea." 
 
    "So let's get a few beers and see what we can figure out," Steve said. "Terri, if you could call the White House and schedule an early morning appointment?" 
 
    "Should I tell them Sean's here?" 
 
    "We flew in on a military jet," Sean said. "It's safe to say they know I'm here." 
 
    "Okay, I'll do that. I'll let 'em know you're going to want to address the Summit as well." 
 
    "Thanks, Terri!" Sean said. 
 
    "Yes, thanks, Hon," Steve agreed. "Now, Chad can tell us what he wants militarily, then you can tell me what the lions want, and I'll figure out how we can sell it to the rest of the world." 
 
    "Oh, see if you can't get us an Osprey in there somewhere," Sean added. 
 
    "What do you want one of those for?" 
 
    Sean blushed. "Umm, sort of a gift for Daelyn." 
 
    Steve laughed. "Sure, why not? Now, Chad, you start." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Sean walked into the Oval Office with Steve and Tisha. He was in his human form today. Steve had told him it was easier to ramp up to menacing when you started off as human than if you started off as an eight-foot tall lion. 
 
    "Sean!" the president said, coming over and shaking hands. "It's good to see you again. I have to say, you sure have been a busy young man from the reports I've been getting." 
 
    "Thank you, Mr. President," Sean said with a smile. "And as any of your generals will surely tell you, running a war is a demanding occupation. At least they won't be coming back." 
 
    "So what's this I hear about you destroying another town?" the president asked, looking concerned. 
 
    "We were out reconnoitering the djevel advance into the mountains, which we've been trying to turn back before they can make it to any of the cities on the west coast. Someone or some thing attacked our aircraft with conventional weapons, causing us to crash, and, well…" Sean tried not to look embarrassed. "Two of my wives were in that aircraft with me, so I put an end to the threat, as well as the djevels, the only way I had available at the time.  
 
    "I'm sure you remember those conversations about denying the djevels 'food' and saving the souls of those about to be eaten, Mr. President?" 
 
    "Yes, Sean, I do. I also saw the pictures of the crash. Your wives are okay, I hope?" 
 
    "Cali broke her foot and lost a fair deal of blood. Daelyn was just beat up a bit, but they'll both recover. Unfortunately the pilot and copilot, as well as a member of my security detail, were killed." 
 
    "The reports from the surviving crewmen claimed your injuries were quite severe," said a general Sean didn't recognize, but whose nametag read 'Wallace'. "Yet now you look fine." 
 
    "I've always been a fast healer," Sean quipped with a smile. 
 
    The president laughed and waved Sean, Steve, and Tisha over to seats. Sean paused to shake hands with those he recognized. The people here this time were the senior House leaders and the senior Senate members, as well as the chief justice, and all of the president's Cabinet. 
 
    "So, Steve told me you were going to address the Summit this afternoon, but that you wanted to see all of us first?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "That is correct. I have a few things I need to lay before all of you, and I'm not sure any of you are going to like it. To be honest, I don't like it either, but it has to do with the situation we find ourselves in at this point in the war." 
 
    "Just to clarify things," Phil Dirks, the Senate Majority leader, interrupted. "Those gateways are closed for good? There is no possibility of those 'djevels' ever coming back?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "That is correct, Senator. They will never be able to open another gateway to any planet or realm." 
 
    "And you're positive of this?" 
 
    Sean smiled. "Very." 
 
    "How were you able to manage that?" Janet Kirby, the Speaker of the House, asked next. 
 
    "Through the proper application of science, technology, overwhelming force, and because," Sean winked, "we're gods." 
 
    "Hell," she grumbled, "I don't care if you're a Republican as long as those things are gone for good." 
 
    "And that's why I'm here," Sean said, getting the meeting back on track. "While the gateways will never reopen, they still managed to move a lot of djevels through them. We have approximately a million here in the western United States, over a hundred thousand in Europe, and probably a half million in South America." 
 
    "That many?" a congressman Sean didn't recognize said. 
 
    Sean nodded. "The last time we had a major incursion, by the time the gateways closed—they hadn't left as many behind, but there weren't that many humans for them to eat— it still took about a hundred years to hunt them all down." 
 
    "And that's why you're here today, right?" the president asked. 
 
    Sean nodded and held out his hand to Tisha, who handed him an updated version of the map they'd been going over last night.  
 
    Spreading it out on the coffee table in the middle of the room, Sean began.  
 
    "As you can see, this is the boundary of the majority of the djevels that are here. Right now they're concentrated." 
 
    "That covers five states!" Janet Kirby said. 
 
    "Yes, it does," Sean agreed. "And if we don't get it under control soon, it'll cover several more. I've been working on deployments and restructuring my armies into a new force structure to contain the djevels. It won't get all of them, unfortunately, but it'll be a lot easier to track down and kill the ones outside this area if the ones inside can't easily join them. 
 
    "That's phase one, we contain these, and also train and deploy units around the country to deal with any djevels that managed to escape before we set up containment." 
 
    "How long will containment take?" General Wallace asked. 
 
    " I'm hoping we can get the initial borders defined within a month. But we're going to have to build forts along the border to take care of and support those troops. I'm also going to see what help we can get from the magic users to track any djevels that come near the border or try to breech it.  
 
    "How long that takes," Sean said looking around the room, "depends on how much help I receive from the government. Understand, all of you, I am doing this regardless of whether or not I get any help. This is the task that has been set before me by the head of the lions, and I will do whatever it takes to complete it. 
 
    "However, I grew up here. No matter what I am now, I was once an American, and I have very strong ties to this place and to this country. I want to do everything I can to protect our citizens. So I'm going to need a strong commitment from all of you so we can get this going as quickly as possible, so we can save as many lives as possible." 
 
    "What's the plan for after this 'containment' is complete, Sean?" the president asked. 
 
    "We kill them, of course. I won't lie to you; it's probably going to take a hundred years to get them all, maybe two." 
 
    "A hundred years?" Phil Dirks said, sounding shocked. 
 
    Sean nodded. "Yes, I'll have my work cut out for me. Part of the problem is they'll have started breeding, and we'll need to make sure we get all their eggs…" 
 
    "Excuse me," Dirks interrupted. "What do you mean by 'your work'?" 
 
    "Like I said before, Senator. This is my job. I'll be working at it until it's complete. Not just here mind you, but everywhere." 
 
    "But who takes over when you die?" 
 
    "I won't die, Senator. I'm immortal now." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    Sean noticed there were a lot of unbelieving faces in the room. 
 
    "That whole god thing isn't a joke. I know it sounds like one, and it's hard to believe, but I'm no longer human. I'm a lion. I know you all saw what the First did when we destroyed Reno?" 
 
    Sean saw a lot of heads slowly nod. 
 
    "Well, that's who made me. I may not have his level of experience, but I can assure you I have his level of powers." 
 
    Sean couldn't help but notice the disbelieving looks on more than one face when he said that. But he didn't care. They'd learn. Eventually. 
 
    "Now, getting back to the matter at hand…the length of this whole thing, and the need for their to be a central figure in charge. means I need a central military district, one in which Martial Law exists, so I can deal with this problem until such time as it's gone away." 
 
    "Hold one a moment," the chief justice said, raising a hand. "You want us to create a country inside our country? One where you rule, and regular law no longer holds sway?" 
 
    Sean sighed and nodded. "And now you see my problem. No offense, but this is going to happen one way or the other, no matter what. I have to kill those djevels. But I want to do this in a way that everyone here is okay with, that meets the law. Steve?" 
 
    "Thanks, Sean," Steve said with a smile. "Now, the ability to create a special zone, like say a 'nation' inside our country, already exists; we've done it for Indian tribes in the past, right? The problem is, as a country, as a society, we don't like having military commanders in charge, not for anything more than a short emergency at the most. It goes against all that we are, right?" 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    "So, we create a temporary special defense zone, one with a civilian governor. One appointed by the president, but who can be impeached by Congress if problems arise. It'd be a ten-year appointment, to bring stability, but to also keep it from becoming a lifetime sinecure for someone." 
 
    "But how do we guarantee this 'temporary zone' doesn't become permanent?" Janet Kirby asked. 
 
    "There will be constant oversight by the Pentagon to insure progress is being made. As each zone is 'cleared', borders will be moved inwards so we can shrink the size of the zone as time goes forward." 
 
    "Also," Sean spoke up, "while I will maintain military command inside the area, the appointed governor will be entitled to regular reports from me, and will have input to my operations. They'll handle the budget for all civilian agencies, coordinate between me and the government, and oversee my actions to make sure I'm not straying outside my mandate to eradicate the djevels. They'll also make sure the rights of any citizens caught up in this are protected. 
 
    "And best of all," Sean smiled winningly, "I promise not to kill him." 
 
    There were a couple of nervous laughs around the table at that. 
 
    "Do you have this proposal written up?" the president asked. 
 
    Steve nodded, and Tisha handed him a stack of paper. "I have printed copies for everyone here. I've also included a memory stick with a copy for each of you."  
 
    "Understand," Sean said, looking around the room, "I want this agreed to today. I know that's asking a lot from all of you, but I don't want this to be a political issue for either side. It's short, fairly clear, and I'm going to be handing the same thing to the European leaders after lunch today.  
 
    "If you find something that has to be written a different way, or a better way, that's fine. You've got the finest legal minds on hand. I see no reason why we can't get this done quickly so we can move forward." 
 
    "But all those people you're going to have to move!" Senator Conway spoke up. "What about them, Sean?" 
 
    "Senator, if those people aren't already gone, they're probably dead. I promise to do everything I can to get them out of there. I don't like it any more than you do, but right now my biggest concern is the size of that area outlined on the map getting any bigger." 
 
    Sean looked around the room. "A week ago we were worried about how much of this country we were going to lose, and worrying we might just lose all of it. Now we see what we've lost, and I have every intention of getting it back! You've passed the president's declaration of war; well, that's where the war is now." 
 
    Sean sat back then and let Steve handle it as he started 'horse-trading'. Steve had told Chad and him there was no way they'd agree to pass this on the same day, but they needed to ask so they had a starting point to argue from.  
 
    Over the next three hours, they went through the entire document. Changes were suggested, and Sean agreed with most of them. When he didn't agree with one, he gave a reason why he wouldn't, and they either suggested a change he could agree with, or after a brief discussion, they dropped it all together. 
 
    When they finally finished, the chief of staff had a new version printed out, and all the memory sticks were updated. They also printed out updated versions for the Summit members so Sean could distribute them later. 
 
      
 
    "That went better than I'd hoped," Steve told them as they sat down to eat some lunch before heading to the Summit meeting. The meeting was catered, but the president had offered them the services of the Navy mess hall in the west wing, and Sean would much rather sit in a cafeteria with the rank and file workers than eat with a bunch of politicians. 
 
    "It's going to take them a week to vote on it," Sean replied with a slight growl in his voice. 
 
    "Yup, a week!" Steve grinned. "And they promised it would pass in the format we all agreed to! They just gotta get everyone in line." 
 
    "At least Europe will be easier," Tisha said with a grin. 
 
    "We hope," Sean said. 
 
    "Oh, come on, Steve's got this, and you know it!" Tisha said with a chuckle. 
 
    "Already swayed to the dark side I see." Sean sighed. "This is why I didn't make you a lion, then you wouldn't be allowed to rule the world, Steve." 
 
    "Eh, it wouldn't have been much of a challenge then." 
 
    " I'd ask your plans for the Summit, but I'd rather be surprised. Who do you think they'll appoint for governor once they get that document signed off as law?" 
 
    "Me, of course," Steve said, grinning. "That's why I wanted ten years, and not something longer. When my term is done, I'll have so much good press I'll be a shoo-in for the next Nevada Senate seat. I'll do six there, and I'll launch my presidential bid as that draws to a close." 
 
    "You know there are going to be a lot of problems in the first few years, Steve. Are you sure you want the job? You're gonna get a lot of heat from that." 
 
    Steve laughed. "This is why I'm in charge of politics. That bad press, those incidents, are going to get me exposure. By the time we hit year five, everything is going to be happy and wonderful, incidents will be decreasing, and people will start to see that I took on a hard job and delivered! Oh, I'm gonna be hella popular!" 
 
    Sean rolled his eyes. "This means you're going to be riding my ass worse than the First ever did, doesn't it?" 
 
    "Oh, please. You'll do it because you don't want to let me down, and you like winning just as much as I do." 
 
    Sean shrugged; Steve had a point. Now that he knew the plan, he'd do what he could to help push Steve over the top. That's what you did for your best bud, after all. 
 
    The food came, and they ate fairly quickly. Steve had penned them in for one-thirty, and Sean didn't like the idea of being late, even if most politicians were famous for making people wait.  
 
    Thankfully the Marriott where the Summit was being held was only a short distance from the White House. All the streets in the area appeared to have been cleared, as there was no traffic at all on the road. Sean was surprised by the security detail Steve had laid on. 
 
    "What's with the security?" 
 
    "Oh, you're a visiting head of state, so you're required to have one. Just like all the rest of the heads of state here." 
 
    "I am?" 
 
    "If you want people to take you seriously, you are!" Steve laughed. "Only two of these are ours," Steve said, motioning to Sean's security detail. "The rest are Secret Service people Kensington loaned us. Of course they're providing security for the whole event, so I'm not surprised." 
 
    Sean just shrugged. "What about the ALS folks?" 
 
    "That guy in jail rolled over completely. They used what he gave them to haul in the leaders and got enough out of their records to RICO act the whole organization. A bunch fled the country; no one's figured out yet where they went." 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Get their files, give them to Tisha. We'll hunt 'em down." 
 
    "We will?" Tisha asked. 
 
    Sean growled. "We will." 
 
    Tisha laughed. "Taking lessons from Dad, I see." 
 
    "Dad's on vacation, I'm running things until he gets back." 
 
    "Really?" Steve asked. 
 
    Sean nodded, and noticed the sudden mischievous gleam in Steve's eye. Thankfully they pulled into the hotel before Steve could share any evil plans. 
 
    As they got out of the car and were escorted inside, Sean called up his defensive framework just in case. He wasn't comfortable here in Washington, he still thought of it as 'enemy territory' with all the stuff that had gone on here. 
 
    "Relax, Sean," Steve said. 
 
    "Just don't go jinxing it by saying 'Security here will stop everything'." 
 
    "Nah, I don't like tempting fate either," Steve said with a frown. "But at least try to look like you don't have any cares. You're the top dog here." 
 
    "Top lion, you mean," Tisha teased. 
 
    "Yeah, that too." 
 
    Sean just shrugged and followed their escort in through the hotel to the meeting room. With all the leaders here, security was pretty heavy. When they came inside, Steve strode directly to the podium. 
 
    "Your attention please. Sean Valens, the lion in charge of the war against the djevels, has agreed to stop in here today to speak to all of you and tell you what the plans are for those portions of Europe that are now contested." 
 
    Steve turned and beckoned to him Squaring his shoulders, Sean sighed and walked to the podium, taking Steve's place behind the microphone. 
 
    "Thank you all for granting me the time to speak here today. I know a lot of you have questions about what's going to happen in Germany. We've agreed upon a plan with the United States government, or should I say, they've agreed to our plan," Sean said with a smile. "The same plan we're going to use here, we're going to use in Germany. We of course have copies for all of you." Sean nodded to Steve, who started to distribute them. 
 
    "Excuse me." A man from one of the groups raised his hand. Sean didn't recognize the flag he was sitting by, and to be honest, he really didn't care. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "I see a young man, I do not see the 'First' we've all been told about." 
 
    "If your intelligence service hasn't already provided you with a picture of my human form, I would suggest you replace them with someone much more competent." Sean grumbled. "Look, I'm not here to win friends or influence people. I'm here to win a war, which so far I've got a pretty damn good track record on." 
 
    "Do you have any idea who I am, young man?" 
 
    "No, I don't. Apparently somebody decided to do away with nameplates or that kind of thing. Then I might know who you are. In either case, it doesn't matter all that much. I'm not here to be polite or to smile and shake hands. I'm here to tell you what's happening, and what we're doing about it." 
 
    "And we don't get any say in the matter?" another one asked. Sean was pretty sure he recognized the French flag. 
 
    "Would you be the French prime minister? You'll have to excuse me, I didn't have time to review who was who before I set foot in here. Lazy of me, I know." 
 
    The man nodded. "I would have that distinction." 
 
    Sean smiled. "You get a say. Nice shooting, by the way. I can tell you it impressed the hell out of everyone. And by everyone, I'm talking all the nuclear powers, and all the wannabes, too." 
 
    "Oh? You know this how?" 
 
    "We have our sources," Sean said, smiling back. "Now I know why the First was so confident in your ability to contain the problem." 
 
    "Thank you," the French prime minister said and sat back down, smiling. Sean noticed the first man was frowning, and the rest were all looking very thoughtful. 
 
    "Now, as to what's in the document," Sean began, and he went over the high points just as he had with the president earlier. The only difference here was there was no 'governing body' to approve the document, and the process for picking the 'governor' who would, for all intents and purposes, be the government of Germany was different. 
 
    "Now, I'm sure you've had a chance to glance at it, but Steve will come back up here and go over it with you line by line." 
 
      
 
    Four hours later they were finally finishing up. Sean was surprised when, after the first time someone brought up a change, Steve simply said, 'Well the United States agreed to it,' and the US representative nodded in assent. After that, the questions were more along the line of 'they agreed to this?' and after Steve explained the reasoning from the morning's meeting, they surprisingly acquiesced. Tisha and Steve had been right; getting the president and the rest of the government onboard here in the US helped tremendously. 
 
    "Gentlemen," the French prime minister said an hour after Steve had finished, interrupting the current conversation about the process for updating the quarantine zone borders. "There is nothing in this document to disagree with. Besides which, who among us can deal with the djevels single handedly? Or the lions for that matter? They're doing us a service here, and you must admit, they have rather adroitly kept politics out of it. I have no doubt Mr. Valens is going to tell us this is what they are going to do, regardless of our agreement.  
 
    "So let's just agree, make it official, and we can all take credit for it when the time for reelection comes around!" 
 
    Sean had to put his hand over his mouth to keep from laughing at that one. Several of the other leaders did laugh. Sean had to admit he was rather taken with the candidness of the French prime minister. Obviously the First and his wives had known what they were doing when they decided to get him on the lions' side in this. 
 
    "Are there any opposed, then?" Steve asked. When no one raised a hand, Steve nodded. "Then it will be noted it was passed by unanimous consent." 
 
    "Sean," the United Kingdom's prime minister called out, "do you really think it will take a hundred years to clean up Europe?" 
 
    Sean got up and walked back to the podium. "Raban, the lion in charge and who's currently in Munich, is hopeful that he can beat that deadline, but to be totally honest, that's just a guess based on past history. It could be less, it could be more. First we have to contain the problem, then look for those who have escaped containment. Once we know that's under control, then we can start to retake everything that was lost." 
 
    "What about South America?" 
 
    "South America's problems are significantly different. They weren't facing the same level of invasion as the rest of us were. Also the gateways were deep in the jungles of Brazil. There are a lot of elves in the rain forests of Brazil, and I can tell you they really have an issue with the djevels. Also there are a lot of lions down there, more than anywhere else. So at this time we're not overly concerned with the situation, and I've left it in the hands of the two lions down there running things. They've both engaged the local heads of state down there as well, just as I am doing here. 
 
    "Any other questions?" 
 
    There were a few minor ones, which Sean either answered or deflected, and then with a wave and a smile, he left. 
 
    "Now what?" Steve asked. 
 
    "We pick up Chad, drop you and Tisha off, and we fly back to Nevada." 
 
    "I noticed you didn't say 'home'." 
 
    Sean sighed. "Reno's gone, Steve. Even if we rebuild it, it'll never be home again." 
 
    Steve nodded. "I haven't looked at any of the reconnaissance pictures they offered us. Not sure I want to see my home like that. How's Chad taking it?" 
 
    "He moved his store to Carson City, but I'm not sure his heart's in it anymore." 
 
    Steve chuckled. "Well, yeah. He found a better game to play." 
 
    "Play and win." 
 
    "Hey, at least he hooked up with Maxine. He was never going to be happy with Kathy." 
 
    "Did you know?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Suspected." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Oh, Alex told me Zack's in the Navy now." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    Sean spent the rest of the trip back to their DC office filling Steve in on Zack. Then after a short goodbye to Terri, Chad and he left to make the trip home. 
 
    "You know what?" Chad said to Sean as they took off. 
 
    "No, what?" 
 
    "That was one hell of a boring trip." 
 
    Sean smiled and leaned back in his seat. "Yeah, you're right. I could get used to this." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Other Things 
 
      
 
    "So, I heard the gates are gone for good?" Karl asked Raban, stepping into his office. 
 
    "Close the door please, Karl." 
 
    "Why?" Karl asked as he turned to close the door to the office. 
 
    "Because you're going to yell at me, and if I let everyone hear you doing it, they'll have to hear me punishing you for it." Raban sighed. 
 
    "Really?" Karl laughed. "Since when?" 
 
    "Since you became a werewolf?" Raban shook his head. "You know lions have powers over lycans, Karl. You've heard everyone say it dozens of times, I'm sure. You're a werewolf now, and yes, that makes me a god to you. So if you go mouthing off in public, I gotta punish you." 
 
    Karl thought about that a moment, then responded, "But not in private?" 
 
    "In private, it'll depend on how much grief you're giving me. By the way, congratulations on settling down with Chloe and joining the Kitesh Korps. I think you made the right decision." 
 
    "Thanks, I guess. But you're my god now?" Karl snorted. "I've never been much of the religious sort, Raban." 
 
    "Sit!" Raban ordered and pointed to a chair. 
 
    Karl sat, then looked up at Raban in surprise. "What the hell?" 
 
    "Spend a lot of time in your wolf form; the more you work at it, the quicker you'll get your hybrid form. Listen to Chloe and Otto, they'll help you. Now, you can ponder your take on religion later. Yes, the gateways are gone, and they're never coming back." 
 
    "Never?" 
 
    "Yup. My dad and my adopted brother took care of it." 
 
    "And how long ago did this happen?" 
 
    "What day is today?" Raban asked. 
 
    "Seriously?" 
 
    "Karl, do you even know? Cause I sure as hell forget." 
 
    "It's Wednesday the ninth." 
 
    Raban blinked. "The ninth? Damn, my grandson is due back today!" 
 
    "Due back? From where?" Karl asked confused. 
 
    "He was killed in some fighting…don't worry about it. Now, the gateways were closed on the sixth." 
 
    "They were closed three days ago?" 
 
    Raban nodded. 
 
    "And when were you going to tell me?" 
 
    Karl noticed Raban looked a little embarrassed. 
 
    "I wanted to be sure. I mean, if I told that to my father, he'd probably smack me one, but you have to understand, this has been going on a long time, and our gateway was a wandering one." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    Raban sighed. "And I knew the moment it was announced as closed you'd be up here asking when you could go back home." 
 
    "You got that right!" Karl grumbled. "When can we go back home?" 
 
    Karl looked at Raban, who was staring at him. He wasn't moving, he was just staring. Just as Karl was starting to feel self-conscience about it, Raban began to smile, slowly, widely, and damned if he didn't start purring. 
 
    "You know what, Karl? I think I've found the perfect person for the job Sean just created!" 
 
    "What are you talking about?" Karl said in a worried voice. 
 
    "Sean Valens—the adopted son of my father, and the one leading this fight—came up with a plan for how all of this is going to go forward." Picking up a large document, Raban smiled painfully wide and handed it to Karl. 
 
    "Congratulations! You're now the civilian governor of Germany. I suggest you read that, seeing as it says what your job is, and what my job is, along with a plan that will let you go home. Eventually." 
 
    "Wait, what? What do you mean I'm the governor? We have a prime minister!" 
 
    "Who was murdered by the djevels when they possessed her, who were then killed when the French nuked the capitol. That's the road map for putting it all back together."  
 
    Raban grinned and then laughed. 
 
    "Good luck, Karl! You're going need it. I hear your military counterpart is quite an ass!" 
 
    "He's you, isn't he?" Karl said as he looked down at the large document. 
 
    "Yup! Have fun!" 
 
    Getting up from the chair, Karl opened the door and left the office, Raban snickering loudly behind his desk. 
 
    "What 'appened in there?" Bilkie asked as Karl passed him in the hallway. 
 
    "I think I just got what I wished for…" Karl said, looking down at the document in his hand.  
 
    "Ach, dinnae they say to be careful 'bout that?" 
 
    "That's what's worrying me," Karl admitted. "On the other hand, at least I've got a job now." 
 
    Bilkie laughed. "Tha's why we all like ye', Karl. Lookin' on dat bright side o' tings!" 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    "Ah, good, you're here," Kalif said as Sean got to his feet in his lion form and stretched. 
 
    "We having a meeting?" Sean asked, looking around. 
 
    "Seeing as Dad, Mom, and my aunts are all planning on a long vacation, I wanted to go over what went on back in the Onderwereld before we left it," Kalif said with a shrug. 
 
    "You mean before we destroyed it," Sean said, grinning. 
 
    "Well, technically, Roxy destroyed it," Kalif said with a wink. "She did get to him first." 
 
    Sean laughed. "I'll be sure to tell her that. 'Roxy Valens! Destroyer of Worlds!'" 
 
    "Come on, let's go join the others," Kalif said and padded off with Sean following. 
 
    "Should I go back and get Rox, Peg, and Cali?" Sean asked. 
 
    "No, this is more of an 'F1' only party." 
 
    "I can't believe I'm an F1 now. What was I before, an F3?" 
 
    "More of an F2, though we're not exactly sure how that happened. But you ate Mahk, so you're an F1 now. So's Esti, by the way," Kalif said, motioning towards Estrella, who was with the others up ahead. 
 
    " I hope she's happy about that! What about Rox, Peg, and Cali?" 
 
    "Maybe, the First isn't sure. Roxy and Peg both have enough lion in them that, in time, they might be able to come here and tap into our power pool. Cali? Cali's a wild card. She's got no lion in her at all, but she does have some demon." 
 
    "Oh, she gets a fair bit of lion in her on a regular basis," Sean teased. 
 
    Kalif whacked him in the face with his tail as they padded over to where the others were. "You've been hanging around Adam too much, you know that?" Kalif grumbled. 
 
    Sean just snickered as they joined the others and sat down. 
 
    "So," Sean asked, looking around, "what's up? I thought we'd gone over the Inangar issues when we left there?" 
 
    "Kalif had a few things he wanted to discuss," the First said. 
 
    "There's been some debate whether our mountain here would go away if we were all to leave here or if we all died," Kalif started. 
 
    "It is an interesting question," Peym said. 
 
    " I've been thinking a lot about what I was able to read before we left. Sean and Roxy read a lot of that Omush guy's research, and I've talked to Roxy about it a fair bit already.  
 
    "The Inangar's mistake was that they destroyed their world. They didn't just kill everything on it; they actually completely annihilated the entire planet. They were already immortal when they did it. Once they constructed the Onderwereld and linked their souls to it, they achieved the immortality they so badly wanted. 
 
    "But we didn't really construct this place," the First pointed out. 
 
    Kalif sighed. "Yes, and no. When we ate Omush, because of the preparatory work he'd done, this place came into being. This place is linked to us, to lions, just like the Onderwereld was linked to the Inangar. But this is just a waystation, a trap for our souls so we can be reborn. This isn't our home." 
 
    The First nodded. "Of course not, the Earth is our home." 
 
    "And as long as it exists, we're immortal." 
 
    Sean blinked and thought about that a moment. 
 
    "So you're saying," Sean said, looking at the others, who seemed to be having the same realization, "that they lost their immortality when they blew up their planet?" 
 
    Kalif nodded. 
 
    "But I didn't see anything about that in his notes!" 
 
    "No, you didn't. But you and Roxy weren't reading the same ones, remember. She found something that alluded to it several times." 
 
    "Does that mean if everyone leaves the mountainside, it won't collapse like the Onderwereld did?" Keairra asked. 
 
    "Yes. As long as someone linked to this place is still alive, this place will exist. It exists because of us. We exist because of the Earth. We are tied to it, just as the old earthen spirits are tied to it. If the Inangar had just committed mass suicide and made sure no Inangar were left alive on their planet so no one could be reborn, they would have been truly immortal, and the demons might not have been able to absorb their essence. But I'm not positive about that, and honestly, I've no desire to find out." 
 
    "Why didn't they just open a gate to the Onderwereld and all migrate there?" Sasha asked. "Why did they go through that whole rigmarole of killing themselves? You already told us they'd been going there after they built the place." 
 
    "Because if you showed up there after dying, you were in perfect health and perfect physical condition. If you showed up there as you were on their planet, that's how you stayed. At least, that's what they thought. No one ever bothered to study it long enough to discover if that was true or not." 
 
    "So why'd they build such a dreary and oppressive place?" Dienna asked. "Is that what their home world was like?" 
 
    "Actually, their home world wasn't all that different from ours. What we saw in the Onderwereld was what the demons' homeworld was like. Once they became the majority population, once their life force was predominant, it affected the laws of that pocket reality, and over time it changed to what we saw." 
 
    Sean 'hmm'ed a moment. "You know, I read something that said the real reason they kept opening the gates was there was no natural mana occurring there. So they kept opening gates to different realities so they could keep their machines powered. That's why all those blockhouses were huge magical batteries. 
 
    "Which, of course, goes against what Mahk told me, but then his whole discipline was based on studying the gateways and the worlds they opened on to. It makes we wonder if he even knew the reason they were created." 
 
    "Or even cared," Estrella said with a snort. 
 
    "Didn't you get anything about that when he died?" Kalif asked. 
 
    Sean shook his head. "All I got were tens of thousands of years of observations of places beyond the gates and how the djevels ate the people in them. He was a very uncaring little prick. I think he might have even known that with his death it would all end, but he didn't care." 
 
    "Is there mana here?" the First asked Sean. 
 
    "Yup, and it's all coming from the gateway that's opened to our bunker. Before that, I never really noticed it before. But now I'm starting to think there wasn't any here before then." 
 
    "Which brings me to the last point of this meeting," Kalif said. "We need you to close that gateway, Sean." 
 
    "Huh? Why?" 
 
    "Because if any demons get in here, we could see the same thing that happened to the Onderwereld happen to us. They can't change the laws of physics on Earth; those are set in stone. But if they got in here, that could cause all of us problems." 
 
    "Besides, Sean," the First added, "it's not like the rest of us can't open a gateway, considering how many lycans now live in the world and the current strength of our powers. And after you've opened your first one, the power requirements diminish significantly for each one you open afterwards." 
 
    "Plus," Keairra added, "we made a rule that gateways can only be opened from inside going out. Not outside going in." 
 
    "And as only F1s and F2s can open gates from the outside, that's not going to be a rule that's hard to enforce." 
 
    "Are you sure about that?" Sean asked. 
 
    All the members of the first pride nodded. 
 
    "We did some experimenting," Rowan told him. "It also uses less of our power to open one going out than one coming in." 
 
    Sean thought about that and then nodded slowly. "It makes sense, I guess. Does this mean we're going to have someone managing when and where all the gates are opened?" 
 
    "Yes," the First said. "You and I are going to be the only people allowed to open gateways, and we're only going to do it once a week." 
 
    Sean rolled his eyes. "Gee, thanks for volunteering me, Dad." 
 
    The First grinned. "I told you'd I'd get even with you for making me leave this place! Besides, you are the one who discovered it, right?" 
 
    "Yeah, yeah. Rub it in," Sean said with a laugh of his own. "But all of this does lead to a question: Do we have to worry about the demons forming one of these places like we did? Do we have to worry about them becoming immortal as well?" 
 
    Kalif shook his head. "As none of them ate someone who made the preparations Omush did, I think the answer to that question is no. However, even if they did, I think our ability to eat their 'souls' would trump that affect. But as to if they're still immortal or not?" Kalif shrugged. "I don't know. I think we've seen enough already to know that if anyone kills one now, they stay dead." 
 
    "Yeah, but will they die of old age now that the Onderwereld is gone?" Sean asked. "If so, as long as we can limit their breeding, this problem may solve itself. Well, eventually at least." 
 
    Kalif shrugged again. "I don't know. We'll just have to wait and see." 
 
    "Let's get back to that first point," Estrella said. "You said their mistake was destroying their planet, right?" 
 
    Kalif nodded. 
 
    "So they weren't immortal after that? Then how come they didn't die?" 
 
    "Because nothing in these pocket realities ages, so you can't die of old age. But you can be killed if your homeworld no longer exists. The Inangar really didn't like going through that whole rebirth/reincarnation cycle. Plus I don't think they were all that thrilled about living in a material world anymore. So they decided on mass suicide. However, by then they'd fallen to complete hubris and declared 'If we don't exist, nothing of ours can exist'. They destroyed everything. Everything they'd built, everything they'd created. They killed all their uplifted pets, they killed all life on their planet, right down to the smallest virus, and by doing so they destroyed themselves. Though I suspect Omush was the only one who figured that out. The rest were just too arrogant to care about such things." 
 
    Sasha sat up. "If we were to bring something or someone here and killed them, would we absorb their essence?" 
 
    Kalif shook his head. "No. We could do it with Omush and Mahk because of what their people had done to themselves. We can do it with the demons because of that part of them we inherited from Omush's sacrifice and eating that prince he lured there with him. But that's all. I suspect Omush was very much concerned about creating another demonic race, so he made sure to constrain us to just the djevels." 
 
    "Well, we might want to make sure the F2s and F3s understand that." 
 
    "Only F1s are allowed to bring anyone here," the First said. "I'll make sure everyone understands." 
 
    "Anybody got anything else?" Keairra asked, looking around. 
 
    Everyone shook their heads no. 
 
    "Good. Sean, if you could keep that gate open for a while longer, we've got everyone who died during last Saturday's fight coming back. In fact a certain someone is due right about now, and I don't want to miss this one for the world!"  
 
    "Who?" Sean asked as Keairra trotted off. 
 
    "Adam," Estrella said, coming up next to him. "Come on, might as well join the celebration." 
 
    "Why do I get the feeling Adam is famous?" 
 
    "Infamous is more like it." The First sighed. "I think I'll wake up and see about some breakfast." And with that he disappeared. 
 
    Sean followed Estrella and several of the others down to where Renee was. 
 
      
 
    Adam swore as he sat up and looked around. Jenna was gasping next to him, and a dozen other lions quickly popped into view. 
 
    "Aw, shit, I'm sorry I got you killed, Jenna! You shouldn't have followed me in like that!" 
 
    Jenna gave him a light cuff with a paw. "Where my husband goes, I go! I'm not about to let you face death alone!" 
 
    Adam pulled back and blinked. "What? I thought you hated me for everything I just put you through!" 
 
    Jenna snorted. "Your father will be proud when I tell him about tonight. Hell, I expect your mother will be prancing around for hours! You led us, you drove us on, you made us victorious!" 
 
    "Let's not count our victories before they happen," Adam said, but he had to admit he suddenly felt really good about himself, and Jenna was hot! And she was now pressing up against him.  
 
    "You got him, Adam," Renee said with a smile. 
 
    "How can you know already?" 
 
    "Already? You've been dead for days! Or have you forgotten how long it takes to respawn?" 
 
    Adam 'ohh'ed and then noticed there were a lot of other lions standing around. 
 
    "Ummm…"  
 
    "I'm so proud of you!" Keairra said and came over to give him a hug. 
 
    "Mom?" Adam blinked. 
 
    "She's been on a cloud all week!" Sampson laughed, coming around from behind her. 
 
    "Really, Dad?"  
 
    "I want you to tell me all about it!" Keairra said, purring. 
 
    "But I didn't do anything!" Adam sighed. "Well, not anything special! I just did what the rest of you always do! What's the big deal?" 
 
    "The big deal is that no, the rest of us don't always do it, Adam. You went above and beyond on this one, and you did it all on your own!" 
 
    Adam sighed and then shrugged. "I just didn't want to let Maitland or Chad down. How did we do? Did we win?" 
 
    "A lot's happened since you tangled with that prince, Adam. We lost Reno, but we gained a whole lot more. Now sit down and tell your parents what happened, and we'll tell you what went on while you were gone." 
 
    "What about Ryla? My wife?" Adam looked over at Jenna. "Make that my first wife." 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure she won't mind a little wait." 
 
    "Maybe not, but I will!" Adam grumbled. "So how about I go see my wife, let her and Jenna work things out, and then we can swap stories. Okay?" 
 
    "Of course!" Keairra said, surprising him by acquiescing to his request; she never did what he asked! "We'll be waiting with Ryla for your arrival!" 
 
    Adam blinked as his parents disappeared, along with quite a few others who were watching, leaving him with all of the recently respawned, who were all looking at him. 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, I know. Sorry I got you all killed." Adam sighed. 
 
    "I'm not complaining, looks like you did good!" Marcus replied. 
 
    "Sure does!" Shamus agreed. 
 
    Adam noticed Estrella and Sean at that point. 
 
    "So, Esti, how happy is Mom?" 
 
    "She was dancing!" Estrella laughed. "I think she's got a party planned!" 
 
    Adam sighed. "If it wasn't for Ryla, I think I'd just stay here." 
 
    "Well, she's waiting for you," Sean said, "so let's get everyone through the gate so I can drop it and go get some breakfast myself," and he motioned towards the gate that led back to Nevada. 
 
    "Sure thing, Boss." 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    Sean walked into his workshop; it was getting late in the day, and the party for Adam and the others who had taken out the prince was still going on. He needed a break, however, so he thought he'd come over here and maybe get some work done. Looking around, he had a sudden thought. This was what, his third workshop? Fourth? Fifth? How many had he built? How many had he lost? Whatever, it didn't really matter. It was nice just to be able to sit here and hopefully get a little work done.  
 
    And with everyone else back at the party, Sean figured maybe he'd get some peace and quiet for a change. Apparently there were two reasons it was a big deal. The first was that he was the youngest of the lions. Well, not including Sean, but then he hadn't been born a lion. 
 
    The other was that up until now, Adam's predilections for avoiding responsibility and taking the easy way out had become a source of wounded pride for everyone. So they were all up for celebrating his 'finally becoming a real lion'. 
 
    Which of course was probably the reason he had avoided behaving like one for so long. 
 
    Putting that out of his head, Sean looked down at his workbench and considered what to make. He probably should build another set of machines, but he'd have to get Daelyn to make the hardware first so he could enchant them. Then again, supplies would hopefully start building up again, and then he could send more to Sawyer so they could get back to earning money. Which was really the only reason he was considering making another set.  
 
    Because money. 
 
    That was the real problem. They needed money. The casino would hopefully help, but it would be months before the money really started rolling in, and even that was dependent on how many people decided to settle here around Carson City, right on the edge of this new frontier, instead of going somewhere else, somewhere safe. 
 
    "Sean, got a minute?"  
 
    Sean looked up and saw Stewart at the door with someone familiar looking standing behind him. 
 
    "Sure, Stew, come on in. Who's that with you?" 
 
    "Sean, you remember Professor Cruz don't you?"  
 
    Sean stood up and blinked in surprise. It was Cruz alright, and Sean could tell he was now a lycan. A werefox to be precise. 
 
    "Professor Cruz, I must admit to being surprised to see you here." 
 
    "Stewart here really didn't give me much of a choice. Not that I'm complaining anymore, mind you." 
 
    Sean looked at Stewart. "What did you do?" 
 
    Stewart shrugged. "Shanghaied him, basically. They closed the Uni, and I still need a teacher, and for that matter your kids are going to need one as well. So I grabbed Rob before they could ship him out and brought him here." 
 
    "Are you the one who infected him?" Sean asked with a scowl. 
 
    "I asked to be a fox," Cruz said. 
 
    "Yes, I was a bad boy, Sean," Stewart admitted. "I told him he was getting bitten, and he needed to decide what he wanted to be." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because I needed Adam to order him not to tell anyone about how to do magic, and for that to work, he had to be a lycan." 
 
    "Adam approved it?" 
 
    Stewart gave Sean a sheepish look. "I don't know if I'd go that far; I didn't exactly ask him in advance. But it all worked out." 
 
    Sean looked at Cruz. "Did it? Work out that is?" 
 
    Cruz smiled. "I've got Steff, Julia, and Kate living with me, and they're all foxes now too, and they all seem intent on staying with me, and even having my children. So yeah, I think it worked out." 
 
    Stewart shrugged. "He looks like me as a fox, and they can't have me, so they decided he would do? I don't know. Everyone's happy, so I'm not gonna question it." 
 
    "What about the other one? That's only three?" 
 
    "Elliana? I think she's still playing the field." 
 
    "I go away for a couple of weeks and everything changes on me," Sean said, shaking his head. 
 
    "Hey, you did a fair bit of that changing yourself," Stewart said with a smile. 
 
    "True. Well, welcome, Rob. It's good to have you here," Sean said and shook hands with him. "Just to reinforce it, you're not allowed to teach anyone else magic without my, or another lion's, say so. You're also not allowed to let anyone else know about how magic is actually a programming language, or even help them reach that conclusion, unless a lion tells you it's okay. You can teach Stewart and Rachel. If there's someone else you need to teach, just come and ask permission." 
 
    Cruz shuddered as he felt the compulsion settle in. "I don't think I'll ever get used to that. Then again, the idea that I can teach people magic is something I'm still coming to terms with." 
 
    "But three hot wives is something you're fine with?" Sean teased. 
 
    "Up until I had to take my younger sister and her kids in, I was quite the playboy," Cruz said with a guilty smirk. "I didn't become a professor for the money. Reno had quite the party scene, and I know how to keep a young woman happy." 
 
    Sean held up a hand. "TMI. Then again, I don't think I can claim innocence anymore myself." 
 
    "Is there anyone else you want him to teach?" Stewart asked. 
 
    "If Peg is interested, he can teach her. Actually, I'll see if Peg's interested." 
 
    "Okay! Well, I guess we need to find a new place to have our classes." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "Because we were doing them in here," Stewart admitted. "This place is both private and secure. I don't want anyone listening in or guessing what we're up to." 
 
    "Oh, I guess that makes sense. Tell you what, you can do class in here today, and I guess tomorrow as well. I'll go talk to Oak about some sort of secure classroom." 
 
    "We won't disturb you?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "I need some time to think about my next project, and I can do that anywhere."  
 
    Going over to the doorway, Sean could see that Rachel was waiting outside. 
 
    "Come on in, Rachel." Sean turned back to Stewart. "I'll catch up with you once I've found you a new place." 
 
    Stepping aside so Rachel could go in, Sean closed the door behind him as he left. He stood there a moment, and then headed off to where they kept their cars parked. His mother's wasn't there, but Jolene's was, so climbing in, he started it up. Rolling down the window, he looked over at the wolf who had been following him around. 
 
    "Burt, right?" 
 
    The wolf nodded. Sean remembered now, he was one of Travis' team. His bodyguards. 
 
    "I'm going for a ride. You might as well hop in, it'll make it easier for the others to follow us." 
 
    "Thanks, Sean," he said and quickly got in the back seat. 
 
    Shifting into his human form so he wouldn't stand out, Sean pulled out and noticed Burt had done the same. Ignoring him, Sean tried to think of what he should enchant, and with what spells, to make money. He'd barely left the base when it came to him who to ask. 
 
      
 
    "Heya, Marx, is the boss in?" Sean asked as he stepped inside. 
 
    "He sure is. Been waiting for you, too." Marx said. "Boss! Look who's here!" Marx then called out.  
 
    "Well, if it isn't the man of the hour and our hero!" Sawyer called out from behind the counter at the far end of the room. "I was beginning to wonder if you'd forgotten your old pal Sawyer!" 
 
    Sean smiled and headed towards the back. "Like that could ever happen! I owe you too much to forget about you, Sawyer. After all, who else is gonna be stupid enough to take a chance on a young kid like me?" 
 
    Sawyer laughed and shook hands with Sean. 
 
    "So it's true then? It's done, and they're never coming back?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Yup. We fixed that problem permanently." 
 
    "Oh! I like the sound of that!" 
 
    "But we still have to deal with the ones we got here. So we ain't got time for any parties just yet," Sean admitted. 
 
    "Still, it's a big step, and things ain't as bad as they could have been. I saw that bill you got them to push through Congress. Nice to see you're not giving up the fight, even after the hard part is done." 
 
    "I'm just happy I got them on the line for building all those forts Chad wants. Those things aren't going to be cheap." 
 
    "I hear you, Kid. So what brings you by today?" 
 
    "What, you don't think I just want to see your smiling face again?" Sean said with a grin. 
 
    "You would have brought the family if this was purely a social call. Besides, I can tell, you always come to your pal Sawyer when you've got a problem no one else can help ya' with." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Guilty as charged. It's the same problem I've always had. I need money, and lots of it, I'm sure." 
 
    "What about the lycan necklaces and the tags? Those are still selling good. When I can get them, of course." 
 
    "I'm sorry you've been getting shorted lately. We had some unexpected issues, but you've told me before that the more of those we sell, the lower the prices will go. So I need to make something, something new, something we can charge a lot for. But what? What can I make that'll sell and make us both a lot of money, Sawyer?" 
 
    "I love how you always remember to cut me in!" Sawyer laughed. "What are the restrictions?" 
 
    "Restrictions? Sawyer! I can't believe I heard such an evil word pass your lips!" Sean said and laughed. 
 
    "So, everything's on the table?" 
 
    "Well, no selling to djevels, or anyone who wants to kill either of us. Nothing that either of us is going to regret later. But other than that?" Sean shrugged. "As long as I'm not adding to people's misery, I don't have a problem with it. Not like I can shut down the black market. Besides, it does have its uses, right?" 
 
    Sawyer grinned. "Right as always, Kid! First off, you know those medallions of yours? The ones that keep people from being possessed or taken over by the djevels?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Of course." 
 
    "I can sell those by the boatload. They're cheap for you to make and easy for me to sell. Even at only fifty bucks apiece, we'll be raking it in." 
 
    "But I'm already giving those away left and right! Same for my people in Munich!" 
 
    "Ah! But there's a lot more demand than there is supply, and there are a lot of people who either don't like waiting, or really can't go through 'regular' channels. Then there are the people who live in places where they'll never even see a djevel. Trust me, some of those people would rather pay than do without." 
 
    "Gotcha," Sean said. "What else?" 
 
    "People are terrified about running into one of those djevels. They've seen the news clips. Sure, the medallion will stop 'em from having their souls ripped out, but it's not gonna stop a djevel from tearin' 'em apart." 
 
    "A gun with iron bullets will do that." 
 
    "True, but there's a lot of folks who don't like guns. Plus kids, women and kids. Something that'll protect them? Sean, you'll make us both rich." 
 
    Sean rolled his eyes. "You're already rich, Sawyer." 
 
    "Okay, richer. But, come up with something that fits that bill, and you'll be doing the world a favor, Kid. Again." 
 
    "I don't know, that's an awfully tall order," Sean said, thinking about it. 
 
    "So was mass producing those silver tags and the lycan collars. But you did it! Don't worry, Kid. I got faith in ya'. You'll come up with something, you always do!" 
 
    Sean shook his head and smiled. He was getting a pep talk from Sawyer. That was something different. 
 
    "I'll get working on something to churn out those medallions. I can have that for you by tomorrow, day after at the latest. As for the other thing?" Sean shrugged. "Let me sleep on it, and I'll see what I can come up with. I'm sure there's something out there. Cause you're right, anything that can at least give folks a fighting chance to get away is something I should be thinking about." 
 
    They talked a while longer. Sawyer was curious about what it was like in the Onderwereld, and he also asked how Cali was doing, and said to convey his sympathies for her having been injured. He then asked about the rest of Sean's wives and children, and got Sean to promise to bring them all by sometime soon. 
 
    "Well, thanks again, Sawyer," Sean said as he got up to leave. "I couldn't have done this without you. I think it's safe to say that the lions will count the Hà`kætunis line as allies from this day forward, and if you ever need us, we'll be there for you." 
 
    Sawyer paused a moment. "You know, Kid. That means just as much to me as your willingness to always cut me in for half. That's why I value our relationship; you've always played it fair with ol' Sawyer. Not a lot of people do that for us goblins. So yeah, right back at ya! The Hà`kætunis line will always be there, too. Especially if you're gonna cut us in on the profits!" Sawyer added with a wink. 
 
    Sean smiled and waved, heading out. For the first time in over a year, things seemed to almost feel normal again. Nobody was trying to kill him, and he didn't have the world arrayed against him. Every day wasn't a fight for survival. 
 
    Sure, there was still a war on, but at least he knew they were going to win this one. 
 
    Getting back in the car, he drove back to the base. He'd see if the party was still going on, then round up the girls and have a little party of his own. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Los Endos 
 
      
 
    Sean stepped out of the gateway and looked around. He'd picked a good spot; there were dunes around, so he wasn't spotted by some anyone as he all but appeared from nowhere. Closing the gateway behind him, he slung the towel over his shoulder and walked towards the beach. It wasn't a long walk, and he came in sight of the water immediately. It was amazingly clear; he'd never seen water quite so blue before. The beach was also quite lovely, lots of white sand, a few small vendors set off a way from the beach, a lot of lovely young women, and obviously a few very wealthy young and middle-aged men. 
 
    Walking down towards the water, he quickly singled out his goal. A lone male in a recliner, surrounded by seven empty recliners, who was watching seven lovely women playing in the water, or swimming around in it. 
 
    The man himself Sean had never seen before. Well, not looking like this. Sean figured he was probably five foot ten, maybe eleven. He was heavily built and had straight black hair that was kept fairly short. He had a tan complexion, and unlike the other men on the beach, he looked like he'd had a hard life. One that included a lot of physical labor. 
 
    "Hi, Dad," Sean said and dropped into one of the recliners next to his. 
 
    "Ah, I see you found me." 
 
    Sean snorted. "It wasn't hard to figure out the power we use to locate lycans could be used to locate lions." 
 
    "I wasn't sure if you got that or not. After all, it has been quite a few months since I left." 
 
    "Oh, I got everything you knew when you were kicked out of my head, it's just I couldn't use all of it until after Mahk." 
 
    "Ah, I see. So what brings you here? You're not going to spoil our vacation, are you?" 
 
    Sean gave a slight shake of his head. "Nah, if anybody deserves it, I'd say it's you. Though I think Raban and a few of your other kids are a little pissed they're not getting some time off as well." 
 
    The First laughed. "That's rich. I can't count the number of times they ran off, leaving me and their mothers to deal with things. So, how do you like being in charge?" 
 
    Sean turned and eyed the First. "You are planning on coming back, riiiight?" 
 
    "Oh, of course. I figure once the rest of you have killed off all the remaining djevels, it'll be safe enough," the First said, looking over at Sean and grinning. 
 
    "Thanks for the vote of confidence. But I'd still appreciate it if you popped in once in a while to check up on me. This isn't going to be as easy as everyone seems to think." 
 
    "It never is," the First agreed. "I think if you can get it done in two hundred years, I'll be suitably impressed. They're very tenacious little bastards, and they'll show up where you least expect it. 
 
    "So, how's the family?" 
 
    "They're all very well. And very pregnant," Sean said with a smile of his own. "Daelyn got her family and the rest of the dwarves to build us a new place up on Lyon Peak. It's nice, as well as nice and far from everything." 
 
    "Maybe we'll visit." 
 
    "You better. I think the girls will kill you if they don't get to show off their babies to grandpa!" 
 
    "Just don't let my wives hear you call them 'grandma'. You'd think after all this time they'd get over that. But women can be funny." 
 
    "Like you're not?" Sean teased. 
 
    "I'm crotchety. At my advanced age, it's allowed." 
 
    "Uh-huh. Sure. Lovely spot, by the way." 
 
    The First nodded. "It's an old favorite, and the girls love it. We used to migrate down here every winter to avoid the harsh weather up north." 
 
    "It sure is peaceful, that's for sure," Sean said, leaning back into the recliner. "I may have to bring the wives here one of these days." 
 
    "Isn't there a rule against using portals like that?" The First smiled while he pondered that question, rubbing his chin. 
 
    "Yes, but I'm in charge now, so until you get back, I make the rules!" Sean chuckled. "But honestly, except for this trip, I won't be abusing the gateways again. Though I may see about learning some sort of teleport spell. Something like those recall stones I used to take out the Gradatim. I'll have to think about that. Don't want to make it easy for someone to weaponize them. Maybe I'll link it to lions only." 
 
    "Just keep it to a minimum. If you turn this place into a tourist trap, the wives will skin you alive, and I'll help." 
 
    "I think it's already a tourist trap, Dad." 
 
    The First shook his head. "Nah, we bought this place over a thousand years ago. Set up a foundation about a hundred years ago to preserve it. We use a bunch of accountants and other cutouts to pass it along from one set of fake owners to another every few decades. We let some of the rich and famous," the First motioned to the others on the beach, "in, so it distracts attention from us." 
 
    Sean looked suitably impressed. "Damn, I had no idea." 
 
    "Yeah, well, I learned a few things over the years," the First said, grinning. "Now that we got the pleasantries out of the way, what brings you here, Son?" 
 
    "You know when the last time I got to hang out with my father was? Just hang out, no problems, no pressure?" 
 
    The First shook his head. 
 
    "I think I was eight, Dad. It was a very long time ago. Besides," Sean looked over at the First and grinned, "I have seven pregnant wives at home, along with a bunch of very rambunctious one-year-olds, and you're surprised that I just want to spend some quiet time hanging out with my father?" 
 
    A waiter came over then and handed Sean and the First a drink. They thanked him and waited until he was out of earshot. 
 
    "So, gonna stay for dinner?"  
 
    Sean smiled. "I think I'd like that, Dad." 
 
      
 
      
 
    End of Book Seventeen 
 
    And so ends the Valens Legacy. 
 
    For now at least...  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Afterword 
 
      
 
    Hello everyone. I'd like to start by saying, as always, if you enjoyed this book, please go on Amazon and give me a review and a rating. I've said it before, and of course I'll say it again: Ratings are my lifeblood as an independent author, with 4- and 5-star ratings being the ones that help me the most. The more of those I get, the more likely Amazon is to show my work to other folks. 
 
      
 
    So, we've finally come to the end of this series. I know some of you don't want it to end, but I'm not a big fan of series that never end. Plus, to be honest, I'm worried about repeating myself and getting boring. Writing a series is like dragging a hundred-pound chain, and with each book you write, they add another hundred-pound chain on the end. There is so much stuff you have to keep track of that went on before, that it gets very difficult to avoid continuity errors. Also, the amount of planning you have to do, in advance…well that's not easy, either. 
 
    As I've mentioned elsewhere, this series was conceived one night after a very frustrating week, before a whiteboard, after a couple of glasses of Jameson Irish whiskey (one of my favs). I plotted out the first six in detail, the next six roughly, and just had a general outline for the last six.  
 
    I honestly thought I'd never get past the first six. In fact, if someone had ever told me I'd write a seventeen-book series, with three small short story anthologies (soon to be four) which would sell strongly all the way through to the end, I'd have asked what they were smoking. Seriously. I still can't believe I did this. Not at all. Black Friday was started on August 6th, 2017. It was published about a month later, after I finished Perfect Strangers. Today is October twenty-seventh, 2019. I'll be sending this to my editor tomorrow, and it'll probably be published in about a week. 
 
    With the exception of a short break to write Portals of Infinity #8 (The Seven Worlds), this has pretty much been my life for the last two years and three months. Hard to believe. In that time I've moved halfway across the country, had an accident that laid my arm up for a few weeks, and had to deal with some legal issues I wish I could have avoided. But I guess that last bit is the price of success. 
 
    Now that we're here, I first want to thank ALL of you. Really, thank you! You're the reason I do this. The response to this series has been overwhelming, and I've been very humbled by it. I also want to thank all of my Patreon supporters, past and present. I value their feedback a great deal, and the supporters I had back in 2017 had a lot to do with encouraging me to write this series. They were totally responsible for my publishing Shadow and starting this pen name. Up until then I'd had no intentions of ever publishing that book, but their help and encouragement set me on the path that has brought us all here today.  
 
    So again, thank you! 
 
    I also want to thank my beta readers. I know it's a thankless task, and my editor Tiffany Reynolds.  
 
      
 
    Now, what comes next? I have a few small things I'd like to take care of next that I've been promising to write. But I'm sure most of you want to know what will come next in this, the Valens Legacy universe. Well, I have a whiteboard just full of notes for the follow on to this series. I had to chart that all out while writing this book, because I know a lot of people are interested. So if enough of you tell me you want another series in this world, I think it's safe to say I'll write it.  
 
    The working title for that series will probably be 'the Valens Destiny'. Though I have to warn you, I'm well known for changing titles at the last minute. It will most likely follow the life of Sean Jr. Also, I'm hoping to put out a 'Wives Tales #4', and I may do a standalone story in the interim. We'll have to see. 
 
    But right now I'm thinking maybe a short vacation might be in order as well. We'll all just have to see. 
 
      
 
    Now! Some Recommendations: As mentioned before, I do have another name I write under: John Van Stry. If you haven't looked at it, you might appreciate my 'Portals of Infinity' series. It's currently at eight books and will continue; I will hopefully be writing the ninth book in the series within the next few months. 
 
    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 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Some Notes on Lions (F1, F2, F3) 
 
      
 
    F1: 18 – These are the members of the original pride. The First was the alpha male leader. There were a couple of other males in the pride (cubs at the time). These are all the lions who were originally 'infected' by Omushkego. Sean and Estrella join this group (making it 20) because of what happens with Mahkiyoc. 
 
    F2: 721 – Pure lions. These are the direct descendants of the F1s (they still have kids occasionally).  
 
    F2.5: ~8000 – These are direct descendents of F2 + F2, or F1 + F2, or an F1 biting someone (Note: Originally, in the 'old days', a lion biting someone was death). 
 
    F3: ~27000 – Normally the result of an F1 or F2/F2.5 breeding with a lycan. Or an F2/F2.5 biting someone and it being successful. (Sean is originally an F2.5—because of his interaction with the First). An F3 breeding with an F2/F2.5 creates an F2.5. Breeding with an F1 creates an F2. F3 + F3 = F3 
 
    Note: Sometimes these rules get bent in the F2.5 area; no one knows why (well, the First might, but he's not talking). 
 
    (There are 35,739 of the above, total, when the story starts) 
 
    --------------------- 
 
    F4: ~50000 (until the die off) F3 + lycan. None of these survived the die-off.  
 
      
 
    Note that after the die off and the changes, F4s aren't possible anymore—not until ALL the F1s, F2s and F3s are inhabiting bodies and there are no more lion souls left to fill a newborn lion. Lions will avoid creating an F4 again (under current rules) because they didn't like losing them at the die off.  
 
    Note: A lion does not have to be reborn if it does not wish to be. Also, sometimes an 'original soul' appears—a lion is not reborn into a cub even though a soul was available. Estrella and Adam are both examples of this. So is Sean, Jr. 
 
    Note: F1/F2 bites no longer turn animals into lycans. But they don't kill people either, they turn them into lions. What will happen when all the lion souls are alive again?  
 
      
 
    The number of lions that can be living on Earth at any time is linked to the number of lycans that are alive. If that number plummets precipitously, there is a sudden die off. Lion powers depend on the number of lycans alive (the 'power pool'), but there are also some lion abilities that depend on the number of lions alive. These abilities are inversely proportional to population, i.e. fewer lions, more abilities.  
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