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 Don't Slide 
 
      
 
    The president looked around the oval office as everyone sat down. "Ladies, gentlemen." He then turned and focused on Carl. "Give it to us straight, Carl. Did we lose our Mr. Valens?" 
 
    Carl nodded. "I'm afraid so, Mr. President." 
 
    General Baker swore, "Damn, I'd just gotten used to dealing with him, too. How'd he die?" 
 
    "We're not quite sure that he is dead. His wives are all claiming he's still alive." 
 
    "How can that be?" the president asked. "What happened?" 
 
    "They were getting overrun, so he went through the portal and set off some sort of explosion, which killed everything and stopped any more demons from stepping through. I think it was more of that 'godly wrath' the lions can sometimes do. According to Tisha, he's now trapped on the other side until he can find a way out." 
 
    "So even if he's not dead, he's as good as," General Baker said with a shake of his head. "Who's in charge now?" 
 
    "Roxy Valens, his first wife, is in charge until another lion gets there." 
 
    "Another lion?" the president said. 
 
    Carl nodded again. "They're all agreed it could be months until Sean can find his way back, and they need someone to fill in until he returns." 
 
    "What's your assessment of the situation?" 
 
    "Well, right now not much has changed from our perspective. We're still dealing with the same people; those who dealt directly with Sean are now dealing with one of his wives or one of his generals. Best I can figure it out, their average soldier is a bit shocked he's gone, but also impressed he took one for the team rather than save his own ass and let them get slaughtered." 
 
    "So they think he's dead?" 
 
    "I'm not sure; the one lioness I have access to says he's not dead, at least not yet." 
 
    The president nodded. "So what do you think his chances are of coming back?" 
 
    "Honestly, no one knows anything about what it's like on the other side of one of those gateways. Chad, the leader of Sean's armies, sent a team through a few hours ago and only about half of them made it back." 
 
    "What did they find?" 
 
    "I don't know, they've been keeping it quiet. I only found out he sent a team through because Tom over at the NSA had a tap on one of their imagining streams. Things are still pretty confused over there, Sir. Sean was the heart and soul of their operation, and he always led from the front. Even if a new lion steps up, it's not likely he's going to be held in the same regard as Sean." 
 
    The president nodded. "I have to agree." He turned to General Baker. "I want you to send those artillery, armor, and infantry divisions to Reno now." 
 
    "Mr. President, we're still being held up by the Posse Comitatus act! I've got a federal judge standing in my way." 
 
    "I'm declaring a national emergency; this is an invasion, and I want those troops mobilized." 
 
    "What about their claim the demons will just take over the minds of any of our soldiers because they're human?" the director of Homeland security asked. 
 
    "Artillery isn't line of sight, and we're hoping those in armor won't be affected," General Baker told her. "Mr. President, I'd like to send in an air support wing. I’d think a bombing run or two would hurt them." 
 
    The president nodded. "Good idea, Jim. Also put the word out, officially, any lycans in the military need to come forward. It's time for them to serve their country." 
 
    "You think there are lycans in the military?" asked Josh, the president's chief of staff, looking a little surprised. 
 
    "Maybe, maybe not. But if there are, we need them." 
 
    "I'll see to it, Mr. President," General Baker said with a nod. 
 
    "Great. Justice Clayton, I need you to shut down that judge on the whole Posse Comitatus thing. We're being invaded, and the last thing I need is people standing in the way of our country's defense." 
 
    "I don't know if I can do that, Mr. President, there are legal issues involved." 
 
    "If you don't do it, I'm going to send you and the rest of the justices to Reno so you can get a first-hand view of what's going on there," the president said, leaning forward in his chair. "This isn't a game, Clayton, and it isn't politics. This is the safety of our citizens. We don't have time for a six-month legal debate." 
 
    "Tom," the president turned to the NSA head, "send Justice Clayton here all of the intercepts and pictures you've got on this fighting so he can see we're not making any of this up." 
 
    "Yes, Sir!" 
 
    "Great, make sure we've got copies here as well. Josh?" 
 
    "Yes, Mr. President?" 
 
    "I want a meeting set up with the majority and minority leaders from the House and the Senate. I think we're going to need to get some sort of formal declaration here before the lid blows off on all of this. We need to prepare a brief for Congress." 
 
    "I'll get right on it." 
 
    "Anything else?" the president asked, looking around the room. 
 
    Everyone shook their heads. 
 
    "Let's get to it. I want progress reports by the end of the day." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Chad sighed and walked to the front of the table. Roxy, Daelyn, and Cali were there. So were Roxy's father Bill, Claudia, Maitland, Sean's mother Louise, Oak, Hunter, Lieutenant Jack Kennedy, and the new lion, Adam. Chad wasn't all that impressed by Adam—the guy was a noob when it came to war and fighting—but Roxy appeared to have him well in hand. He sat at the other end of the table, with Roxy on his right and Daelyn on his left, and Chad had the distinct impression he was getting kicked in the shins every time he dared to open his mouth. 
 
    "Okay, yesterday at 22:12 we had a small gate open. Within fifteen minutes of it opening, one of my quick response teams was dropped in front of the gate and penetrated through to the other side. They were there for two whole minutes before the enemy became aware of them and engaged them. 
 
    "Seven of them survived long enough to get out of the gateway. Five of those were able to flee the area before they were killed." Chad looked around the room. "Here's what we got. 
 
    "First of all, it's dark on the other side, like twilight dark, the sun appears to be black, and the predominant colors are black and gray. The only other colors they saw at all were on the things they were carrying with them, and those were very muted. Reds and greens look mostly gray as well. 
 
    "Second, there were a lot of demons, djevels that is, gathering on the other side and preparing to come through." 
 
    "How were they gathering?" Adam asked and then flinched ever so slightly as Roxy scowled. 
 
    "I'm not sure I understand the question," Chad said. Oh, he understood it; he just enjoyed watching Adam getting kicked. 
 
    "Were they coming there and forming up, drawn by the new gateway? Or where they already there camped out? Gathering from where?" 
 
    Chad nodded; it was a valid question. "They observed a large camp, probably a couple hundred djevels. But they also noted more were starting to show up as they were attacked. Particularly the higher-level ones were among those showing up." 
 
    "So they have a reasonable idea of where the gates are going to open and have people waiting for them." Adam made it a statement, not a conjecture. 
 
    Chad smiled as he saw him flinch slightly. 
 
    "I'm not sure; it's only one datum point. We'll see what the next team returns with. But after discussing it with Maitland before this meeting, we think that may be the case. 
 
    "The next thing they noticed is they were still able to shift to their beast forms, but not to their human forms." 
 
    "Do they know what stopped them?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "No. But their collars still worked fine; the magical items they had all seemed to work, however most of the tech items they were carrying ceased functioning while they were there. So we don't have any pictures or recordings." 
 
    "Any idea why?" 
 
    "We think the laws of physics are different there. The black sun and the lighting would seem to confirm it." 
 
    "They can't be too different," Daelyn said, speaking up. "They were all still alive and able to function, after all." 
 
    "True," Chad agreed. "But perhaps going through the gate alters you so you'll stay alive? Again, this was only our first time through, so we really don't know." 
 
    "Why didn't they retreat sooner when they saw the overwhelming odds?" Hunter asked. 
 
    Chad shook his head. "As the team leader was killed, I don't know the answer to that one. Needless to say, the other team leaders all got a lecture this afternoon before I came here. Oh, we did learn one other interesting thing." 
 
    "What?" Adam, Roxy, and Daelyn asked at the same time. 
 
    "Hand grenades work. The anti-personal ones we finally got worked incredibly well there, as well as here during the battle." 
 
    "Really?" Roxy asked. "Any idea why?" 
 
    Jack Kennedy raised his hand and spoke up. "The Mark 67 grenade has a steel case around the explosive charge to provide fragments like shrapnel when it detonates." 
 
    "Where'd you learn that?" Adam asked, then twitched a little as Roxy kicked him. 
 
    Jack smiled and pointed at the tan beret lying on the table in front of him. "Ranger school." 
 
    "Well, that explains the badges on the uniform," Bill said, sotto voce. "I was wondering about them." 
 
    "How'd you end up in the Pentagon?" Chad asked. 
 
    "Umm, me and a captain had a little 'discussion' and, well, command decided to put me someplace else for a while." 
 
    "Did this discussion end up with somebody in the hospital?" 
 
    "Oh, that was the flight of stairs he fell down afterwards." 
 
    "I'm surprised you weren't court martialed." 
 
    "The captain was a stand-up guy; he was actually the one who told them about the stairs." 
 
    "Hey, if you know about grenades, do you know anything about ammunition?" Roxy interrupted. 
 
    "Some, especially after being around the supply nerds for the last four months." 
 
    "What's in an AP round?" 
 
    "Armor piercing?"  
 
    Roxy nodded. 
 
    "It's usually some kind of penetrator wrapped in an outer shell, usually copper. The outer shell engages the rifling in the barrel, and the penetrator is what goes through the armor on impact." 
 
    "What's the penetrator made of?" 
 
    "Something hard, tungsten is common." 
 
    "Well that would explain why they aren't affecting the djevels," Daelyn grumbled. 
 
    "Has it always been tungsten?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "No, they've used other things like steel in the past. Why do you ask?" Jack said. 
 
    "Those M2 machinegun systems we got from Sawyer, the old ammunition they came with was actually doing damage to the djevels, where the new stuff doesn't." 
 
    "M2s? Hmm, I'm not sure, but I know someone who would know. Can I use that?" Jack asked, pointing at the speakerphone. 
 
    Roxy and Adam both nodded. 
 
    Jack turned the phone on and quickly dialed a number. 
 
    "Frank's Fun Factory, who do you want to kill today?" 
 
    "Frank, it's Lieutenant Kennedy, and you're on speakerphone. I got a question about the M2 machinegun." 
 
    "Those antiques? They haven't been used since Vietnam!" 
 
    "Yeah, I know. What ammo did those shoot?" 
 
    "7.62 by 51. They started off with the M59, but that didn't work out." 
 
    "Oh? Why not?" 
 
    "They were using iron cores, wasn't penetrating armor worth a damn. They tried mild steel cores, which didn't work all that well either, but it was better than the iron." 
 
    "We got any in stores? Anywhere?" 
 
    They all heard Frank snort. "We cleared it all out and gave it to the civilians at least thirty years ago. What do you want that crap for?" 
 
    "Special ops, can't tell you more than that. Thanks, Frank!" Jack hit the button and ended the call. 
 
    "Holy shit," Chad muttered. "If we can get our hands on that, we can dump the swords and go back to rifles and machineguns." 
 
    "But you just heard him, they're all out," Adam said with a sigh. 
 
    "You can always make more," Bill pointed out. 
 
    "I think I need to call the general and let him know about this," Jack said. 
 
    "Do that," Roxy agreed. "Now would be a very good time." 
 
    Jack nodded, then got up and left the room. 
 
    "I just thought of something," Bill said, looking around the room. "A few years ago, the government got all bent out of shape about a load of 5.56 ammo the civilians were buying, so they tried to ban it." 
 
    "I think I recall something about that," Chad nodded. 
 
    "Why'd they do that?" Maitland asked. 
 
    "Because it was steel-jacketed ammo, and they were trying to claim it was armor piercing, even though it wasn't." 
 
    "Wait, there's steel ammo out there? That's way better than what we've been using!" 
 
    "And because they tried to ban it, everyone started hoarding it," Bill said with a smile. "I think we should get our hands on a bunch of it and see how well it works. At least until we can get some iron core ammunition." 
 
    "You know," Daelyn said, "I can talk to my friend Garth and my uncle Samis. I'd think iron bullets shouldn't be too hard to make." 
 
    "It'll sure beat those flamethrowers," Chad agreed. They'd tried using them, and they lasted for about sixty seconds before they ran out of fuel. After that, the djevels got wise to them and started targeting them with a spell that caused them to explode, turning them into a liability. They hadn't been used since. 
 
    "I think you should call Sawyer," Claudia said. "Whenever anybody starts hoarding stuff, he gets his hands on a bunch as an investment." 
 
    "I'll call him," Chad said. "If I can arm my next scouting team with some rifles, we can find out whether they'll work on the other side or not." 
 
    "Why wouldn't they?" Daelyn asked. "They're simple mechanical devices." 
 
    "Better to find out if primers and gunpowder work there before we make any assumptions." 
 
    "Good point." 
 
    "Okay," Adam spoke up. "Is there anything else we need to discuss this morning?" 
 
    No one spoke up. 
 
    "Then let's adjourn so we can all look into this ammunition. We'll meet again tomorrow and see where we are." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 For an Angel 
 
      
 
    Sean pulled a chair over and sat there, looking at 'The Brown One' as her eyes opened. She looked around a moment, and then locked on him, and growled. 
 
    "Can we please just talk?" Sean sighed. 
 
    "You're going to ruin everything! I told you to leave!" she said, glaring at him. 
 
    "Yeah, well. I'm not going anywhere until you tell me what the hell a lioness is doing here of all places!" Sean said, looking back at her. 
 
    She started to rise up out of bed with murder in her eyes, so Sean leaned over quickly, put his hand on her armored chest, and pushed her back down with a grunt. 
 
    "Listen, 'Brown One', I'm bigger than you, stronger than you, I'm actually a lot better at unarmed fighting than I am with a sword, and I can still cheat. So unless you want to wake up naked and hog-tied, I suggest you talk!" 
 
    "Estrella," she snarled at him. "My name's Estrella." 
 
    "Sean," he said with a smile, "pleased to meet you." 
 
    "Why did you come here? How'd you even get here?" she growled at him. 
 
    "I came through a gateway during combat. We were losing, and my army was about to be overrun. So I did something desperate, and amazingly, I survived." 
 
    Estrella paused a moment as she considered his words. 
 
    "So the gateways now lead back to Earth?" 
 
    "Duh," Sean said and rolled his eyes. "Where else would they go?" 
 
    "There are over a hundred different worlds they can go to," she snarled at him. "Don't take airs with me!" 
 
    Sean sighed. "Okay, okay. I apologize. No need to bite my head off. But I thought, me being a lion, it would be kind of obvious. Are you always this touchy?" 
 
    "I've been trapped here for over a thousand years," she grumbled. 
 
    "Ouch," Sean said and looked embarrassed, "I guess that would make anyone touchy." 
 
    "Why did you come here? To my home?" 
 
    "Because I had no place else to go? I saw you in a vision, and after I got here, I could tell where you were. So I came here. I had hoped," Sean gave her an accusing look, " you might help me understand what this place is like and help me get back home." 
 
    "And why would I do that?" 
 
    "Damn, you really don't like lions, do you?" Sean said shaking his head. " I thought, oh, I don't know, maybe you'd like to go home too?" 
 
    "Maybe I like it here," she said with a pout. 
 
    "Damn, you're worse than Peg when she's having a snit," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "Peg?" 
 
    "One of my wives. One of my pregnant wives, who I very much want to get back to so I can be there when our daughter is born." 
 
    "I thought you said you'd never met a lioness before?" 
 
    "She's a fox," Sean said, and then smiled, "both literally and figuratively." 
 
    "So who's your father? I don't remember you." 
 
    "Uh uh," Sean said, wagging a finger at her. "Your turn. I want to know what the hell you're doing here." 
 
    Estrella sighed and looked away. 
 
    "I thought if I could learn more about the enemy, it would help us fight them." 
 
    "So you decided to come and live here?" Sean said, surprised. "Wow, that's ballsy." 
 
    Estrella growled and looked back at him. "I got stuck, okay? I was only going to come through for a week or so while the main gateway was open. But I got attacked, the magic item I'd been using to sneak around got broken, and I couldn't sneak back out!" 
 
    Sean held up his hands. "Sorry if I touched a raw nerve there. Well, I'd think that'd motivate you more to help me so you can get the hell out of here." 
 
    "There is no getting out of here!" she growled. "You need permission to even go near an open gateway, they all open on property that's been claimed for thousands of years, and they're all heavily guarded. I thought if I got lucky I might sneak through, but so many of them hate me now." She shook her head. "I'm stuck here." 
 
    "That's loser talk," Sean said with a snort. "So why do they hate you?" 
 
    "Because I've fought and killed some of their toughest leaders. They're afraid of me because they can't beat me, and some of the ones I've beaten never came back. Rule here is by brute strength. Might makes right." 
 
    "Oh, I thought it was because you're a lioness." 
 
    Estrella snorted and then gave him a nasty smile. "Lions have manes; that's why they call me the 'Brown One'. They don't know what I am. But you, oh, all the leaders know what lions look like! You're not gonna stand any chance at all. That's why I don't want you here." She frowned at him then. "Once they find out there's a lion on my lands, they'll all come running." 
 
    "How long do you think we've got?" 
 
    "What do you mean we?" she grumbled. 
 
    "If you think I'm not taking you with me when I go back, you're crazy," Sean said and growled back at her for a change. 
 
    "You can't go back; they guard the gates too well, especially the main one once it's opened. I've tried. More than once! It just can not be done!" 
 
    Sean looked down at her lying on the bed and smiled. 
 
    "But you have something now you didn't have before." 
 
    "What, a lion?" she said snarkily and waved a hand at him. 
 
    "No, you have help. Now, why don't you get up and show me around the house before your people start thinking I really did kill you?" 
 
    Estrella sat up like a shot then. "What did you tell them?" 
 
    "I told them you weren't dead, this was just how we said hello." Sean cocked his head to the side and grinned. "I also let them know, if they told anyone about this or set foot off the grounds, I'd kill them first before I killed whoever showed up, and I didn't want to be disturbed." 
 
    "Oh, great. Now they probably think we're mating in here or something." 
 
    "Well," Sean said with a purr and a wink, "I'd hate to make liars out of all of them." 
 
    "Don't go getting your hopes up!" Estrella grumbled as she stood up. "Let's go see what the damage is." 
 
    "Sure, just one thing before we go outside?" 
 
    "What?" Estrella sighed heavily looking at him. 
 
    "How come I'm not tired or hungry?" 
 
    "Shock, mostly. But this place is different enough, you'll find you don't need to sleep that much. A few hours is usually all it takes." 
 
    "And the hunger?" 
 
    Estrella sighed and looked away a moment. "How many denizens have you killed?" 
 
    "You mean the demons?" 
 
    Estrella nodded. "Yes, them." 
 
    Sean shrugged. "I killed a raseri djevel on the way here, and four bonde." 
 
    "That's why you're not hungry. There's no 'food' here as we think of it back home. You have to eat spiritual energy. You can ‘grow’ things to eat, but it's far easier, and more enjoyable, to eat the energy of another by killing them and taking theirs." 
 
    "Oh." Sean thought a moment. "Does it matter how you kill them?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Well, what if I set off an explosion that killed someone, or shot them, or used a spell, would it still count?" 
 
    "It would go to everyone around you who survived, I guess." 
 
    "So it only goes directly to you if you kill them?" 
 
    "You get power by damaging them; each time you hit them, you drain them until they're dead." She shook her head. "Of course, if you or I kill them, we get much more power because they can't reincarnate. They don't come back." 
 
    Sean nodded and thought about it. He wasn't sure if he should tell her about the explosion, because he didn't know whether he'd just killed a bunch of her allies or not. 
 
    "Give me a moment to get out of my armor," she said, moving over to what was obviously a rack to hang it on. 
 
    "Need any help?" Sean teased. 
 
    "No! You can keep your hands to yourself," she grumbled, then turned to look at him. "We'll have to find you something else to wear, but keep your armor on for now. Is that fey made?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "My mom was half faerie, so my uncle taught the dwarves how to make it." 
 
    "Your mother wasn't a lioness?" Estrella said, looking a little surprised. "I guess that's why you've never met another lioness."  
 
    Sean watched as Estrella quickly shucked her armor, replacing it with a loincloth, leggings, and a tabard. She was nicely built, he had to admit, though he didn't try to be too obviously looking at her, since she'd look up glaring at him whenever he did look. 
 
    "Follow me," she said and left the room.  
 
    Stepping outside, Estrella nodded to Første, who was standing outside her room with a guard. 
 
    "Summon the others to my chair. We must talk." 
 
    Første nodded. "As you wish, Brune En," he said and ran off. 
 
    Sean followed her down the hallway, having a hard time keeping his eyes off of her butt. He was already a huge fan of women's butts, thanks to Roxy, and he'd learned to appreciate the tail that came out of hers as well. With the tuft on the end of Estrella's, it was equally enticing. 
 
    "Are you watching my ass?" Estrella complained after she glanced back over her shoulder at him. 
 
    "I have a pulse, you know," Sean said teasingly. 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "Of course I'm watching your ass! Damn, I think yours might give Roxy's a run for her money." 
 
    "Roxy?" 
 
    "First wife," Sean said with a grin. 
 
    Estrella sighed and shook her head, but she couldn't help but smile a little. Not that she'd let him see it, of course. It had been a while since any male had chased after her. Fifteen hundred or so years, to be exact. 
 
    If only he wasn't so damn annoying.  
 
    He did look good in armor though…Estrella shook her head; she didn't have time for those kinds of thoughts, or the luxury for the actions that went along with them. This lion had brought some very big problems with his presence here, and she needed to figure out how she was going to deal with them.  
 
    "So where are the gates opening?" she asked, changing the subject. 
 
    "North and South America." 
 
    "Where? I've never heard of such a place," she asked, looking back at him. 
 
    "What? They're the continents to the east of Europe…oh, wait, those were only 'discovered' about five hundred years ago." 
 
    "I know about them," Estrella told him. "They just hadn't been named by the humans." 
 
    "Well, they have been now, and a lot of people live there. Mostly in North America, which is where I'm from. A small city called Reno. I don't know where the one in South America opened; it's not really my concern. The others are dealing with that." 
 
    "How many are with you?" 
 
    "I don't recall offhand, I've got all the lycans in the area organized and more coming in every day from the rest of the country. Course they have to be trained first." 
 
    "I mean lions; who else is there?" 
 
    "Helping me?"  
 
    Estrella nodded. 
 
    "Nobody. It's just me." 
 
    "What?" She stopped and looked at him. 
 
    "I said it's just me." 
 
    " How can that be?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "Yeah, it's annoying, but apparently they can't spare anyone to help me. I think they don't have as many lycans down in South America as I do up in the north." 
 
    A group of gnashers started to come down the hallway. 
 
    "We'll speak of this later," Estrella told him, then led him into what he guessed was her throne room, or assembly hall, or whatever the hell you called it.  
 
    He noticed the large chair made out of skulls, with a fairly big one at the top. 
 
    "You sit on that thing?" he whispered. 
 
    "It reminds them of who they're dealing with," she growled at him. "And unless you want your skull added to it, I suggest you behave." 
 
    Sean snorted. "My days of behaving ended a year ago." 
 
    "Just..." she sighed, "shut up, please?" 
 
    Sean smiled. "Well, only because you asked nicely." 
 
    Estrella tried not to roll her eyes and went over to sit on her throne. Sean moved over to stand on her right side as her 'people' filled the room. She wasn't sure what to do just yet, but she'd figure something out soon. He was here, and she'd have to deal with it. He'd made it clear he wasn't going away, and when he did leave, he expected her to go with him. 
 
    On the one hand she was annoyed that he thought he could just order her to leave what she'd built here and follow him into what was probably both of their deaths. 
 
    On the other hand, his immediate decision not to abandon her or leave her behind gave her a feeling she hadn't felt in a very long time. In some ways he reminded her of her father, who never abandoned one of his own, no matter how annoying or duplicitous they might be—and some lions and lionesses could be incredibly self-centered.  
 
    At least until her father caught up with them. 
 
    "Everyone, this is Sean," she told them as they stood there and looked at her. "He's very good at killing things, so I would advise you not to anger him. Replacing you is difficult, after all," she growled. 
 
    "May I ask why he is here?" Anden asked. 
 
    "With the departure of Lord Ansigt and his host, I am considering taking one of the hellige points, before he returns or any of the others can secure them. I have summoned him here to consult and help with the attempt." 
 
    "Then why were you fighting?" Første asked. 
 
    "To prove his worth, of course. If I had won, he'd be dead, having failed the test," Estrella said with a nasty smile. "Now return to your tasks, and no one is allowed to leave my lands. No one is allowed to talk to any outsiders without my approval. If others discover I am attempting to take one of the helliges, they will move to stop us.  
 
    "Something I'm sure none of you would appreciate." 
 
    She watched as they all gave nods of assent, and smiled. She knew many of them wanted to quest forth into the hunting grounds, to feed on the beings that lived there. Personally she found the concept both disgusting and immoral, but she would need her fighters behind her if she was going to make this work. 
 
    One thing at a time, she thought to herself, One thing at a time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Bravado  
 
      
 
    "So now what?" Adam asked. 
 
    "We go meet your girlfriend," Roxy said with a smile. 
 
    "Is she cute at least?" Adam sighed. "And before you say anything, yes, I'm shallow. I think I've already admitted to that." 
 
    "More than once," Daelyn said with a snort as they left the room and walked over to the main house. 
 
    "Oh, don't worry," Roxy said, still smiling. "I've picked the perfect woman for you. Trust me, you're gonna love her." 
 
    "Now I'm worried," Adam said as they came into the living room.  
 
    He blinked; there was a woman there, and wow, Roxy hadn't lied. She was hot, alright. She was tall, about six foot, and had a body like a brick shithouse. He could smell her from here; she was a tiger, Sumatran if he recalled right. 
 
    "Roxy!" Ryla growled. "What's the meaning of this? Why am I here? I have a business to run!" 
 
    Adam didn't even notice the painfully wide smile on Roxy's face, or the ones on Daelyn, Cali, or the rest of Sean's wives who were waiting in the room. 
 
    "Adam, this your new girlfriend Ryla." 
 
    "Girlfriend? What the hell, Roxy! I'm not just some..." Ryla shut up suddenly, as there was a very large and very handsome werelion standing before her. 
 
    "Slut?" Adam said with a grin, then grabbed her and kissed her. Oh, he knew the type, her clothing and the attitude confirmed it. 
 
    "I'm not a slut!" Ryla protested. 
 
    "Yeah, and neither am I," Adam said with a soft laugh as he pulled her closer and kissed her again, hard. 
 
    Ryla shifted into her hybrid form, and damn it all if the lion didn't start to purr. Loudly. Then his hands started doing things. 
 
    "Damn it," she panted when he let her come up for air. 
 
    Adam looked over at Roxy and smiled. "Thanks, Rox. I owe you one. She's perfect." 
 
    "Perfect! Perfect for what?" Ryla growled. 
 
    "Simple. I need a 'girlfriend', or everyone will think I'm banging Sean's wives. But why would I do that when I have you?" he purred. 
 
    Ryla worked her mouth, but nothing came out. She had this big stud of a lion all over her, in ways that Sean jerk had never been, and while she knew she should be pissed at Roxy for setting her up, he was big. And handsome. And dragging her out of the room despite her protests. 
 
    "Where are we going?" she weakly demanded; she hadn't been this overwhelmed since that time Boris' cousin had come through town. 
 
    "To get better acquainted, of course," Adam rumbled happily. 
 
    "And just where are we doing that?" 
 
    "In my bed, where else?" 
 
    "Wait? What? Aren't we going to talk first?" 
 
    "We're talking now, aren't we?" 
 
    Ryla bit her lip, took another look at him, and decided maybe it was time to shut up and go with the flow. 
 
    Roxy and the others snickered as Adam dragged Ryla off. 
 
    "Well, you're right about one thing," they heard her say as he opened the door to his room. 
 
    "Oh? What's that?" Adam replied. 
 
    "You're definitely not going to want them after you've had me!"  
 
    Any further replies were cut off by the door closing. 
 
    "If ever there was a match made in heaven," Daelyn said with a laugh. 
 
    "She has most certainly taken to him, has she not?" Cali agreed with a giggle. 
 
    "Well, now that Adam's out of our hair," Roxy said, still smiling, "we've got some work to do." 
 
    "Iron bullets," Daelyn said. 
 
    "Exactly," Roxy said, nodding. "And let's see if we can find anything made out of steel, or with enough steel in it to matter, while we're waiting on those." 
 
    "So we need to stop by Sawyer's, as well." 
 
    "Exactly. You and Jo go. The next gate window opens tonight, so I need to stay here and make sure everything's ready." 
 
    They all heard a very loud moan. 
 
    "I think we may need to get that room soundproofed!" Peg snickered as they left to take care of their various chores for the day. As Peg was fast approaching her due date, her schedule, at least, was a light one. 
 
    Jack caught up with Roxy after she'd gotten back to her office. 
 
    "So how'd it go?" 
 
    "Good and bad," Jack told her. "They've got a ton of AP they can send us that works with standard 5.56 rifles, except for one thing." 
 
    "Which is?" 
 
    "Armor piercing ammunition is banned for civilian use by federal law." 
 
    "Well, shit," Roxy swore. 
 
    "General Baker told me the president is preparing to declare a state of emergency, and he'll see if he can use that as an excuse to give it to us. Something about 'calling up the militia'—he kind of lost me there." 
 
    "So when can we get the ammo?" 
 
    Jack smiled. "They're shipping it out to the Guard base next door, should be there within the week. I was figuring, if worse comes to worse, we could just go over there and steal it." 
 
    "I like the way you think, Jack." 
 
    "Thanks," Jack said with a grin, "but," he frowned, "there's one piece of news I don't know whether you'll like or not." 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "They're sending us air support." 
 
    "What's wrong with that?" 
 
    "I'm not sure the pilots are lycans." 
 
    "As long as they don't get close, I don't see the problem," Roxy said. 
 
    "I'm worried about us taking casualties from friendly fire," Jack confessed. "It gets pretty messy down there, and they haven't sent us any kind of forward air controller." 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "Basically the guy who tells 'em when and where it's safe to drop bombs, and where it isn't." 
 
    "Can't we have one of our people do it?" 
 
    "It's not as easy as it sounds, but the call's gone out for lycans in the military; apparently they're going to send us infantry, armor, and maybe even some artillery." 
 
    "Okay, now I'm starting to get worried. Come on, we need to find Maitland and Chad and let them know what's coming." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Adam didn't leave his room until dinnertime. Ryla was everything he wanted in a woman: shallow, oversexed, kinky as hell, and possessed of a dubious morality.  
 
    "Damn, that was nice," Ryla purred, leaning into him as they left the shower and headed for the dining room. 
 
    "Mmm hmm," Adam agreed, putting his arm around her and hugging her.  
 
    "Wanna come back to Vegas with me?" 
 
    "Can't," Adam sighed, "I gotta do this thing until Sean gets back. Course after that…" He smiled down at her and gave her a kiss. 
 
    "Aww," she pouted, "I gotta get back to run my bar." 
 
    "Let somebody else run things for a while. You have folks you trust, right?" 
 
    "It's my bar; it's what I do. They'll be lost without me." 
 
    "Ryla," Adam growled and stopped to turn and look at her, "I just found you, and I am not letting you out of my sight for at least a week." 
 
    Ryla's eyes got wide as she looked up at him. He was serious! 
 
    "Umm." 
 
    Adam sighed and snorted as he started walking again. "Yeah, I know. You're 'not commitment material'. Trust me, I've said that a million times myself. I'm not used to this, either." 
 
    Ryla just nodded and leaned into him again. She'd call her brother Ted later and make sure he kept an eye on the bar until she got back. She'd never had a man growl at her before and tell her he wanted her to stay. 
 
    Usually it was them growling and telling her to get out! She laughed. 
 
    "This is gonna take some getting used too." 
 
    "Well, if it isn't the happy couple," Roberta said with a smile. 
 
    "You are?" Ryla asked. 
 
    "One of Sean's wives." 
 
    "Oh! Sorry! I don't think we've met." 
 
    "So, where's Roxy, Cali, and the rest?" Adam asked, using his fork to take food off of the serving plates and stacking it on his own, as both he and Ryla sat down. 
 
    "Roxy's reviewing the work on the helicopters, Daelyn's feeding her baby, and I just put mine down for a nap. Jo's doing the same with her twins, and Cali's off with Peg and Sheila, undoubtedly plotting something." 
 
    "How many of you did Sean knock up?" Ryla asked. 
 
    "All of us," Roberta said with a grin. "Lions like making babies!" She winked at Adam, who suddenly blushed. 
 
    Ryla looked at him and opened her mouth to say something, then shut it. Then opened it again. 
 
    "You're actually thinking of getting me pregnant?" Ryla said, shocked. 
 
    "Umm, the thought hadn't even crossed my mind." Adam glared at Roberta, who laughed. 
 
    "Until someone just mentioned it, right?" Roberta said, still laughing. 
 
    "It's a lion thing," Louise said to Ryla as she came into the room. "I'm Sean's mother, Louise." 
 
    Ryla nodded and introduced herself as she got her blushing face under control. 
 
    "So," Louise continued, changing the subject, "what are your plans, Adam?" 
 
    "I guess I should check on all the troops, if Roxy's checking the helicopters. They really don't know me; I haven't been here long enough. So I need to spend some time with them. After that," he looked back at Ryla and winked. 
 
    Roxy and Cali both came in just as Adam was finishing up his dinner. 
 
    "Roxy, did anyone manage to find any of that ammunition?" Adam asked, standing up. 
 
    "Sawyer had a bunch; Hunter parceled it out to our troops so we can try it out when the next gate opens." 
 
    "Good, good. I'm gonna go meet with Hunter and the other team leaders so they can tell me how they do things." He turned to Ryla then and gave her a warm kiss. "Wait here, I'll be back in an hour or two." 
 
    Ryla smiled at him, then turned to growl at Roxy, who snickered after Adam left the room. 
 
    "You got it bad, don't you?" Roxy said, still snickering. 
 
    "I have no idea what you're talking about!" 
 
    "Yeah, admit it. You want him," Roxy said and had the pleasure of watching Ryla squirm a little in her chair. 
 
    "Don't worry, he wants you too." 
 
    "As if you'd know!" Ryla grumbled. 
 
    "Hey, I married one! I know the signs, I've seen them six times now," Roxy said with a laugh. 
 
    Ryla huffed a bit and got up. "I hope you're not expecting me to thank you for introducing us," Ryla said and left, heading back to Adam's room. 
 
    "I must say," Cali said after Ryla was gone, "I am a little surprised you did her this favor. I thought you didn't care for her." 
 
    "I just can't wait to see her all big and fat with Adam's cubs," Roxy said with an evil grin. "You know, I wonder if I could talk him into putting twins in her?" 
 
    Cali paused and thought a moment. "Why don't we just tell him if he doesn't put triplets in her, we'll geld him?" 
 
    Roxy's eyes got wide and she burst out laughing, loudly. 
 
    "Really now, Cali. Was that necessary?" Louise asked. 
 
    "Yes, Mother, I do believe it was," Cali said with a smirk. 
 
    "I bow to the master!" Roxy said, still laughing. "Oh, I am soooo going to enjoy this!" 
 
      
 
    Adam sat up quickly as a loud alarm went off, moving Ryla off of him as she grumbled and rolled over. It took him a moment to realize it was the gateway alert. Climbing quickly out of bed, he stretched and yawned, then, giving Ryla a last look, he padded out of his room, naked, and ran for the armor room. 
 
    He wasn't the only one who was nude, though the majority of folks were at least wearing pants. Those who had full armor had to strip to put it on, so there was no point in stopping to get dressed first. The soldiers who only wore breastplates had the lower halves of their BDUs on, as they would need them. 
 
    Adam greeted them all by name. He had a knack for remembering names, and from the smiles and greetings he got back, they all appreciated it. He yawned again as he started to put his new armor on. He'd ended up spending five hours last night with the wolves he'd be leading instead of one. He was glad he'd done it, though Ryla had jumped his bones the moment he'd stepped into the bedroom.  
 
    Not that he wasn't happy about that, too.  
 
    "Damn, couldn't they at least have waited until lunchtime?" he grumbled at nobody in particular as he strapped on his sword. 
 
    "I know, right?" Frank, one of the wolves, laughed in reply. "They've got like, no consideration at all!" 
 
    "Guess we should do them for that, shouldn't we?" Adam said with a wink, and the rest of the team laughed and nodded as they jogged out the door and headed for their helicopter. 
 
    Adam followed them out to the helicopter, still getting used to the feel of his new armor. The sword wasn't bad; he actually liked it. He hadn't fought with a sword in a very long time. In fact, the last time was when he'd dueled over some noble's honor after sleeping with his wife and two daughters. 
 
    He still felt bad about that. 
 
    Climbing in the back with the others, he turned on his radio. Hunter and Roxy had gone over the usual startup procedures with him. Of course, Roxy had made the usual threats should he screw up. She'd be coming in with the first relief about four hours from now. That right there told him she trusted him, at least a little. 
 
    "Everybody loaded?" Adam asked. 
 
    "We're good to go!" Hunter told him. 
 
    "Pilot, let's go." 
 
    "On our way, Sir. It's Trey by the way." 
 
    "Thanks. I'm Adam, obviously," Adam said with a chuckle. "Listen up, everyone; don't get upset if I forget your name in the heat of combat. Yeah, this is my first time doing it your way, but we all know it isn't going to be my last. So if I screw something up from the way you normally do it, call me on it. Yell if you have to. I won't be upset. What you've got here works, and the last thing I want to do is screw it up." 
 
    "Yeah," some anonymous voice on the radio said, "Sean would be un-happy." 
 
    "Sean? Who's worried about Sean? Have you ever pissed off Roxy? Damn, that woman scares the hell out of me!" Adam commed back with a laugh, and from the smiles on the muzzles in the back of the helicopter with him, he knew he had them. 
 
    Now just not to screw up, or Roxy really would have his ass. 
 
    They swooped in low, the doors opened, and everyone tumbled out to the ground below. The faster Trey got out of there, the faster the next squad could come in. They had a lot of helicopters now; the Guard base was loaning them a dozen, and there were more coming in every day. The biggest problem was having enough pilots to fly them all. Thankfully there were some pilots among the influx of lycans still showing up to join the fight. 
 
    Adam had a private line set up to Hunter, who was clueing him on what he had to do next, but Adam really didn't need it. He might not like fighting, but he'd done more than his fair share of it, even if he'd missed the last demon war because he'd been assigned to other things. 
 
    "At a walk! Forward!" he called over the radio. Checking the lines, he made the next call. 
 
    "Riflemen! Ready your arms!" 
 
    He watched as they brought up their rifles. They didn't have many, mainly because they only had about six thousand rounds of ammunition. While that might sound like a lot, spread out among all the fighters today, it worked out to only two magazines each.  
 
    "Riflemen!" he called. "Chose your targets, and fire at will!" 
 
    They all watched what happened next. The bullets they had didn't have much steel in them, but they had enough that there should be some effect. 
 
    Adam smiled as the front line of demons went down after several volleys. Apparently the wolves in Reno knew how to shoot! 
 
    "Charge!" Adam yelled, and the entire line surged forward, the soldiers with guns being careful with their fire as they moved forward. Adam wanted to get to the ones who'd gone down before they had the chance to get back up. From the way they were moving, they weren't quite dead yet, and he didn't want to give the enemy the chance to heal them. 
 
    Wading into the thick of it, Adam took his time. They were dealing with a small gate, so they'd only be out here for twelve hours, and he wanted to make sure he didn't wear himself out too soon. There was only a single ridder, and setting his sights on him, Adam started to work his way towards him. 
 
    "Everyone! Pull back!" Chad suddenly called on the radio. 
 
    "Why? We're winning!" Adam called. 
 
    "We've got an air strike coming in!" 
 
    "Who the hell ordered an air strike?" Claudia called out. 
 
    "Pull back!" Adam yelled, striking down the demon before him, and waved his people back. He'd seen enough to know how much damage bombs could do, and he didn't want to be anywhere near them. Silver or not, they'd still do enough damage to lay him low, or worse yet, leave him stunned while some freaking bonde gutted him like a fish! 
 
    "Down!" someone screamed, and Adam hit the ground as a silver streak went by. The ground shook, and both his eardrums burst from the explosion. 
 
      
 
    Draffik saw the strange metal bird flying through the sky as it came at him and his fighters. He'd seen the even stranger ones that carried the annoying beastmen into the battle. He'd been told they were controlled by other beastmen, so not to waste any domination spells on them. This one looked different, however, and when the small objects fell from it, he had no idea what to expect. 
 
    The explosions maimed many of his gnashers, and a few of his bonde were torn apart, though his råge didn't seem to be affected. 
 
    He could see three more of the flying birds; they were all approaching in a line. He pointed at the first one and tried to rip out its soul, and was rewarded with exactly that! Smiling, he pointed at the second and did the same, and again he was rewarded with another fresh soul! Taking the power from them he pointed to the third one and dominated it, then using what power remained, he ordered it to go back to its home and kill as many of its brethren as possible, until it was dead. 
 
    Of the two birds he'd ripped the souls from, both continued to fly straight down and into the ground. One before him, the other to his left. The explosions when they hit the ground were quite formidable, costing him half his bonde and one of his råge, but it was of little consequence; the one that had crashed before him had taken out many of the beastmen, and he still had many hundreds of troops coming through behind him. He was sure his leader would be most pleased with these results when he came through. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean we lost them?" Colonel Vance said to the sergeant working the radio. 
 
    "Just that, Sir. Falcon one-five reports one-six and one-eight just augured in. They wouldn't respond to him on the radio, either." 
 
    "What about Falcon one-seven?" 
 
    "One-five reports they're returning to base, but he's unable to raise them on the radio. 
 
    Colonel Vance swore. He'd been ready to show these boys the power of precision bombing, and now he'd lost two of his sixteen aircraft! If it had been just one, maybe he could have blamed it on maintenance. But two had to be enemy action. 
 
    Just then the ground started to shake, and he was thrown to the floor as the sounds of explosions penetrated through to the command center. 
 
    "What the hell's going on out there?" Colonel Vance demanded. 
 
    "Your airplane is bombing us, asshole!" Colonel Tibbets, the local commander, yelled at him. "I told you not to send your people out without clearing it first!" 
 
    "I'll be damned if I take orders from some civilian!" Colonel Vance replied. 
 
    "Colonel Tibbets!" one of the local base's sergeants spoke up. "The enemy aircraft crashed into the center of the main runway." 
 
    "Get someone out there to evaluate it immediately," Colonel Tibbets ordered, getting to his feet and looking around the room. "I'll be outside assessing the damage." 
 
      
 
    Adam opened his eyes and immediately rolled to his left, more of out habit than anything else. Scrambling to his feet, he grabbed his sword and looked around him. All of his people were wounded, most of them severely. At least five of his team were dead, and he could see a lot more bodies from the other teams. 
 
    "Pull back! Retreat!" Adam called over the radio. "Don't leave anyone alive behind!" 
 
    "How bad were you hit?" Chad called. 
 
    "I've got at least five, no make that six, dead on my team, at least ten more in the whole company. No one else is in any shape to fight." 
 
    Adam picked up two of the worst wounded, one under each arm, or at least tried to. His left hand and his left foot were gone, and based on how slowly they were coming back,  he'd obviously been injured a lot worse than he'd realized. 
 
    Chad swore over the radio and ordered everyone back to the extraction point to set up a new skirmish line. Looking up, Adam could see at least the second squad was coming in. 
 
    "Can you hold? Or do we need a full retreat?" Adam asked as he waved off any help and continued to carry the wolf he'd already picked up, while somebody else got the other one. The pain from stumbling forward on a regenerating stump wasn't putting him in a good mood, but at least he was mobile, more or less. 
 
    "I'll dump all the incoming squads to the rear of your position. It won't be pretty, but I think we can hold the line back here," Chad told him. 
 
    "Do it," Adam ordered.  
 
    "What are you going to do?" Chad asked. 
 
    "Find out what asshat ordered this and kill him," Adam growled angrily. 
 
    "Adam, I don't think..." 
 
    "Shut up!" Adam growled over the radio. "You do your job, I'll do mine!" 
 
    "Yes, Sir!" Chad replied. He'd seen Sean angry; apparently Adam had just as bad a temper. Or, from the sounds of it, possibly even worse. 
 
    Adam sighed as someone from the helicopters ran up and took the wounded wolf from him, another helping him hobble forward towards the waiting helicopter. Squeezing into the front seat, Adam looked down at what was left of his armor. The left arm and leg pieces were completely gone; the rest was full of more holes than he was comfortable seeing, making him wince. 
 
    "Who ordered this shit?" he asked, looking over at Trey, still growling. 
 
    "I don't know, but they came out of the Guard base at Stead, and from what I'm now hearing on the radio, they just got bombed as well. Looks like one of their pilots got taken over." 
 
    "Of course they did!" Adam growled. "The pilots were human! There's no range on a demon's powers! It's line of sight! Once we're loaded, take me there." 
 
    "Yes, Adam!" Trey replied nervously and took off almost immediately.  
 
    Adam leaned back and sighed. He could feel the pins and needles as his foot finished regenerating; he then concentrated on his hand. Being able to walk was more important than grabbing right now. 
 
    "Holy shit," Trey swore as they flew over the airport. There were destroyed aircraft everywhere, and six large smoking craters on the tarmac. There wasn't a single intact aircraft of any type on the ground. 
 
    "Idiots," Adam growled. "Land us by that group over there; I think I spy a pair of eagles." 
 
    "Eagles?" 
 
    "Colonels wear eagles, and I know Tibbets isn't stupid enough to do this shit. Hopefully he can point me at who is." 
 
    Trey just nodded and put them down quickly. 
 
    "Wait here, I won't be long," Adam said, hopping out of the helicopter and marching over to Colonel Tibbets and the other one. 
 
    "Okay, who's the asshole responsible for this?" Adam snarled. 
 
    Colonel Tibbets looked at the lion. He'd met Adam, Sean's replacement, briefly and had thought him to be a very pleasant, friendly, and congenial man. Right now he was covered in blood, missing half his armor, which was scorched, and had murder in his eyes. 
 
    "Colonel Vance, you are on your own," Tibbets said and pointed at him, then quickly backed away. 
 
    "This isn't my fault!" Colonel Vance yelled back at the werelion standing before him. "The pilot in one of my aircraft turned traitor and bombed us!"  
 
    "Listen to me, you little shit! I don't give a fuck about what happened here! I'm all out of fucks to give when it comes to you humans! But your aircraft first bombed us, then crashed into us! I've lost over two dozen of my wolves! The rest had to retreat because we were so heavily wounded! The demons now have a foothold, and we might not be able to pry them out of it! 
 
    "You were told not to engage the demons because they can steal your souls and dominate your minds!" 
 
    "I will not stand here and be lectured by some civvie! So a few of your 'wolves' died! I don't give a fuck about their freak asses! I lost sixteen fighters and six support aircraft!" 
 
    Adam lost it. Grabbing Colonel Vance by the head, he picked him up and whipped the man's body back and forth, beating him on the ground as hard as he could. Colonel Vance was already dead, his neck having been wrung. 
 
    When the dead colonel's head came away from his body, Adam dropped it and turned to the group of people who were looking on, shocked. 
 
    "The lions are in charge of this war! Do You Understand ME!" Adam bellowed at them. "You will do as you are told, or we will pull out and let the demons eat your souls and come back after you're all dead. 
 
    "Distance will not stop their powers! If they can see you, they can eat you! If they can smell you, they will eat you!  
 
    "And if they don't, I sure as fuck WILL!" Adam snarled and, turning on his heel, walked all the way back to where Trey was waiting with the helicopter. 
 
    "I think they're going to be upset with you over this one, Adam," Trey told him as they took off. 
 
    Adam snorted. "Yeah, yeah, Roxy's gonna have my balls. I don't care. You don't mess with a lion and expect to keep living, and you sure as hell don't kill my people, or I'm going to kill you right back twice as hard." 
 
    Adam closed his eyes and let his mind travel back to the mountain. 
 
    "What happened?" the First asked. 
 
    "Oh, I just murdered a colonel in front of about a hundred witnesses," Adam told him. 
 
    "You did what?" the First asked. 
 
    "Grabbed him by the head and swung him around until it popped off," Adam said with a sigh. "Sorry, but the bastard earned it." 
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    Adam quickly explained everything. 
 
    "I'll get Tisha on it. Good luck dealing with Roxy and the others." 
 
    "Yeah, you may need to send them someone else, I suspect I'm gonna be dead here in a few minutes." 
 
    "Better wake up!" Adam heard Trey call, and opening his eyes, he stopped communing. Roxy was standing out by the landing pad, and she had a rifle. Which she was pointing at him. 
 
    "This day just keeps getting better and better," Adam growled. 
 
    Pushing open the door, Adam hopped out carefully and put his arms up as he walked towards Roxy. 
 
    "Don't shoot around the aircraft, you might damage something important." 
 
    "Then why don't you move away from it? I can't believe you murdered an officer! In front of witnesses!" 
 
    Adam put his hands on his hips and stared at her. "It had to be done. Sorry." 
 
    "You're supposed to be a figurehead! A fill in until Sean gets back! We can't have you driving our allies away!" 
 
    "Save the lecture and shoot me already! I've had a bad day, and you're not making it any easier! I lost people, Rox! Because some asshole had to prove he had a bigger dick than anyone else in the room!" 
 
    "You lost people? How the hell could you lose people? You've only been here three days!" 
 
    "Because they dropped their bombs right on top of us! What, you think I only put on half my armor when we left?" 
 
    Roxy stopped and lowered the gun, suddenly noticing the state of his armor and the condition he was in. "What the hell happened to your armor?" 
 
    "I lost it when my arm and leg were blown off, that's what! Now can we move away from here so they can get the next sortie out? We can talk about this in your office, and if you want to bring the gun, feel free. I didn't sign up for this mess, but if nothing else, when Sean gets back here, maybe I'll have made his life a little bit easier." 
 
    "Come on," Roxy growled and slung the rifle. "You can tell me what happened inside." 
 
    "Great. Can we get some food? I'm about tapped out after all the damage I took." 
 
    "You've got a lot of nerve, I'll give you that," Roxy growled. 
 
    "If you're not going to kill me, I need to get back out there. I can't be much of a figurehead if I'm not out with the troops, now can I?" 
 
    "You need to wait for new armor." 
 
    Adam snorted. "I don't have time for that. Maybe if we're all lucky, I'll get killed in combat. The guys and gals here will be happy I went to the wall for them, and you can tell the government I'm dead so they drop the whole 'murdering a colonel in front of everybody' thing." 
 
    "You really are in a pissy mood, aren't you?" 
 
    "I have temper issues," Adam said with a grunt as they walked into her office, and he dropped down into a chair. 
 
    Roxy gave him one of those looks as she sat down. "I thought all lions had tempers?" 
 
    "Mine's a bit overdeveloped, but it takes a lot to piss me off. I don't like violent confrontation." 
 
    Roxy raised an eyebrow. "This from a guy who just brutally murdered someone in cold blood?" 
 
    "It was hardly cold," he said with a slight growl. 
 
    "So what happened?" 
 
    "Order me some food and I'll tell you." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Smile Like You Mean It 
 
      
 
    "Okay," Sean asked once they were alone again, "what the hell is a 'Hellige' point and why would you want to take one over?" 
 
    "Stop looking at my ass, and I'll tell you." Estrella sighed as she led him out of the audience room. 
 
    "It's not like you're giving me the opportunity to look at the other side, walking away from me like that," Sean teased. Actually he wasn't staring at her ass anymore, being just a little bit more concerned with his surroundings. 
 
    Estrella sighed and tried not to frown; it had been a very long time since any male had flirted with her, well, any male she'd even consider as a possible bed partner. Then again, the way the demons and the devils 'flirted' wasn't something anyone who wasn't insane would find enticing. 
 
    "Hellige points are where the gateways form," she told him. 
 
    Sean gaped, "I thought they couldn't control them?" 
 
    "They can't," she agreed. 
 
    "Then how do they form there?" 
 
    She shrugged. "I don't know the how of it; from what I've learned, the hellige points were built over a hundred thousand years ago. No one is even sure who built them. Personally, I doubt the demons had anything to do with it; they're just not that smart. More than likely they were built by the race who ruled this world before the demons took it over." 
 
    "So what exactly do they do?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Gateways appear in certain areas. What a hellige point does, is it draws the gateway to it, so instead of just forming in a random location you have to find and travel to, it forms at the nearest hellige. They come in different sizes as well. The small gateways are harder to pull around for some reason, so there are many small helliges. The larger gateways can be pulled in from much farther away, so there are fewer of the helliges for them. 
 
    "How many you control is a sign of your power. Ansigt was a powerful lord; he controlled one large hellige, one midsized hellige, and a dozen of the smaller ones. He was having a very successful pass this cycle. As I understand it, he'd already had ten small gateways open up for him in his domain, three medium ones, and two large. He was even starting to call himself a 'prince'." 
 
    "You can do that?" 
 
    Estrella shrugged. "You can try. I hadn't come face to face with him in a very long time, and as I heard he'd ascended to the rank of hersker, or lord, I really had no desire to confront him." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because demon lords are hard to kill. That big skull on the top of my chair is a reminder I've killed them in the past. But honestly? That one almost ended me, so I've avoided any more such fights. Of course because I have killed a demon lord, and they all remember it, the other lords aren't looking for a fight either. Because they know I can end them, too." 
 
    "And a demon prince?" 
 
    She shook her head. "I don't even want to think about fighting one. I doubt I'd win a fight, and a demon queen or king would be well beyond me." 
 
    Sean thought about that a moment.  
 
    "You know, twice now you've used the word 'ascend'. Why?" 
 
    "Because things are different here. All the demons are born as things like the gnashers I have. As they grow, they turn into different types of demons depending on what they're fed, who their parents were, assuming they had parents of course, and other things I still don't understand. 
 
    "Some demons, like the Raseri you slew, that's all they'll ever be. But others, if they continue to gather power—by either eating the souls of other demons, or those of the beings they hunt on the other side of the gateways—they'll transform into more powerful beings. They grow in size and power, as well as intelligence and ability.  
 
    "In order to become a demon lord, however, you must ascend to a much higher level of power. Most commonly that's done by killing another demon lord, and taking his energy and his bondsmen. For Ansigt to have become a prince, he'd have had to kill another prince and taken his lords as his bondsmen. It's a pyramid of power, once you ascend to lordship and beyond. The only other way he could have done it would be to either find a bunch of unbonded lords and convince them to give him their bond, or kill a bunch of lords and raise someone up to take their place who was already sworn to him."  
 
    "Sounds complicated; does this happen often?" 
 
    "I can't say for sure. There've only been two new princes while I've been here. Normally for a lord to ascend to the level of prince, another prince has to die. But I never heard of him killing another prince, or one of the kings or queens killing one and leaving an opening for another to rise." 
 
    "And the kings and queens?" 
 
    "I've never heard of anyone ascending to that level. I gather it's a very rare event, due to the power they hold. Because of this, I was skeptical of the rumors of Ansigt having ascended to the level of prince." She shook her head. "You have to understand, politics here are very violent and cutthroat. If he'd ascended without killing another prince, that would anger the kings and queens." 
 
    "Because there'd be too many princes?" 
 
    "Exactly," she agreed. "But it's all but forbidden to engage in challenges to the rulers during a pass. However, once the pass is complete, you'll see many challenges to the ruling order because of the amount of power those at the top have absorbed from the souls they've eaten." 
 
    "So what's special about being a prince?" 
 
    "They're very powerful. You see, demon lords can do real magic. They gain this ability from those who are bonded below them. Princes have many lords bound to them, kings and queens have many princes." 
 
    "So the more you have bonded to you, the more magic you can do?" 
 
    Estrella nodded. "Apparently. Now there are some demons who can do magic naturally, and don't depend on the power of bonded servants below them. But the 'royalty', as it were, tend to be the most powerful." 
 
    Sean nodded. "And the helliges play into this how?" 
 
    "The more powerful you are, the more helliges you control. This means, during a pass, you and your bonded will have more opportunities to feed and gain even more in power. This will allow you to overcome those who have less power and take their helliges away from them." 
 
     "So, with this Lord or Prince Ansigt dead, his helliges are undefended, the others will scramble to take them over, and you think we can take one of them." 
 
    Estrella opened the door and led Sean into her rooms. Turning around, she leaned against her desk as he closed the door behind him. 
 
    "I had to tell them something that would not only explain your presence, but which would keep them from talking to any others about it." 
 
    "So they're keen on the idea of you controlling a hellige?" 
 
    She nodded. "Very. They've been pushing me to take one over for centuries, since I've settled here and built this stronghold. But until now, I always had the excuse I wasn't strong enough to take one." 
 
    "Why is that?" 
 
    "That I didn't take one?" 
 
    "No, why are they all so hyped about getting one?" 
 
    "Because right now, they only get to eat what they find, grow, or defeat. But with a hellige, they can roam into the other worlds whenever the hellige snags a gate and eat as much as they wish. I'm sure you already know humans are no match for any demon looking to feed." 
 
    "Oh," Sean said with a frown. 
 
    Estrella nodded. "That's the other reason why I haven't been keen on trying to take a hellige. The idea of feeding on the souls of the innocent doesn't sit well with me. Killing these bastards," she made a general waving motion to the surrounding area, "that's no big deal. I especially enjoy the fact that, when we kill them, they're destroyed completely and never come back. 
 
    "But more and more of them are created or reborn everyday. So it's not like this world will ever be rid of them." 
 
    "How do they come back?" 
 
    "After they've been killed?" 
 
    Sean nodded. 
 
    "They reform, usually at the place they've linked their power to." 
 
    "How long does that take?" 
 
    "If they're killed on the other side of a gateway, it takes, umm," Estrella looked thoughtful for a moment. "Ten days? A fortnight? I'm not exactly sure. But if they're killed here, they reform in about five days." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "I have no idea," she admitted. "Which brings me to the next point; he was killed about two days ago, if that explosion is what killed him, and he wasn't on the other side of the gate. So we need to move tomorrow if we want any chance of gaining control of one before he reforms." 
 
    Sean nodded and wondered if he should tell her he was the one who blew them up. She seemed to be playing straight with him now, but he still remembered her first move had been to attack him, not to welcome him. 
 
    "How long do you think we can hold one of the hellige points after he reforms?" 
 
    "Hopefully long enough to go through a gateway," Estrella said with a heavy sigh. "We won't be the only people making a move on his helliges. If we take a small one, hopefully we'll be last on the list when he starts to retake them." 
 
    "That makes…" Sean stopped; he could feel it, his mana regeneration suddenly peaked, going back to normal rates. 
 
    "A gate just opened," he said, looking at her. 
 
    "What? Are you sure? How can you tell?" 
 
    "I'm a magic user, like I told you." 
 
    "I'm still getting used to that," Estrella admitted. "There weren't any lion magic users when I left." 
 
    Sean smiled. "I'm the first, but considering I've got several children already, I won't be the last. But yeah, I'm sure. When a gateway opens, I can feel it because of my mana regeneration. That reminds me," Sean said, taking a step closer and looking down at her as she leaned back against the desk. She really was a looker, and her long black hair just added to the appeal. 
 
    "Does anyone know you're here? Because no one ever told me about you." 
 
    Estrella shook her head. "I didn't tell anyone I was going to sneak through." 
 
    "Why not?" Sean asked, looking at her curiously. 
 
    "Because you can't be told no if you don't ask," she replied, returning his scrutiny. 
 
    Sean smiled at that. "Well, now that we're back here, and there's no one else around, I was wondering…?" 
 
    "Yes?" she said with a slight growl. She had to admit, he was impressive looking, and handsome, too. It had been a while, after all. 
 
    "Can I see the item you said broke?" 
 
    Estrella started slightly and blinked at him in confusion. "What?" 
 
    "The item you said you used for stealth, but it broke. Can I see it?" 
 
    "Why would you want to see that?" she asked, feeling a little disappointed. 
 
    "Because I'm an enchanter, and I might be able to fix it for you," Sean told her. "Especially now that I have access to mana from an open gate." 
 
    "Fine," she sighed. "It's in the chest over there, just a moment." 
 
    Sean nodded and got out of her way, watching closely as she walked to the chest on the other side of the room. He appreciated the view as she bent over and wondered why her tail was flicking in annoyance. For a moment there, her scent had been quite appealing. 
 
    He'd figure it out eventually, he was sure. 
 
    She brought a necklace back to him. Looking down at it, Sean could tell it was one he'd seen in his vision. 
 
    "What happened to it?" 
 
    "I was careless and got into a fight with a pair of ridders. One of them struck me by the neck, and thankfully the necklace stopped them from killing me, but it was destroyed in the process." 
 
    Holding his hand out as he called up his enchanting framework, Sean took the necklace to examine the spells on it. He was very surprised to see there were still active spells on the necklace, because it had been cut in two. Usually any change in an item destroyed all the spells on it. 
 
    Looking at it closer, he noticed the spells had been laid down in a radically different manner. 
 
    "A faerie made this, didn't they?" he asked. 
 
    Estrella looked surprised. "You can tell?" 
 
    Sean nodded and went back to examining the necklace. "Faerie magic is cast much differently than that used by humans. It's hard to explain, but their method is completely different." 
 
    "Does that mean you can't fix it?" Estrella asked, pouting. 
 
    Sean snorted. "My great uncle's been teaching me how to do it. I may be able to fix it if I can get the proper tools and such. Or perhaps I'll make a new one. I'll have to think about it." 
 
    Sean looked up at her and asked, "Mind if I use your desk?" 
 
    She shook her head. "No. Make yourself at home. I need to go talk with everyone anyway. Now that I've told them that story, I need to get things set up to be ready for tomorrow." 
 
    Sean smiled, leaned forward, and gave her a kiss on the cheek. "Thanks, Estrella. I know I just came in here and screwed everything up for you. But I promise, I'll not only make it up to you, but I'll get you back home." 
 
    "More likely you'll get us both killed," she grumbled, but Sean could see she was smiling, if only slightly. 
 
    "Trust me, if I get us killed, the wives will never let me hear the end of it." 
 
    Shaking her head, Estrella left him as she went out to talk with Første and the others. There was a fair bit of planning to do, and they had to do it now. The first thing would be to decide which of the helliges would be the easiest to take. Second would be to figure out how to ensure it was the last one Lord Ansigt would attempt to reclaim. 
 
    Smiling, Sean watched her leave, then went around the desk to sit in the chair behind it.  
 
    Then he got up again and removed his armor. Sitting on a hard chair in armor, he realized, was not a comfortable experience. Shedding it, he set it carefully to the side, then sat back down to examine the necklace carefully. Touching the ends together, he was surprised to see some of the more complex spells on it still activated and worked. Whoever had built this really had been a master enchanter. While there were many layers to each spell, they seemed to have been laid out clearly and simply. It was only when taken as a whole that the geometry of all the layers turned it into an impressive piece of work. 
 
    He tried to call up his workshop, then swore as he remembered his father's watch was sitting on the dresser back home. He didn't like to wear it into combat for fear of it getting damaged or lost. Oh, he could easily create another one; all he needed was a watch and a couple of batteries, or some other power source. 
 
    None of which he had with him right now. 
 
    "Damn, guess I'm doing this the hard way." He sighed. Taking a moment to tar what was there, he looked around for something to write with and something to write on. Then he set about organizing his thoughts to figure out how the destroyed parts should have functioned. 
 
    It was going to be a very long day. At some point he was going to have to ask Estrella what kinds of raw materials were available in this strange grey and black world. 
 
      
 
    Estrella came back into her rooms and was surprised to find Sean sound asleep, his head down on her desk as he snored softly. He had her necklace sitting on the desk to his left, and was holding a writing stick in his right hand. Walking around behind the desk, she noticed the small stack of what passed for paper here. Thankfully it was easy to make, because he'd gone through ten pieces of it. 
 
    Looking at them, she really couldn't make heads or tails of the small, neat printing on it. She didn't recognize the language at all, even if some of the words had meaning. The small sketches meant even less to her. 
 
    Shaking her head, she gave him a light shake, and he mumbled something in what sounded like English, but he didn't wake up. Apparently everything had caught up with him, and he'd crashed hard.  
 
    Picking him up, she carried him over to her bed and carefully laid him down on it. 
 
    "First time in over a thousand years I lay my hands on a man, and he's out cold," Estrella said with a snort. 
 
    Slipping out of her own clothes, she laid down on the bed next to him. At least her bed was big enough for two, though she'd ever shared it before. There were still a lot of questions she wanted to ask him, but they could wait until morning, after they were underway. She and her lieutenants had picked a hellige a day and a half away. That would give them a good two days to spend on setting up their defenses to hold the place against Ansigt when he came back. 
 
    If he came back. She was starting to suspect there might be a bit more to Sean than most of the lions she'd known.  
 
      
 
    Sean yawned and stretched slowly, enjoying the feeling of one of his wives pressed up against his back, her arm wrapped around him as her face laid against his neck. He was considering rolling over and having a little fun when his nose suddenly told him he wasn't back home in bed. 
 
    And it definitely wasn't one of the girls pressed up against him. 
 
    Opening his eyes, he remembered where he was, though last he recalled he'd been working on the spells in the broken necklace. He must have fallen asleep, and Estrella had obviously put him to bed. 
 
    And now she was curled up against his back, one arm draped over his side as she cuddled up against him. 
 
    He laid there and stared at the wall for an indeterminate amount of time, trying to decide if he should risk it and roll over—he was horny as hell—or if he should carefully extract himself from the situation. After all, she had put him to bed, in her bed, instead of just leaving him there, or putting him on the floor or something. 
 
    So obviously she didn't hate him. But rolling over at this point might be pushing it. While he had to admit she was attractive, hot even, she was a lioness, and he'd never ever really met a lioness before, beyond a few minutes with Lark, there was still the fact that they were stuck with each other, and she was probably still a bit unhappy about it.  
 
    Even with all of that, he had to admit lying there with her pressed up against him felt nice. If she blew up on him when she woke, it might be worth it. But discretion being the better part of valor and all that, rolling over probably wouldn't be a good move right now.  
 
    No, right now he'd probably be better off just lying here and waiting for her to wake up on her own and enjoy the moment. 
 
    "What's got you purring?" a sleepy voice asked him. 
 
    "I'm in bed with a beautiful woman pressed up against me and nobody's trying to kill me," Sean said, yawning, and stretched again. 
 
    "I'm surprised you didn't roll over." 
 
    "Would you have appreciated it if I did?" 
 
    "Probably not," she grumbled softly. 
 
    "Exactly. I'm just happy you put me to bed and didn't leave me there slumped over your desk," Sean said and rolled over onto his back. 
 
    Estrella sighed. "It's... I've been stuck in this, this place, by myself, and it's..." she shook her head, "... been a fight, a constant fight. At first I just kept running, trying to stay alive. Then one day I decided to stand my ground." 
 
    She snorted. "That worked for a little while, until I was forced off of it by a larger group. When I was finally forced to face down lord Rothskar and surprised both myself and everyone else by killing him, things started to get better. When he didn't come back, my status changed, because only lords can take another lord's soul." 
 
    "Lords and lions." Sean chuckled wickedly. 
 
    Estrella smiled. "Exactly. I'd been forced to move on after I killed him—the other lords took exception to that—but eventually I found this place, and there were no powerful lords here yet. So I settled in and built my defenses. It still wasn't easy; I've killed a lot of demons since I settled here.  
 
    "But I guess what I'm trying to say is I've been alone for so long, I don't know if I can be with anyone else anymore." 
 
    Now it was Sean's turn to snort. "You're just afraid to lower your guard because there hasn't been anyone you could trust." 
 
    "And your next words are going to be that I should trust you, right?" Estrella said, giving him the eye. 
 
    "Oh, hell no!" Sean laughed. "I'm gonna knock you up and make you one of my wives! I'm all sorts of filled with ulterior motives!" 
 
    "Knock me up?" Estrella growled. "What the hell does that mean?" 
 
    "Oh, right, modern slang," Sean said and rolled over to face her. "It means I'm going to put my cubs in you." 
 
    Sean watched as Estrella's mouth opened in astonishment, and all the fur on her face bushed out in embarrassment. 
 
    "You, you can't be serious!" she finally managed to growl. 
 
    "Yeah, I mean, just because I have six wives already, why would I want a seventh, right?" Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her close, tucking her head under his chin as she growled, grabbed his arms, and sank her claws in. 
 
    "You males!" she snarled, but she didn't push him away. 
 
    "Hey, after fighting off my advances for the next few weeks, or however long it takes us to get home, you should be perfectly fine with everyone else," Sean joked. 
 
    She gave him a nip on the side of his neck, then relaxed her claws. 
 
    "Do you really have six wives?" 
 
    "And two concubines," Sean said with a nod. 
 
    "And they haven't killed you?" she asked wryly. 
 
    "Actually," now it was his turn to sigh heavily, "we all love each other very much, and I'm sure they're going to punish the hell out of me when I get home for coming here and scaring the hell out of them." 
 
    She sighed and relaxed, leaning into him. 
 
    "Must be nice." 
 
    "Does that mean you're interested in being number seven?" Sean asked with a chuckle. 
 
    "In your dreams, perhaps." 
 
    Sean was about to respond when someone knocked on the door. 
 
    "Brune Dame!" a voice called out. "We're almost ready to travel!" 
 
    "Oh, right," Sean said. "Time to go to war." 
 
    "Put on your armor; don't leave anything behind. It'll be a long time before we come back here, if ever," she told him. 
 
    Sean kissed the top of her head, and they untangled themselves, got out of bed, and got ready for the trip. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Mistreated 
 
      
 
    "We got trouble," Tisha said, entering the office with Steve and Terri. 
 
    "What's wrong now?" Terri said with a sigh. "Do our congressmen want chew toys?" 
 
    "Worse," Tisha growled. 
 
    "What could be worse than dealing with that bunch of prima donnas?" Terri grumbled. For all that they had to do as Tisha told them, the politicians Sean had turned into werewolves were still the biggest pains in the ass she'd ever had to deal with. 
 
    "You know the lion we brought in to cover for Sean while he's in the Onderwereld?" 
 
    Steve nodded. "Adam. What about him?" 
 
    "He just killed an Air Force colonel. In front of witnesses. Ripped his head off." 
 
    "Oh, shit." Steve shook his head and sighed. "There goes my golf date. Again. How long ago did this happen?" 
 
    "About fifteen minutes. Adam told the First. The First told me. I just got off the phone with Roxy to confirm the details." 
 
    "Has Roxy killed him yet?" Terri asked. 
 
    "Apparently Roxy is coming around to his point of view. In fact, Adam's heading back out to the front as we speak. She thinks he's hoping for a heroic death or something. He was pretty pissed. I called down for a car; I guess we need to go to the Pentagon and do some damage control." 
 
    Steve shook his head. "We need to go to the Whitehouse. Lions are heads of state, or foreign diplomats, or whatever the hell we can come up with." 
 
    "What?" Tisha said, blinking at him. 
 
    "Sean, the First, and I have had conversations about this. The lycans may be citizens and fall under the law, but the First wanted to cut out an exemption for you lions because you're effectively gods. 
 
    "Now let's grab the car, and you can fill me in on all the details while we head over there." Getting up, Steve walked over to Terri, who was still sitting at her desk, and gave her a kiss. 
 
    "Hold the fort, Hon. Anyone calls, I'm off to see the president. Oh, and call Martha back at the shop, find out Colonel Tibbets' personal number, and text it to me." 
 
    "Why would she have that?" Terri asked. 
 
    "He's a customer," Steve smiled, "so it's on file." 
 
    "Got it!" 
 
    Steve grabbed Tisha's arm and dragged her along as he left the office. 
 
    "I hate when you do that," Tisha grumbled as she freed herself from Steve's grasp, moving up to walk next to him. 
 
    "No you don't." Steve chuckled. "You like it when I put my hands on you. You just don't like that Terri's cock-blocking you." 
 
    Tisha snorted. "You know I'm older than both of you by like nine thousand, nine hundred and forty years?" 
 
    "And yet we still rule you," Steve said with a grin. 
 
    Tisha grumbled loudly as they got to the car, "Would you at least talk to her about it?" 
 
    "About what?" Steve teased. 
 
    "You know," Tisha said, giving him a look. "About me." 
 
    Steve shook his head as he followed her into the back of the limousine. "Sorry, Tish, but that's between you and her." 
 
    "No, it's between the three of us! That's how these things work, and she's not going to even consider it if you don't talk to her about it." 
 
    "And why would I talk to her about it?" 
 
    Tisha looked at him, and Steve was surprised to see she was blushing. 
 
    "Because I want you," she said in a whispered growl. 
 
    "But I'm already taken," Steve pointed out. 
 
    "You've only got one wife!" Tisha said with a hiss. 
 
    Steve was brought up short by that. Lions were big on polygamy; Sean was living proof of that. If the lions were all doing it, it only stood to reason the lionesses would have to be down with it as well. 
 
    "You're serious, aren't you?" Steve said, looking at her. "You really do want to be my second wife." 
 
    "Do you know how long it's been since I've been with a male whose sole goal in life was to conquer everything he could get his hands on?" Tisha said, still keeping her voice low. "Of course I friggin want you! I don't mind sharing, it's not like I haven't done it a dozen times before!" 
 
    Steve leaned back in the seat, eyebrows rising. He looked up at the driver, who was obviously trying not to follow the conversation, but even in human form, werewolves had excellent hearing. 
 
    "Whitehouse, Wally" 
 
    "Yes, Steve!" 
 
    "I promise I'll talk to Terri when we get back, Tish. Now tell me what happened." 
 
    Steve was surprised to suddenly have Tisha, very hot and appearing to be no more than eighteen years old, in his lap as she gave him a hug. "Thanks, Steve! I can't ask for anything more than that…Well, I could, but I'm sure Terri's got that cattle-prod handy." 
 
    "Right, now Adam?" Steve prompted as she settled back into her own seat. 
 
    While Tisha quickly went over everything Adam had told them, his phone beeped. Looking at it, he saw Terri had texted him Colonel Tibbets' number. Once Tisha started winding down, Steve called him. 
 
    He had to call it three times before it was finally answered by something other than voice mail. 
 
    "Who is this and what is this? I'm busy." 
 
    "Sean's man in Washington, Colonel. I'm about to meet the president and I need the low-down." 
 
    "Ah, shit. That means they're gonna want to conference me in, too. I ain't got time for this." 
 
    "How bad is it?" 
 
    "Real bad, lost a runway, though my engineers think they can have it up and running in a few days. Thank god my helos were out with your folks, or I probably would have lost them too. Lost my C-130s though, and the worst part is, I've got over forty wounded and twenty-three dead." 
 
    "What about the other colonel?" 
 
    "Vance? He lost even more, a lot more. I warned that asshole, but damned if he didn't think he walked on fucking water." 
 
    "And what happened between him and Adam?" 
 
    "I can't speak to that," Colonel Tibbets growled into the phone. 
 
    Steve blinked; that was a bit of a change in tone. 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because, like it or not, it was a fellow officer. But I'll tell you one thing." 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "Several of my people cheered. That asshole said some things he shouldn't have said, and the only reason he won't be facing a court martial is because he's dead. I gotta go; this shit's not gonna fix itself." 
 
    The line went dead, and Steve looked over at Tisha. 
 
    "You get all that?" 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "This might not be as bad as we thought it would be," Steve mused. 
 
    "How can you say that?"  
 
    "Because the good colonel is obviously taking Adam's side." 
 
    Steve's phone pinged again; Terri had sent another text message. This one said the president was waiting for them. 
 
    "Ah, good, looks like we won't have to wait." 
 
    "You almost make it sound like you're looking forward to this," Tisha said. 
 
    "I'm looking forward to being done with it," Steve admitted with a sigh. "This isn't going to be fun. In fact, I'm sure it's going to completely suck. Just remember to keep a straight face, a serious demeanor, and keep telling yourself Adam did nothing wrong.  
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later they were ushered into the Oval Office. Sean noticed General Baker was already there, as well as the head of Homeland Security, and Director Kensington from the Secret Service. 
 
    "Mr. President," Steve said, shaking hands, "General, Director, Director. I'm sorry to have to be here under these circumstances." 
 
    "Mr. Bryson, one of your lions murdered one of my colonels! This can not stand! I want him brought in, and I want him punished!" General Baker said loudly. 
 
    Steve took a deep breath and sighed heavily, then looked around the room. 
 
    "Okay, has anyone here heard an eyewitness account from Colonel Tibbets?" 
 
    "What does that have to do with anything? We know this new lion, the one who's taken over for Sean, ripped the head off one of my people! There's no excusing that!" 
 
    Frowning, Steve shook his head. "I'll admit it was perhaps a bit extreme, but you don't mouth off to a head of state while he's standing there in front of you, covered in blood because you damn near killed him." 
 
    "What?!" 
 
    "Colonel Vance violated the rules of engagement. His actions led to the deaths of over twenty of our people, and put our forces in a precarious position. They're now losing a fight they were winning two hours ago." Steve looked around the room, keeping his voice calm. "His actions also led to the complete loss of all of his aircraft, and probably a hundred of your troops! We've told you time and time again humans cannot engage the demons. There's no range on their abilities; it's all line of sight.  
 
    "It was bad enough those airplanes dropped bombs on our forces without warning, without any kind of ground control. But for Colonel Vance to insult Adam when…" Steve shook his head. "Get Colonel Tibbets on the line. He was there; let's hear what he has to say." 
 
    "We've already heard from Colonel Vance's second in command," General Baker said. 
 
    "I would hardly consider him to be a neutral party," Steve pointed out. 
 
    "What is there to be neutral about? He murdered an officer!" 
 
    "He saved you from convening a court martial for a man who disobeyed orders and got a lot of people killed," Steve said, staring down at the general. "He insulted a man, hot off the battlefield and wounded by his own negligence. I daresay, General, if it had been you instead of Adam, you probably would have shot the bastard yourself! He was aiding and abetting the enemy!" 
 
    "Those are pretty harsh words, Mr. Bryson," the president said. 
 
    "Sir, this is a war for survival, for your survival. For the survival of this country, for all humanity! The lions know what's on the line here. And if they have to remove a few obstacles along the way, they will not hesitate.  
 
    "The stakes are just too great." 
 
    "Get Colonel Tibbets on the phone," the president said to the Secret Service agent standing by his desk. 
 
    "One moment, Sir," the agent said, and did just that. 
 
    Steve looked around a moment and then took a seat, motioning for Tisha to sit beside him. 
 
    Steve could tell Colonel Tibbets had obviously been expecting this call, and he went through the events a lot more calmly than he had when Steve had talked to him. He also went through it in a great deal more detail. Apparently Colonel Tibbets had been quite unhappy with Colonel Vance's actions. But because Vance was regular Air Force, and Tibbets was a National Guard commander, hadn't been able to do anything about it. 
 
    Steve listened to them questioning Tibbets in detail about what happened and waited until it sounded like everyone was almost done. 
 
    "Colonel Tibbets, Steve Bryson here," he called out. 
 
    "Yes, Mr. Bryson?" 
 
    "What exactly did Colonel Vance say to Adam that pushed him over the edge?" 
 
    "Umm…" Colonel Tibbets hesitated. 
 
    "Please, Colonel, I know I'd like to hear it," General Baker said. 
 
    "He said he didn't care about the deaths of a bunch of freaks." 
 
    Steve blinked and sat back. He hadn't heard that. He'd known Vance had said something, based on what Tibbets had told him on the phone earlier. He just hadn't guessed it was that bad. 
 
    "Oh, yeah," Tisha said with a growl, and everyone suddenly remembered she was a lioness. Especially as she'd shifted into her hybrid form. "That'd do it. It takes a lot to piss Adam off, but once he goes, that's it, there's no holding back. Calling the people who died freaks?" 
 
    Steve could see the president had his head down and was shaking it; even the director of Homeland was looking uncomfortable. 
 
    "You have to remember," Steve said carefully, "the lions really do care about their children, which is how they think of all lycans. It's bad enough to kill them, but to offer insult to injury when they're dying out there for the rest of us?" 
 
    "Thank you, Colonel, we'll let you get back to cleaning up the mess," the president said and motioned to the agent to end the call. 
 
    "Could you get Adam on the line for us?" the president asked. 
 
    "He's back out leading our forces, Mr. President," Tisha said. 
 
    "I thought Colonel Tibbets said half of his armor had been destroyed and he was covered in his own blood?" 
 
    Tisha winced. "Adam is afraid of what will happen to him if he doesn't win this fight. He's back out there leading the counterattack." 
 
    Steve noticed General Baker was looking impressed on hearing that. 
 
    ", I still want to talk to him when this is over," the president said. 
 
    "What happens if he loses?" the director of Homeland asked. 
 
    "Well," Tisha replied, "I suspect he'll get in a lot of trouble with our leader. You have to understand, if he screws up all the work Sean did…" Tisha glanced away, "if the First of us feels he dishonored us all by losing the fight, he could be...…let's just say there are things worse than death." 
 
    "I…see," Jill said, looking a little uncomfortable. 
 
    "I think we've heard enough for today," the president said. "General, I think we need to make sure our commanders fully understand they can't go off half-cocked, that there are dangers we're still not aware of. 
 
    "Steven, Tisha, I'm not happy about what happened today, even if you think it might have been justified. We have rules, regulations, and laws that need to be followed. Understand?" 
 
    Steve nodded. "Of course, Mr. President." 
 
    "Yes, Mr. President," Tisha agreed. 
 
    "Fine. Steve, Tisha, thank you for coming out." 
 
    Steve and Tisha stood and shook hands with the president, then left. 
 
    After they'd left the room, the president turned to General Baker. "Jim, how the hell did an asshole like Vance get put in command of a wing?" 
 
    General Baker shook his head. "I don't know, Sir. But you can be damn sure I'm going to find out. Bryson was right, if he'd laid some racial insult on me about me and my soldiers? In front of everyone like that? After getting them killed? Hell, I probably would have shot him myself." 
 
    "Still, we need to do something," said Jill, the director of Homeland. 
 
    "I'll work something out with Steve," Kensington said. "I've got a fairly good working relationship with him, so I'm sure we can figure out something that’ll save face and won't cause any more issues with the lions." 
 
    "I keep forgetting Tisha's a lioness. She looks so young," Jill said. 
 
    "Yeah, I know," Kensington said with a smile. "I was shocked to find out just how old she really is." 
 
    "I take it she's a lot older than she looks?" 
 
    "Considerably." 
 
    "I wonder why she always defers to Mr. Bryson then?" 
 
    "If I had to guess, I'd say it may have to do with her being so old, she's lost the ability for dealing with the likes of us. I'm sure when we're not around, she's probably the one ruling the roost, so to speak." 
 
      
 
    Steve looked over at Tisha as they rode back to the office. She was squirming in her seat. 
 
    "What's gotten into you?" 
 
    She blushed. "Umm, it's what I want to get into me." 
 
    Steve laughed. "Oh? What did I do this time?" 
 
    "You all but made them yours! When we went in there, they were all mad at you, at Adam, at all of us. When we left there, well," Tisha gave her head a small shake, "you'd changed everything." 
 
    Steve smiled, looking her over—really looking her over—making her blush even more. Tisha was a hot little number, alright; he'd never taken the time to really appreciate her looks because, well, because Terri was pretty hot herself. Also, Terri understood him, understood his method for dealing with things, and never ever hesitated to back him up. 
 
    That right there was sexy as hell to him. Terri was totally dedicated to being his woman, which was why he loved her so much. 
 
    "You weren't too shabby in there yourself," Steve said, looking into her eyes. "Fate worse than death? And that little wince you gave? I had no idea you could act so well." 
 
    "Well…I had to do something to back your play. It's not like they can ask anybody whether I was lying or not, right?" 
 
    Steve laughed and putting an arm around her he pulled her into his lap. 
 
    "I am so going to own your ass after I make you mine." 
 
    Tisha's eyes widened. "But, but what about Terri?" 
 
    Steve grinned. "We already talked about it; she's very much looking forward to making you bark like a dog tonight." 
 
    Steve slipped his hands up under her blouse. 
 
    "Eyes on the road, Wally!" Steve warned, then pulled Tisha closer, kissing her as she joyfully submitted to his desires. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Anonymous Melody (Traveling Music) 
 
      
 
    They'd been walking for most of the day; according to Estrella, they'd be there sometime tomorrow.  
 
    "I saw a ridder and a biskop come through with some sort of mount," Sean mentioned to her as they walked along. They'd been discussing what kind of disguises they might be able to use to hide that he was a lion from their enemies.  
 
    Mainly because he wasn't a big fan of the huge hooded cloak she'd given him , and which he was now wearing. At least it wasn't hot out, cold was actually a better description, but with his fur coat, at least he wasn't bothered by it. 
 
    "And you're wondering why I don't have one?" she asked him. 
 
    "Yes, or something similar." 
 
    "The teams of six gnashers pulling the carts are about as similar as I want to get. Most of the riding beasts are ill tempered and eat a lot." 
 
    "A lot of what?" 
 
    "Gnashers or the diamondbacks." 
 
    "Diamondbacks?" Sean asked making a face. 
 
    "That's what I call the small demons that look like little gnashers," she said with a shrug.  
 
    "Aren't there any plants here?" 
 
    "What do you think we're surrounded by?" She laughed, motioning to the trees and the bushes. 
 
    Sean blushed. "I meant edible plants. Like carrots or wheat, anything that can be eaten besides other demons." 
 
    Estrella nodded. "Yes, but they don't grow naturally; I thought I'd mentioned that to you before? Most of the ecology here are demons, their spawn, or a few related breeds, and they're pretty much based on eating each other. Only the diamondbacks and the gnashers seem to be able to primarily live off of some of the stuff that grows here. The rest of it was either here when the demons showed up, or somehow came through the gates, adapted, and spread." 
 
    "What about precious metals? Silver? Gold?" 
 
    "Nope," she said, shaking her head. "They have iron; it's fairly common, though the making of steel seems to be a well-kept secret. Copper is also fairly common, but I haven't seen any brass that didn't come from somewhere else, just bronze." 
 
    "Then what do they make their weapons from?" 
 
    "Steel mostly, but they work the iron a bit differently, adding zinc or other coatings to it to protect themselves from the iron. Bronze is popular for most other things that require metal, because it's safe." 
 
    "I'm surprised they'd use steel swords, considering how dangerous iron is to them." 
 
    "That's exactly why they use it." She chuckled. "They even use iron darts and spearheads. Of course they use slaves to make them, as they usually lose a few in the process. But they very much want to be able to hurt each other, so the edges have the coatings filed off. 
 
    "But they also bring back a lot of the stuff they steal when they go through the gateways to other realms. Of course, the stuff doesn't always work when they get it back here." 
 
    "It doesn't?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Any idea why?" 
 
    "I think it's the same reason why we don't really eat food. Have you ever seen them eat somebody's soul?" 
 
    Sean frowned. "Yeah, twice. I killed them for it." 
 
    "I've often wondered if we were to take a soul back through the gateway to its home, would the person come back to life?" 
 
    "That's a good question," Sean agreed. 
 
    "And you're the first person I've been able to debate it with." Estrella looked at him and smiled.  
 
    "I take it the demons here aren't very good conversationalists?" 
 
    "Hardly!" she said with a laugh. "Their idea of conversation is telling you how many they slew and the nasty things they do to their victims and underlings. They're not just vicious, they're cruel as well." 
 
    "Yours don't seem so bad," Sean said, lowering his voice. 
 
    "No, they're not. At least not when I'm around. I try to weed out any of the truly sociopathic ones. But I also don't allow any of the higher-level ones to stay with me." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Too dangerous. There comes a point in their evolution where they become much more aggressive. They'll start killing all of the weaker ones around them to gain their power so they can rise up to their true potential." 
 
    "If you had a bunch of ridders and the other high-level ones, wouldn't you be safer, though?" Sean was curious about that. She'd been here all this time, but she was sticking to the lowest of the low. 
 
    "I've thought about it," she said slowly, giving him a dark look, "but I started to fear for my soul." 
 
    Sean did a double take at that. "Wait, what? You feared for your soul? After the thousands of years lions and lionesses used lycans as their toy soldiers in wars of dominance?" 
 
    "Yeah, I know, right?" Estrella said with a frown. "I wasn't really there for most of that; I came in at the end. But we grew up, we learned. These people," she shook her head again, "I don't think they're capable of learning. Of advancing.  
 
    "My sire once told me he realized, through our ignorance, we'd done a great disservice to our children, and our lack of advancement was because we'd kept them feral, made them fighters, and treated them no better than gladiators for entertainment. I guess that's why he decided to fight the demons. It's not like they were any threat to us. In fact, they avoided us, but every time the humans got their feet under them, the demons would come along and kill so many of them, they fell back into savagery." 
 
    "The sounds almost like something the First would say." 
 
    "Umm..." 
 
    Sean noticed her tail was curling around her leg. 
 
    "Your father's the First?" he blurted out. 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, he's the 'First'," Estrella grumbled. "That's why I snuck in here; I figured I had something to live up to, something to prove. I thought it would make him proud of me." 
 
    "Wow, small world," Sean said shaking his head. 
 
    "So now that you know, you're not going to run away or something, are you?" 
 
    Sean laughed. "Why would I do that?" 
 
    "Because a lot of the younger lions are afraid of him, especially the third-generation ones. He's so powerful they tend to wilt in his presence." 
 
    "Was Keairra your mother?" 
 
    "You know her?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "She's the one who taught me sword fighting. How old are you, then?" 
 
    "Not very; I was born a few hundred years after the previous invasion. I was a bit of an unexpected occurrence." 
 
    "What, they didn't practice birth control?" Sean asked, giving her a serious look. 
 
    "No, it's just, new lion souls aren't common since the die off," she said, looking away uncomfortably. "That's part of why I was trying to prove myself to my sire, I guess. My birth was unexpected. Usually someone else gets reincarnated." 
 
    "Huh, I didn't know that." 
 
    "I don't see how you would." 
 
    "Well, according to your father, I'm a new lion soul as well." 
 
    "Wait, what?" 
 
    "I was bitten by a lion named Sampson a little over a year ago, and your father's spirit is the one who moved in to 'guide' me." 
 
    "You have my father in your head? And you want to sleep with me?"  
 
    Sean blinked; the look she was giving him was neither friendly nor nice. In fact, he suspected he was taking damage from it. 
 
    "I lost him when I came through!" Sean said quickly as she drew her sword. "I swear! He's gone!" 
 
    "He didn't crush your mind and take over? How do I know I'm not talking to my sire?" she growled. 
 
    "Because you beat me with the sword, and I can do magic?" Sean said, eyeing the tip of the sword, which was now inches from his face. 
 
    She glared at him an entire minute before she blew out her breath and sheathed her sword. Everyone had stopped and was looking at them. 
 
    "Just a difference of opinion," she growled, looking around. "Keep moving." 
 
    "Woo, that was scary," Sean said and wiped his brow. "You know, he can be a bit of an ass at times, but do you really think he'd actually do something like that?" 
 
    "Well, not if he'd crushed your mind," Estrella admitted. "But why didn't he? I mean, that was his usual practice, come back in someone's grown body and just take it over." 
 
    Sean shrugged. "He told me he'd realized it was wrong and stopped doing it. When I started showing up in la-la land without his help, he told me he was even more convinced it was the right decision, because I was obviously a lion." 
 
    "La-la land?" 
 
    "The place we can go to when we sleep." 
 
    "Oh, the mountain." 
 
    Sean nodded. 
 
    She stopped again and looked at him. "Wait a moment, you've only been a lion for a year, and you've got six wives?" 
 
    "And I'm leading the war against the demons," Sean said with a nod. 
 
    "Damnation, you really must have a lion soul." 
 
    "So does that mean you're interested in being number seven?" Sean asked with a wink as they started to walk again. 
 
    "I'm a second generation," she said haughtily while smiling. "What could I possibly want with a lowly third?" 
 
    "To outrage your parents and impress your friends?" Sean said with a laugh. 
 
    "Who infected you, anyway?" 
 
    "Sampson." 
 
    "Sampson? Can't say I recognize the name." 
 
    "One of the First's grandsons. Looks like me, but a little shorter." 
 
    "Shorter? How the hell did that happen?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "Don't ask me, I just work here. Which reminds me, just how are we planning on taking this hellige thing?" 
 
    "In the morning after we break camp, I'll send out a couple of scouts. Normally there's only a small force guarding it, say a hundred gnashers, probably a råge or two to keep them in line, and a ridder or a biskop to oversee things with their accompanying bonde." 
 
    "That sounds like a lot," Sean confided. 
 
    Estrella shrugged. "With the two of us, a ridder or biskop shouldn't be that big an issue, and with Ansigt recently killed, they might have returned to his castle to help hold it and the more important helliges until he returns." 
 
    Sean nodded. "That makes sense." 
 
    "Of course someone else may be trying to take it, or may have already taken it. In which case we see how strongly it's being held, and either go up against them or move on to our secondary target." 
 
    "And once we take it, then what?" 
 
    "We fortify our position and hold it until we get a gateway we can use, of course." 
 
    Sean looked around at the gnashers and lowered his voice to a whisper. "And what do we do about them?" 
 
    Estrella gave him a pained look. "We will do what we must, whether I like it or not." 
 
    Sean nodded slowly. He'd been a little worried about that from the beginning. The gnashers all seemed nice enough, especially those who reported to Estrella. But there was no way he was going to let them set foot on his world, his home.  
 
    They didn't belong there. 
 
      
 
    Neither he nor Estrella spoke much the rest of the day. Sean was primarily thinking about the problem of fixing her necklace, not that they'd need it if things worked out with the hellige they were going to take. Still, it was something interesting to contemplate. 
 
    Estrella was occupied with riding herd over her troops and getting reports from the scouts who were looking for any other demons in the area who might threaten their forces. Diamondbacks weren't the smartest of the demons; some of them were really not much smarter than the plants and vegetables they replaced in the demon ecology. So they needed constant supervision and the occasional threat to keep them in line. 
 
    When they reached the spot where they'd planned to camp, she watched over everything as her tent was put up, the carts moved into a circle to bolster their defenses, the campfires were lit, and the watches were set.  
 
    Looking around, she saw Sean walking around outside the perimeter of their encampment, doing something. She waited for him at the entrance of her tent, and he came over after making two full circuits of the camp. 
 
    "What were you doing?"  
 
    "Putting up wards," Sean told her. 
 
    "Wards? You can do that?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "I haven't had many opportunities to actually use the spell, but here? I figured better safe than sorry." 
 
    Estrella nodded and pointed to the entrance to her tent. 
 
    "You only want me for my body," Sean said with a grin, then ducked down, and slipped inside. He winced as she smacked him hard on the ass. 
 
    "Idiot," she growled. 
 
    "Damn! Now you're even starting to sound like one of my wives!" Sean laughed as he rubbed his butt. 
 
    "Just go to sleep," she grumbled. "This isn't the time or the place for any shenanigans. I'll be in once I'm sure everybody's settled and I'm sure Første, Anden, and Tredje have things under control." 
 
    "Got it," Sean said, looking around the tent as he pulled off the cloak. Getting out of his gear would be a pain in the ass in the limited space. Putting it back on, especially if there was an emergency, would be even harder. So instead of stripping off his gear, he shifted into his lion form and moved over to the far side of the two bedrolls, which had been laid out side by side. He laid down and closed his eyes. 
 
    "Damn, you're big," he heard Estrella whisper as she came in. 
 
    "All over, too!" Sean muttered back. A moment later he was rewarded with a tail smacking him over the head. 
 
    "At least it won't be cold in here," Estrella said, and Sean could hear her stripping her own armor off. 
 
    "Why not shift?" 
 
    "Because they've never seen me do it, and if someone pokes their head in here, it could lead to complications."  
 
    A moment later she poked him. "Where's your armor?" she asked as she laid down beside him. 
 
    "I'm wearing it." 
 
    "No you're not," came the softly growled response. 
 
    "Magic," Sean sighed, and rolling onto his side he wrapped a heavy paw around her and pulled her under his chin. "When we get home, I'll show you how it's done." 
 
      
 
    Sean awoke to a sudden ringing sound that lasted long enough for him to roll over onto his feet. 
 
    "What was that?" Estrella demanded as he sidestepped to be clear of her. 
 
    "Something came through the wards!" he growled. Launching himself out of the tent, he immediately shifted into his hybrid form and stood up. 
 
    There were three raseri djevels, and they looked surprised as everyone in the camp suddenly came awake at the loud alarm. Sean saw one of the gnashers, probably one of the watchstanders, laying on the ground by the side of the camp the raseri were attacking from. It had a large metal dart sticking out of its chest. 
 
    Calling up his offensive framework, Sean didn't hesitate as he hit the one in the middle with a fireball and charged the one to the left, quickly engaging it.  
 
    All three were armed with swords, but the one in the middle was still dealing with the effects of the fireball, which had set its clothing on fire, so wasn't too much of a concern for Sean yet. 
 
    "What's a lion doing here?" the raseri hissed while Sean's blade engaged it. 
 
    "Killing your ass," Sean growled and kicked it in the crotch, his claws tearing deep gouges in the armor there. Momentarily off balance from the kick, Sean was able to stab it in the shoulder as his sword slipped up inside the raseri's guard. 
 
    The raseri screeched in pain, obviously never having encountered something like a faerie sword before, and dropped its own sword as Sean twisted the blade and grabbed it by the throat with his left hand.  
 
    Taking a moment to run the one still occupied with its burning clothes through the chest, Sean crushed the neck of the one he was holding, digging his claws in and ripping out a good portion of its throat in the process, before letting it drop to the ground. 
 
    Looking over, he saw Estrella, wearing nothing more than a determined expression, making short work of the other raseri. Looking back in the direction they'd come from, Sean saw a couple dozen bonde, and behind them were a pair of råge as well. 
 
    "Well, shit," Sean swore, and casting another fireball into the midst of them, he charged forward, sword leading, Estrella joining him almost immediately. 
 
    "We need to kill the råge," Estrella growled as they waded into the bonde and started hacking them to pieces. From the startled expressions in their faces as he and Estrella slayed them, they'd apparently never dealt with an angry lioness before. 
 
    "Obviously," Sean replied between swings. 
 
    "No, we must kill them," she growled and cleaved a bonde down to its navel, or where its navel would be if bonde had navels. 
 
    "If someone else kills them, they'll reform in a week, and everyone will know there's a lion here!" 
 
    Sean's eyes widened for a moment, then narrowed. If they knew there was a lion here, it wouldn't matter whether they took the hellige or not. As soon as the others found out, they'd be marching on him and Estrella in overwhelming force, he was sure. 
 
    Sean hit one of the råge with a cramper spell, smiling as it went down almost immediately. 
 
    Unfortunately that had all but wiped out his mana, and the last thing he wanted to do around here was go negative. 
 
    "Go get the other one," he told Estrella, "I'll deal with these!"  
 
    Estrella didn't have to be told twice; she pulled away from the one she was fighting and quickly ran around the remaining bonde to attack the still standing råge. The bonde, recognizing her and the threat she represented, were more than happy to let her deal with their master.  
 
    Sean wondered if perhaps he'd spoken too soon, as he started to find himself being encircled by the remaining bonde. They'd killed at least eight so far, but there were probably a good dozen or more remaining. He found himself having to constantly spin around, his sword held out to keep them from feeling brave enough to close, after one lost its head. 
 
    By the time the gnashers from the camp got involved in the fight, Sean was panting heavily and bleeding from  numerous cuts at the spots his armor didn't cover. They started cutting down bonde from behind, and Sean suddenly found himself forced into the line of bonde between him and the gnashers so he could deliver the killing blows. 
 
    He was sure it wouldn't go well for them if the bonde reformed and told his secret, either. 
 
    "Quit trying to kill them all!" Estrella yelled at him from across the field. 
 
    Gasping for breath, Sean spun around and killed the one behind him that had just stabbed him in the back of the knee, causing him to drop down to a kneeling position, as his leg wouldn't hold his weight anymore. 
 
    At that point it was all he could do to keep from being killed, as the remaining bonde, seeing an opportunity, swarmed him.  
 
    Dropping his sword and going to work with his claws, he was stabbed several more times before Estrella and her troops killed the last of them. 
 
    "What the hell were you doing?" she growled, looking down at him as he collapsed to the ground, a bloody mess. 
 
    "You said they'd reform and tell on us," Sean said, panting. 
 
    "No one listens to bonde, they're too low status." Shaking her head, she looked over at Første. "Get a couple of your people together and toss him in the back of a wagon." 
 
    "Are you sure, Brune En?" Første said, eying Sean. 
 
    "He'll be fine in a little while, but right now we need to move away from here and on to our target. This was an advance party, I'm sure, and the last place we want to be is here when the rest of it arrives." 
 
    Estrella retrieved his sword as four gnashers under Første's guidance picked Sean up and tossed him, none too gently, into one of the carts they were hauling. For his part, Sean kept his muzzle closed and watched his mana levels. Once they got moving, he'd cast a minor cure on the worst of his wounds, then do his best to guide his healing so he could be back up on his feet as quickly as possible. 
 
      
 
    By the time they reached their destination, Sean had been up and walking for several hours, once again wearing his cloak. Sean was impressed with Estrella's bravado, for she simply led him and her people up to the very small force left guarding the hellige. 
 
    "Halt! This is the property of Prince Ansigt!" a råge said, coming up to her. 
 
    Estrella's response was instant; she ripped his throat out with her claws, and as he fell at her feet, she drew her sword and ran it through his head, killing him. 
 
    Looking up at the remaining bonde and gnashers, who were looking at her in shock, she growled, "If you leave now, you will get to live! If you do not leave now, I will eat your souls like I have eaten the soul of your leader!" 
 
    As one they all turned to the south and quickly fled. 
 
    "They'll know we're here," Sean told her. 
 
    "They'll know we're here regardless," she told him. 
 
    Sean looked over at the large round ring mounted in the middle of the platform. He hadn't gotten the chance to examine the one he'd come through last time, and his bomb had destroyed it completely. 
 
    "Huh, it looks like a stargate," he observed. "The only thing it's missing is a control dial." 
 
    "What the hell is a stargate?" Estrella asked looking at her. 
 
    "You know, from…" Sean paused and tried not to blush, feeling rather stupid. "Oh, right, no cable. It's from a, well, let's just say it's from a story." 
 
    "Første, get things organized." She sighed and followed him as he walked over to get a closer look. There was a small stone building off to the side of it, no doubt for the defenders who had to live nearby. 
 
    "Ever been close to one of these before?" he asked her. 
 
    "A few, but the only time I've been close to an active one was when I came through it." 
 
    "I think we could build a simple palisade around it to help keep the others…" Sean stopped talking; he suddenly lit up with mana as his foot landed on something. 
 
    "What the hell?" he growled. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Estrella asked. 
 
    Sean blinked and looked at it as he called up all his frameworks. It was a line of magical energy, a ley line! 
 
    "There's a ley line here!" 
 
    "How did you think the helliges were powered?" 
 
    "I didn't know they were powered," Sean admitted. 
 
    "Each of them lies on an intersection of ley lines," she told him. "The larger helliges lay on more powerful lines, of course." 
 
    "You don't understand," Sean said with a smile, "I can use this to do things!" 
 
    Estrella blinked at him, then nodded as realization dawned in her eyes.  
 
    "Magic user, right. That'll make it easier when we have to defend this place." 
 
    "Too bad I don't have any batteries." 
 
    "What's a…" 
 
    "Not important," Sean said holding up a hand. "I guess I should give your guys a hand setting up the defenses." 
 
    "Yup, time to make yourself useful," she said with a grin. 
 
    "Oh, I'll do that tonight in bed!" He laughed and dodged as she tried to swat him on the ass. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fallout 
 
      
 
    Adam leaned back in the seat as Trey flew him back to the fight with another squad of soldiers. Roxy had at least gotten him a good bit of food to cram down his throat before he left, and he wasn't feeling as drained now from all the regenerating he'd had to do. 
 
    "How's the fight going?" he asked Trey. 
 
    "Not good. Are you sure you want to go back out there, Adam? You look like shit." 
 
    Adam laughed. "Trust me, it feels worst than it looks! But I gotta do something; I can't just sit back there and let the others carry on without me. Honestly, I don't know how the hell Sean manages." 
 
    "Well, begging your pardon, but Sean's a lot meaner than you are, Adam." 
 
    Adam looked over at Trey, who glanced at him, grinning, then went back to flying the helicopter. 
 
    "Sean—nice, friendly, always polite, always smiling, happy-go-lucky Sean—is meaner than me? Are we talking about the same guy?" 
 
    "Sean had a rough childhood. Oh, he's friendly and nice and all that, until you piss him off. I've heard the stories, hell, seen some of it myself. He wouldn't have killed that colonel without making a dire example of him first. Hell, he put a bunch of magic users in a circle, handed them clubs, and told them either they killed one of their own then and there with the clubs, or he'd kill all of them!" 
 
    Adam blinked and looked in the back at the wolves, who were all nodding. 
 
    "Damn! And I thought Roxy was the mean one!" 
 
    "Nope, she's all sweetness and light by comparison. Roxy will accept apologies and let you beg for forgiveness. Sean just kills you. And your family, your friends…" 
 
    "Your pets!" one of the wolves in the back called out, laughing. 
 
    "Okay, now you're laying it on a little too thick," Adam said, laughing along with him. 
 
    "What you have to remember," Trey told him, "is just about everyone here is here because Sean kicked our ass and made us his. A lot of us have seen him at his worst, and trust me, I ain't scared of you none, but Sean? The last thing I ever want to see is him angry with me." 
 
    "Because it would be the last thing!" one of the wolves agreed. 
 
    "Got that right!" another one said. 
 
    "Okay, now I'm really worried about messing this up." Adam sighed. 
 
    "Ah, I wouldn't worry too much," Trey told him as he came in for a landing well back from where the fighting was going on. "The fact that you're going back into the fight after getting blown up makes it clear to the rest of us you're just as hardcore as Sean when it comes to winning." 
 
    Adam's eyes were on the ground outside now as Trey brought them in. He could see the skirmish line was well back from where it had been when he'd left with the dead and wounded, and there were a lot more demons now. 
 
    "Come on guys," Adam said as the skids touched the ground. "Let's go win this one for Sean so he doesn't wring my damn neck!" 
 
    Piling out of the Blackhawk, Adam called Chad on the radio as he moved forward towards the line. 
 
    "How bad is it?" 
 
    "What the hell are you doing back here?" Chad asked. 
 
    "Being what I'm here for, what's it look like?" Adam grumbled. 
 
    "Okay, I'm not gonna look a gift horse in the mouth! Get up front in the center and see if you can rally the troops there to start pushing the devils back! And do something about that damn ridder, and the one behind him!" 
 
    Adam blew out his breath and growled; maybe getting killed today wouldn't be such a bad idea after all. 
 
    Course if he didn't do something about those ridders before he died, the First would have his nuts when he showed up. 
 
    "Come on everyone!" Adam called out as he drew his sword and made his way through the fighters behind the skirmish line, directly towards the ridder who was doing a number on his troops. "I got rid of those damn bombs! Now let's kills these bastards and go home!" 
 
    Adam hit the line growling. At least the armor he'd lost was on his weak side, so he was able to keep his left side back as he immediately engaged the ridder. With the ridder tied up— concentrating on Adam, who was doing his damnedest to kill him—the line surge forward, pushing back the demons, or at least stopping their advance. 
 
    The fight was brutal for a few minutes, as the ridder obviously didn’t want to be pushed back off of his point, and Adam was damned if he wasn't going to kill this bastard. He got stabbed twice because the damage to his armor had left too many holes, but he was doing a lot more damage to the ridder, whose armor just wasn't up to snuff. 
 
    Using a trick he'd learned from his mother, he knocked the ridder's sword wide and charged up into him. Body-slamming him and opening his jaws wide, he got the ridder by the neck and crushed it, then shook the body side to side like it was a stuffed animal. 
 
    Adam felt it when the ridder shuddered and died. Spitting out the partially severed neck, he spent a minute trying not to throw up as the line surged forward a few feet to either side of him. He'd never tasted anything that bad before! 
 
    Getting his retching under control, he moved forward and rejoined the line, spitting in the face of the demons as he tried to get the foul taste out of his muzzle. At least it seemed to be distracting them, he realized, as he easily killed one while it was wiping his spit out of its eyes. 
 
      
 
    When the gateway finally closed, Adam could hear the cheer go up. He wanted to cheer as well, but there were still a lot of devils that needed to be killed, and now that they knew there'd be no more help coming, they were desperate. At least the biskop that had come through a while ago had retreated with the rest of his men before the gateway had collapsed.  
 
    As wins go, Adam was sure this had been a costly one. Well, once they cleaned up the remainder, it would be. 
 
    "How are we doing, Chad?" Adam called out over the radio, panting heavily. He was almost dead on his feet and couldn't wait for this to be over. 
 
    "We finally got the upper hand. Pull back, Adam, before you get yourself killed; what's left of your tail is dragging, and losing you now wouldn't help us." 
 
    "You sure?" Adam asked, stepping back and letting the wolf to his right and the jaguar to his left move forward to close the gap he'd just opened. 
 
    "Yeah, I'm sure. Come join me in the rear." 
 
    Adam nodded, not that anyone could see it, and hobbled back to the rear of the fight, where chairs were being set up, and both food and aid were being given. Obviously Chad was pretty certain they'd won if he was letting the support folks set up camp. 
 
    "Sit down, take a load off," Chad said, looking Adam over. His left arm was missing just below the elbow, he had so little armor left now he might was well be naked, and his right foot was apparently only recently regenerated and not quite finished. 
 
    "I think I should go back to base and see what Roxy has for me." Adam sighed. "I don't think I'm out of the doghouse yet." 
 
    Chad nodded. "Yeah, I talked to her earlier; she's still a bit miffed." 
 
    "I thought she was coming out here," Adam said, looking around, "but I never heard her show up?" 
 
    "She's been dealing with damage control most of the morning. By the time she finished, the fight was under control, so I told her to stay back and hold the fort." 
 
    "And she listened to you?" Adam said with a weak laugh. 
 
    "She trusts me, Adam." 
 
    "And she doesn't trust me," Adam said with a nod. 
 
    "Give her time, Adam. You're new, and she's still upset at what happened to Sean. You being his 'replacement' is going to ruffle some fur." 
 
    "Hey! She's the one who demanded that I be sent here!" 
 
    Chad laughed. "You're trying to apply logic to a woman; you should know better than that!" 
 
    Chad 'oofed' then as Max cuffed him on the back of the head. 
 
    "Watch it there, Stinker!" she growled. 
 
    "Anything I need to know about before I go face the firing squad?" Adam asked. 
 
    "We know some of the devils were able to break out of containment," Max told him. "We don't have any kind of count on it yet. Let Rox and the others know we'll update her and the rest once we know more." 
 
    Adam nodded and limped over towards one of the helicopters unloading food and supplies; he'd catch it for the return trip. 
 
    "And don't worry so much!" Chad shouted after him. "You did good out there." 
 
    Adam lifted his right hand and waved without looking back, then pulled himself up through the open hatch and into the back of the Blackhawk. 
 
    "She's going to kill him, isn't she?" Max whispered to Chad. 
 
    "She damn well better not! He rallied the troops and turned a loss into a win." 
 
    "A very expensive win." Max sighed, looking over the battlefield as the number of living demons was quickly approaching zero. 
 
    "Not his fault. Those idiots in the jets really messed us up. Now do me a favor, call up Rox, and use your secret code of the sisterhood to make sure she leaves Adam alone." 
 
    "And why would I do that?" Max asked, grinning. 
 
    "How does a backrub, bubble bath, and some of those Belgium chocolates I conned Steve's parents out of sound?" 
 
    "Wow, somebody really wants to keep Roxy from skinning Adam alive!" Max said with a laugh. 
 
    "You saw him; he's committed now, and the troops like him. If we lose him, it's luck of the draw all over again." 
 
    Max smiled. "Good point. I'll have a few words with her. 
 
    "Thanks, Max." 
 
    "Hey, if I didn't accept your bribes, they'd stop coming! 
 
      
 
    "So, how'd it go?" Roxy asked Adam as he dragged himself into her office, where she and the others were waiting. What little armor he'd had when he left to go back to the fighting was all but destroyed. His left hand was still missing, though it was growing back very slowly. She really should let him eat, rest, and regenerate—literally in his case—but she was still angry with him for what had happened with the colonel. 
 
    Oh, from everything she'd heard, the asshole had deserved what he got. Whether or not it elevated Adam in the eyes of the others…she'd see what everyone was saying tomorrow morning, after they'd had some down time. 
 
    "Some of them got away; we don't know how many." 
 
    "What do you mean, you don't know how many?" 
 
    "If you're going to shoot, shoot. Don't talk," Adam growled, weakly. "Have I mentioned how much today sucked? Besides, I'm sure you've already talked to Chad and know exactly where things stand." 
 
    Roxy smiled at him. "Guilty as charged." 
 
    "So how much trouble am I in?" 
 
    "Well, Steve talked to the president." 
 
    "Who's Steve?" 
 
    "Sean's best friend." 
 
    "Oh, great, bet he's thrilled I'm messing up Sean's work, too." 
 
    "Actually, no. I think Tisha went to bat for you." 
 
    "Thank the gods for small miracles. So what happened with the president?" 
 
    "From what I'm hearing, while they're mad at you for what you did, no one’s looking to nail your hide to the door." 
 
    "Other than you, right?" Adam grumbled. 
 
    "Look," Roxy said with a heavy sigh. "If you need to do something like that, fine, I get it. But at least use your brains and don't do it in front of witnesses! Thank god Tibbets went to bat for you; he was pretty pissed at Vance, as well, for destroying his base and getting his people killed, too." 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, don't be a bad boy. Right, got it." 
 
    "You must have driven your mother crazy." Roxy sighed. 
 
    "Still do." Adam chuckled. 
 
    "Well, before I let Ryla in, I want to say, all things considered, you did a good job today. If that idiot hadn't had those planes bomb you, I know things would have turned out okay." 
 
    "But he did," Adam said with a tired sigh. 
 
    Roxy nodded. "Let me go get Ryla. You look like shit." 
 
    "Gee, thanks." 
 
    Roxy got up to open the door, and Ryla came rushing in. She took one look at Adam, hugged him, kissed him, then threw him over her shoulder. 
 
    "I'll take care of you, Hon. Don't you worry about a thing!" 
 
    The last view Roxy and the rest of them had of Adam was him looking back at them from over Ryla's shoulder with a bemused expression on his face. 
 
    "So, what next?" Daelyn asked after Roxy closed the door behind the departing couple. 
 
    " Chad wants to switch everyone over to rifles as soon as possible. He said the steel ammo worked a lot better than he expected it too, so he needs more. How long before your friend Garth can start churning stuff out?" 
 
    "At least a week," Daelyn said unhappily. "An' the supplies are gonna be limited." 
 
    "A week? Why so long?" Peg asked. 
 
    "Because they ain't got any of those machines that can make ammunition, and buying or building one o' those is gonna take a couple months. Everything we're gonna get from them between now until then is gonna be handmade." 
 
    "They're going to be making rounds by hand?" Roxy said, surprised. 
 
    "Not exactly. They're gonna buy all the ammo they can get their hands on, and pull the old bullets out. Then they'll seat a new bullet in the case and re-crimp it. So they ain't gonna actually make cartridges from scratch. They'll just reuse what's already there until the machines ta' make new are done." 
 
    "That's clever," Jolene said. 
 
    Daelyn smiled. "Of course it's clever! They're dwarves!" 
 
    "The only problem with this," Cali said, speaking up, "is  now we must re-train everyone. Using and fighting with firearms is not the same as with a sword." 
 
    "Are we going to continue to give them swords?" Roberta wanted to know. 
 
    Cali and Roxy both nodded.  
 
    "A sword cannot jam," Cali said. 
 
    "It also doesn't run out of ammunition," Roxy added. 
 
    "What about the tanks and artillery they're moving in?" Peg asked. 
 
    "What about them?" 
 
    "Can we get Dae's friends to make special ammunition for them? I mean, once we start using guns and stuff, I'm sure the demons are going to come up with better armor or something. Maybe even use magic. At least their leaders are. Having something big to even the score might be a good idea." 
 
    Daelyn laughed and looked at Roxy. "Ya know, I like the way she thinks!" 
 
    "What about those bullets Jack was taking about?" Roberta asked. "The ones they were going to send out here?" 
 
    Roxy shook her head. "With the runway at Stead damaged, they can't land there. So they're going to be flown to Herlong, and shipped down here from there, once the approval is given. Whenever that is." 
 
    "Why can't they just fly them into the Guard base at the Reno airport and truck them over from there?" 
 
    "Because some idiot in the Army doesn't want to turn all that ammo over to an Air Guard base," Roxy said with a shake of her head. 
 
    "So we just steal them from there instead," Peg said with a grin. "It's not like it's that far from here." 
 
    "But we don't know anyone who works there, and," Roxy growled, "both you and Sheila are too close to your due dates to go up there and steal it." 
 
    Peg patted her belly and laughed. "Yeah, it is getting a little bit hard to sneak around now, with having to run to the bathroom every thirty minutes!" 
 
    "Why don't we just ask Jack to deal with it?" Roberta suggested. "Wasn't he the one planning to 'borrowing' it in the first place? He's Army. I'm sure he'll know what to do." 
 
    The others all nodded. 
 
    "That brings up the next issue," Jolene said. 
 
    "Which is?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Those demons… 
 
    "Djevels," Cali corrected with a smile. 
 
    "…djevels," Jolene said with a grin, "that got away. I don't know how much progress my uncle has made on getting a warning barrier set up, but even if he has, we're going to need to put together a team to hunt them down." 
 
    "Good point," Roxy said with a frown, "I hadn't even considered that. Why don't you grab Rob and go talk to your uncle? When you get back here, we'll grab Oak, Hunter, Demon, and Maitland and see what's what." 
 
    "What do you want me for?" Roberta asked, surprised. 
 
    "Because you're also a magic user. I'd send Peg, but…" 
 
    "You know the doc says I’ve got almost two weeks to go, right?" Peg said, smirking. 
 
    "I also know you're always early," Roxy said with a wink. 
 
    "Okay, okay. But I would like to be included in the meeting back here. I gotta do something." 
 
    "Sure, Peg, you don't have to ask for that." 
 
    "Because if she said no, you'd still be there anyway," Jolene said with a snicker. 
 
    "Let's be about it. Rob, Jo, you can head out in the morning. Cali, Dae, could you both help me go over the gear and see what needs fixing and what needs replacing?" 
 
    "Of course," Cali said with a smile as Daelyn nodded. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Watching and Waiting 
 
      
 
    It was late, not that anyone could really tell the difference, as far as Sean was concerned. He'd spent most of the time since he got here helping to build a palisade, along with setting up a lot of punji sticks. For all that Estrella was a good swordswoman, she wasn't the most knowledgeable about defenses.  
 
    Sean, having been lectured countless times by Chad, as well as having to deal with some fiendishly clever ideas when attacking places Chad had made in his D&D games, had absorbed enough to be dangerous. He figured it would take another two days to have the hellige completely surrounded with the palisade, but it wasn't like they had anything else to do. 
 
    He wasn't sure exactly when the next window would open, because he’d never bothered to memorize the tables, and he'd been unconscious long enough he had no idea what day it was anyway. But before he called it quits and went to bed, he wanted to take a few moments to examine the big stone ring. 
 
    Walking up to it, it appeared to be the exact same size as one of the small gateways. He wondered if the gateway appeared inside it, or if the outer ring of stone matched up with the edge of the gateway? Opening his enchanting framework, he put his hand on it and tried to get a feeling for what it was. 
 
    Immediately he felt an energy flow, and his fur started to bristle like he was being charged with static electricity. Looking into it, he couldn't make heads nor tails of what was going on inside. It wasn't the same as the enchanting he'd learned so far, from either his father's books or what his great uncle had taught him. 
 
    The only thing he could tell was the spells inside were active, they were huge, and he was starting to pick up a charge from them. A very uncomfortable charge, as it wasn't any kind of magic or mana he was familiar with. 
 
    Removing his hand quickly, he moved away from the stone ring and could actually feel it as the charge drained out through his feet and into the ground. 
 
    Shaking his head, he walked around the entire structure slowly. The ramps that ran up to either side of the ring, almost pinching it between them, were old and weathered, but he couldn't find any cracks in them. They appeared to be made of the same substance as the ring, but when he tried to assess them magically, there was nothing there. 
 
    "So, figure out how they work yet?" Estrella asked, coming up to him. 
 
    "I've never seen anything like it at all," Sean told her, "but to be honest," he looked at her and grinned, "I've only been practicing magic for about a year, and I'm almost completely self-taught." 
 
    "Why do I get the feeling there's a story involved here?" 
 
    "Because there is?" Sean said with a laugh. "I'd say my last year was pretty rough, but somehow, after seeing what you've had to put up with for the last fifteen hundred, I don't think I'd get any sympathy from you." 
 
    "Sympathy is definitely not one of my better traits," she agreed. "Anyway, we've done as much as we can for the day, we might as well get some rest." 
 
    "Did any of your scouts come back with anything on the force that attacked us?" 
 
    "Not yet. But I'm starting to think, from the size of what we ran into back there, somebody big is making a play on Ansigt's holdings before he can come back." 
 
    "Think they'll succeed?" 
 
    She shrugged as she led the way to the building near the gateway. Sean hadn't been in there yet, but he was sure she'd claimed a room. 
 
    "Are you watching my ass again?" She laughed as they walked. 
 
    "Yes, ma'am!" Sean purred as he looked down at her butt under the long train of black hair. Her tail was dancing a little more than usual, almost rising up enough to be considered an invitation. Sean smiled; she was teasing him! Hopefully that meant she wasn't thinking about getting rid of him anymore. Then again, she had passed up a chance to kill him earlier this morning when he was both wounded and drained. 
 
    "Don't you ever stop?" she teased. 
 
    "What kind of a lion would I be if I did that?" he teased back. 
 
    "A celibate one, I'm sure."  
 
    "So how long do you think before someone shows up to challenge us?" 
 
    "I figure Ansigt will be back tomorrow, then it'll take him a day or two to gather his forces. After that," she gave her tail a flick, causing him to smile, "I guess it depends on how many others are opposing him." 
 
    She led him inside and into a room that was fairly plain, but there was some sort of a sleeping platform both of their bedrolls had been laid out on. Securing the door behind him, he turned and watched as she removed her armor.  
 
    "You going to get out of yours? Or were you planning to spend the night as a lion again?" 
 
    "I always spend the night as a lion." Sean snickered, but he started to remove his armor as well, going over to a shelf and stacking it as he removed the arm and leg pieces first. He needed to do some repair work on it, he realized. He'd been waiting for another gateway to open so he'd have the mana available to do it, but with a ley line right here, he could handle it easily. 
 
    Glancing over at Estrella, he saw her bending over facing away from him, re-arranging her armor on a shelf. As he unfastened the main body piece and pulled it over his head, he couldn't help but appreciate the view when she flashed him completely. 
 
    Looking down at his crotch as he set the main body piece down, he had to shake his head. It had only been a week, and he was as randy as a goat. 
 
    "Something wrong?" 
 
    "Oh, just give me a few minutes to calm down and I'll be fine," Sean said with a laugh. 
 
    "Did my ass get somebody all excited?" she purred. 
 
    "You're not helping, you know," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "Maybe I want to help?" 
 
    Putting his hands on his hips, Sean turned to face her. She was standing there smiling, and as he watched, her eyes slowly went down his body and then stopped. And widened. 
 
    "Well, I can certainly see how you ended up with six wives," she muttered, looking at him. 
 
    He was about to retort when she unexpectedly dropped to her knees before him. Reaching out, she stroked his erection. 
 
    "Is somebody entertaining thoughts?" Sean asked, surprised. 
 
    "It's been fifteen hundred years, dammit! I'm well past entertaining!" She opened her mouth and took the head of his shaft into her muzzle as the other hand came up to cup his sack. 
 
    Putting his hands on her head to steady himself, Sean was surprised at the sudden onslaught. It might have been a long time since she'd had sex, but apparently she hadn't forgotten much. She had a very talented tongue, and no gag reflex to speak of. Even Jolene would have been impressed. 
 
    It didn't take her long to push him over the edge, and she didn't hesitate to drink down all he had to offer. When she was done, she kissed him on the tip, leaned back on her heels, and smiled up at him. 
 
    Dropping down to his knees, he gently pushed her back with a hand. 
 
    "Now it's my turn!" he purred, smiling. Lowering his head, he put her legs over his shoulders and zeroed in on her sex immediately. He wasn't surprised to find her enthusiastic about the idea of him going down on her, and she lasted almost as long as he had, which perhaps wasn't very long at all.  
 
    Letting her legs slip off of his shoulders, he slowly kissed his way up her body until their lips met. He was already stiff as a board and rubbing over her entrance with his shaft; he wasn't surprised to feel her arching up to him. 
 
    "Somebody definitely wants something," he rumbled. 
 
    "And I better get it, too," she growled in a husky voice. 
 
    Reaching down between them, Sean grabbed his shaft, slowly brought the head to her entrance, and worked his way in. 
 
    "Damn, you're tight!" 
 
    "Fifteen hundred years, remember?" she growled. 
 
    "Oh, I am so going to enjoy this!" He laughed. 
 
    "Just make sure I…oh!" she growled, then moaned as he entered her and slowly worked his way in until their hips finally met. Wrapping her legs around his waist, she shivered beneath him. 
 
    "It's been so long," she whispered, "so very, very long." 
 
    Bracing his elbows on the floor, Sean took her face in his hands and kissed her, slowly and tenderly. 
 
    "I'll take care of you, Stell. I promise I'll take care of you." 
 
    Reversing himself, he pulled out almost all the way, then slowly sank in to her depths, getting her used to the size of him. By the third stroke she was moaning and purring loudly on the floor beneath him, and all ten of the claws on her hands sank into his ass as she urged him on. 
 
    With that he let go and took her hard and fast. 
 
    It was educational as well as a complete ego trip. Estrella went crazy beneath him, turning into a completely wanton wild animal. It was beyond primal for him, and when he finally hit his peak, he didn't even slow down, just kept right on driving. She'd already hit hers several times by then, her body bucking and bridging beneath his as she let out a low-pitched growl and shivered against him. 
 
    He had no idea how long it went on; every time he stopped to catch his breath, she immediately started in on him with her hands and her lips, working him back up, then they'd couple again. They christened every surface in the room, and eventually, when they finally wound down, it was on the bedrolls on the sleeping platform. 
 
    Sean was seriously considering using a sleep spell on her at that point, as he was sore in places no man had a right to be sore. She'd ridden him hard and put him away we—about a dozen times.  
 
    Then made him do it a couple dozen more. 
 
    "That was nice," she purred, cuddled up against him, her head against this chest. "I guess your wives must have learned you a thing or three." 
 
    "Does this mean you'll let me sleep now?" Sean asked, still panting. 
 
    "You can't be tired already, can you, Hon?" 
 
    "May I remind you when this day started out, I was laying in a cart healing from a couple dozen stab wounds?" 
 
    Estrella laughed. "Oh, right. Don't worry; I'm feeling a bit sore myself. You really know how to put a lady through her paces, Sean." 
 
    Sean kissed her and smiled, then closed his eyes, and zonked out immediately. 
 
    Estrella smiled happily and, putting her arms around him, closed her own eyes. 
 
    "So, number seven…" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Morning After 
 
      
 
    "Jolene, dear, it's so good to see you again," Arthur said, giving his niece a hug. "And you as well, Roberta," he said, taking her hand lightly in his and giving her a small nod. "What brings you around today? And where are Adam and the others?" 
 
    "Adam," Jolene sighed, "is still recovering from yesterday. You may not have heard, but the Air Force showed up yesterday, and in their effort to 'help', they damn near cost us the fight." 
 
    Arthur showed them to a couple of seats, then sat down himself. 
 
    "I'd heard some rumors about that. I thought they'd be safe from the demons, being in the sky?" 
 
    Jolene shook her head no. "Apparently their abilities are line of sight. If they can see you, they can do whatever they want to you." 
 
    "I'll have to warn the others. We have spells and items we can use to shield us from such effects, but everyone thought there was a range involved." 
 
    "Which brings us to why we're here. How much of the shield—or whatever you want to call it—Adam asked you to build is finished?" 
 
    "None of it, I'm afraid, why?" 
 
    "Because we had several small groups of devils break out yesterday, and now we have to hunt them down. If they leave the area, it'd be nice to at least know where they left." 
 
    "I'll use that as a prod to get the others working together. We’re going to need your help, though." 
 
    "My help?" 
 
    "I mean the help of your lycans," Arthur clarified. 
 
    "How so?" 
 
    "If there are demons running around out there, my people and the magic users from the other councils are going to need to be protected while they're working." 
 
    "Ah, yeah. I can see that." Jolene smiled. "How soon do you think you can get them going on this?" 
 
    "By the end of the week. Though driving out to all those spots will take a while." 
 
    "I'm sure we can loan you a helicopter and a pilot," Roberta put in. 
 
    "That would definitely help," Arthur agreed. "The spell itself isn't that hard; we had it figured out yesterday. The hard part is erecting a ward that size. It's going to take a lot of people about eight hours of work. We're going to practice by putting one up around one of the casinos tomorrow with a smaller group." 
 
    "Thanks, Arthur," Jolene said with a smile. "It will help us a lot." 
 
    "What are your plans for hunting them down, anyway?" 
 
    Jolene shook her head and Roberta spoke. 
 
    "We're going to work on that later today. Obviously we're going to need some manner of tracking them down. Either from where they break out of containment, or maybe something magical to locate them in an area. Then we'll send in a team of lycans to take them out." 
 
    Arthur nodded slowly while she talked. 
 
    "You know, I think this is the kind of thing those of us at Sapientia would be willing to help out with. We really can't do much when it comes to the battles you're having at the gateways when they open. But tracking them down, we can help with the magic for that, and if it's a small group, I daresay a couple of mages would be helpful to any team you send out." 
 
    "Are you sure you want to get your people involved in this, Arthur?" 
 
    Arthur nodded.  
 
    "It's time for us to get involved. I think this is a good place for us to start." 
 
    "We'll take whatever help we can get!" Jolene said. 
 
    Roberta nodded. "Agreed." 
 
    Arthur smiled. "Then it's agreed. I'll round up volunteers and we'll call you when we've got some." Arthur paused a moment, then added, "How are you doing, now that Sean's not here?" 
 
    "It's a bit rough at times." Jolene sighed. "I mean, we know he's still alive and all, but we have no idea what he's dealing with. As far as we know, no one's gone through a gateway before who wasn't ‘food’ for the djevels, and of course they didn't last long." 
 
    "We keep hoping he'll get a message back to us through the lions," Roberta confessed, "but while they know he's alive, they haven't been able to talk with him yet." 
 
    Arthur nodded again. " I hope he makes it back home safe and sound." 
 
    "So do we, Uncle." Jolene sighed. "So do we." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Jack Kennedy looked at the door before him and paused a moment, his hand raised to knock. He'd done some sketchy stuff in his career so far; it was the Army way after all, especially if you wore the Ranger patch. 'Graveyards are full of second place finishers!' as one of his instructors always liked to say, right up there with 'Winning isn't everything, it's the only thing!' 
 
    And after losing several close friends today, along with the cute cougar gal he'd been getting close to… sometimes you just gotta take the initiative. Ranger school had been real big on that too, and sometimes you had to break the rules to win. A few years in the sandbox had taught him all about that, along with don't get caught and if they didn't see me, I didn't do it. 
 
    But he was going to have to enlist people to do this who weren't Army. That kind of grated. Bringing in outsiders was necessary, sometimes, but they weren't Army. It could be worse of course; they could be Air Force. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he knocked on the door. Rangers lead the way.  
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    Opening the door, he stepped inside. Smiling at the two girls sitting on the bed, he closed the door behind him and turned to the young man sitting by the desk with an open school book. 
 
    "Stewart Reese, right?" Jack asked with an easy smile. 
 
    "Can I help you with something? I don't recall inviting you in." 
 
    "Jack Kennedy. Lieutenant Jack Kennedy, United States Army, that is." Jack crouched down a little and glanced over at the girls. "Umm, can we talk privately for a minute? I'm not really supposed to be doing this and…" Jack looked around conspiratorially. It was all about the upfront sale. Once you had 'em interested, it was just a matter of up-selling them one step at a time. 
 
    He'd learned that from the sergeant of the first platoon he'd been given command of, back when he was still a butter-bar. Jerry always had an angle, as well as a fair deal of larceny in his heart, and had been quite pleased to find his new lieutenant to be an apt pupil. 
 
    "They stay. They're my wives," Stewart said, looking at him. 
 
    "Two wives? At your age?" Jack said, raising his eyebrows. He already knew this of course; he knew everything about Stewart. You don't go into action without having studied the map, after all. "That's pretty damn impressive! Now I know I came to the right place!" 
 
    "Right place for what?" Stewart said, looking him over. "You may be a big buff cougar, but there's three of us, and I know magic, so don't think we can't toss you out." 
 
    Jack nodded. "Sorry, look. You all know what happened yesterday, right? Out at the gateway?" 
 
    "You got bombed," said Rachel, the wolf lycan, "and a lot of you…" 
 
    "Died," Jack finished, nodding. "But it wasn't just the bombing. That was bad enough, but it was what happened afterwards. Yeah we won in the end, but we had our asses handed to us, and that's when we took the most casualties." 
 
    "And what does that have to do with us?" Rachel asked again. 
 
    Jack nodded slowly a moment and looked up at her from his lower position crouched on the floor. He tweaked to it immediately; Rachel was the one calling the shots here. She was obviously older than Stewart, and he'd heard rumors that Stewart had bought her on the black market before he'd been infected. 
 
    "It has nothing to do with you really, but it has everything to do with my friends, and maybe your friends too?" 
 
    "I'm listening." 
 
    "We had some ammo for our rifles, not a lot, but it was enough to put us on top before those damn bombs fell. We were supposed to get more, but with the Guard base blown up, we're not getting it until it's fixed." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    Jack smiled, all teeth. "I know where to get a metric shit-ton of the stuff, but I need Stewart's help." 
 
    "Why me?" Stewart asked before Rachel could reply, showing Jack that Rachel didn't hold all the reins. 
 
    "I need a magic user, and you're the only one available." 
 
    "What about Peg? Or Roberta? Or even Jolene?" 
 
    "Peg's about to pop, so I can't ask her. Jolene's a tantric witch; I don't think we need that kind of magic!" Jack said with a grin. "Roberta, well, no offense, but she doesn't seem to be the type who goes around bending rules, right?" 
 
    "So no one here knows what you're going to do?" Rachel asked, interrupting Stewart before he could reply. 
 
    Jack gave her a goofy smile, one of the ones he used to practice before a mirror, "Welllllllll, you know, they've all got much more important things to worry about right now, and I thought 'why should I burden them with this little thing, too?'" 
 
    "Why, Jack," Stewart said. "Why?" 
 
    "Like I said, I need a magic user." 
 
    Stewart shook his head, "Uh uh. I mean 'Why are you doing this?' No bull, just the straight-up shit." 
 
    Jack looked into Stewart's eyes. "Because I'm tried of seeing my friends fighting until they drop, crawling home after each fight, only to slog out there the next day, getting cut to shreds again and again until they die. The demons don't care; they die, they come back next week, and do it all again. We're killing ourselves out there, and fighting on their terms with fucking swords and knives ain't getting it. I gotta do something, and while you may not be Obi-Wan, you're my last hope." 
 
    "Why can't you just wait until they send it to us?" asked April, the fox lycan. 
 
    "Because that'll be weeks, maybe months from now. The next window opens Saturday, and anytime after that we could get another gate." 
 
    "So you're just going to steal a bunch of ammunition?" Stewart asked. 
 
    Jack smiled. "'Steal' is such a dirty word. I'm just going to 'expedite it to its intended destination a few weeks early' is all." 
 
    "And where does this expediting take place from?" Rachel asked with a mischievous smile. 
 
    Jack smiled back; if he had her, he probably had Stewart. 
 
    "Oh, this little Army depot about thirty miles from here." 
 
    "And we're just going to drive up there, the four of us?" 
 
    "What, do I look like an amateur?" Jack scoffed. "Of course not, I got us a couple of trucks and a bunch of folks to help us." 
 
    "So what do you need me for?" Stewart asked. 
 
    "I don't want anyone to remember we're there; failing that, I don't want them to be able to identify us. You and the rest they'll just be pissed at; you're civilians. Me? I'm military; I'll be in the shit if we get caught. Plus we need this; we can't afford to fail." 
 
    "Won't they catch you anyway?" April asked. "I mean, once they see we have all those bullets?" 
 
    "We'll just say we bought 'em on the black market and shrug," Jack said with an innocent look while shrugging his shoulders. "The fact of the matter is, by the time they realize the stuff is gone, it won't matter anymore." He turned back to Stewart. "So, can you help me?" 
 
    Stewart looked at Rachel, who gave a slight nod of her head. "They're our friends too, Stew." 
 
    "Yeah, they are," Stewart agreed and looked back at Jack. "Besides, I need a break from all this school work. I'm in." 
 
    "Awesome! I'll stop by tomorrow around noon. Be ready." 
 
    "What am I going to do? I'll need to prepare." 
 
    "Do you know any spells to mentally dominate a human, make them help us, then forget they ever saw us?" 
 
    Stewart nodded slowly. His father…the man he'd thought was his father, had been all about mental domination spells, and had forced Stewart to learn a lot of them. He may not like them, he may not even be great at them, but he could do them. 
 
    "I can help; I know a few spells." 
 
    Jack smiled. Jace had been a wealth of information about Stewart; of course Stewart knew the kind of spells Jack needed. That's why he was here, after all. 
 
    "Thanks, Stew!" Jack said, smiling as he stood up slowly and stuck out his hand. 
 
    "I owe you, I owe you big!"  
 
    Stewart took the hand and shook it. "You don't owe me anything, Jack. Our people need it. It's the least I can do." 
 
    Jack smiled to himself as he left the room. A trip to the base was in order now. He'd need to get a bunch of vehicles for this, which meant convincing or bribing a few folks. He'd done some ground work a couple of days ago, back when he thought he'd just have to liberate the ammunition from them. There was this supply sergeant who’d been giving him the eye. Sure, she was a bit older than him; ok, maybe more than 'a bit'. But if he had to take one for the team, he could think of worse things, and she was actually kind of cute. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Okay, Jack," Michelle purred and, rolling over, looked at him. "What exactly do you need?" 
 
    "Gee, you make me feel all cheap and tawdry!" Jack said with a chuckle. 
 
    "Anything from a Ranger always has a string attached." 
 
    "That's Airborne!" He snickered. "We're more hands on than they are." 
 
    Michelle laughed. "Well, you've definitely been hands on the last hour! But honestly, I've got almost ten years on you, and the only reason a stud like you picks up a gal like me is because of ulterior motives. I've been a sergeant a lot longer than you've had that silver bar, I'm sure." 
 
    Jack smiled and rolled over on top of her, pushing her onto her back. "Now don't go selling yourself short. This actually turned into quite the delight, and I'd be more than willing to work a few return engagements into the deal." 
 
    "Uh huh, so what's the deal?" 
 
    "I need to borrow a few trucks." 
 
    "How many is a 'few'?" 
 
    "Umm, enough to haul twenty tons of 5.56 ammunition. I need them tomorrow." 
 
    "This is the stuff that was supposed to be shipped in here until that hotshot colonel got our runway hosed, right?" 
 
    Jack smiled and gave her a kiss. "Sure is." 
 
    "So five hundred pounds a pallet, forty pallets, eight pallets a truck, five trucks. Now," she said and wrapped her legs around him. "Why should I give them to you, and what are you going to do with it?" 
 
    "What do you think I'm going to do with it? We need that stuff, especially after the way we got hosed when that hotshot dropped a bunch of hundred pounders on us." 
 
    "You're one of them, aren't you?" 
 
    "One of what?" Jack asked, looking at her. 
 
    "Don't play coy with me, Lieutenant," she laughed, "I've been doing this almost twenty years now, and you ain't completely dry behind those ears yet." 
 
    Jack rolled his eyes and sighed. "Yes, I'm one of them." 
 
    "I thought so, part of why I'm entertaining the idea. Now let me see it." 
 
    Jack pushed down on the bed, raising himself up a little, and looked down at her, eyes wide. "What?" 
 
    "Shift, I wanna see it." 
 
    "Are you crazy, woman?" 
 
    "I'm considering committing a huge ass felony, so damn, I must be. Come on! If we're gonna be partners in crime, I don't want no secrets!" 
 
    "Promise you won't scream?" Jack asked, giving her the eye. 
 
    "Only if you make me," Michelle said with a giggle. 
 
    Jack shifted into his hybrid form. 
 
    "Ooooh, you're a sexy kitty, aren't you!" 
 
    "What were you expecting, a wolf?" 
 
    "Actually, yeah, but this is so much better." Michelle ran her hands along his sides. "Wow, your fur is soft." 
 
    "Do we have a deal?" Jack asked as she rubbed other parts of her body into his. Apparently she really liked fur. 
 
    "Come back down here and let's do a little more negotiating." She laughed. 
 
    "No more rewards for you until I have a deal," Jack growled. 
 
    Michelle laughed. "Oh that felt nice! I wonder if I can make the kitty purr." 
 
    "Michelle!" he growled. 
 
    "Okay, okay, I'll get your five trucks, but I get one, you only get four." 
 
    "Huh? What the hell are you going to do with that ammunition?" 
 
    "Same thing you are! You're not the only one who lost people, Jack! If they hit us once, they're gonna hit us again, and I sure as hell want to make sure our people have bullets that’ll kill those fuckers." 
 
    "You're human, you wouldn't last a second." 
 
    "True. That's why a lot of us have been talking about paying a little visit to you folks up on the hill, and maybe joining the ranks of the occasionally furry." 
 
    "Wait, what?" 
 
    "Of course, now that I know kitty is on the menu, I'm definitely a lot more interested than I was when the only option was wolf." 
 
    "I'm a cougar, Michelle, not a kitty." 
 
    "Oh? Do cougars purr?" 
 
    "Only when they're happy." 
 
    "Well, why don't we see if I can make the kitty purr?" she said and giggled again. 
 
    Shaking his head, Jack decided why the hell not? He needed the ammo, after all, and from what his nose was telling him, she was pretty excited by the prospect. 
 
    "Fine, we have a deal. And if you can make me purr, I'll come back as many times as you want." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Jack smiled as they drove up highway 395. Michelle had definitely made him purr last night, and again this morning. Damn if he wasn't going to be spending more time with that woman.  
 
    "What's got you happy?" Stewart asked from the seat beside him when they finally turned off the highway for the base. Jack had Stewart dressed up in a private's uniform. The next three trucks had wolves he'd dressed up as corporals, and he'd given very explicit instructions on what they were to say and how they were to act.  
 
    Michelle was in the last truck with one of her own subordinates, who was apparently used to helping her when she engaged in one of these 'midnight requisitions', as she liked to call it. She claimed there wasn't an honest supply sergeant on the face of the Earth, that such a thing was an affront to the laws of nature. 
 
    Personally, Jack had always suspected as much, this just served as further confirmation. 
 
    "This kitty found someone who knows how to make him purr," Jack said and winked at him. 
 
    "The gal in the last truck?" 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    "So you found yourself a cougar, huh?" 
 
    "She's not a lycan," Jack said and, looking over at Stewart, he could see he was smirking at him. 
 
    "Wrong type of cougar!" Stewart said and laughed. 
 
    Jack frowned at him and went back to driving. 
 
    "She's not that old, Stewart." 
 
    "So you gonna bite her and make your cougar a real cougar?" Stewart asked, laughing. 
 
    "You're not making yourself any friends here, Stewart," Jack growled. 
 
    "Another man falls to the wiles of an older woman!" Stewart continued to laugh. 
 
    "If I didn't need you…" 
 
    "Jack! Chill! Rachel's like ten years older than me, and I married that hot little wolf!" 
 
    "Wait, what?" 
 
    "Dude, older women rock! Seriously. Buying her was the first smart thing I ever did in my life! If that gal back there is rocking your world, go for it! Bite her ass!" 
 
    "I think Sean or Adam might have words with me if I did," Jack said with a sigh. 
 
    Stewart snorted. "I'm not so sure about that. Most of the lycans we've been picking up lately are pretty worthless when it comes to fighting. We're gonna have to recruit sooner or later." 
 
    "Where'd you hear that?"  
 
    "My dad, my real dad." 
 
    Jack nodded; he'd had a few of those thoughts himself lately. Not enough of the lycans they'd been getting these days knew how to fight as a unit, and training, real training, took time. 
 
    "She told me some of the security troops on the base are thinking of getting infected." 
 
    "I'm not surprised. They've seen what we're capable of first hand. They know how tough we are. And now they know we can fight the bad guys and they can't. Only natural, really." 
 
    "Ok, we're here. Now, let's play it exactly like I told you," Jack said and, slowing down, he pulled up to the front gate. 
 
    "Orders," the sentry said after saluting. 
 
    Jack leaned out the window and handed him a sheaf of papers. The sentry took them and started to read them, then Stewart spoke up. 
 
    "The papers are all in order. All these trucks are allowed in. You'll forget to log us in, and after we've left, you'll forget you ever saw us. Understand?" 
 
    "Yessir!" The sentry said and, returning the papers to Jack, he saluted again, and Jack drove off. 
 
    "Damn, I sure could have used you in Afghanistan!" He laughed. 
 
    "How'd you end up in the Army, anyway?" 
 
    "My best friend joined, and I thought I'd go along to keep an eye on him." 
 
    "How'd that work out?" 
 
    "It didn't." Jack sighed. 
 
    "He get killed?" 
 
    "Worse, he married a thot." 
 
    "What's a thot?" 
 
    "Don't ask," Jack growled and turned them down the street to the main operations building. Parking the truck, he got out, with Stewart following. Thankfully they knew exactly who they had to talk to; Michelle had been up here many times before. 
 
    "Yes?" the woman at the counter asked. 
 
    "We're here to pick this shipment up," Jack said and handed her the paperwork. 
 
    She went through it quickly, then looked up. "Do you have a signed requisition form?" 
 
    "It's right there," Stewart said. 
 
    "Oh, right! How silly of me. One moment while I find out where your shipment is." 
 
    Jack watched as she went to a computer terminal and did something, then came back with what looked like a map. 
 
    "Okay, here's where you're going," she said and circled a spot on the map. "Here's the GPS coordinates in case you get lost." 
 
    "That happen often?" Jack asked. 
 
    "Nah, once a month, tops. Now when you get to the bunker, here's the code to enter for the security door. Don't wander around; security gets angry if they have to drive out there." 
 
    "You will disable any alarms for the next four hours and forget all about us after we've left the base," Stewart said. 
 
    "Of course!" she said with a smile. 
 
    "Thank you, Ma'am." Jack said and, picking up the map, he led Stewart out the door to the truck. The other four were sitting there idling and waiting for them. 
 
    "Man, that's freaky," Jack said, looking at Stewart after they'd gotten back in the truck. "You do that often?" 
 
    Stewart shook his head. "I really don't like it. My—I guess you'd call him 'step-dad'— loved using shit like that. On people, even on lycans. Probably why he was so good at it." 
 
    "You mean you could use that shit on me?" Jack asked, a little worried. 
 
    "It's a lot harder to do on magical creatures, and that includes lycans. Besides, the amulet Sean gave you protects you from it." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    Stewart nodded. "It's a real sweet piece of work. For a guy who taught himself magic in like a week, Sean's a genius. Yeah, studying under him is a pain in the ass; it's gonna take me a year, at least, to learn all the background stuff before he'll even start teaching me." 
 
    "Sounds rough." 
 
    Stewart shrugged. "If I can do the kind of stuff he can, it'll be worth it. Besides," Stewart grinned at him, "I'm a lycan now. There ain't no enchanters out there who'll take a lycan apprentice! Not that I'd want to study with any of them now that Sean's taken me on. Like I said, he's a genius." 
 
    Jack nodded as he turned them down the road towards the storage shelters. 
 
    "How far down this road do we have to go?" Stewart asked. 
 
    "Well, looking at this map, I think it's about a mile." 
 
    "I thought you said this place was small?" 
 
    "It's just spread out storage. As bases go, there aren't many people working or living here. Hell, until I started tracking down the shipment, I had no idea this place even existed. 
 
    "Here, take the map and start looking for the sign for our turn off." 
 
    Stewart nodded and kept his eyes open. He wasn't too worried; he could dominate the mind of any human they came along pretty easily. But he was still surprised by how calm Jack was. Almost like he was bored. 
 
    "Here's our turn," Jack said, slowing down and reading the sign. Turning down the side road, he started counting. Bunker, then berm-surrounded vehicle park, another bunker, another park, another bunker, another park, and there was the place. Turning in, he slowed down, then maneuvered around, and backed up to the loading dock. 
 
    Loading the trucks was anti-climatic, though it took almost an hour to get it all done. A security car drove by and slowed down for a moment while they were working, but that was about it. 
 
    "Now for the long drive home." Jack sighed. "You know, I can't wait until Sean gets back." 
 
    "You too? Why's that?" 
 
    "'Cause right now he's the only one who knows what we're facing." 
 
    "Yeah, he's probably right in the thick of it, knowing him," Stewart acknowledged.  
 
      
 
    Ξ 
 
      
 
    "Dear lord, what time is it?" Sean grumbled as someone knocked on the door. 
 
    "Just a minute!" Estrella called out, and then gave Sean a push. "Rise and shine sleepy head!" 
 
    Sean grumbled and, rolling over, watched as Estrella seemed to almost dance around the room, gathering up her clothing and putting it on. 
 
    "Oh, gods, you're a morning person, aren't you?" Sean sighed and, rolling on to his back, he closed his eyes and sighed. 
 
    "Come on, Sean! It's a beautiful day outside!" She laughed and came over to give him a kiss. 
 
    "Let me sleep," he groaned. 
 
    "Nope! Defenses to build and people to kill!" She laughed and went over to the door. 
 
    "Yes, Første?" she said, opening the door. 
 
    "We were starting to worry, Brune En." 
 
    "Oh, why's that?" 
 
    "You haven't come out in over a day, and there were many strange sounds coming out of the room." 
 
    Rolling over and opening his eyes, Sean laughed; Estrella's tail was sticking straight out, and her ears were down in embarrassment. 
 
    "You guys finish the palisade?" Sean called out. 
 
    "It is almost done, Sean. Would you like to see it?" 
 
    Sighing heavily, Sean sat up. "I'll be out, soon." 
 
    "Are you well, Brune En?" Første inquired. 
 
    "Oh, I'm well," Estrella said with a smile, getting over her embarrassment. "In fact I'm more than well." 
 
    "You could even say she's grrreat!" Sean snickered and ducked as he almost got whacked in the face by her tail. Obviously she'd missed the reference. 
 
    "Have Tredje and his scouts reported anything?" Estrella asked Første. 
 
    "It appears King Sladd has taken over Ansigt's remaining Storsindet hellige and is moving to take over the lille gates as well." 
 
    "King Sladd? What of Ansigt? Did Sladd kill him?" 
 
    "No, Brune En, Ansigt did not reform. Neither he nor any of his lords, biskops, ridders, bonde, not a one of them came back." 
 
    Estrella stood there a moment, shocked, trying to take it all in, as Sean came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her, rubbing his chin over the top of her head. 
 
    "How can that be?" she wondered out loud. 
 
    "I just know that it is," Første said with a shrug. 
 
    She thought about what he'd said and recalled something in his words just now. 
 
    "What did you mean by 'remaining Storsindet hellige?'" 
 
    "The one by Ansigt's castle is gone. Whatever destroyed the castle apparently destroyed the hellige as well. There is only a hole there now." 
 
    "I'll be out in a minute; I need to put my armor on." 
 
    "Yes, Brune En." 
 
    "Did you do that?" she asked Sean, who was cuddling up against her from behind, apparently half-asleep. 
 
    "Do what?" he asked and yawned. 
 
    "Kill everyone and destroy the hellige!" she said with an exasperated sigh. 
 
    She felt Sean shrug. "I pretty much nuked them. When I came to, there was a big smoking hole in the ground where the gateway was, the castle was destroyed, and everyone was dead." 
 
    "Nuked? What's that?" 
 
    "Oh, right, you've been away. It's a big nasty explosion that instantly vaporizes everyone and everything nearby, then flattens everything else in the vicinity. For like a mile." 
 
    "And you did that by yourself?" 
 
    Sean nodded and yawned again, giving her another hug. "Yup. That's why I was curious about explosions and all that. I guess I got their 'souls' then, too?" 
 
    "I guess you won't be hungry for a century or two! With that much food, you'll be fine indefinitely." She pondered that a moment as she turned around and gave him a hug back. 
 
    "That may explain why King Sladd took over. With a pass going on, he didn't want a war being fought over Ansigt's remains. He must have figured anything that could destroy a hellige had destroyed everyone around it." 
 
    "Do you think he'll try to push us off this one?" Sean asked, looking down at her. 
 
    "Maybe? I don't know. Do you think you could do to him what you did to Ansigt?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "I need silver, and I need a device my father invented to do that." 
 
    "Silver? What would you want with silver? It's deadly!" 
 
    Sean snorted. "I took care of that—or rather, my father and I did. Unfortunately the magical item I have that protects me from it was destroyed in the blast, and I need a lot more power than the ley line here can give me to make another one." 
 
    "What has been going on back home?" She frowned, looking up at him. 
 
    Sean shook his head and chuckled. "You won't even recognize the place. Now let's get dressed." 
 
    "Give me a moment, I'm enjoying this." 
 
    Sean kissed her on the forehead. "Yeah, me too. But I don't think we can afford to waste another day in bed." 
 
    "I think I'm still a bit too sore for that," Estrella said, blushing. 
 
    "Me, too!" Sean said with a laugh. 
 
    Moving apart, they both set about putting on their armor, then went outside to inspect all the work that had been done during their 'absence'. Estrella noticed that Sean had become very affectionate towards her now. Whenever she was near, he would touch her or give her a hug. 
 
    She found she rather liked it.  
 
      
 
    It was getting late in the day, and Sean had helped them finish up the palisade that now surrounded the entire encampment. He was examining the ley line to get an idea of how much work he could do with one, when suddenly he felt his mana levels peak. The level of mana in the ley line had just increased by a factor of ten! Calling up his frameworks, he looked everything over; a gateway had definitely opened up somewhere.  
 
    "Stell!" he called. 
 
    "What?" she asked, looking over at him. 
 
    "A gateway just opened up." 
 
    "Well, not here, obviously." She sighed. 
 
    "I know this is a stretch, but do you have a wristwatch I could use?" 
 
    "A what?" 
 
    "Small clock on a wrist bracelet." 
 
    "They make such things?" she asked, bemused. 
 
    "How about a bracelet? Made out of metal?" 
 
    "Why do you want that?" 
 
    "I need to make something." Sean sighed. "Do you have one?" 
 
    "Hold on, let me check." 
 
    Sean nodded. "I'll be where the ley lines cross!" he said and, jogging over there, he started to repair his armor, at least as much as he could using magic. It was getting to the point where it was definitely going to need to go to a dwarven smith. 
 
    He'd just finished up with the main body piece and was putting it back on when Estrella strolled up to him. 
 
    "One of the gnashers had this. Will it work?" she asked as she handed him a bracelet. 
 
    Sean took it and looked at it in surprise; it was some sort of heavy chain bracelet with a solid plate in the middle, and characters inscribed on it that he'd never seen the likes of before. Using his enchanting framework, he examined it; there weren't any spells in it, as far as he could tell, but the metal was definitely one of the transition metals. It wasn't one he was familiar with, however. 
 
    "Yeah, thanks," he said and smiled up at her. 
 
    "Do me a favor and make sure no one bothers me while I'm doing this?" 
 
    "Can I watch?"  
 
    Sean smiled at her. "All you want." 
 
    With that, he brought up the tar file for the classroom in the watch and took a minute to examine it. He'd tarred off a couple of versions back when he'd made the watch for Stewart, breaking off the magical books into a smaller tarball file. Of course, all the devices he'd created for use inside his classroom were in a series of small tarballs he could easily untar whenever he needed them. 
 
    Looking at the power requirements, as well as how much he had available and what he was getting from the ley line, he realized he had more than enough power to run the master tarball file for the watch and the classroom. 
 
    "What the hell, might as well go for it," he muttered. Tapping into the ley line, he selected the master tarball and unpacked it into the chain. 
 
    The chain got very hot for a moment, and he could feel it as it shifted in shape and reformed in his hand. Channeling that much power had definitely warmed him up, and he started to pant. His own mana level was down to zero, but with the ley line he was sitting on, and the amount of mana now in the air from the open gate, he was regenerating much faster than he normally would. 
 
    "What in the hells did you do?" Estrella gasped, dragging his attention back to her. 
 
    "Oh," Sean said, still panting, "I made a wristwatch." He handed it to her. "Give me a minute to recuperate." 
 
    "What does this do?" 
 
    "It tells time." 
 
    "Why do you need to tell time?" she asked, looking at him like he was crazy. 
 
    "It has its uses, trust me," he said and took a couple of deep breaths to get his panting under control. "But this particular watch lets me do a few things that’ll make fixing your necklace a lot easier." 
 
    Shrugging, she handed him back the watch, which, after a quick examination, Sean put on his left wrist.  
 
    "Okay, now I'm going to be completely helpless for a while. If you need me, shake me or something. But I'm not going to be able to see or hear anything. Got that?" 
 
    "What are you going to do?" 
 
    "Nothing much, yet. I need to check my workshop and examine a few things. I just want to be sure everything is working the way I need it to." 
 
    Estrella nodded and watched as Sean arranged himself in a cross-legged position and closed his eyes.  
 
    Dropping into his 'classroom', Sean was momentarily shocked when his father's image appeared and started to go through the exact same speech it had given him when he'd first worn the original watch. Apparently that was a part of the master spell he'd tarred, and creating a new watch had reset the spell's parameters.  
 
    He spent a few minutes going through the books, same as he had the first time, so the spell would trigger to show him the other books. That done, he checked his mana and his connection to the ley line, then untarred his emulator, and loaded the tarball he'd made of Estrella's necklace into it.  
 
    He'd been messing with it a few minutes when he realized someone was putting something in his mouth. Something warm, wet, and very flexible.  
 
    Shutting down his classroom and leaving it, he opened his eyes to find Estrella sitting in his lap and French kissing him. When she saw his eyes open, she leaned back and smiled at him. 
 
    "I thought this would be more fun than just shaking you," she said with a giggle. 
 
    Sean blinked. "Where is the real Estrella and what have you done with her?" 
 
    "Hmmm?" 
 
    "I could have sworn I just heard you giggle. You've never giggled in all the time I've been here!" 
 
    "Maybe I just never had anything to giggle about?" she said, looking at him coyly. 
 
    Sean paused a moment. This would normally be where the First would say something like 'We need to make her ours.' To which Sean would tell him to sod off, he saw her first. 
 
    "Deep thoughts?" she asked and kissed him on the nose. 
 
    "I think I could get used to this," he purred and kissed her back. 
 
    "Good, you're supposed to. Now, as to why I needed your attention, Tredje came back with one of his scouts. It looks like King Sladd is dealing with a small gateway that opened up about a half day's walk from here." 
 
    "That means we'll have at least a day before we need to worry about him, doesn't it?" 
 
    Estrella nodded. "At least, and probably longer. There are other groups at a couple of the other lille helliges, but none of them are as strong as ours. So I expect him to deal with those first and save us for last." 
 
    "Any idea how long that will be?" 
 
    "Could be a couple of weeks, could be a couple of months." 
 
    Sean smiled and, wrapping his arms around her neck, he kissed her back. 
 
    "And all we need is for one of those gateways to open here, and we're home free." 
 
    "Exactly!" 
 
    "You know, I'm not feeling at all sore anymore. You?" 
 
    She gave him a soft nip on the nose. "I thought you'd never ask." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nobody Asked Me... 
 
      
 
    "Where the hell did this come from?" Oak yelled at the lycans gathered around a large number of pallets sitting in the middle of the parking lot out front, all but blocking anyone from using any of the cars unless they drove over the lawn. 
 
    "Beats me," said Henry, one of the wolves from Sten's old team. "It was here when we came out this morning." 
 
    "And no one saw who left it?" Oak said, looking around and shaking his head. 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    "What is it?"  
 
    "Looks like ammunition, Oak. 5.56 by the markings." 
 
    "What the hell are," Oak took a moment to count, "thirty-two pallets of ammunition doing in the driveway?" Pulling out his radio, Oak called Roxy. 
 
    "What is it Oak? It's six a.m.!" 
 
    "Did you order any ammo?" 
 
    "No, why?" 
 
    "There's a ton of it sitting out front here." 
 
    "What? I'll be right out." 
 
    "Hey, Oak!" Shia, Henry's girlfriend, called out. "What does 'AP' mean?" 
 
    "What! Let me see that!" Oak said and, walking up to one of the pallets, he looked at the box on top. Sure enough, it was all marked as AP. 
 
    Shifting, Oak ripped through the wrap holding the boxes to the pallet with his claws. Digging them into the top of one of the wooden boxes, he ripped the top off, grabbed the large green ammunition can inside and pulled that out, then opened it up and looked at it, gaping. 
 
    "Is that what I think it is?" Roxy asked, looking over his shoulder. 
 
    "What is it?" Shia asked. 
 
    "Steel-tipped armor-piercing ammo," Oak said. 
 
    "I thought we needed iron?" 
 
    "It's not iron," Roxy said, looking around at all the pallets, "but it's the next best thing. Look at the size of the steel heads on those things!" 
 
    "But where did it come from? And how the hell did it get here?" Oak said, looking around. 
 
    "Who the hell cares!" Roxy laughed. "Get that up to the landing pad and have the teams start loading it into magazines. Call Chad and Claudia, have them send a helicopter over, and give each of them a couple of pallets." 
 
    Oak nodded. "I'm on it, Rox! Henry! Wake the teams, we got work to do!" 
 
    "You got it, Boss!" 
 
    Smiling, Roxy headed back into the house. 
 
    "What's going on outside?" Peg asked, yawning, "and where did all those boxes come from?" 
 
    "Seems somebody dealt with our little ammunition problem," Roxy said with a grin. 
 
    "Wasn't me!" Peg said holding her hands up. 
 
    "I know that, you've been here all night, and so has Sheila." 
 
    "Jack maybe?" 
 
    Roxy shrugged. "I never got the chance to talk to him about it; he's been over at the Guard base the last few days dealing with some Army stuff or something." 
 
    "Well, at least we got it. How much do you think is out there?" 
 
    "Hopefully more than enough to carry us through until Dae's folks can start supplying us with the good stuff. If nothing else, I think our lives just got a hell of a lot easier." 
 
    Heading back to the bedroom, Roxy hit the shower and got dressed. Waking the others up, she went in search of Maitland. Now that they had ammunition  they knew would work, they'd have to re-assess their tactics. She'd call Chad and Claudia as well, and let them know. 
 
    Ten minutes later Chad came running into the conference room, where she and Maitland were reviewing their supplies. They had a little over three hundred rifles; they were definitely going to need more, a lot more. 
 
    "I just got the message!" Chad said, coming in. "Where'd you get it from?" 
 
    "Tooth fairy," Roxy said with a shrug. 
 
    "Markey did it?" 
 
    Roxy shook her head. "I don't think so. In fact, I haven't seen him in a while. Any idea where he is?" She asked looking over at Maitland. 
 
    "Not a clue," Maitland told her. "You'd have to ask Philo. Markey and I don't exactly get along." 
 
    "How much is mine?" Chad asked. 
 
    "I'd say about a third of it. How are you set for rifles?" 
 
    "I've been buying them up or making them since I heard about the ammo." 
 
    "Making them?" 
 
    Chad nodded. "Doesn't take much to make an AR-15. The plans are all over the internet, and it's a pretty simple rifle. One of my guys owns a machine shop, and I've got him turning them out night and day. I think we've got about five hundred total. I've got them making magazines now, as well." 
 
    "I'm gonna have Oak send a team to scour all the stores in Reno and buy up every magazine they can get their hands on," Maitland told them. 
 
    "Don't bother with Cabela's," Chad said with a grin, "I had Ryan go down there and clean them out on Monday." 
 
    Adam stumbled into the room, yawning. 
 
    "What are you doing out of bed?" Roxy asked, surprised. 
 
    "I needed to get away from Ryla for a while. She's a cross between excited and pissed, and keeps switching every thirty seconds." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    Adam looked at Roxy and grinned evilly. "Why do you think?" 
 
    Roxy started laughing. "You didn't!" she managed to choke out after a moment. 
 
    "Course I did." 
 
    "Did what?" Chad asked, looking between the two of them. Maitland looked on, curious as well. 
 
    "How many?" Roxy asked, still laughing. 
 
    "Three, like you asked." 
 
    "Three what?" Chad asked. 
 
    "Cubs. I put three cubs in Ryla." 
 
    Chad looked at Roxy. "You told him to knock Ryla up? What the hell, Rox? And with triplets?" 
 
    "I didn't think he'd actually do it!" Roxy said, reduced to giggling at this point. 
 
    "Hey!" Adam said. "I did it because I wanted to do it. True, Roxy over there may have put the bug in my ear, but honestly, I like Ryla. A lot. When this is all over, I'm gonna stick around and do the family thing with her." 
 
    "But triplets? Isn't that a bit much?" Chad said, looking at Adam in disbelief. 
 
    "Nah, she needs the challenge. One wouldn't have been enough, and two might not even keep her busy. I already told her we're going to have a large family," Adam said with a laugh. 
 
    "How'd she take it?" Roxy asked between fits of giggling. 
 
    "She calmed down eventually," Adam said with a smile. "Well, at least she stopped trying to kill me. She wants kids; she's just been afraid to admit it." 
 
    "And you know that how?" Chad asked, giving Adam the eye. 
 
    "Because the sex afterwards was awesome." Adam laughed and winked. "I think she's just upset that I gave her three, not just one. So what are you all doing in here so early?" 
 
    Roxy told him about the crates of ammunition out front. 
 
    "I think I better get down to the armory and start loading magazines with the rest of them." 
 
    "Still trying to fit in?" Maitland asked. 
 
    Adam snorted. "Hardly. I just want to make sure I've got more than enough bullets, so I don't have to use the damn sword." 
 
    "But the sword is such an elegant weapon!" Maitland retorted, looking offended. 
 
    "In case you haven't noticed, elegant I ain't! If you need me, you know where I'll be!" 
 
    Leaving the room, Adam made a beeline for the armory. There were already a couple dozen people sitting on the ground with boxes of ammunition on stripper clips, using little metal tabs to feed them into the magazines that were in another pile. 
 
    Grabbing one of the large green cans, Adam scooped up a handful of magazines. Finding a clear spot on the ground, he sat down and started loading like everyone else. 
 
    "Surprised to see you here." 
 
    Adam looked over; that lieutenant from the Army had dropped down next to him with his own can and magazines. 
 
    "What, think I can't load my own?" 
 
    "No," Jack looked over at him and grinned, "I could hear you and your gal halfway across the compound." 
 
    "Oh, that," Adam said and rolled his eyes. "We were just having a little fun." 
 
    "Uh huh, and World War Two was just a minor disagreement." 
 
    "Do you have a point?" Adam asked. 
 
    "Actually," Jack sighed, "this attractive sergeant I've been making my own noise with down at the Guard base wants me to bite her." 
 
    "Isn't it against the rules for officers to sleep with enlisted?" Adam asked as he went back to loading magazines. 
 
    "Well, yeah, but I had my reasons. Not like I'm not breaking other rules when it suits me anyway. So what do I do?" 
 
    "About what?" 
 
    "Biting her. She wants to be infected. Says she likes the idea of being a cougar lycan a lot more than a wolf." 
 
    "She knows about you?" 
 
    "We haven't exactly been hiding it for a while now." 
 
    "She tell you why?" 
 
    "Because she wants to be able to fight the demons. She's not the only one down at the base who wants it. She told me there're a lot of them. They're pissed about what's going on and not being able to do anything about it, and after what that jackass from the Air Force did to them, they're even more pissed." 
 
    "So why haven't you?" 
 
    "Because we're supposed to ask. Since Sean's not here, and you're the only lion who is…" 
 
    Adam sighed. "Do you want to?" 
 
    Jack nodded slowly and started loading the magazine in his hand using the little tab tool. Adam was impressed; Jack had obviously done this before, and he made it look easy. 
 
    "Yeah, I want to. She's older than me, but damn if I'm not thinking about hooking up seriously with her." 
 
    "Then do it." 
 
    "What?" Jack said, looking up at him. "What about all the rules and shit?" 
 
    Adam shrugged. "Look," he said, lowering his voice, "I'm not much for rules either, never was. The rules say you need to ask a lion for permission? Well, you just got it. Knock yourself out. You think it's okay? Fine. Do it. Anyone bitches, tell them Adam told you to." 
 
    "What about the others?" 
 
    "You mean the other soldiers down at the base?" 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    "Check 'em out. If you think they'll do okay, send 'em up. Hell, see if you can get any of their pilots to agree. I know we're really short on experienced ones." 
 
    "Well, that was easier than I expected it to be," Jack said with a laugh. 
 
    "Like I said, I'm not much for rules. Yeah, I agree we need to be careful, but I'd hope, being an officer and all that, you'd know enough not to pick the bad ones. Now how about showing me the right way to do this with that little tab thing, because you're doing like four to my one." 
 
    "Oh! It's just a matter of practice. Here, watch." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Adam checked his bandolier as they came in to drop him and the first team off. It was a large gate, and it had just opened about thirty minutes ago. As gates went, this one was fairly close to them, only about a ten-minute flight. As everyone was still sitting around the pads and loading magazines, they'd been geared up and ready in record time.  
 
    But this time everyone had full combat loads, as Jack, the lieutenant, had called them. All Adam knew was, he was looking forward to this fight. Because today he was going to kick ass, take names, and push these bastards back through the damn gateway. They'd loaded up the four helicopters with externally mounted machineguns, and they were going to hose the area down, while the ones Adam and the others were riding in dropped them off at the landing zone. 
 
    "Remember!" Jack was calling out on the radio. "Make every shot count! We don't want to waste ammo! It's real easy to burn through it fast; trust me, I know! This is going to be a long day. And save your empties! We need to send those back to be reloaded! 
 
    "Adam, you got anything to add?" 
 
    "Listen to the lieutenant!" Adam replied. "That's your tax dollars at work right there! Man's got more experience than any of us here using these rifles. If they're down and not moving, or moving slowly, use your sword to finish them off, don't waste bullets. Got it?" 
 
    "Yes, Sir!" they all called back. 
 
    "Great! Now let's pay them back for Tuesday!" 
 
    They touched down, everyone piled out almost instantly, and Trey took off to get the next squad. About half the people in the group today were new; they'd taken such heavy casualties last time. When Jack had offered to join his team, Adam had taken him up on it immediately. Jack was an Army Ranger and had done two tours in the Middle East. There was no way Adam wasn't going to take advantage of that experience. 
 
    They formed up quickly and approached at a walk, the last helicopter making one more pass on the demons by the gate and tearing them up with its machineguns.  
 
    "Damn, can't say I've ever gotten here to find dead demons waiting for us," said Hunter, one of the team alphas. 
 
    "I can sure get used to this," another wolf Adam didn't know yet remarked. 
 
    "Lock and load!" Adam called out. Pulling out a magazine, he loaded it into his rifle and pulled back the charging lever. Checking the safety, he brought the rifle up to his shoulder and continued leading the others. 
 
    "Volley fire on my command!" 
 
    The demons were getting themselves organized and drawing swords. 
 
    "Fire!"  
 
    A hundred rifles went off as one, and the effect was everything Adam and the others had hoped it would be, as all the demons staggered back. Chad's group took the next shot off to his left, then Claudia's people to his right. Half the demons were down by now. 
 
    "Fire!" Adam called again, and everyone fired another round. Maitland and Chad had both done everything they could to drill it home that, in the beginning, everyone would fire a single shot at the same time, so they could get an idea of how well they were doing. Also, it would conserve ammunition. 
 
    After the other two groups had taken their volleys, it was clear that all the demons were wounded, and more than half were down. But more were coming through the gateway, and quickly. 
 
    "Even numbers, fire on the front line at will! Odd numbers, fire on those coming out of the gateway! Go!" Adam ordered, and he could hear Chad and Jon, who was Claudia's lead, calling out similar orders to their own troops.  
 
    Things got very loud for the next few minutes as everyone poured fire into the gateway and the area before it, but suddenly those shooting at the demons already there had run out of targets and stopped firing. Those shooting at the ones coming out of the gateway were still busy, but they'd found a rhythm, and were keeping up with the tide. 
 
    Several ridders came through then, with a biskop, and those took a lot more bullets to put down, which allowed a large number of bonde to come through also, so the first group got involved again, but a minute later things were back under control. 
 
    "Even numbers, start digging us in!" Adam called out after he'd stopped the slow advance. They had a good position now, and it was time to hold it. Sooner or later the enemy would figure out what was going on, and they'd adapt to it. Chad and Maitland had driven that lesson home as well. Dig in, get ready, and see what happens. They were going to be here for the next two and a half days, might as well get comfortable for a change. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, they stopped!" 
 
    Adam yawned and stood up, looking towards the gateway. Sure enough, nobody was coming out of it. 
 
    "What time is it?" he called over the radio 
 
    "Two a.m.," Chad replied. "I guess they're getting wise to something. That or someone finally got back through and told them what's going on here." 
 
    "Took them long enough," Jon replied. "What do you think is going to happen next?" 
 
    "Something different, that's for sure. Put the second team on the line, pull the first team back, feed 'em, check their supplies, and let 'em rest for a while. It's been over ten hours. When they start up again, we'll need fresh troops on the line, I'm sure." 
 
    "Got it!" Adam said, turning to his own people. He relayed the orders and, after bringing the fresh troops up, he sent the others back. Someone had set up a kitchen or something back behind one of the rises. 
 
    "Someone bring me back a bunch of food!" Adam called and sat back down. 
 
    "Why don't you take a break, Adam?" Chad called. 
 
    "Eh, I'm good. I want to see what they try next. I can eat and rest here just as well as back there, but the view's better up here." 
 
    "Suit yourself." 
 
    "I always do." Adam chuckled and settled down to wait. 
 
    Two hours later the next assault started. The demons were coming through the gateway now with shields held before them, large ones that looked to be made out of wood or something similar. Each shield had a team of ten or so behind it. 
 
    "Well, that's different," Adam remarked over the radio. 
 
    "Yeah, it's not a bad idea, except for one thing." 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "We can shoot at them from behind!"  
 
    As Adam watched, half of Chad's troops, and half of Claudia's, broke off and ran until they were behind the gateway, then started taking shots at the people behind the shields. It was harder to take them down, but they also couldn't come through in the numbers they'd been using before. 
 
    They did have some success; they got a small camp set up, and it was coming along well, if slowly, until the helicopters came along and shot the hell out of it, then another one flew overhead, dropped a large bomb on the structure, and blew it apart. 
 
    "I think we need to get some mortars," Jack called over the radio. 
 
    "Any ideas?" Chad asked. 
 
    "I know a place," Jack chuckled, "but I'm not sure how soon I can get them." 
 
    "Do whatever you gotta do," Adam told him. "If you need money or anything, tell Roxy I okayed it." 
 
      
 
    Adam was snoozing in the trench they'd dug. Six hours after they'd blown up the second 'fort' the traffic through the gate stopped again, and for the last day there'd been no action, nothing. He was starting to wonder if they'd given up on using this gateway. 
 
    "We got something!" someone called out, and almost immediately someone started to shoot. A moment later almost everyone had opened fire and, looking over the small berm in front of their trench, Adam could see a large number of råge and ridders were swarming out of the gate. A half dozen biskops were right behind them, and at least two dozen raseri! 
 
    Those demons, and several others even Adam didn't recognize took a lot more damage to put down than the smaller demons, and it looked like these might even be using magic. 
 
    Swirling out en masse behind them came literally hundreds of bonde, who immediately started digging ditches, while the råge, ridders, biskops, and raseri did their best to protect them and hold off Adam's troops.  
 
    These larger demons were proving harder to kill, and each time they dropped one, another one came out of the gate, as if there was a never-ending supply of them. Some of the troops were picking off the bonde because they were easy kills, but every time their numbers seemed to be dropping, another hundred came out of the gate.  
 
    "Damn, they're serious this time," Adam called over the radio. 
 
    "Keep their heads down, I'm going to have the helicopters do another strafing pass and see if we can get them in those trenches they're hiding in." 
 
    "We're running low on ammo here, so if something doesn't break soon, we're going to have to run down there and do this the old-fashioned way," Adam warned him. 
 
    As Adam and the others watched, one of the Huey's came roaring by, firing its twin machine guns and tearing up the ground, when suddenly a slew of projectiles came flying up from the ground and tore it to shreds. It quickly burst into flames and exploded as they watched. 
 
    "Damn, what the hell was that?" Jon called over the radio. 
 
    "Magic," Adam told them. "Some of the demons I don't recognize must be their equivalent of magic users. Send one of the other helicopters back to get someone out here to help suppress 'em, or we're going to be in serious trouble." 
 
    "I'm on it!" Chad called back.  
 
    Adam turned to his troops. "Make your shots count; when we're almost out, we're going over the top to take them on with our swords. Try to hit those odd-looking ones, got it?" 
 
    Everyone nodded. They'd all heard Chad say he was going to get them some magical support, but they didn't know when it would arrive. 
 
    Adam kept his head down and let the others do the shooting, saving his last magazine for the charge and gave the rest of his to the others, as he tried to figure out which ones they had to worry about the most. 
 
    When the magic users finally got there, his men were almost out of bullets. Fortunately they weren't coming out of the gateway anymore. Apparently they were getting confident in their position. 
 
    "Okay," Chad called, "they think they can suppress the worst of it, I've got seven of them circling back at the LZ." 
 
    "Great!" Adam called. "Everybody! On three, over the top and charge!" 
 
    "One!" 
 
    "Two!" 
 
    "Three!" 
 
    Leaping up over the berm and holding his rifle out in front of him, Adam charged down the slight rise, firing as he went, until the bolt locked open. Dropping the rifle, he drew his sword and went after one of those strange demons, who was apparently trying to cast something and looking very surprised. 
 
    Right up until Adam cut its head off. 
 
    The others hit the demons as he attacked the next one, and they all jumped down into the demon's trench work, hacking and slashing with a will. Several had enough bullets left that they were able to use them to devastating effect at such a close range, but soon it was just sword on sword, like the first fights had been. 
 
    But this time there were a lot fewer of them, and they weren't being reinforced by more demons coming out of the gate. Twenty minutes after they started, they'd taken the demon's position and killed everything there.  
 
    Chad got everyone working with their shovels to quickly reset the lay of the land, then hunkered down to await the next attack, but nothing further came that day, until at last the gate collapsed. 
 
      
 
    "Damn, that felt good," Chad said, coming up to Adam as the helicopters started to ferry everyone back to base. 
 
    "When's the next window?" Adam asked. 
 
    "It opened over a day ago." 
 
    "And there hasn't been a gate yet?" 
 
    "Oh, a small one opened and closed just a few hours ago." 
 
    "What?" Adam asked, shocked. 
 
    "Maitland handled it. With the rifles, they had it a lot easier than we did. The smaller gateway made it harder to move too many people through, and they gave up after five or six hours." 
 
    "I'm finally starting to feel optimistic about all of this." 
 
    "What, you though we were going to lose?" 
 
    "No, but I thought it was going to be a lot worse. The biggest thing we had going for us in the past was that there weren't a lot of people, so it was easier to guard the population centers. Also, the demons never came through in the kinds of numbers we're seeing this time. Even in South America, I've been told they're seeing far fewer. Normally they don't start coming through in any real numbers until the main gateway opens up." 
 
    "Well, according to what Sean told me, they've never run into such huge numbers of their 'food' before, so I'd suspect they're getting greedy." 
 
    "But then why aren't they hitting South America harder? Really, it doesn't make much sense." 
 
    Chad shrugged. "I have no idea. Right now my only goal is to make it through to July of next year without a permanent gate opening. As long as we do that, this will have an end." 
 
    "That end is still a long way away," Adam said with a shake of his head. 
 
    "Yeah, but we'll get there. Never fear, we'll get there." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Daily Grind 
 
      
 
    Sean was sitting on the ley line in just the cloak Estrella had given him. After almost a week of wearing his armor constantly, he was tired of wearing it. If it wasn't for the need to keep concealed from anyone who might be spying on them, he wouldn't even be wearing the cloak. 
 
    Right now he had a problem and was trying to figure out how to deal with it while soaking up as much energy as he could, which unfortunately wasn't enough. What he needed was a battery, so he could store the larger amounts of energy he was used to working with, but sadly he didn't have one in his back pocket right now. He'd have to make one. And because he didn't have a lot of power, it would have to be a small one. Which, of course, he didn't have a tar file for.  
 
    So he was spending hours of his time in his workshop, building virtual model after virtual model, trying to find one he could make with the power he had available. Unfortunately he kept coming up short. He could try to build one the old-fashioned way, but he'd only be able to work on it when a gateway was open, which meant it would take him at least a month. He'd need to build a workshop first, then find all the necessary components to actually build it the 'old-fashioned way', beyond just the item to cast it into. 
 
    And finding an item to cast the spell into was presenting its own problems. 
 
    He felt a painful tug on his ear, so he quickly saved his work and popped out. 
 
    "What's wrong?" he asked Estrella. 
 
    "How long are you going to stay like that?" she growled at him. 
 
    "Huh?" Sean looked at his watch; he'd been in the workshop for over seven hours. "Oh! Sorry," he said a little sheepishly, "I tend to lose track of time when I'm working. I wanted to get as much done before the gateway closed." 
 
    "It's a large gate, there's no rush." 
 
    "How did you know that?" he asked, surprised. 
 
    "Because I sent out a couple of scouts to spy on King Sladd and his people. This one didn't open up in a hellige, probably because somebody destroyed that one."  
 
    Sean just smiled and shrugged. 
 
    "That means it's in a random location, and in this case, one much easier to spy on. 
 
    "Anyway, I thought you might like to take a break and do something a bit more enjoyable for a while?" 
 
    Sean was about to say no, when he noticed she was standing there, naked. Estrella looked really good naked, as in 'incredibly hot' good, and well, she'd only recently started being nice to him. So he'd really hate to make her upset and…oh who was he fooling? She was hot, she wanted him, and he wasn't about to say no, as his own lion was whispering suggestions in the back of his head that the rest of his body was already agreeing with. 
 
    "Well, now that you mention it," Sean said and, slowly standing up, he stretched and yawned widely. Smiling down at her, he pulled her up against him and kissed her. She definitely fit well against him, and her lips tasted nice. 
 
    Estrella started to push against him, so he broke the kiss and looked down at her. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Not here. I really don't want to put on a show." 
 
    "Do they even know what we're doing?" Sean teased. He dropped his right arm from around her, but kept his left one there as they turned to face the building and walked towards it. 
 
    "Oh, they know," she said, putting her arm around him as well. "Though to them, we look like two different races." 
 
    "Because of my mane?" 
 
    "That's part of it," Estrella said, then made a face. "Let's not go over it right now, demon reproduction is not an exciting topic." 
 
    "But lion reproduction is, right?" Sean said with a grin. 
 
    "This isn't that! This is just us engaging in a little non-reproductive fun," she said and bumped him with her hip. 
 
    "What? You don't want my babies?" Sean said, acting crestfallen. 
 
    "Nope, I only want you for your body," Estrella said with a laugh. 
 
    Sean had to admit she had a nice laugh; she had definitely lightened up a lot since they'd gone to bed together. 
 
    "But if you get me out of here and back home," she said giving him a sultry look, "I'll certainly consider it." 
 
    "But not before, hmmm?" Sean teased. 
 
    "This is the last place in all of heaven and hell I'd want to bring a child into," Estrella admitted with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "At least we can practice!" Sean said and gave her a squeeze. 
 
    "We most certainly can! So what are you doing out there, anyway?" 
 
    "Trying to build a magical battery." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because those two ley lines don't give me enough power to do what I want to do." 
 
    "And what do you want to do?" 
 
    "Build a few things, fix your necklace." 
 
    "Well, with any luck, a gateway will open here soon, and you can mess with it back home." 
 
    "With any luck," Sean said and smiled down at her as he led her into the bedroom. Sean had learned a long time ago that luck was something he didn't have a lot of. But he wasn't going to tell her that. 
 
    "Now," he said, shedding the cloak and pulling her close to his now equally naked body. "Where were we?" 
 
      
 
      
 
    "What's it like being a magic user?"  
 
    Sean was lying on his side, pleasantly exhausted, with Estrella cuddled up and all but clinging to his back, her chin on his shoulder. He used to find that a little strange, but he'd since grown used to it; Roberta and Daelyn both preferred to cuddle like that. 
 
    Sean shrugged. "I don't know how to explain it, really. I guess it's like the mystical shit we can do as lions, only a bit more mundane?" 
 
    "'Mystical shit'?"  
 
    "It's a technical term," Sean said, grinning, "meaning all the stuff lions get to do, a lot of which I'm still learning." 
 
    " I haven't been able to do any of that stuff for over a thousand years now. It relies heavily on how many lycans there are in the world, and up until last week, there was only one here." 
 
    "Now there are two." 
 
    " I hate to tell you this, but we lions don't generate all that much on our own. One of the things Father told me about long, long ago, was when it was just him and the original pride, they had none of those powers." 
 
    "So no 'mystical shit'?" Sean teased. 
 
    "Nope, no 'mystical shit'." 
 
    "Then how did they learn about it?" 
 
    "They just did, I guess. Then by trial and error, they started to figure out the things they could do. It's not like they didn't have time to experiment." 
 
    Sean smacked himself on the forehead as he remembered his stats program. 
 
    "What was that for?" she asked. 
 
    "With the gateways opening up to home, our 'lion powers' should be able to recharge! Let me check." 
 
    "You can do that?" 
 
    "Magic users have spells to check on their development, and to help them when it comes time to learn new things. When dad got kicked out of my head, I realized I could use that spell to look at our lion abilities. Give me a moment." 
 
    Sean cast the spell to call up his stats program and immediately tripped the dropdown under the 'mental' stat. He then scrolled all the way down to the 'Status' entry. 
 
    He blinked. 
 
    The 'Available' stat was over a hundred thousand points!  
 
    As he watched it, he saw it wasn't a static number; it was constantly changing. It would drop a fair amount every so often, then slowly climb back up. 
 
    Moving down, his 'Stored' stat was now at 270, and was very slowly increasing. He remembered it had been at 232 when he'd looked at it last. 
 
    But what really blew him away was the last line, the 'Generating/Using' stat. It was 1,804,623 generating, and 9,027 using. 
 
    Sean remembered the First telling him almost a year ago that there were a little over nine thousand lions alive in the world today, then telling him how many lycans there were in North America. This was how he knew! He had a direct tap on all of them! 
 
    "Oh, shit," he said and quickly scrolled up to find the 'Visit–Incorporeal' skill. It required about a hundred thousand points. 
 
    "What?"  
 
    "We're connected!" 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "I mean I can see how many lycans there are, and how many live lions right now! And however it is we get power, I'm getting it." 
 
    "Then I must be getting it, too," Estrella mused. 
 
    "Can you go to sleep and visit the lion world?" 
 
    "I've tried that at least a thousand times since I came here, Sean. It doesn't work." 
 
    "Try it again, please." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because I asked you to?" Sean grumbled and scrolled back down to the Status numbers. "Would you prefer me to order you?" 
 
    "You wouldn't dare!" Estrella growled back in his ear. 
 
    "Did you give all your previous husbands this much grief?" Sean sighed as he watched the numbers. 
 
    "You're not my husband!" 
 
    "I can fix that," Sean growled back. 
 
    "You wouldn't!" 
 
    "Care to bet?" Dropping the spell, Sean rolled over quickly to face Estrella, who was glaring at him. 
 
    "Don't you…! Don't you…" 
 
    Sean grabbed the ruffs on the sides of her head with his paws and smiled. 
 
    "Welcome to the family, Mrs. Valens!" he said, and pulled her close, noticing the very shocked expression on her face. Then he kissed her long and hard. 
 
    She kicked him in the shin, kneed him in the nuts, then shifted into her full lioness form, and smacked him hard enough with a paw to send him flying. 
 
    Shifting into his own lion form, Sean rolled to his feet and looked at her. The expression on her face, as she realized how big he was compared to her, he found to be amusing.  
 
    But she still launched herself at him, claws out, and Sean didn't hesitate to let his lion handle the fight. 
 
    'I think she likes us,' his lion said after they'd been slugging it out and tearing at each other for a good ten minutes. 
 
    'You think?' 
 
    'She's just making us prove ourself.' 
 
    Sean thought his lion was crazy, but when he finally had her pinned underneath him with a firm grip on her neck, she suddenly stopped fighting, rolled over onto her paws, and took a few steps forward. Looking back at him, she gave him the 'come hither' look both Disney and his wives were famous for as she shifted back to her hybrid form. 
 
    Sean didn't hesitate. Shifting back as well, he crawled up behind her. Grabbing her hips, he pulled himself over and on top of her, covering her. He was hard as a rock in an instant, and he was shocked to find her as excited as he was. Plunging into her to the hilt, he took her hard and fast, wrapping his arms tightly around her as he grabbed her with his mouth at the base of her neck. 
 
    Estrella growled loudly, and immediately began bucking back against him as she shivered, then yowled loudly beneath him, digging her claws into the floor. 
 
    It didn't take Sean long to hit his peak, and when he did, Estrella hit hers, too. They both growled loudly as Estrella's arms gave out, and they collapsed to the floor, panting heavily and purring loudly. 
 
    "Okay," Estrella said after a few minutes, as they both just laid there and enjoyed the afterglow. "Now I'll try to go." 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Lionesses are crazy." He sighed and kissed the side of her head. 
 
    "Hey, I'm a daughter of the First. If you can't bring enough to the table to prove you're good enough, you don't deserve me!" 
 
    "No, you're Sean Valens' wife, and I'm starting to think insanity is required," Sean said and gave her a hug as she purred. 
 
    "Well, you do act a little crazy, I'll admit," Estrella said with a snicker. 
 
    "Just go talk to Dad. Okay?" 
 
    Sean called up his stats program as she closed her eyes, and got to the 'Available' field just in time to see it drop by almost half. He'd suspected Estrella, being older and more experienced, wouldn't need as much power as he would. 
 
    Første opened the door then and, looking around, took in their relative positions, as well as all the blood and destruction in the room. 
 
    "So you really are demons," he stated simply. 
 
    "Excuse me?" Sean asked. 
 
    "We'd all wondered if Brune En was a demon or not. She never mated with any. But now I see why. None of us would have survived the attempt, especially not one that left you so bloody." 
 
    "Is that the only reason you're here?" Sean growled softly so as to not disturb Estrella. 
 
    "No. Our scouts have reported King Sladd's troops have stopped going through the portal, and appear to be changing their methods and regrouping." 
 
    "So it's not going well for them, then," Sean said, looking up at Første. 
 
    "No, it is not going well at all. How long before Brune En will lay her eggs?" 
 
    Sean grinned evilly. "This is only the first round. I've just won the right to mate; we haven't actually started to mate." 
 
    Sean almost lost it at the look of surprise in Første's eyes. 
 
    "Truly you are a most vicious race of demons!" Første said and backed slowly out of the room, pulling the door closed as he left. 
 
    "Yes. Yes we are," Sean agreed, then just laid there snickering as the door closed. 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    "Wow, this place hasn't changed at…oof!" 
 
    "Daughter!" the First cried out as he tackled her to the ground, hugging her. "Where have you been? What happened to you?" 
 
    "Father!" Estrella yelled, laughing, "I have a name you know!" 
 
    The First shifted into his hybrid form and, scooping her up off the ground, he hugged her again.  
 
    "Maybe if you hadn't been gone for over a thousand years I'd remember it!" He laughed and hugged her again. "Keairra! Our wayward child is back!" 
 
    "So I noticed," Keairra said, smiling. "Where have you been, daughter?" 
 
    "What, can't you remember my name either?" Estrella said, pouting as the First set her back down on the ground. 
 
    "Hmmm, name, name," the First looked over at Keairra. "We did name this one, didn't we?" 
 
    "Gee," Keairra said looking back, "I don't know. I mean it's been so long. And she didn't write, she didn't call. I mean, are you sure she's one of ours?" 
 
    "Mother!" Estrella growled. 
 
    "No, no, that's not your name," the First said, still looking thoughtful. "Give me a minute; it's right on the tip of my tongue…" 
 
    "Enough already!" Estrella growled. "I got trapped in the Onderwereld, and I've been stuck there since the last time! Okay?" 
 
    Estrella had the satisfaction of seeing both of her parents' eyes get wide, then they both hugged her. 
 
    "Well, you're back now, Estrella, and that's all that matters," her father said. "Umm, you are back, aren't you?" 
 
    Estrella shook her head. "Not yet. Sean told me…" 
 
    "Sean?" the First interrupted. "You've met Sean?" 
 
    Estrella blushed. "Umm, I've a bit more than met him, Dad." 
 
    "He didn't!" the First said, looking a little surprised. "No, wait. Of course he did!" 
 
    "Well, he is your son," Keairra laughed. 
 
    "Adopted son, right?" Estrella asked, looking around a little nervously. 
 
    "Yes, he adopted your father very quickly," Keairra said, still laughing, and for the first time she could remember, Estrella got to see her father actually look a little bit embarrassed about something. 
 
    Estrella smiled and gave a little sigh of relief. "Anyway, Sean thought I'd be able to reach you here as long as a gate was open." 
 
    "That explains the huge drain on our powers just now," the First said. 
 
    "I didn't cause any problems, did I?" she asked worriedly. 
 
    "No, it's okay." 
 
    "So you and Sean hooked up?" Keairra asked. "How did that happen?" 
 
    "He just showed up, said he had a vision," Estrella growled, remembering the confrontation. "I thought he was going to destroy everything I'd built, so I tried to run him off, and, well, he didn't take kindly to that idea." 
 
    "Oh, dear, I hope you went easy on him!" Keairra laughed. 
 
    "Hardly. He used magic on me and dragged me back home. That was a week ago. Since then," Estrella blushed, "umm…" 
 
    Both Keairra and the First burst out laughing. 
 
    "Looks like my Estrella finally took a mate, hmmm?" 
 
    Estrella shook her head, still blushing. "Let's just say it's been hard to find anyone who measured up to Father. Plus it has been over a thousand years! A girl has needs, you know!" 
 
    "How is Sean doing?" the First asked. 
 
    "Well. Oh he's doing very well," Estrella said with a snicker. 
 
    "How soon do you think you can get back through a gateway?" 
 
    "We're working on that. It turns out Sean killed one of the big local lords when he came through, so things are a bit of a mess over here, and we're trying to take advantage of it to grab a small gate, but the king has gotten involved and, we don't know, his army is huge. I don't feel safe enough to spend too much time here talking. It's all very complicated, and things don't work there quite the way they do back home. 
 
    "It's been really rough, Mother, Father," Estrella said as her eyes started to tear up a bit. "I didn't think I was ever going to be able to come home again! And, and I'm still not sure, but Sean's positive and he's big and he's strong and he's just as much of an asshole as you are, Father," she said, sniffing and smiling weakly. 
 
    The First smiled and gave her a warm hug. "Yes, yes he is. He's a real lion; surprised the hell out of all of us. 
 
    "Now why don't you go back there and make sure things are okay. This current gate only has a few hours left, and it's probably safer for you to go back before it collapses." 
 
    "Yes, Father," Estrella said and gave him a hug, then hugged her mother, and disappeared. 
 
    "That was encouraging," the First said, shifting back into lion form and sitting down. He still felt most comfortable in his original shape. "I'm starting to think we're going to win this one." 
 
    Keairra looked at him and smiled. "You forgot her name, didn't you?" 
 
    The First gave her a sly look, "It took me a minute, I admit. You?" 
 
    Keairra snorted. "Like I'd ever forget the name of one of my own children." 
 
    "Liar!" the First said, laughing. 
 
    "Well, it's been what, fifteen hundred years? I have to admit, I thought she was dead." 
 
    "I think we need to pass this on to Tisha and Adam. If nothing else, it'll make Sean's wives happy, and," he gave her a look, "I knew she was someplace far away, but I told you she wasn't dead. But this also proves a point we've all wondered about for a very long time." 
 
    Keairra nodded. "We can exist on other planes." 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    Estrella opened her eyes to find Sean snickering. 
 
    "What's going on?" 
 
    "Oh, Første came in to report on how things are going for Sladd, and he was impressed to see you really are a demon, based on all the blood and damage in the room." 
 
    "What? What did you tell him?" Estrella asked, looking at him with narrowing eyes. 
 
    "That of course you're a demon, and I only won the right to mate with you. I still have yet to actually attempt a mating, because that's even more dangerous!" 
 
    "I can't believe you said that to him!" Estrella all but yelled as she hauled off and punched him. 
 
    Sean laughed again. "See! See! I was right! The violence is inherent in the system!" 
 
    Growling, she smacked him again, but lightly. 
 
    "You're weird." 
 
    Sean grinned and kissed her. "But you love me anyway. So what did Mom and Dad have to say?" 
 
    "That they're happy to see me and not all that surprised to find out we've become mates. What did Første have to say?" 
 
    "Sladd's getting his ass kicked by my troops on the other side of the gateway and is resorting to new tactics." Sean looked at his watch. "I should have asked him how old that report was, because it's been over fifty hours now. That gate won't be up much longer." 
 
    "If Sladd's losing, it's not going to go well for the rest of us, I fear." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "He'll call up all his bonded lords and other devils. Then he'll go around sweeping up everyone else in the area. He may even enter into alliances with some of the other demon kings and queens." 
 
    "He'd do that?" 
 
    Estrella nodded slowly. "You have to understand, they've been getting reports on how much food is on the other side of the gateway for many years now. But they all thought this was going to be an easy battle, once they got past the lions. They've been getting ready for a long time. Normally they don't launch major attacks until the main gate opens, but Prince Ansigt had this idea of going through in force, before the main gateway, so he could lay claim to a prime portion of the Earth for himself." 
 
    "And now that he's been taken out of the picture along with a lot of his people, the king's learned this is going to be a much tougher nut to crack?" 
 
    "Exactly." 
 
    "How many demons are there, anyway?" 
 
    "Millions." 
 
    "Well, damn." 
 
    "And that's just in King Sladd's domain." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Cascade 
 
      
 
    Roxy looked up as Adam stumbled into the conference room. Between the large gate he'd just dealt with, and Ryla, whom he was still apparently dealing with, he looked about as tired as a one-legged man at an ass-kicking contest. 
 
    Still, he was smiling, and he waved Roxy back into her seat and grabbed the last open spot at the table. As this was a conference of all the leaders, normally Adam took charge, because he was a lion, and that was the whole reason she'd brought him out here, to be the figurehead they needed until Sean got back. But the truth was, she was the one running things, with her dad and the other's help, of course. 
 
    "Sorry I'm late," Adam said, leaning back and yawning a moment. Snapping his mouth closed with a click, he looked at Roxy, Daelyn, Jolene, and finally Cali, and smiled widely. "I was called into a brief meeting with the First." 
 
    "What did he want?" Roxy asked, genuinely curious. 
 
    "He had some good news and some bad news." 
 
    "What's the good news?"  
 
    "Sean's alive and doing fine…" 
 
    "He is?" Cali of all people interrupted, leaning forward suddenly. 
 
    Adam nodded. "Apparently, my long-lost sister snuck through a gateway during the last pass and got stuck. Sean found her, and they're working together now, trying to get through one of the small gateways. It seems that little trick he pulled with the 'godly wrath' bit really messed them up over there." 
 
    "So what's the bad news?" Daelyn growled. 
 
    Adam took a deep breath, then sighed dramatically. "It seems he's now my brother-in-law." 
 
    Adam never even saw the coffee cup that hit him in the side of the head, shattering and covering him in coffee. 
 
    "Ouch! Hey! That hurt!" he growled, and looked over at Roxy, who was now smiling at him, sans coffee cup. Daelyn had picked up her chair and looked like she was about to hit him with it. 
 
    "Okay! Okay!" Adam laughed. "I'm sorry! I just thought it was funny, okay? Please don't beat me to death with that chair!" 
 
    Daelyn scowled at him, but then stomped back to her spot and set the chair back down. 
 
    "How'd you find this out?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "She show…" Adam looked around the room and remembered where he was, "I mean to say, she contacted the First from the Onderwereld. Sean had her call, probably because it wasn't safe for both of them to do so. He figured out when a gateway's open, it's possible for us to communicate with each other, though it's a lot harder." 
 
    "So we won't know anything more until the next gate opens," Bill said, speaking up. 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    "This is wonderful!" Chad said with a big smile. "Do you know what this means?" 
 
    "That we'll be gettin Sean back?" Daelyn said, looking at him. 
 
    "No! It means we can get almost real time intelligence! This is awesome! Now all we need to do is to find out if our weapons will work on the other side of the gateways, and we can invade!" 
 
    "Why would we…" Adam started, then stopped, "Oh, right! Rescue mission." 
 
    Chad nodded. "Then I can get him to take this damn hold off me so I can lead an army through and really mess them up!" Chad growled. 
 
    "Down, boy," Max said, patting him on the arm. 
 
    "Let's not get ahead of ourselves," Claudia warned. "This is good news, obviously, but we haven't won the war yet." 
 
    "That reminds me," Adam said and nodded towards Jack, who was sitting there in his uniform. "The lieutenant there stopped by the other day and told me there are quite a few humans at the Guard base who are very interested in becoming lycans, so they can actually protect the base should the djevels try to attack it." 
 
    "And you're okay with that?" Roxy asked. 
 
    Adam smiled. "I told him if they passed muster with him, bring 'em on up and let 'em pick their poison. I mean, the base is important to us, right? So anything that helps them, helps us." 
 
    "You know," Chad said looking around the room, "that brings up another issue." 
 
    "What issue?" Roxy said. 
 
    "Numbers. We're losing people. Over the last few months, we've lost a lot of people, and while we've been able to replace them, as I understand it, the djevels aren't losing anybody. All of theirs who die come back." 
 
    "What about all the lycans we're training now?" asked Roger, the head of the were cougars. 
 
    "They're helping a lot, but they're not very experienced, even with our training. It takes almost six months for a soldier to finish his basic combat training, and we've been throwing these poor folks into the breach with a bare minimum after six weeks. Which is another reason, our casualty rates have been going up as the level of experience for our soldiers has been going down." 
 
    "So what are you proposing?" 
 
    "We've got a lot of trained infantry around here. The Reno Guard unit has been in the Middle East. A lot of the infantry and artillery people in the units the president is sending our way have been there as well." 
 
    "Wait," Bill said sharply, "are you suggesting we infect them? That's like several thousand people! We can't do that!" 
 
    "I'm saying we look for volunteers," Chad said and turned to look at Adam. "What's the position of the lions on that?" 
 
    Adam sat up and blinked, looking a little shocked by Chad's proposal. 
 
    "We can't just go biting people willy-nilly," Bill said. 
 
    "Why not?" Chad countered. 
 
    Adam raised his hand, obviously deep in thought. 
 
    "Because! It's against the rules! We could end up with all sorts of crazies!" Bill continued angrily. 
 
    "If we don't get ahead of this now, we'll be paying for it later!" Chad warned heatedly. 
 
    Adam looked at the two of them; they were about to get serious. 
 
    "Gentlemen…" he said. 
 
    "Look, you! I've been a lycan my whole damn life! I know the risks! You're just…" 
 
    "Shut up!" Adam growled loudly, exerting a little leonine influence in his words. 
 
    Bill and Chad immediately turned and looked at him, embarrassed. 
 
    "I'll discuss this with the First," Adam told them, "but I think I already know what his answer is going to be." Adam looked around the room, sighing, then stood back up. "So, after you two kiss and make up, figure out how to go about vetting and infecting all these people." 
 
    "Wait, what?" Roger said, looking up at Adam. "You really think he'll go for this?" 
 
    "You know the group we owned so badly at the large gate?" Adam asked, and everyone around the table nodded. 
 
    "They were the forces of a demon king. Now I don't know what you all think, but I happen to think when you piss off a king, he just comes back at you twice as hard and three times as big as the last time. If Chad says we need more soldiers, we need more soldiers. 
 
    "Jack, you're an officer, give them a hand. Roxy, you're in charge. I gotta go talk to the boss." 
 
    Adam walked out of the room. 
 
    "That went well," Claudia said, smiling. 
 
    Roxy nodded. "Alright, Dad, Jack, Chad and Claudia, start working on how to handle this and draft anybody you need." 
 
    "Why do I have to help?" Claudia protested. 
 
    "Because you've got the largest pack in the country?" Roxy said and shrugged. "I figure if anyone knows how to deal with large groups of lycans, it's you." 
 
    "Point," Claudia conceded. 
 
    "Look on the bright side," Chad said, smiling. "They'll all have their own weapons, and hopefully their own ammo as well." 
 
    "We do need more ammunition," Roxy said. "We burned through almost half of our stocks on the large gate, and with the small one added in, we're down to a third of what we started with last week. Do you have a delivery date yet, Dae?" 
 
    Daelyn nodded. "We'll be getting fifty thousand rounds tomorrow. Then every three days, we'll get another fifty." 
 
    "We're going to need more," Chad said. "Once word gets out how well this works, I suspect the folks down in South America are going to want it as well." 
 
    "And do not forget those 'roving gateways', or whatever it was our husband called them," Cali added. "Whoever is tasked to deal with those will most certainly want our bullets." 
 
    "Call Steve," Chad said. "Maybe he can get the president to force the companies making bullets to start making what we need." 
 
    "If we're going to end up infecting thousands of American soldiers, I think we're going to have to talk to the president anyway," Bill pointed out. "I'll also bring it up with the governor for the National Guard troops." 
 
    "Okay, I'll take care of all that after we're done here. Now, Jo, what's the status on the magical fence?" 
 
    "It'll be done by Tuesday. I talked to my uncle, and the test they did found a few issues they hadn't considered, but they got them all worked out last night." 
 
    "Great! What about those dem…djevels that got away from us last time?" 
 
    "If we loan them a helicopter, they can fly a search pattern and try to find them, but," Jolene shook her head, "even my uncle thinks we'd be better off using our own people to help track them down. Magically they just don't stand out that much from a great distance. If we can at least give them an idea of where to search, they're a lot more likely to be successful." 
 
    "Oak, talk to the teams, see if anyone wants to volunteer." 
 
    "Actually," Clyde, the representative for the horse families, interrupted, "I think my people would be better suited to the job. We can cover a lot more ground a lot longer, while hauling whatever we need to do the job." 
 
    Roxy and the others looked surprised. 
 
    "You sure?" she asked him. 
 
    He nodded. "We need to take on a bigger role, and this is perfect for us. The only other group who can come close to doing this are the wolves, and let's be honest, you need them at the gateways more than you need us." 
 
    "Okay, it's all yours then. Now, on to the boring stuff," Roxy said and turned the floor over to her father, so he could tell them all what the governor was doing to help them this week. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Who'd Adam kill this time?" Terri sighed and sat up in bed as Steve set the phone down on the headboard and smiled up at her. Terri looked very enticing right now, seeing as she was naked. 
 
    "Nobody; however, it appears he's going to ask all the other lions." Steve looked over at Tisha, who was stretching now, and enjoying the looks of her equally enticing body now that she'd kicked off the sheets, "about infecting soldiers." 
 
    "How many soldiers?" 
 
    "All of them." 
 
    Tisha sat up like a shot. "Wait, he…what?" 
 
    Steve laughed and, putting an arm around each of them, he gave them a hug. Two wives, yeah, this was going to take some getting used to, but hey! He deserved it! 
 
    "Chad wants to infect all the military units in the area; he says, like it or not, we have to do it. Adam seems to think the First will agree. So he's off to get permission, and we need to have a little talk with the president about it." 
 
    "On a Sunday?" Terri grumped. "I was looking forward to spending the day in bed!" She looked over at Tisha and leered. For her part, Tisha was leering right back. Steve had found the whole process fascinating. Terri was still finding her way, dealing with a third in the marriage, but Tisha had fallen right in line, as if it was the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    Which, when Steve stopped to think about it, it was for her.  
 
    The only thing weird about it was, suddenly Nate and a couple of the other lycan women in the office were starting to give him the eye. 
 
    "Be that as it may, we need to get cleaned up, head over there, and discuss this." 
 
    "It's Sunday," Terri griped. 
 
    "She has a point, Steve," Tisha agreed. 
 
    "Your mate has spoken and made a decree!" Steve said, raising his hand and pointing to the ceiling. "Heed me, my women!" 
 
    "Sounds like someone needs to be taken down a peg," Terri said, looking over at him. 
 
    "Or several even," Tisha agreed. 
 
    "Hush, women! Obey me!" Steve said, grinning. 
 
    "See, this is why lionesses like prides," Tisha said, looking over at Terri. "We outnumber him." 
 
    "Ooooh!" Terri said, getting an evil look in her eyes. 
 
    "Hey! Stop that! Put those hands away! Ieeee!" Steve started giggling, then laughing as they both attacked him, going after his ticklish spots.  
 
    It finally ended with the two of them sitting on top of Steve, something he then took ruthless advantage of. One thing led to another, and then another, then it was well after lunchtime, nearing dinnertime. 
 
    "Okay," Steve said, catching his breath. "Tisha, talk to the First and find out what they've decided. Terri, call the Whitehouse and tell them we'd like to come over for dinner to discuss a few points." 
 
    "What'll you be doing?" Terri asked him. 
 
    "Recovering. I have no idea how Sean keeps up with six, I can barely keep up with two!" 
 
    "You're just not as repressed as he was is all." Terri snickered and sat up, then paused a moment. "Whoa, I don't think you're the only one who needs to work on their stamina! Give me a moment, then I'll make the call." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Stewart's Nice Evening Out 
 
      
 
    It was late, well after sunset. Roxy and Daelyn were out on the helipad helping to repair one of the guns in the M2 system when Oak came running out. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Roxy growled the moment she saw him. 
 
    "Those djevels turned up! In Sacramento!" 
 
    "Oh, shit." Roxy sighed. "Do we know anything about it?" 
 
    "Walter Clark, the Sapientia leader there, just called. They had a big fight with them northeast of the city. They slaughtered over a hundred people before anyone knew what was going on. By the time Sapientia got there, the demons were off again. He needs help. He doesn't have the weapons or the people to deal with it." 
 
    "Damn. Find Art, have him put together a team. He's from there; his people should know the area. I'll roust number three's flight crew and we'll fly them in." 
 
    "On it!" Oak said, sprinting towards the barracks as Roxy pulled out her phone and hit the quick-dial for Blue, the pilot for Blackhawk number three. 
 
    "Why do we have to deal with it?" Daelyn asked. "Let the folks in Sacramento fight their own battles." 
 
    Roxy snorted. "Cause I doubt there's anyone left in Sacramento who can. We got almost all their wolves." 
 
    Daelyn sighed. "Good point." 
 
    "I'm on my way!" Blue said answering his phone. 
 
    "Good," Roxy said and hung up. She turned to the crew chief she was working with. "Let's go get number three ready!" 
 
    "On it!" 
 
      
 
    Art and his wife Sarah were having a pleasant evening, talking with their son Stewart and his two wives, Rachel and April. Art was actually enjoying getting to know his son better. He was definitely turning into the kind of man Art could be proud of. Just then Oak burst into the room. 
 
    "What's up, Boss?" Art asked. 
 
    "We've got a situation in Sacramento. The djevels who got past us when we got bombed are killing people. Nobody's set up to deal with it, so Roxy's sending somebody. As you're from Sacramento and know the area, you get to pick who's going." 
 
    "I'll get Jester and his team. They're all solid and, best of all, they didn't go into town tonight." 
 
    "Great! I'll tell Roxy!" Oak said and quickly left. 
 
    Stewart stood up. "I'll go get my things and join them." 
 
    "Wait, what?" Art said, looking at Stewart. 
 
    "They're going to need some sort of magical support, Dad," Stewart said with a shrug. "I'm here, and I need to start pulling my own weight." 
 
    "I didn't say you could go, son!" Art warned. 
 
    Stewart smiled at him. "That's cool, because I didn't ask!" Turning, he gave April and Rachel each a kiss. "I'll be back by sunrise, I'm sure." 
 
    "Stewart!" his mother Sarah said. "Didn't you just hear what your father said?" 
 
    Stewart gave his mom a hug. "Mom, I know Jester and the guys. I'll be safe. Now I gotta jet." 
 
    Art watched as Stewart gave him a wave and dashed out of the room. 
 
    "Aren't you going to stop him?" Sarah asked, almost glaring at her husband. 
 
    Art shook his head and smiled. "Nope, because dammit all if he isn't making me proud of him." 
 
    Stewart ran to the locker room where his armor was kept. He didn't really have a full suit; he wasn't supposed to be part of the fighting, after all. But because he was a magic user, they'd made him one of those clamshell breast and back plates like the others got.  
 
    Pulling off his shirt, he shifted into his hybrid form and put on the breastplate, grabbed an equipment belt, a bandoleer full of magazines, and grabbed his rifle from the rack. In one of those father-son bonding exercises, Art had taught him how to shoot, and Stewart had actually enjoyed it and gotten his own rifle. 
 
    "What are you doing here?" Jester asked, coming into the room, followed by the rest of his team. 
 
    "I figured you might appreciate a little magical support," Stewart said with a smile. "Besides, after all the shit my step-father pulled, I figured I owed you all." 
 
    "Eh, we don't blame you for any of that, but you're more than welcome; I'll take all the help I can get on this one." 
 
    "Hey, is it true Jace tied you up and was gonna kill you?" asked Porto, one of the wolves on Jester's team. 
 
    "What the hell kind of a question is that, you moron!" Tracie, one of the femmes on the team, asked and smacked him on the back of the head. 
 
    "What? I'm just curious is all!" Porto said with a scowl as he geared up. 
 
    Stewart shook his head and laughed. "Yeah, he was going to, and shit man, you all knew Kurt. Can you blame him? Hell, I might have killed me too, just to get even with that old bastard. Happiest day of my life was when I found out he wasn't my father." 
 
    Porto laughed. "Yeah, Art is the man." 
 
    "And he's my dad, so say anything bad about him, I'll pop you one!" Stewart warned with a smile. 
 
    "Great, now that we're all one big happy family, how about you all get your asses out to the flight line?" Jester growled. 
 
    "Yes, Sir!" they all said and trotted out the door.  
 
    Stewart could see the crew scrambling to get the helicopter prepped, and just as they all piled in the back, the engines started up and the main rotor started to turn. 
 
    "Put your headset on, Stew, it'll cut down on the noise." 
 
    "You know, I could just cast a silence spell on it," Stewart told Jester as he put the special headset plugs into his ears. 
 
    "Save it until we get to Sacramento. We may need it." Jester paused a moment. "You ever been in a helicopter before?" 
 
    "Nope, first time!" 
 
    "Okay, just remember to keep your head down when you get out. And strap yourself in. Some of these pilots are real hotshots; then again, some of them, like this one, can barely keep it level, and you may just fall out." Jester looked up at Blue, who was holding his left hand up giving him the finger, while doing something to the controls with his right hand. 
 
    "Got it," Stewart said and grinned. 
 
    When they took off a few minutes later, the pilot gunned it and they ascended quickly. He turned them west, and it wasn't long before they were on their way. 
 
    "How long is this going to take us?" Stewart asked. 
 
    "About forty-five minutes," Blue replied over the radio. "We have to deal with the mountains, so we can't fly straight there." 
 
    "Doesn't this thing go over the mountains?" 
 
    "Not that easily. So we skirt the taller ones." 
 
    "Oh, didn't know that," Stewart said and, settling down, he got his phone out and decided to send a text to his old 'friend' Todd Schaffer, the guy he'd bought Rachel from. Maybe he'd heard something no one else had. 
 
    'Hey, dude, hear about any demons running around Sactown?' Stewart sent. 
 
    'Hell's yeah! It's all over the news! They slaughtered everyone at the Mardi Gras like two hours ago!' 
 
    'They hit the bowling alley? WTF?' 
 
    'IKR! Gary's going crazy! Trying to get somebody to do something about it, but they're all STFU.' 
 
    'Any idea where they're at?' 
 
    'OFC! They're in one of the warehouses by the old prison camp.' 
 
    'The  place with the radars?' 
 
    'Yeah, that place. My boy Clark has a body shop in there. We was on the phone when they busted in one of the buildings. He's a mundane, so I told him to hide. WRU@? You left town?' 
 
    'Apprentice deal. Reno.' 
 
    'Still got April?' 
 
    'Yes, Rachel too. Tell your bro to send a bunch of people out to set up a perimeter.' 
 
    'Why would I do that?' 
 
    'I'm in a helicopter with twenty armed wolves and we are about to bring the pain.' 
 
    'OMG! RLY?' 
 
    'AMOF :-)' 
 
    "Everyone! I know where they're at!" Stewart called out on the radio. 
 
    "Where?" Jester asked immediately. 
 
    "You know that place where they have the radars for McClellan?" 
 
    "On Roseville Road?" 
 
    "Yeah, in one of the warehouses just south of that. Texting with my black-market friend, he's got a lead on 'em." 
 
    "This the guy you bought Rachel from?" someone snickered. 
 
    "Yeah, second best day of my life!" Stewart shot right back. 
 
    "I'll show him where to go," Tracie called from the right-hand seat up front. 
 
    "Let me know when you're getting close, and I'll silence the helicopter," Stewart replied. 
 
    "Have him put us down in the field there," Jester said. "How far are we from the old airbase, Blue?" 
 
    "Less than ten minutes. Better do your thing, Stew!" 
 
    "You heard the man! Everyone lock and load!" 
 
    Stewart took a moment to center his thoughts, then cast the spell. When it suddenly got quiet inside the cockpit, with only the sound of wind, he noticed the others were giving him the thumbs up, and suddenly he felt a lot prouder than he had in a very long time. Yeah, he was working with the wolves like his step-father had always wanted him to. Just not in the way he'd envisioned it. 
 
    Checking his rifle, he locked in a magazine and loaded a round into the chamber, then made sure to set the safety. Steel bullets wouldn't do much to a werewolf, but they'd sure play hell with the helicopter. 
 
    Someone slid the side doors open and, looking outside, Stewart watched as they made one circle around the two radars, then the pilot turned in and came right down into the camp to the south of one of the spinning arrays. Popping the straps holding him in place, Stewart followed the others out, keeping his head down like the others were, as they quickly moved away from the helicopter to the south. He felt a stiff wind for a moment, and he saw the helicopter as it flew off and started to circle off in the distance. 
 
    When they got to the fence surrounding the camp, it was an easy matter to jump over it, something Stewart was still getting used to, but he landed without falling flat on his face, so he counted his blessings as they continued towards the buildings in the industrial park along the east side of the road. Stewart knew from experience there was a chop shop in there, hidden behind the legitimate businesses. That was why Todd did business there.  
 
    Jester led them quickly and quietly down the back of the buildings, past one after another, everyone scenting the air as they went. They'd just gone past the fifth building when Stewart caught a whiff of something incredibly foul. Jester was already using hand signals to get everyone positioned, then he waved Stewart over to him. 
 
    "I need to funnel them all out the north side," Jester said in a whisper. "Whatcha' got?" 
 
    "I could hit the south end with a couple of fireballs," Stewart whispered back. 
 
    "Great, let 'er rip!" 
 
    Pulling out a wand, Stewart fired off two fireballs, then quickly put it away as the end of the building blew up spectacularly and started burning. Grabbing his rifle from where it was hanging by the sling, he flipped the safety off and readied himself. 
 
    Almost immediately a group of demons charged out one of the doors, running straight for the werewolves before them, then they slid to a stop and started to back-pedal when they noticed it wasn't a bunch of humans standing in front of them this time. 
 
    "Light 'em up!" Jester called, and they fired at the demons, who quickly went down. Two of the wolves drew swords and, running forward quickly, beheaded the demons. 
 
    Porto was firing through the open doorway and into the building. 
 
    "There's more inside, Jester!" he called out on the radio. 
 
    "Okay! Second team, break up and cover the doorways! Tracie, grab someone and go around back to make sure they don't head off that way! Everyone else, follow me!" 
 
    Stewart brought up the end of the line, making sure to keep his finger off the trigger and keeping the muzzle of his rifle pointed down at the floor like those in front of him. Only the first five in the group had the muzzles of their rifles up. Jester and Porto, who were in the front, were firing short three-round bursts from their rifles, something Stewart hadn't even known was possible. Obviously he needed to practice more. 
 
    Moving inside, they were in a warehouse, probably a hundred yards long and maybe fifty deep. There were boxes stacked everywhere, but most of the piles weren't that high. Lacking any weapons beyond swords, and being denied the ability to draw close enough to use them, the demons quickly resorted to picking up crates and throwing them at Jester and the rest of the werewolves.  
 
    Stewart dodged something that looked like a one of those sinks you saw in the kitchen of a restaurant, which put a nice hole in the wall behind him. A wall which was now on fire, as the far end of the building was merrily burning from the two fireballs he'd hit it with. 
 
    "Maybe we should have waited outside," he muttered. 
 
    "Can't, got to be sure we get 'em all," said Bruno, the wolf directly in front of Stewart. 
 
    Stewart noticed a big one all the way in the back, and he was casting magic! 
 
    "Down!" Stewart yelled as the demon let go with what looked like an ice bolt spell, and he barely managed the counter to keep himself from being skewered. Several members of the team weren't so lucky, and were immediately taken out of the fight, but he didn't have time to check and see if they were dead or just wounded. Reaching down into his memorized list of 'oh shit' spells, Stewart immediately responded with a lightning bolt. 
 
    The demon deflected it at the last minute, but it still killed the one closest to him, so Stewart considered that a win, and immediately threw up a shield to protect against any further physical spells, just as the demon responded with a series of small frost balls that exploded when they hit the shield, leaving small patches of ice on its surface. 
 
    Stewart quickly conjured a black sphere, which had electrical arcs dancing over its surface, and threw it at the demon. The ball moved slowly, but ignored each of the demon's attempts to counter it, causing him to retreat quickly and dodge as the ball followed him.  
 
    When the ball finally hit him, nothing happened, and he blinked in surprise, then his head exploded as Stewart shot him after taking careful aim, pulling the trigger again and again until he was out of bullets. 
 
    Stewart got hit with a crate, getting knocked down and swearing loudly. Several of his bones had been broken, but they were already reknitting and quickly healing. But it hurt like hell! Never having had to rely on his healing before, no one had told him the regeneration hurt almost as much as the injury that caused it! 
 
    Pulling himself together, he changed magazines in the rifle and looked up at the roof, which was fully engulfed. 
 
    "Jester, we need to get out of here before the building collapses!" Porto said. 
 
    "How many are left?" Jester called out. 
 
    "I count two!" someone yelled, then there was a burst of fire. "Make that one!" 
 
    Looking around, Stewart saw Bruno on the ground, unconscious but apparently healing. Grabbing the deadman's strap on the back of his harness, he crawled for the exit as the rest of the group started to withdraw. 
 
    "What's that screaming noise?" someone asked over the radio. 
 
    "Burning demons," Jester replied. "I think there was more than one left." 
 
    Once outside, Stewart stood up and dragged Bruno further from the building, then quickly moved back to the entrance to help the others. 
 
    "We lose anybody?" he asked Porto as he came out. 
 
    "No, but keep an eye on Jester, he's got Tommy." 
 
    Stepping inside and dropping to his knees because of the heat, Stewart fired into the smoke behind Jester as he dragged Tommy out of the building, being rewarded with a loud screech as he apparently hit something in the smoke.  
 
    Someone grabbed the back of his harness and dragged him back out through the doorway as the roof started to collapse. 
 
    "Thanks!" Stewart said. 
 
    "No problem," Porto said. "Nice work covering Jester." 
 
    "Everyone! Pull back and encircle! Let's make sure nothing comes out of that fire!" Jester transmitted between coughs. 
 
    Getting back to his feet, Stewart joined the ranks. There were five wounded on the ground who were unconscious, but were almost fully healed at this point. Stewart suspected the ice spikes spell also had some added disabling component to it, seeing as lycans were quick to heal, and the demons knew that. 
 
    Sure enough, after about twenty minutes, they started to wake up, Tracie checking on each of them. The rest of the squad stood around the building and watched it collapse in on itself while it burned. 
 
    "Someone should probably call the fire department and tell them it's safe to come out now," Bruno muttered on the radio. 
 
    "I did," Jester replied. "They asked if it looked like it was going to spread, and after I told them 'no', they claimed they had better things to do." 
 
    "Humans." Somebody whose voice Stewart didn't recognize laughed. 
 
    "Hey, can you blame them?" Stewart said. "A year ago I'd have been in hiding pissing my pants!" 
 
    "Well, you're not hiding now!" 
 
    "Yeah, but I think I still pissed my pants!" Stewart replied, a little chagrined. 
 
    "What the hell was that black sparkly ball you threw at that demon?" Jester asked. 
 
    Stewart laughed. "Nothing. It was an illusion. I wanted him distracted so I could cast a spell to knock down his defenses so I could shoot him!" 
 
    "Sneaky Pete!" Porto laughed. 
 
    "He was stronger than me, and if there's one thing I've learned from Sean, it's when to cheat!" 
 
    "I just told Blue to go refuel," Jester said. "Looks like we're going to be here a while. Keep your eyes open. I think we got them all, but it pays to be sure." 
 
    "Hey! Which one of you is Stewart Reese!" someone yelled. 
 
    Looking behind him, Stewart saw Todd's older brother Gary, who was now the council leader since they'd left Gradatim and become an independent ally of Eruditio.  
 
    "He's that big ass fox over there," Tracie told him. "Can't miss him, he's the only one not a wolf." 
 
    "Cover for me," Stewart told the guys to either side. Safing his rifle, he let it hang by the sling and walked over to Gary, pulling off his helmet. 
 
    Gary looked at him in shocked surprise. "Stewart?" 
 
    Stewart grinned and nodded while sticking out his hand. "Yup! It's a long story, but it was this or die, and honestly? I just went head to head with some nasty magic-casting demon, and he came out second best. So, what can I do for you?"  
 
    Gary shook hands with him, looking around at everyone. "Are you in charge here?" 
 
    "Actually, no. That would be Jester over there," Stewart said with a jerk of his head to where Jester was standing guard with the rest. 
 
    "Whatever it is," Jester called back to Stewart, "you know him, so why don't you deal with it?" 
 
    "Guess I've just been delegated." Stewart grinned. 
 
    "Well, first off, I want to thank you for coming down here and helping us out. None of us really knew what the hell to do, and," Gary shook his head, "we're just not ready for this. None of us magic users would last a moment up against those monsters, and we don't have any lycans here to help us with the fight." 
 
    "What about Sapientia or Eruditio?" 
 
    "They've just got basic security. Most of their folks went up to Reno to join the fight up there." 
 
    "Guess I need to talk to the folks in charge when I get home," Stewart said, mulling it over. He'd run into Jack earlier today, and Jack had mentioned they were already discussing infecting soldiers in the military because of manpower issues. 
 
    "If you don't mind my asking, what's it like?" 
 
    "What's what like?" Stewart asked, confused. 
 
    "Being a lycan." 
 
    "Oh!" Stewart shrugged. "Magically I've got a bit more power. I'm stronger and faster, of course. But other than being able to shift forms? I tell ya, Gary, we were fed a line of bullshit. Oh, nobody realized it I guess, ignorance is bliss and all that crap. But I'm not really any different at all in the ways that count, and I've found out they aren't either," he said, waving to the rest of the team. 
 
    "But they always acted so differently." 
 
    Stewart snorted. "If we'd been raised the way they were, we'd have been the same way." 
 
    Gary shook his head. "I can't call you a liar because you're the living proof. It's like I told everyone before, we've all been living a lie for so long, we forgot what truth is anymore.  
 
    "Look, when you get back home, let them know we need help, and we're willing to do our fair share and pay whatever we have to. But right now, what we need most is someone to teach us what we should be doing. Because after today, I've realized none of us have a single damn clue." 
 
    Stewart nodded. "I'll do that. Say hi to Todd. I need to get back to helping my friends keep an eye on things." 
 
    "Bye, Stewart." 
 
    "Later, Gary!" 
 
    "That went better than I expected it to," Stewart whispered into the radio mic as he rejoined the others and put his helmet back on. 
 
    "The times, they are a changin'," Jester agreed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Morning in America 
 
      
 
    Steve looked around the conference room. When the events in Sacramento had taken place on Sunday, the president had had to cancel dinner. But Josh, the president's chief of staff, had called back within the hour to invite him to this conference on Monday.  
 
    Looking around the room, he saw not just the president's abbreviated cabinet, who were often the ones in the room when he was there; all the cabinet members where there. As were several senators and congressmen, including Senators Conway and Scheckley, and Congressman Molson. All three of whom were now werewolves, and answered to him, via Granite and Tisha. Last, all the joint chiefs were there, as well as the head of the NSA, the Secret Service, the FBI, and the U.S. Marshals office. Even Duncan Roberts, the Sapientia leader, was there. 
 
    Walking over to Duncan with Tisha in tow, Steve smiled and shook hands. 
 
    "I'm surprised they invited you," Steve said to Duncan. "I thought you were all still trying to keep a low profile." 
 
    "When they let the cameras in, don't be surprised to see me slip out the back door first," Duncan said with a slight grimace. "But like it or not, I need to be here." 
 
    Steve nodded. "I think you should sit by me. I think it'll make people feel better if they think we're cooperating." 
 
    "We are cooperating," Duncan said. 
 
    "But how many times have they seen us together?" 
 
    "Not once." 
 
    "Exactly. So the first time they see us in a room together, we need to clearly be friends and set that image firmly in their minds, right?" Steve grinned and clapped Duncan on the back. 
 
    Duncan shook his head and gave Steve an embarrassed look back. "Am I doing it right?" 
 
    "Ah! So you do know the tricks of the trade!" 
 
    "A little, but I'm obviously not in your league," Duncan admitted.  
 
    " I promise not to hold it against you. You've met Tisha before, of course," Steve said and smiled as Tisha gave Duncan a hug and a kiss on the cheek. 
 
    "You know, we really should have dinner, perhaps tonight?" Duncan asked. "So we can discuss the things I'm sure we're going to need to discuss?" 
 
    "I'll be looking forward to it," Steve agreed. 
 
    "Any word from Sean?" 
 
    "Actually, yes," Tisha told him. "It's a bit harder because he's on another plane, but we're talking with him now." 
 
    "When he gets back, I daresay the folks from Eruditio are going to want to lock him in a room with their biggest scholars and question him for a month!" Duncan said with a grin. 
 
    "You know, something like that might not be a bad idea," Tisha said, pausing to think about it a moment. "But we can talk about it over dinner." 
 
    "They're calling everyone over," Steve said. "We better get seated." 
 
    Steve found it interesting that someone had thought to separate Duncan from him and Tisha, putting him on the far side of Director Kensington. When Steve asked for Duncan's seat to be moved next to his, there were a few raised eyebrows, but it only took a moment. 
 
    "I thought the lycans and the magic users didn't get along?" asked Jill, the director of Homeland Security. 
 
    "Oh, no," Steve said, smiling. "We get along quite well with everyone over at Sapientia, and also with the members of Eruditio; they've been quite helpful and supportive. Duncan here is actually a friend as well as an ally." 
 
    "I didn't know that," she said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Excuse me," Josh said, speaking up, "if we could call this to order?" 
 
    Everyone got quiet and looked over at the president. 
 
    "I'm sure you've all seen the news reports on TV from Sacramento last night?" the president asked, looking around the room. Most of the people nodded, but not all of them. 
 
    "Let me bring you all up to speed then. As I've indicated to all of you, we are being attacked by creatures from another realm; they're best described as demons, because they eat human souls." 
 
    The president looked around the room again. "I know a lot of you haven't been very accepting of this story, even with the surveillance imagery our satellites have been providing of the events out in Nevada. Well, how about we all take a look at what the average American saw on the news last night? 
 
    "Josh, run the video." 
 
    Steve sat back as a large monitor on the wall behind the president lit up and the news reports from one of the major networks started up. Steve had seen pretty much all of them; he'd been surfing the web as well as watching cable. They all started off the same, with a surveillance video from a bowling alley in Sacramento, apparently a fairly large one. Then from out of nowhere, a couple dozen demons burst into the picture and started killing men, women, and children. It was pretty horrific. Thankfully the quality of the security camera dulled the impact a little, but when some sort of obscene-looking monster rips off a little kid's head, it sticks with you. 
 
    Steve didn't miss the looks of disgust on many of the faces in the room. 
 
    There were other pictures, people's cellphone videos of the demons rampaging out in front of the bowling alley, then heading off past some buildings. A few of a brave police officer who had tried to stop them, and the price he'd paid for it.  
 
    The next news report showed a circle of werewolves, with assault rifles, circling a burning building with several dead demons that were still dissolving on the ground by their feet. This video had been taken by a circling helicopter from some distance, so it was a bit blurry and shaky. But it was clear enough what was going on. The scene then cut to a later time when the fire was out; one of the werewolves was talking to a police officer for a moment, then a Blackhawk with a lion's head painted on the nose came in, picked everyone up, and flew off. 
 
    The whole time, the commentators were reporting all sorts of speculation, and after the helicopter flew off, they pulled up recent file shots of the lycan 'outing' incidents Steve had been arranging for the last nine months, while discussing the rumors of some sort of war taking place in the Nevada desert. 
 
    Looking around the room again, he could see there were a lot of very shocked people in the room. 
 
    "This next bit comes to us thanks to the great people over at the NSA, who got a satellite focused on the area as soon as they could, once the news broke." 
 
    Steve watched, very curious now; this was the kind of stuff you normally needed a pretty hefty security clearance to see. The video began, zoomed way out, then suddenly an icon appeared next to a small dot, and it zoomed in quickly, resolving on a helicopter circling something, then slid over to where a line of heavily-armed soldiers were moving in an attack formation.  
 
    Steve was impressed; you could even see they all had tails, though there was no color at all. There was bright flash at one end of a building, then the firefight commenced. They watched it right up until the wolves pulled out of the now burning building and encircled it. 
 
    "We have pictures of all the people who were murdered," the president said as the screen went dark. "Do I need to show those as well? Or can I safely assume you're all on board now?" 
 
    "On board with what?" asked Phil Dirks, the senate majority leader. 
 
    "The war," the president said.  
 
    "What I want to know," asked the Speaker of the House, Janet Kirby, "is who owns that helicopter?" 
 
    "We do," Steve said, looking over at her.  
 
    "Am I to understand you have a military force running around in this country?" 
 
    Steve smiled. "No, Ma'am. You have a militia running around fighting a war in this country." 
 
    "And who do they answer too?" 
 
    Steve nudged Tisha's foot. 
 
    "Us," Tisha said. "They answer to us." 
 
    "You?" the Speaker said, looking incredulous. "And who would you be, young lady?" 
 
    Tisha shifted. Steve smiled as several people around the table gasped. 
 
    "A god," Tisha said with a smile that was all teeth. "What are you?" 
 
    Steve couldn't help but notice the president was smiling as he raised his hands. "Ladies, gentlemen, and yes, goddesses." He winked at Tisha. "Please, everyone will have the opportunity to have their questions answered. Now, as you may have noticed, we have a few people at the table you may not be familiar with.  
 
    "First of all, this is Tisha, who you may have noticed is a lioness. I would suggest you all have a look at your briefing notes. The man sitting next to her is Steve Bryson. He is Sean Valens' representative here in Washington. Next to him is Duncan Roberts, who, for those of you who don't know, is the national leader of the Council of Sapientia. They're magic users. Yes, magic exists, for the few of you here who don't already know that. 
 
    "Now before we start taking questions, Director Kensington of the Secret Service is going to fill you all in on the history of our current situation." 
 
    "Why him?" one of the congressmen asked. 
 
    "Because historically, the Treasury Department, and hence the Secret Service, has been the branch of the government to deal with the magic users and all related events," Kensington said as he stood up to address the others. 
 
    Steve listened as Kensington quickly briefed everyone on the situation, going over what the demons were, what was known of them, the history of this event, what the lions' role was in it, and what had been going on for the last several months since the gateways had started to appear. 
 
    "So what happened is, these lions and this Sean character screwed up!" the Speaker said.  
 
    "No," General Baker spoke up as Tisha looked at the Speaker and started to growl, "that was our mistake. One of our officers committed a major error after being warned not to." 
 
    "Oh? And what happened to him?" 
 
    "He was punished. Quite severely," General Baker said. 
 
    "Why haven't we just sent the Army in to deal with this?" Phil Dirks asked. 
 
    "Because the more powerful demons don't need to touch you to rip the soul out of your body, or possess and control you," General Baker explained. "In fact, they only have to be able to see you." 
 
    "What about the lycans?" 
 
    "They can't affect lycans, which is why they're leading the fight. Furthermore, normal weapons don't affect demons. However, with the help of Sean's people, we've been working on developing weapons that can." 
 
    Steve noticed that several of the people seated at the table were now looking through their briefing notes quickly. Both the Speaker and the majority leader's aides were going through the papers furiously, and leaning forward to whisper to them. 
 
    "Where is this Sean Valens?" the Speaker asked. "Why isn't he here today, if he's the one running all this?" 
 
    "Because he got stuck in the demon's realm while repulsing a major attack," General Baker almost growled out. 
 
    "Sounds incompetent to me," the Speaker mused. 
 
    "Yes, to you I'm sure it would," the general retorted softly. 
 
    "Sean is anything but incompetent, Madam Speaker," Congressman Molson said. "I've met the young man, and I can assure you, he is quite dedicated to fighting the demons. I would hesitate to disparage the man, Janet." 
 
    "Madam," Duncan said, speaking up for the first time. "Sean is the first person to go to the demon world who wasn't food. The knowledge he's gaining for all of us is quite useful." 
 
    "If he's in some sort of 'other realm'," the Speaker said, motioning with her hands, "how can he talk with you?" 
 
    "It is said that what one lion knows, all lions know. Is that not right, Tisha?" 
 
    Tisha nodded. 
 
    "Okay," the president said, regaining everyone's attention. "The first order of business is, I need Congress to issue a Declaration of War against these demons attacking us." 
 
    "Why?" one of the congressmen asked. 
 
    "To free up resources, and to allow us to fully engage in defending our people," the president said, looking at each of them in turn. "Understand, I'll be going on national television today in about two hours to make a statement. People are going to need to be convinced that, not only are we aware of the problem, we're moving forward—all of us, in a united front—to deal with it." 
 
    "But if only lycans can fight them," Phil, the majority leader, spoke up, "what can we do?" 
 
    "We can keep them supplied with weapons and ammunition, as well as airlift support and whatever other hardware they need." 
 
    "Mr. President?" Steve asked, leaning forward. 
 
    "Yes, Mr. Bryson?" 
 
    "There's one other thing all of us, and the lions, would like you to consider." 
 
    "And that would be?" 
 
    "We want to send our people out to your infantry units to look for suitable volunteers to infect with lycanthropy." 
 
    Steve was surprised at how quiet it suddenly got. 
 
    "I thought that was against the rules?" Kensington, the first to recover, asked. 
 
    Tisha looked over at him. "We've agreed to a loosening of the rules for now. We'll vet those who are to be infected before they are, of course." 
 
    "What led to this decision?" the president asked next. 
 
    "Simply put," Steve said, picking back up, "the number of lycans we have who are trained in modern weapons is not as great as we would like. Also, we're losing people. We may be hard to kill, but we can be killed. Unlike the demons, who just reincarnate a week or two later and attack us again. 
 
    "And lastly, the information we're getting indicates there are a lot more demons preparing to invade, when the main gate opens, than anyone previously expected." 
 
    "What sort of numbers are we talking here?" General Baker asked. "Tens of thousands? A hundred thousand? More?" 
 
    "Millions," Tisha said. "We're talking millions. Humanity has grown so far and so fast in the fifteen hundred years since we repulsed their last attempt to cull the human race, that now the demons are all salivating at the thought of several billion happy meals running around, waiting to be consumed." 
 
    "Which means," Steve added, "they're cooperating like never before, according to what Sean's been able to learn." 
 
    "I don't know," the president said, "I'll have to talk to my advisors about that." 
 
    "Mr. President?" Senator Conway said, raising his hand. 
 
    "Yes, Senator Conway?" 
 
    "In all fairness, Mr. President, if they're just asking, this really isn't anything that concerns you. The 'Freedom for All' act specifically states that citizens who are enlisted in the military retain all rights and obligations, regardless of race, and cannot be discriminated against, even if their race should change. If our soldiers decide they want to become lycans, there's not a damn thing you or I can say about it. As long as they continue to follow the law and the orders their superiors give them." 
 
    Steve almost laughed. Senator Conway's state had a high percentage of veterans. No doubt he was planning to run on the lycan ticket. 
 
    "And what do you know about lycans, Conway?" the Speaker said. 
 
    "I am one," Senator Conway said, and suddenly there was a werewolf sitting at the table. "And it behooves me to see that the interests and rights of any lycans in our military are protected, and our country defended from this threat.  
 
    "Any soldier who wishes to become a lycan to protect our country in this time of need will have my full and unwavering support." 
 
    Steve smiled and nodded to the Senator. It was one of the most masterful political moves he'd seen since he got here. Conway had probably just guaranteed his position for life, and when the war was over and pro lycan sentiment was still high, he'd be a definite contender for the Whitehouse. 
 
    It took the president several minutes to regain control of the meeting after that, but there had definitely been a shift in the mood of the room. Steve was fairly certain the president was going to get the backing he needed, and both Scheckley and Molson were looking very thoughtful. 
 
    When the press was finally let in for a photo opportunity, Conway stayed in his hybrid form, as did Tisha, at Steve's prompting. Steve felt it was about time people got used to seeing lions with the people in power. Especially since Senator Conway was outing himself as a werewolf.  
 
    When the press portion of the meeting was done, Steve and Tisha snuck out the back, and she returned to her human form once they were out of sight. 
 
    "I think we need to have someone investigate the Speaker," she told him once they'd gotten back in their car. 
 
    "I do believe you're right," Steve agreed. "Also, we need to do something nice for Conway. That was a ballsy thing for him to do. And while I know he did it for his own self interest, it still helps us." 
 
    "Oh, I know exactly what he wants," Tisha said, giving a short laugh. "He wants his wife infected, and both of his kids." 
 
    "Huh, guess I was right." 
 
    "About what?" 
 
    "About these guys getting out in front of the whole lycan thing so they could run on it. If someone finds out his wife isn't a lycan, they're going to wonder how he had kids." 
 
    "I hadn't looked at it that way," Tisha mused. "Now I'm wondering if I shouldn't grant his wish." 
 
    "Oh, we'll just let him know we're wise to him, but as long as he helps us out, we'll help him out." Steve smiled, "After all, we hold his leash, and that's the ultimate trump card." 
 
    Tisha smiled and nodded. "True, very true." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Watching and Waiting 
 
      
 
    "Another gateway just opened," Sean said, coming over to Estrella, who was dealing with some administrative function or other. She hadn't given up her keep; there were still gnashers back there, maintaining it for her, harvesting what passed for 'food', and bringing it here for the local gnashers helping to guard the hellige.  
 
    So far there had been one attempt by some other demon group to take it from them, but between Sean and Estrella, they hadn't lasted more than the time it took to talk about it. 
 
    "I better send Tredje and his scouts out to see what they can learn." 
 
    Sean leaned closer and whispered in her ear, "What I need is for you to stand watch while I go work on stuff." 
 
    "I can just assign a couple of the gnashers to do that, Sean." 
 
    "Sorry, but I don't exactly trust them with my life." He chuckled. "Plus I can sit watch on you, when you go talk to Dad and the others." 
 
    Estrella nodded. "Okay, okay. Shall we go back to our room?" 
 
    "Then we won't get any work done, will we?" Sean teased. "Besides, I need to be sitting where the ley lines converge. That's where the power is." 
 
    "Alright, alright," Estrella smiled, "just give me a moment to finish up here." 
 
    Nodding, he left her to finish up her audience, or whatever you called it, went out to the point where the lines crossed, and sat down to think about what he wanted to do today. He'd learned he could get his hands on copper, so he could make a battery out of that, albeit a small one. But each one he made would allow him to make a slightly bigger one, until he got to a point where the last one he made, plus all the previous ones, would be enough to do what he had to do.  
 
    Ideally he could just make two of the last one, but with the limits on casting times and materials, it would waste more time than he wanted to. The goal was to fix Estrella's necklace, so if they had to make a run for another hellige, no one would see her. He wouldn't have enough power to make a second one, but he figured he could do something magically to at least get close enough. 
 
    "So, kill anybody?" he teased. 
 
    "Not this time." She sighed. "I hope I'm out of here before I have to kill another one." 
 
    "I was only joking," Sean said, surprised. 
 
    "This place has so many things wrong with it," Estrella said, shaking her head, "I suspect it's going to take me decades to even begin to adapt to normal society." 
 
    "Eh, I wouldn't worry too much about that," Sean said and, leaning over, he gave her a kiss. 
 
    "Why?" Estrella asked, giving a soft growl as she looked at him. 
 
    "Because the world isn't anything like what you left. Things have changed a lot in the last fifteen hundred years." 
 
    "Well, I wouldn't have expected them to remain the same! I know it's been a long time." 
 
    Sean smiled at her and shook his head. "You're going to think you're in wonderland. Now, go contact dad," Sean said as he brought his frameworks up and checked his stats sheet. He wanted to see if her going through caused a drop in points again. 
 
    "You know, you could go yourself." 
 
    Sean shook his head. "It'll take me twice what it takes you. You've got more experience and more power than I do." 
 
    Estrella grinned at him. "I like how you danced around my being older than you." 
 
    Sean rolled his eyes. "Hush, you. Go say hi to the folks." 
 
    "I'm going, I'm going," Estrella said with a smile and closed her eyes. 
 
    Sean watched, and as he'd suspected, the numbers didn't drop at all. Apparently if you did it once, you were good from then on. That made him wonder about a few other things. But for now, it could all wait. What was most important was finding out what was going on at home. He wanted out of this place as much as Estrella did. How she'd managed to survive all this time was a miracle, one he sometimes wondered if he'd be paying for at a later date. 
 
    Estrella was gone for almost an hour. When she opened her eyes, she was smiling, and looking about the happiest Sean could ever remember seeing her. 
 
    "You look happy." 
 
    "It's just so nice to be free of this place again! And to see my mother, my father, my friends." She sighed. "It was nice, very nice." 
 
    Sean nodded and gave her a hug. "Well, I'm glad you're happy. Did they have any news?" 
 
    "Oh! Did they! First of all, Father told me your wives discovered iron bullets, and have been using them to devastating effect." 
 
    Sean facepalmed. "Dammit! Why didn't I think of that! All the work I did to protect everyone against silver bullets, and it never once occurred to me to use iron bullets against these guys." 
 
    Estrella laughed. "Mother said Father had about the same reaction." 
 
    "I feel so stupid," Sean said, shaking his head. 
 
    "Well, while you're feeling stupid, what's a bullet?" 
 
    Sean looked at her, then started laughing. "Okay, okay, I don't feel so bad now!" he said as she started to growl at him. 
 
    "A bullet is a piece of metal propelled at a high rate of speed, from a device called a 'firearm', by the use of an explosion." 
 
    "Oh. I guess you can show me when we get home." 
 
    "Of course. What else?" 
 
    "Well, my younger brother Adam has been sent to fill in for you while you're gone, and…" 
 
    Sean stood up and growled; there was another lion around his women, and he wasn't there? 
 
    Estrella smacked him in the shin, hard. "Not that way! Adam's a lot of things, but he would never go after your women. 'Cause he knows Father would kill him. He told me Roxy set him up with some tiger named 'Ryla'." 
 
    Sean blinked and dropped back down to sit. 
 
    "She did what?" 
 
    "Fixed him up with some gal who runs a bar in this place called 'Begas'? Father was sure you'd remember her." 
 
    "It's called 'Vegas'," Sean said, trying not to snicker. "Wow, Roxy must really hate him!" 
 
    Estrella smirked. "He does have that affect on some people. But apparently they've both become quite smitten with each other. Birds of a feather and all that, Father said. Adam's there mostly as a figurehead anyway; Mother's always been disappointed in him." 
 
    "What about Dad?" 
 
    "Oh, he's got a different father. Mom had him when she was with another male." 
 
    Sean thought about that a moment. "How does that work, anyway?" 
 
    Estrella shrugged. "I haven't been through it myself yet. But Mother always said eventually you drift apart and go your separate ways, and end up with someone else. When you're immortal, it's kind of hard to stay with the same partner after a while." 
 
    "Wait," Sean held up his hand, "what do you mean you haven't been through it yourself?" 
 
    Estrella blushed and looked down at the ground. 
 
    "I'm your first mate?" Sean said, eyes widening. 
 
    "Ummm..." 
 
    Sean grabbed her and laid a long kiss on her. 
 
    "What was that for?" she asked, still looking a little embarrassed after they'd parted. 
 
    "All this time I was worried that I'd never even slept with a lioness, much less been mated to one! I figured you'd probably been mated, had kids, the whole nine yards!" 
 
    "Nine yards?" She looked at him curiously. 
 
    "Just an expression," Sean said with a smile. "So now I get to be the one to ruin you for all other lions for the rest of eternity!" 
 
    "Big words," Estrella said, laughing. 
 
    "Go big, or go home!" Sean said, laughing back at her. "Okay, so what else?" 
 
    "Well, your friend Chad is trying to find out if your 'firearms' will work on this side of a gateway. He wants to launch a rescue mission. He also wants us to see if we can scout around and provide him with some reports on the size of the armies gathering on this side. I did tell Father what I already knew, of course." 
 
    Sean nodded. "That's all good news, alright, anything else?" 
 
    "Oh, yes. Chad wants the lions to allow lycans to infect volunteers in your country's army." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "He's worried about having enough soldiers." 
 
    "I thought not infecting the humans was one of the biggest rules there is?" 
 
    Estrella nodded. "It is. But Father told me he's inclined to allow it, with some restrictions. He gave Adam permission to infect the local Guard, but he wants to hear from me what they're up against before he allows anything beyond that." 
 
    "Damn. I wonder why he's so worried?" 
 
    "Because I told him King Sladd is running the attacks now." 
 
    "Yeah, I guess that would do it. You already told me he's got a pretty big army." 
 
    Sean thought about that a moment, then came to a decision. 
 
    "You know, I think I'm going to put my armor on and venture out there with your scouts to see things with my own two eyes." 
 
    Estrella shook her head and gave a low growl. 
 
    "You are not going anywhere! King Sladd and his people know exactly what a lion looks like! I'll go look. They know about me, some have even met me, so they'll discount me. But if they find out about you…" she shook her head, ears down, eyes closed to slits, and growled louder. "His entire army will come here to kill you, and I will not lose my first mate to stupidity! Do you hear me!" 
 
    "Alright, okay! I won't go! It was a bad idea! I admit it!" Sean said, waving his hands in the air placatingly. She was even worse than Roxy when she got scared. 
 
    "Better!" she said and sighed heavily, then, purring, she leaned forward and kissed him. "I was not looking forward to that fight; you're a lot bigger and stronger than I am." 
 
    Sean gave her a goofy smile. "If you're willing to have a knock down drag out, I know it must be important. So when are you leaving?" 
 
    "Immediately. I already sent Tredje on his way. I'll grab Anden and a few of his to go with me." 
 
    "What do I do if anyone shows up here?" 
 
    "Keep your cloak on, let Første deal with them. I'll tell him any demands will have to await my return. If they won't listen, or if worse comes to worst, kill them." 
 
    "Won't that cause problems?" 
 
    Estrella shook her head. "I kill most of the messengers they send me. They've come to expect it." 
 
    "Just don't expect to keep doing that once we get home. Okay?" 
 
    "I'll try to restrain my hand, I promise!" she said, smiling. "Now, let me get my things and go." 
 
    Nodding, Sean got up and followed her back to the building. Just to be safe, he was going to put his armor back on, then spend the rest of the day working on their defenses. There wasn't much he really could do, without going into his workshop. However, there were some small enchanting spells he knew he could easily use the ley line here for. Simple things, like rocks that would explode and create a small fireball. He didn't think it would kill anyone, but it would definitely do some damage to the lesser demons and give them something to think about.  
 
    He could salt the perimeter with them, then, if and when the time came, he could set them off with a simple trigger spell. 
 
    Besides, if he just sat around and did nothing while waiting for Estrella to return, he'd go stir crazy. 
 
      
 
    Sean had felt it when the gateway closed; it had only been open for twelve hours, so it was only a small gateway. He looked at the large pile of pebbles he'd created and, gathering them all up, he distributed them around the perimeter just outside the palisade. After he finished, she still hadn't returned, and he was seriously considering going after her, when she finally showed up. 
 
    "What took you so long?" Sean asked her. 
 
    "King Sladd's amassing a large force. A very large force. It looks like he's setting up to invade when the next large gate opens. He's taken over all the small helliges I was able to investigate. The one that opened had so many of his soldiers around it, I couldn't get within a thousand yards. 
 
    "If a gate doesn't open here soon, we're going to be forced out when he gets around to taking this one." 
 
    "How soon do you think that will be?" 
 
    "A week at most. I suspect we'll have an envoy from him any day now." 
 
    "Why would he send an envoy?" 
 
    "Because if he can push us off with threats, he can send his army elsewhere." 
 
    "Well, I guess we'll just have to see what tomorrow brings." Sean sighed. 
 
    "So it would seem," Estrella agreed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning they were up early and waiting. Sean was on the roof with the others, standing watch, when he saw the small party walking up to their palisade. Words were exchanged, and one of the guards ran inside to where Estrella was waiting, then came out a moment later to let one of the members of the party through the small gate.  
 
    Sean slipped down the back stairway, but rather than join Estrella in her small audience chamber, he waited, out of sight of those in the hall. Estrella had made it clear it would be too great a risk for them to see him close up, even with the robe on. 
 
    Fortunately there was a place he could observe the events without himself being seen. He watched as the emissary was shown inside. Surprisingly, it was a raseri. Estrella said normally they'd send a ridder, or perhaps just a råge if it wasn't too important.  
 
    Estrella looked at the raseri, who only gave the briefest of bows as it came before her. She didn't have the throne of skulls with her, and she was wondering now if not having it was a mistake. Demons were an insolent and forgetful bunch, and raseri were, at times, the worst of the lot. 
 
    "Speak," she said, looking down at it. 
 
    "Den Brune Dame, I did not suspect to find the likes of you here." 
 
    "Oh, so you know who I am?" Estrella asked with a bored expression. 
 
    "All of us know who you are! Which is why I am so surprised to see you here. All thought you lacking in ambition—or perhaps it was a lack of spine?—that you'd not joined in any hunts until now." 
 
    "If you know who I am," Estrella said with a hint of a growl, " you should know if you do not mind your tongue, I will kill you. A death from which you will not return." 
 
    The raseri snorted. "As if you would dare to kill an emissary from King Sladd." 
 
    "The only reason you are not already dead is because I wish to hear King Sladd's words. Once you've delivered them, if you do not abase yourself and apologize, you will no longer be alive to carry my response." 
 
    The raseri glared at her a moment, but held back any retort. 
 
    "Fine. King Sladd bids the one who holds this hellige, which is his claimed and rightful property, to join with him and his forces in accordance with the bond he holds over all in this land. Failure to do so will result in your death—perhaps your true death, should King Sladd come to deal with this himself." 
 
    "Fine, I have heard his words; now abase yourself, Raseri, or you will not be carrying my response to him." 
 
    "You would strike down a messenger of the king?" it said, looking both shocked and surprised. 
 
    "Why do you think they sent a lowly raseri?" Estrella snorted, standing up. "King Sladd knows I'm here and didn't wish to waste any of your betters." 
 
    The raseri immediately fell to the floor and abased itself. 
 
    "I offer my apologies, Den Brune Dame! I ask that you please allow this servant of our king to live so I may return your message!" 
 
    Estrella stood there a moment, pretending to ponder it, before sitting back down. 
 
    "Tell King Sladd there have been no agreements or bonds between him and me, an oversight he may perhaps have forgotten? As for this hellige, the ownership of it is something contested purely between me and Prince Ansigt. He has so many of the lille helliges, I felt surely he would not miss this one." 
 
    "The upstart prince is no more! Did you not know this?" 
 
    Estrella cocked her head to the side. "Truly? Ansigt did not reform after the attack on him?" 
 
    "No, he did not." 
 
    Estrella sighed dramatically. "Sad. I guess the insult he presented me will go unrepaid. You are dismissed." 
 
    "But what of the king's command?" 
 
    "As I said before, King Sladd has ignored me for so many years; I see no reason to change that. 
 
    "Første, please show the king's emissary back to the gate." 
 
    Estrella smiled as the protesting raseri was led from the room. 
 
    "Shouldn't you have just killed it?" Sean asked as he came out of his hiding place. 
 
    "I thought about it," she said with a shrug, "but it would have been a clear 'no' if I did, and I suspect King Sladd probably doesn't know I'm here. By sending it back like this, either he'll be insulted and attack immediately, or he'll send a bigger emissary to offer me the position he thinks I'm pushing for. 
 
    "In either case, I'm hoping to buy us more time than the simple act of killing the raseri would have gotten us." 
 
    "Do you really think he'd offer you a position?" 
 
    Estrella shrugged. "I have no idea. I've lived just outside what he's claimed as his, and always on the border of Ansigt's lands. Ansigt was one of his, but I've always refused Ansigt's entreaties, and Ansigt was too afraid of me to force the issue." 
 
    "When do you think we'll know?" 
 
    Estrella sighed. "Any time after tomorrow. He'll spend tomorrow debating it, then if he's going to treat with me, he'll send somebody because he won't want to attack just before a gate is going to open." 
 
    "And if he doesn't send someone?" 
 
    "He'll attack as soon as the next gate closes." 
 
    "Well, that's encouraging. Two bad choices," Sean said, shaking his head. 
 
    "Yes, but it means we've got one more chance for a gate to open before we need to hightail it out of here and head for the hills." 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Brune En! Brune En!" 
 
    Sean came instantly awake and sat up as Estrella jumped up and opened the door. 
 
    "What is it, Anden?" 
 
    "King Sladd's forces are coming! They'll be here any moment!" 
 
    "What the hell?" Sean growled as he started putting on his armor. "I thought you said we'd have until tomorrow?" 
 
    "Where is Første?" 
 
    "He is preparing our defenses, Brune En." 
 
    "Wake everyone, have them ready to either fight or flee. If it's the king's full army, we won't stand a chance," she told him and closed the door. 
 
    "Help me get my armor on," she told Sean, who'd already donned all of his. 
 
    "I'm surprised they didn't wait until after the next gate," Sean grumbled as he helped her quickly don her gear. Estrella's armor depended on straps, unlike his, so it was slower going. 
 
    "I know. Unless he's afraid the next gate might open here?" 
 
    "Why would that matter? He could just come and take it right after it opened." 
 
    Estrella thought about that, then had a very bad idea. 
 
    "Maybe he's worried about me going through it." 
 
    "You think he's figured out you're a lioness?" 
 
    "It's either that, or he's somehow managed to find out you're here. From the timing of this, he must have begun preparing the moment his emissary got back." 
 
    "Guess you should have killed him." Sean sighed as he stepped back and grabbed his cloak, and she picked up her helmet. 
 
    "Guess so." 
 
    Sean took one last look around as they left the room; he suspected they wouldn't be returning. Grabbing Estrella's small pack, he left the bedrolls behind and followed her outside. 
 
    "Første! What's the situation?" 
 
    "They're starting to encircle us, Brune Dame!" 
 
    "That's not good," Sean growled. "We need to go now!" 
 
    "You won't get an argument from me!" she agreed. Raising her voice, she called out, "Everyone! We're retreating! We can't stand against the king, and he means to slaughter us all!" 
 
    Turning to the side opposite where the army was attacking their palisade, Estrella ran as fast as she could, with Sean hot on her heels. The gnashers and the diamondbacks followed in their wake. 
 
    Sean felt it then, as they were running—a gate was opening! 
 
    Turning to look at the hellige point, he swore. It wasn't opening here. 
 
    "There goes our last chance at an easy escape," he growled. "A gate just opened." 
 
    "I'm more worried about the soldiers in front of us!" Estrella growled back, drawing her sword. 
 
    Sean looked ahead and, swearing a second time, drew his own sword. The leading edge of the attackers had already encircled them, but it was only gnashers and bonde at this point. There weren't any larger than that. 
 
    "Brune En!" A loud voice called from far behind. "I know you have the lion! Give him up to us!" 
 
    "Well, shite," Estrella said. "How in the hells did he discover that?" 
 
    "I didn't tell him!" Sean growled and, raising his hand, he threw a fireball at the front line of the attackers before them as they ran out the now open gate, knocking down and killing dozens of the gnashers and bonde before him as it exploded. He followed up with a second one, killing many more, then started to hack his way through those that remained standing in the line, with Estrella at his side. 
 
    A spell hit just to the left of him, so he immediately threw up a shield to cover the two of them as they broke their way through the line and started to run again. 
 
    A second spell hit the shield he'd put up, the power of it knocking it down immediately. His shield had gone down before it could transfer enough power to be useful, and a quick peek at his mana levels as they ran made it clear he couldn't do this too many more times. 
 
    "That way!" He pointed as he put up another shield. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "I need power; the ley line runs that way!"  
 
    Estrella nodded, and they pivoted to run along the ley line as another spell hit his shield, knocking it down again. Whoever was casting back there was pretty damn powerful! Putting up a third shield, Sean sighed as they hit the ley line and started to run along it. While it wasn't as powerful as being at the crossing point, at least he was able to draw some energy off of it, now that a gateway was open. 
 
    "We're not losing them!" Estrella said, panting. 
 
    "We need to shift," Sean told her as he ripped off the cloak so it wouldn't trip him when he did. 
 
    "If I shift, I'll lose my armor!" 
 
    "Fine, I'll shift, you jump on my back and hold on," he yelled and tossed her the backpack. 
 
    "Wait, you can't do that!" 
 
    Growling, Sean shifted and cut towards her as another spell came flying at them, missing them only because of his turn as he knocked into her. 
 
    Estrella jumped on his back. It was either do that or go down in a tangle of limbs, and there were a lot of demons running after them. Shifting the straps of the pack to her mouth, she dug her hands into Sean's mane and spread her legs to either side as she laid across his back.  
 
    The moment he felt her grab his mane, Sean turned a hard right and ran flat out for the copse of trees at the edge of the forest. Estrella wasn't light, especially not with her armor on, but he was pretty damn strong, and if he didn't give it his all, he'd die, and his mate would be killed. Turning it over to his lion, Sean didn't have to think that thought a second time; his lion redoubled his efforts, and with Sean now taking a back seat, they literally flew over the ground. All that running with Roxy was finally paying off it, would seem. 
 
      
 
    Estrella hung on as Sean ran, and listened to the pursuers behind them. Ducking into the trees helped, as they quickly lost sight of her and Sean. Demons, she'd learned a long time ago, were not particularly apt at tracking by scent, only sound or sight. 
 
    She could hear Sean panting heavily beneath her. He was strong, there was no doubting that, but she wasn't light in her hybrid form, especially not with her armor. She really needed to shift and run with him, but she had no way to keep or carry her armor or her sword; it wouldn't fit in the small backpack, and after the many hundreds of years it had taken her to make or gather it, she was loath to part with it. 
 
    But her mate was running himself to exhaustion, possibly even his death, beneath her. Did she really have much of a choice? 
 
    "Stop so I can lose the armor," she whispered in his ear. 
 
    Sean stopped so suddenly, she slid right over his head as he collapsed to the ground, panting heavily. 
 
    Estrella quickly pulled off the helm, and undid the chest and back plate armor first, letting it fall to the ground. Then it was a simple matter of shifting and shaking off all the arm and leg pieces that no longer fit. 
 
    "Come on, let's get going," she told him and picked up her backpack with her mouth. 
 
    Nodding, Sean got up, and they started running through the trees again. She let Sean lead so he could set the pace. Without her on his back, he resumed the fast run he'd been using before, but he was no longer struggling to maintain it.  
 
    When the morning finally started to dawn, Estrella realized they'd been running for over six hours. 
 
    "Wait!" she called, then took the time to catch her own breath as he slowed to a walk. 
 
    "Stop and listen," she said, and with a nod of his thickly-maned head Sean sat down, mouth wide as he tried to pant as quietly as possible. 
 
    "I don't hear anything," she said after several minutes. "Do you?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "No." He looked around a minute. "So, now what?" 
 
    "I was going to ask you the same thing," she admitted. 
 
    Sean shrugged his leonine shoulders. "I was just following the ley line. I was hoping, if we could find where a large number of them crossed, I could see about using the power to fix your necklace and figure out a few things to make it possible for us to raid one of the open gateways." 
 
    " I know of a place where there are a lot of ley lines, and rumor has it they all meet up at one point." 
 
    "Is there some kind of major hellige or such up there?" 
 
    Now it was Estrella's turn to shrug. "No idea, but living here as long as I have, you pick up things— rumors, small talk. That sort of thing." 
 
    "What do the rumors say?" 
 
    "Well, none of the demons will go up there anymore; even the powerful ones seem to avoid it. I've heard it claimed someone lives up there, on the mountain, at the point where the lines all converge, someone who isn't a demon." 
 
    "And the demons haven't gone after them?" 
 
    "Not from what I've heard. The rumors say any who go up there don't come back. They call it the 'Ley Lands' and avoid it like the plague." 
 
    Sean snorted. "How original." 
 
    Estrella shrugged and smiled. "Demons are not known for their originality." 
 
    Sean nodded and looked around. "So how far away are these mountains?" 
 
    "Two days?" 
 
    "Well, I can definitely use the power of a convergence, especially when the next gateway opens. They say someone lives up there?" 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "What do you say we go meet this person or being?" 
 
    "If nothing else, hopefully it'll throw off any demons who might still be on our trail. I just wonder how they discovered you were there?" 
 
    "Maybe one of your gnashers got captured and described me to them?" 
 
    She shook her head. "I hadn't lost any of them. I'd wonder if the raseri smelled you, but they're not really known for that." 
 
    "Think they'll figure out you're a lioness?" Sean wondered. 
 
    She snorted. "Along with their lack of originality, demons are not known for their brilliance, either. Well, the kings are rumored to be smart, but I'm still not sure they'd figure it out. More likely than not, they probably figured I've managed to gain some sort of hold over you, and I'm planning to use you to kill off my enemies and enhance my own power. It's more in line with how they think." 
 
    Sean nodded and got back to his feet. "You know where we're going, so lead the way." 
 
    "You just want to look at my ass," she teased. 
 
    "Well, yeah. Of course I do!" he teased back and grinned. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Friday 
 
      
 
    "Well, that was refreshing," Chad said as sat down at the conference table. 
 
    "I'm surprised no one came through," Claudia said 
 
    "It's not like there weren't people on the other side. One of my quick response teams was able to get there within fifteen minutes of it opening, luckily, and they learned two things." 
 
    "Which were?" 
 
    "Our rifles don't work there—or rather, our bullets don't—and there was a small contingent guarding the gate. A thousand gnashers, some bonde, and one ridder. That was all they saw before they jumped back out at least." 
 
    "Any idea why the rifles wouldn't work?" Adam asked. 
 
    "The powder wouldn't burn. The primers fired off, we saw that when we took the cartridges apart. But the powder didn't catch." 
 
    "I'm just surprised no one came through," Max said. "I think this is a first." 
 
    "About that," Adam said, looking around the table. "They found out, somehow, that Sean's over there. So the king took a very large force and went after him when they realized he was at some sort of anchor point. According to my sister, they were hoping a gate would open there, so they could slip out before anyone else got there to use it." 
 
    "How'd they find out?" 
 
    Adam shook his head. "They don't know. Tisha thinks someone at the meeting on Monday ratted him out." 
 
    "That would mean someone at the meeting is a traitor," Roxy growled. 
 
    Adam nodded head towards Roxy, who was seated next to him "What she said. So Steve and Tisha decided to launch an extensive investigation of everyone who was there that day." 
 
    "What happened to Sean and your sister?" Claudia asked. 
 
    "They got away. Beyond that, I'm not telling anybody," Adam turned and looked at Roxy, "regardless of the threats and violence they're willing to use." 
 
    "Sounds painful." Chad laughed. 
 
    "It was." Adam sighed and twitched as several of the people around the table smirked. 
 
    Chad was positive Roxy kicked him at that point, just on principle. 
 
    "But that brings up something else my sister told us." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "They're preparing for an invasion when the next large gate opens. They've got a large army staked out in the area where they expect it to open, and if it doesn't open there, they'll probably travel to wherever it does open." 
 
    "So we need to start gearing up for a major battle," Chad said, shaking his head. "At least we have two more days until the next window opens to get ready." 
 
    "How goes your plan to vet soldiers?" Roxy asked, looking over at Jack. 
 
    "They're done. In fact, we're going to start today." 
 
    "How many people are you going to need?" 
 
    "About twenty; I've already got them all lined up." 
 
    "Expecting any problems?" Bill asked. 
 
    Jack sighed. "Oh yeah. This has become a bit of a political issue. There are people all over the map on this. The president passed down an order reaffirming that people have a right to chose to do this under the act Congress passed a while back to make sure lycans were no longer considered slaves. But I still expect problems." 
 
    "What about you?" Roxy asked. "You're going to have to out yourself, aren't you?" 
 
    Jack nodded. "I'm hoping that works in our favor; after all, I've been in the Army for years, and it hasn't hurt me any. Still, being the first one 'out' could ruin my career." Jack shrugged. "If it happens, it happens. I think I need to live through this before I start worrying about it." 
 
    "Where are you starting first?" 
 
    "The Army Guard. They're all local, and because of the governor, we're on good terms with the commanders. After that, we'll start with the Regular Army infantry units that were sent out here to support us." 
 
    "If they're about to launch a major attack, we're going to need a lot more ammunition than dwarves are currently supplying," Chad said, looking at Jack. "Do you think you can lean on any of your sources to get us more?" 
 
    "I can try." 
 
    "Good, I'll call Steve and see what magic he can work at his end." 
 
    "Anything else?" Adam asked, looking around. 
 
    Everyone shook their heads. 
 
    "Well, we have a lot to get ready for, so we might as well get to it." 
 
    Roxy was heading back to her office when Cali caught up with her. 
 
    "Rox?"  
 
    "Yes, Cali?" 
 
    "I would like to go see Sawyer; would you mind if I asked Dae to take me?" 
 
    "No, of course not. What are you going to see him about?" 
 
    "This," Cali said, pulled one of the AP rounds out of her cleavage, and showed it to Roxy. "I have faith in Sawyer's ability to produce, more so than the others." 
 
    Roxy smiled at Cali, and gave her a hug. "Thanks, Cali. Because you're right, if anyone's going to get us what we need, it's Sawyer. Offer whatever you have to, to make it happen." 
 
    Cali smiled and hugged Roxy back; her sister wives where always so warm and loving. If only the rest of her people could learn to be this way. 
 
    "I am sure I will be able to offer Sawyer something to make it worth his while." 
 
    "I'm sure you will," Roxy agreed. 
 
    Putting the bullet away, Cali caught up with Daelyn, who'd already agreed to drive her there. 
 
    "You really should learn how to drive one of these days," Daelyn told her as they headed to her car. 
 
    "Why would I do that?" Cali asked with a curious look. "I'll never be as good as you, and your love of it is so great, I only have to ask, and you'll take me wherever I must go." 
 
    Daelyn grinned and nodded. "Well, yeah, there is that. Come on, let's get out of here before the traffic picks up." 
 
      
 
    Daelyn walked into Sawyer's new shop, with Cali following. The place looked almost the same as his place in Reno had, mainly because everything on the floor was almost exactly the same. The walls were a different color, and the counter at the end looked nicer, but nothing else really seemed to have changed beyond the location. 
 
     "Girls," Marx said from his customary seat by the door. "Isn't Jo with you today?" 
 
    "Between the twins and the other things she must deal with, she's been very busy," Cali said. "But I will let her know you were asking about her." 
 
    "Thanks," Marx said with a smile. "She's an old friend." 
 
    "Cali! Daelyn!" Sawyer called from behind the counter at the other end of the shop. "To what do I owe the honor? And where's Jolene?" 
 
    "Jo's busy, and we didn't want to spend a half hour listenin to the two of you spar," Daelyn said with a laugh. 
 
    "And how is Sean? The rumors I've been hearing are all over the place. Is it true you've been able to talk to him?" 
 
    "The lions have," Cali said with a smile. "Apparently he's been causing something of a disturbance over there." 
 
    Sawyer snorted. "Next thing you know the kid'll be running the place. Then I'll have to move there to stay in business." 
 
    "I dunno," Daelyn said, shaking her head. "The reports Chad's scouts have brought back sure don't make it sound like the kind of place I'd want to live!" 
 
    "I have to agree with you there, Daelyn. Though getting rid of all those bastards would probably make more folks happy than we could possibly count." 
 
    "Gee, I'd have never mistaken you for an altruist!" She laughed. 
 
    "I never said I'd do it," Sawyer replied with a smile. "But the kid? Your hubby? Yeah, that's right up his ally. But enough of the pleasantries, what brings you both into my shop on this fine day?" 
 
    Cali reached down into her cleavage, retrieved the round she had there, and set it on the counter before Sawyer. 
 
    "House Valens has a great need for as much of this ammunition as a prince of the Hà`kætunis line can provide for us." 
 
    "Is this the stuff that hurts the demons?" Sawyer asked, picking it up and looking at the round. 
 
    Cali nodded. "The dwarves are making a version that is iron tipped, but their numbers have yet to reach the level we need. This works satisfactorily for now, and Sean has sent word, when the next large gate opens, a king of the onderwereld will attempt an invasion." 
 
    Cali and Daelyn watched as Sawyer looked at the round and, turning it over, he studied the base of it. 
 
    "As House Valens needs, the line of Hà`kætunis will deliver," Sawyer said, looking up at Cali. "I give you my word." 
 
    Cali smiled. "House Valens will be in your debt." 
 
    Sawyer smiled. "I'll send you a bill. Bring your kid the next time you visit, and we'll call it even." 
 
    "I'll be sure to do that. I will try to convince Jo to bring hers as well." 
 
    "That would definitely be a sight worth seeing!" Sawyer said with a chuckle. "Now, I hate to be a rude host, but I need to make some calls if I'm to get this done." 
 
    "Thanks, Sawyer," Daelyn said. 
 
    "Have a good day, Sawyer," Cali said with a nod of her head. 
 
    Daelyn followed Cali out, saying goodbye to Marx as they passed. 
 
    "Well, that went easier than I thought it would," Daelyn admitted as they got into the car. 
 
    "He gains favor with us, and he also shows the others that he is working hard to protect us all," Cali told her. "For Sawyer, this is a tremendous opportunity. He is taking part in the war and helping us when we need it most. Helping us when others cannot." 
 
    Daelyn nodded. "Yeah, that would be a big feather in anybody's hat." 
 
    "And it also shows when House Valens needs something done, they do not hesitate to call on the aid of the Hà`kætunis line first." Cali smiled. "These are the things by which Goblin dynasties, where influence and connections are everything, hold sway." 
 
    "Oh! Now let's go home and share the good news." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Jack Kennedy sat on his bed and looked at his phone. He had to make this phone call, and while everything he was about to say would come out shortly, he was still hesitant. He'd kept this secret for a very, very long time.  
 
    "We're on our way out to the car, you coming?" Bill Channing asked, sticking his head into Jack's room. 
 
    "Yeah, I'll be out there in a minute. I need to make a phone call first." 
 
    "Important? Because we need to get going here." 
 
    "Oh, yeah. This is important all right," Jack said with a lame smile. "I'll be out there. Just go," Jack said and waved his hand. 
 
    Bill was tempted to rag on Jack for the rude dismissal, he was old enough to be the young man's father after all, but something in his eyes told him Jack needed a little space right now. 
 
    "Don't make us wait too long!" Bill called as he left. 
 
    Looking at his phone again, Jack shook his head and pressed the speed dial for General Baker. This was the number he'd been given in case there was an emergency. 
 
    "Baker here," the general answered. 
 
    "Sir, it's Lieutenant Jack Kennedy." 
 
    "Something wrong, Son?" 
 
    Jack shook his head, but continued, "Oh, yeah. There's a problem here, Sir. But I don't know if you can help me with it. However, I daresay it's important to you, so I thought I'd better call you first." 
 
    "Does this have to do with the move to infect soldiers with lycanthropy?" the general asked, getting right to the point. 
 
    "It's related to that, Sir. You see, we're about to infect a couple thousand people today, and, well…" Jack hesitated. 
 
    "And you want to be infected as well so you can continue your job there, right?" 
 
    "Umm, truth is, Sir, I was born a lycan. Been one all my life. That's why I volunteered to come out here with you. I knew what was going on, and I was afraid if there wasn't a lycan on the team to protect you…well, I take my job seriously, Sir." 
 
    "I had no idea, Lieutenant. Looking back now, I guess that explains why Sean and the others were so quick to allow you to accompany them during combat." 
 
    "Yes, Sir, it is." 
 
    "So what's the problem?" 
 
    "The problem, Sir, is I'm about to have thousands of newly infected people I have to deal with. That I'll have to teach, train, break in, all that. The folks here, they want to make me the alpha of all those troops…" 
 
    "But you're only a lieutenant," General Baker finished. 
 
    "Exactly, Sir. It goes against the chain of command. I'm just too low in rank to be taking this on. Because I'm their alpha, they'll have to listen to me, but being a lower rank…" Jack sighed. "It just goes against the grain, and I really hate to ask this, but the mission needs it." 
 
    "You need more weight on your shoulders so the officers and senior enlisted will take you seriously." 
 
    "Exactly it, Sir. I hate to ask this, but I was hoping for a spot promotion to something higher, at least until everyone's trained up and they understand how things work here. Once that's done, you can bust me back down to lieutenant." 
 
    "When's your captain's board?" 
 
    "Six more months, General." 
 
    "Okay, let me talk to your CO. You're right, the mission demands it. Where are you headed?" 
 
    Jack gave him the address and name of the Army National Guard base they were going to. "The governor already ordered a full turn out; after the news from Sacramento, everyone is finally starting to figure out what's been going on out in the desert." 
 
    "Okay, son. I'll take care of it. We'll have something worked out by the time you get there." 
 
    "Thank you, Sir." 
 
    "No, Jack, thank you. We've been hoping our lycan officers would step forward and identify themselves, because we know there's a learning curve in all this. Good luck, son." 
 
    The general hung up then, so Jack stuck his phone in his pocket, grabbed his beret, and ran out the door to the car where the others were waiting. 
 
    "You look happier now than a minute ago," Bill commented as Jack climbed into the car. "Good news?" 
 
    "Yessir, good news. Let's get over to the base so I can find out how good." 
 
      
 
    When they pulled up at the gate, the sergeant looked at their orders, then leaned down to look at Jack. 
 
    "The base commander asked if you'd stop by his office first, Lieutenant." 
 
    "Thanks, Sergeant." 
 
    He saluted, and Jack returned it as they waved everyone through the gate. 
 
    "What's this about?" Bill asked. 
 
    "We're about to get the answer to my question," Jack said as Bill drove them over to the base commander's office. 
 
    "What question is that?" 
 
    "How high are they willing to promote a werecougar for him to do his job," Jack said, then shrugged. "I can't do this as a lieutenant. No one takes a lieutenant seriously. Even one who went to Ranger School and served multiple combat tours overseas." 
 
    Getting out of the car after Bill had parked it, Jack led the way in, saluting the door guards as he went. Apparently security was being increased. 
 
    "Lieutenant Jack Kennedy reporting as requested, Sir," Jack said, coming to attention as he entered the commander's office. 
 
    "At rest, Lieutenant," said the base commander, a lieutenant colonel, getting up from his desk.  
 
    "I just received the most interesting orders from the Pentagon, I can honestly say, that I have ever received. Seems like the Good Idea Fairy has you squarely in her sights, Lieutenant." The commander held the paper in his hand and began to read.  
 
    Jack listened as he went through all the standard 'on this day' and 'after due consideration' boilerplate. He'd heard it all before. 
 
    "…be it resolved that Lieutenant Jack Kennedy is hereby promoted to the rank of captain in the United States Army." The base commander looked up a moment and smiled. "Also be it resolved that Captain Jack Kennedy is hereby granted the temporary rank of lieutenant colonel, either until such time as this authorization is revoked, or the current hostilities have concluded. 
 
    "Congratulations, Colonel!" the commander said and saluted. 
 
    Jack saluted back immediately. "They made me a light colonel?" he replied, gaping. 
 
    "Apparently," the commander said, dropping the salute and shaking hands. "Good thing I keep a spare set of insignia around here. Let's get that bar off and get the leaves on your shoulders so you can get to work." 
 
    "Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir!" 
 
    "There's no rank among colonels, Jack. The name's Chet." 
 
    "Thanks, Chet." Jack smiled, quickly took off the bar, and let Chet help him put on the new insignia. 
 
    "If you don't mind my asking, what are you anyway? I mean, what kind of were animal, or whatever it's called." 
 
    "Lycan. I'm a cougar lycan." 
 
    "Ah, okay. Well, not sure how many takers there'll be for cougar; I suspect you're gonna end up with a lot of wolves today, though." 
 
    Jack nodded. "Yeah, I think I'm the only cougar in the infantry. But there are a few cheetahs in the enlisted corps." 
 
    "There are?" 
 
    "Oh, we've been here forever, Chet. It's just," Jack shrugged, "it's not the kinda thing you broadcast, you know?" 
 
    "Do you think we'll have a lot of volunteers?" Bill asked from where he'd been watching by the doorway. 
 
    "Hell, I'm tempted to volunteer, and I'm over forty," Chet said with a chuckle. "Everyone's been briefed, and I do mean everyone. We all know what's at stake here: our homes, and our loved ones. Folks may join the Army because they're young and want some excitement. But people join the Guard because they want to help protect their home.  
 
    "So yes, you're going to have a lot of volunteers. Now that I have someone of equal rank to turn them all over to, you're also going to have a lot of support from the officer corps. Just don't tell them you made colonel today," Chet smiled. "Now good luck, and if you need anything, don't hesitate to ask." 
 
    "Thanks, Chet," Jack said and saluted. 
 
    Chet returned the salute. "Don't be a stranger." 
 
    Heading out the door, Jack fixed his beret, then put it on. 
 
    "Well, that was a surprise," Bill said with a laugh. "Who did you call?" 
 
    "General Baker." 
 
    "He your CO?" 
 
    "No, my CO's only a major. But if there's one thing I've learned in the military, it's to go straight to the top. Baker's a doer. Hands on kind of guy. He may drive you crazy, but you know he's always got the mission on his mind." 
 
    "Well, let's go meet the recruits," Bill said as they got to the car. 
 
    "Yes," Jack nodded, "let's" 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "We've looked at every person who works for the Speaker, every person who works for every person who works for the Speaker, and we haven't found a damn thing," Granite grumbled. 
 
    "What about the other congressmen who were there?" Tisha asked. 
 
    "They also checked out, though we didn't go as far with them as we did with the Speaker." 
 
    "None of this happened before, with the people in the abbreviated group we normally meet with," Steve said, thinking about the problem, "so we know they're all in the clear. All the people Sean had infected are in the opposition party, right?" 
 
    "Yeah, so?" 
 
    "Well, then, I think we can ignore anyone on that side of the aisle, because our new friends would have told us if they smelled anything out of the ordinary. And they're some pretty important people, so you know they've gotten around. So where does that leave us?" 
 
    "About two thirds of the official cabinet, and the president's party," Granite said. 
 
    "Carl and the others at the Secret Service already did a full investigation of all the cabinet members and their staffs. So they're all in the clear now." 
 
    Granite nodded. "That's right, and they found several problems over there, as I recall." 
 
    Steve nodded. "They did, didn't they? You know what? Start with the Senate majority leader. Run him and his people through the ringer. If that doesn't give us a lead, we'll set everyone on the rest of his party." 
 
    "Why him?" Tisha asked. 
 
    "If you're going to go after someone in the president's own party, you're going to start at the top, right?" 
 
    "I'll get Janet and Criss on it immediately," Granite said, getting up. 
 
    "If they find someone, tell them not to engage, just to pull back and watch." 
 
    "You don't want them killed?" 
 
    Steve shook his head. "No. They probably think whoever they've still got here is safe and we don't know about it. We can use that." 
 
    Granite nodded. "Okay, I'll be sure everyone knows." 
 
    "So now what?" Terri asked as Granite left, closing the door behind him. 
 
    "Now, we wait," Steve sighed, "again." 
 
    "Well, as long as we're waiting," Terri said and smiled at him. "How about calling General Baker and seeing if you can arrange for another shipment of ammunition?" 
 
    "You know the last batch they sent was stolen?" 
 
    "And yet it still ended up in our hands." Terri chuckled. "You think Sawyer did it?" 
 
    "As they didn't have to pay for it, no, I don't. But you're right, let's call the good general and see what he can do for us this time." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 North 
 
      
 
    "How far up into the mountains is this place?" Sean asked. They'd been traveling for several days now, and it was beginning to get steep. Living in Reno, Sean had seen and climbed his fair share of mountains, so he knew they had to be getting up there by now. Especially as they'd gotten high enough to enter the clouds hours ago. 
 
    "I told you, I have no idea," Estrella replied. 
 
    "Well, what do you know?" 
 
    "Only the rumors whispered about, that all the ley lines in the area run up to this mountain, and something powerful lies on it that the demons won't go near." 
 
    " I can feel the ley lines are definitely starting to draw together," Sean said, looking around. The trees were starting to thin out, and a scraggly brush had become the more prominent vegetation. 
 
    "Is it my imagination, or is the fog starting to thin?" 
 
    "It is," Sean agreed. "I guess we're finally getting above the clouds, now that we're passing the tree line." 
 
    Over the next half hour, the fog thinned quickly, until they suddenly found themselves standing in what passed for daylight.  
 
    "Will you look at that," Sean said as they stared at something best described as a blockhouse set against the side of the mountain. It appeared to be made out of the same sort of stone-like material the hellige rings were made out of.  
 
    Calling up his enchanting framework, Sean took a moment to look at it. He could see all the ley lines ran straight into it. In fact, several of them joined together before they passed inside. There was a lot of magical power here. 
 
    "Looks like a keep of some sort," Estrella said. 
 
    "Looks like a blockhouse to me," Sean said and pointed to the long slot across the front, high off the ground. "See how the edges are sloped away from the opening? That's to help repel shells and fragments. And that big metal-looking thing to the left I'm sure is some sort of armored door." 
 
    "We might as well find out," she said and started forward. 
 
    Sean padded on after her, looking from side to side. He could feel it every time one of his paws stepped on a ley line; they were so heavily charged up here. They were still in their leonine forms, as it was easier going on four legs than on two. 
 
    "I think I smell somebody." 
 
    "I thought you said there weren't any demons up here?" 
 
    "Not a demon. This smells, well, it smells like a cross between a fey, an elf, and almost a lion, I guess." 
 
    "If you say so," Sean replied, then sat down as they stopped before the metal door. 
 
    "Is that made of iron?" Estrella asked, putting a paw on it. 
 
    "If it is, I'd love to know how they kept it from rusting," Sean said, shifting into his hybrid form, then looked for a mechanism to open it. "Maybe it has to do with all the ley lines running into the blockhouse. They're so thick here, it's almost making my fur stand on end. This place must really light up when there's an open gateway." 
 
    "What manner of demon be you?" a disembodied voice asked. 
 
    "We're not demons," Sean replied, looking around for a speaker as Estrella shifted. 
 
    "If you're not demons, how have you managed to come here?" the voice inquired. 
 
    "Through one of the open gateways. I was fighting one of the groups of demons trying to invade my lands, I got a little carried away, and here I am. What's your story?" 
 
    "My story?" 
 
    "How did you come to be here? I'm guessing you're not a demon either, so did you come through a gateway as well?" 
 
    "What? Oh, no, I've always been here. Well, I've always been here as long as this place has existed, I guess you would say." 
 
    "You know," Estrella interrupted, "this is interesting and all, but do you think we could come inside and sit down while we talk? There was a large group of demons chasing us, and I'd rather not be standing out here if they should show up." 
 
    "Oh, right! Please, come inside." 
 
    Sean heard the metal door unlock and, pulling it open, he waved Estrella inside and pulled it closed behind him. 
 
    They were in a short hallway made of the same stone as the walls outside. It was dimly lit in the same manner  everything else seemed to be, and a door opened at the other end, as the one they'd entered through locked. 
 
    "So how long have lived here?" Sean asked as he headed down the hallway, with Estrella following him. 
 
    "Time in this place has lost its meaning to me; I was here when this was built, as I was among those who built it." 
 
    "That's a long time," Sean said as he thought about it. "What do you do here?" 
 
    "Abide mostly. It would seem I am the last of my people, of my kind. Take the stairway on your left; it will lead you to me." 
 
    "And here I thought I'd had it bad," Estrella said with a sigh. 
 
    Stepping through the door at they end of the hallway, there was a staircase to his left, so Sean led the way up. The steps of the stairway were made of something that looked like white marble; at the first landing things started to get brighter, and there were even some traces of muted colors on the walls. 
 
    The stairway let out into the back of a large room, which had a nice-looking white carpet on the floor. The walls were covered in a combination of screens that appeared to show the outside world, and artwork, some of which contained colors other than the never-ending black and grey that seemed to consume this world. 
 
    There were tables and furniture set out around the room; it looked very much like a large living room, though at the far end, near a long window that dominated the far wall, there were several large consoles with seats before them. One of the consoles faced in their direction, and behind it sat the room's sole occupant.  
 
    They looked, well, they looked human, which was the biggest surprise of all that could have awaited them. Sean was expecting some sort of strange-looking being or monster, yet here was what looked to be a man wearing a white robe, with long gray hair. His skin had a bit of a grayish tinge to it, not quite matching his hair, and while it was hard to judge as he was sitting down, Sean suspected they'd see eye to eye if the man were to stand. 
 
    "My name is Sean. This is my mate, Estrella," Sean said and gave a small bow. "It's a pleasure to meet someone other than one of those demons for a change. I take it, then, you’re the Ley Land king?" 
 
    The man smiled. "Is that what they call me these days? I've had so many names, it's hard to recall them all. To the others of my kind, I was known as Mahkiyoc." 
 
    "So, what are you?" Mahkiyoc asked. 
 
    "We're lions," Sean said. "I'm a male, Estrella's female." 
 
    "Ah, sexual dimorphism. I haven't seen that for some time now. I noticed you're possessed of the ability to shapeshift as well?" 
 
    "Only between three forms, two of which you’ve seen; the third we don't seem to be able to do here." 
 
    "Interesting," Mahkiyoc said. "The rules of this reality are different in some rather profound ways." 
 
    "Who are you, and what is this place?" Sean asked, looking around. 
 
    "I would hear your story first," Mahkiyoc said. 
 
    "Why?" Estrella asked. 
 
    "Because it has been far too long since I've talked to another intelligent and reasoning race. I don't even bother trying to talk to the demons anymore. They're dull, uninteresting, and boring, as well as violent and vicious. Besides which, a portal will be opening shortly, and as those are my primary interest still, I would hear what you have to say before I find myself occupied for the next five daers." 
 
    Sean nodded; they were the guests here, and he might as well be polite. After all, they had come here looking for help.  
 
    "The lions, whom I represent in my homeland currently, have been fighting the demons every time a gateway has opened to our world for tens of thousands of our years. Humans, whom they feed on, have become very numerous in the last several thousand years, due to our protection. Somehow the demons learned of this, so of course the demons are gathering in record numbers to try to break through our protections, to feed on the humans we protect." 
 
    Mahkiyoc nodded after a moment. "That would explain what I have been seeing. I had wondered about that. Sadly, the devices I once used to peer through the gateways have degraded to such a state that I can no longer do such things until the main portal opens. 
 
    "How long ago did you come here?" 
 
    "I came here maybe ten or twelve days ago." 
 
    Mahkiyoc gave Sean a bit of a look. "There was a large disturbance at that time, and one of the large portal anchors was destroyed." 
 
    "You did hear me mention there's a war on, right?" Sean said defensively. 
 
    "The amount of energy release was significant. You're telling me lions have that kind of power?" 
 
    "And humans." Sean nodded. 
 
    "And you haven't destroyed each other yet?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. 
 
    "Amazing. And you?" he asked, turning to look at Estrella. 
 
    "I came here the last time your world passed mine. I was trying to learn more about the demons, and well, I got trapped here." 
 
    "That was over a million daer ago, yet you are still here." Mahkiyoc pondered a moment, then looked from Estrella to Sean.  
 
    "You're immortal, aren't you?" 
 
    "After a fashion," Sean admitted. 
 
    "I thought you felt familiar." 
 
    "Familiar? What, all immortals have a feel to them?" 
 
    Mahkiyoc gave a slight smile. "No. Many tens of millions of daers ago, one of my colleagues attempted to flee our plight here, to find help, when a portal opened to one of the undeveloped lands. This was back when we still had some control over what we had built.  
 
    "When the next portal opened to the land, they were gone. It was such a disappointment. But I see you here, now, and perhaps I and the others rushed to judgment." 
 
    Sean thought about what the First had once told him, about the moment he'd achieved sentience, and had a very uncomfortable feeling for a moment. 
 
    "If you don't mind my asking," Sean said, "who and what exactly are you, and can you help us get through a gateway and back to our world?" 
 
    "As I told you, I'm the last of my people. I've also told you my name." 
 
    "What he means," Estrella said with a glance at Sean, "is what exactly are you doing here? What is this place? What is going on here?" 
 
    "What is anyone doing in the space they live as they exist?" Mahkiyoc started off, then stopped a moment and a slight smile graced his face. "I suspect your question is more in regarding the world in which you've found yourself, the portals, and my place in all this. Am I correct?" 
 
    "Yes," Sean and Estrella said together as they nodded. 
 
    "It is a long story, longer than many dozens of duo-daers in the telling, but we do not have time for that now, so I will attempt to be brief. My people, my race, we wished to transcend the bonds of the mortal worlds. Ours was dying, even though we had managed to change ourselves so we would not.  
 
    "We knew of this place, a world of fundamentally different rules that violated much of what we knew, so when the proper time came, we traveled here. We then spent a long time building the machines of our greatness to harness all this world could give to us, that we might embark on our studies of the fundamentals of the many different planes, and how the portals interconnected between them. We built the portal snares, and places like this one around you, to control and study them. 
 
    "During our investigations, we made the mistake of opening a portal into a place on the negative planes, where those who live off the life energy of others exist. Many of them made it through, and we had a war. We thought we had won, but many of us perished in the battle, and we'd long since lost the ability to reproduce, something a true immortal cares little for, as the need to pass on no longer exists. 
 
    "Because we had lost so many, we didn't realize we had not scoured this new world of ours clean of all marks of the demons, and in time they returned and, fearing the inevitable, many of the last war's survivors fled through the portals, the smart ones locking their destinations so we'd never visit again." 
 
    "Can you lock the portals so they won't come to our world again?" Sean asked. 
 
    "If I had access to the facility that controls them, and if enough of it still functions, it could perhaps be done. But the mechanism has suffered much neglect over the tens of millions of daer it has been abandoned." 
 
    "When the machinery is all gone, does that mean the portals will no longer open?" 
 
    "Oh, no, the portals are a natural phenomenon of this place. All we did was tame it so they would come and go more by our whim than those of the natural order, so we could study and explore. If the world you are from is indeed the one my former colleague fled to, then it is locked into a cycle, apparently one of the longer cycles, in the hopes that one day their work will solve the problem that besets us here." 
 
    "The demons," Estrella said. 
 
    "Exactly. It is nearing time for the portal; I must make my excuses for now. You are free to roam the building, though I hope you do not depart before we can talk again. You have opened possibilities I would like to explore." 
 
    "One last question, then. The demons believe if enough material passes between our plane and this one, the gateway will become permanent; is that true?" 
 
    Mahkiyoc paused a moment, obviously pondering the idea. 
 
    "If enough energy between the two realms were to be exchanged, they would become linked, this is true. Depending on the state of the machinery we once used to control the portals, that link would last anywhere from a million daers to achieving the permanence of which they speak. That would alter the cycles of the other portal transits, of course, but the possibility exists. The same thing happened when we first came here until our world was destroyed. Of course, by then we had already learned to influence the portal system and had begun the building of our machine to control it." 
 
    "Now, if you will excuse me, I have a portal opening to study." 
 
    Nodding, Sean took Estrella by the hand. 
 
    "We'll be looking around for a place to sleep." 
 
    "I will call you when I wish to talk again." 
 
    "So now what?" Estrella asked when they were at the bottom of the staircase once more. 
 
    "I don't know. The prospect of coming back here with enough people to learn how to change things so a portal no longer opens to our world is tempting. But we'd have to kill a lot of demons first." 
 
    "I was thinking more along the lines o…" Estrella stopped as Sean grabbed her muzzle and, looking at her, he carefully mouthed 'he can hear us'. 
 
    Eyes widening, Estrella nodded slowly. 
 
    "Just going back home," she said when Sean let go of her. 
 
    "We have to do that regardless," Sean agreed. "Now, let's find a place to rest, and when the gateway opens, I'll see if I can fix your necklace." 
 
    "Do you think I should talk to the First and the rest?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Now let's see where the rest of these doors lead to. Hopefully there's someplace we can relax." 
 
    The first door opened on something that looked like a library, though there weren't any books in it, just some sort of small glass plugs that were racked in the thousands. The next room looked like some sort of generic conference room, and the same for the two after that. 
 
    The rest of the doorways, except for the one at the end of the hallway, which opened on a stairway that went down, all opened onto rooms obviously meant for personal accommodation. 
 
    They took the one closest to the doorway with the staircase leading down. Sean had just closed the door when he suddenly felt warm all over. Calling up his enchanting network and the program he'd made to monitor the mana flows, he took a look at the ambient mana. 
 
    What he saw shocked him. 
 
    "The gateway's open, and I've never seen so much magical energy before!" 
 
    "Are you feeling okay?" Estrella asked, worriedly. 
 
    "A bit warm," Sean said, redirecting his attention to her. "Why?" 
 
    "Your mane is all fluffed out, and you're starting to feel warm." 
 
    Sean looked down at himself, then checked his mana levels. His body was trying to take on more energy! 
 
    "Shit." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I'm picking up energy, probably because I'm in the middle of all this. I need to find a place to ground before I burn up!" 
 
    "What's a ground?" Estrella asked, looking around the room. 
 
    "Something metal that's buried in the earth." 
 
    "The stairs leading down had a metal rail along the side!" she said after a moment. 
 
    Opening the door, Sean ran out of the room, opened the door to the stairway, grabbed the railing…and discovered he'd just tapped into the largest magical battery he'd ever touched in his life! He carefully let the excess mana drain into it, and then stood there, shocked, while looking at it. It was filling up, slowly, like a huge Olympic-sized swimming pool from a fire hose. 
 
    "Sean! Are you alright?" Estrella asked, giving him a shake. 
 
    "I'm…I'm fine. This place runs off the power in the ley lines, like the hellige points do! I should have realized that," Sean said a little sheepishly. "Now that I'm attached to it, I can drain the excess power out. Could you bring me your necklace?" 
 
    "Sure, let me get my pack." 
 
    Sean nodded and looked around magically. Now that he had a place to drain off to, he wasn't as worried as he'd been before. Looking at the problem, he wondered if he could make a mana shield? Something that would cut him off from the mana so it wouldn't fry him? Considering the amount of power available, he could use the power he was protecting himself from to actually power the spell. 
 
    No wonder they'd built such a strong fort over the place. It wasn't something you'd want the wrong people to get control of. 
 
    "Here it is," Estrella said, coming back. 
 
    "Thanks!" Sean said and took it from her. "If you see any large metal slugs lying around, or any metal necklaces of any type, could you leave them by me? I'm gonna work on this for a while." 
 
    "Sure thing, Sean. I'll do it after I take a short nap." 
 
    Sitting down on the stairs, Sean wedged his arm up under the handrail so he wouldn't break contact accidentally while he was off in his workshop. Then, opening it up, he dove inside. He definitely had more than enough power to fix Estrella's necklace, but maybe he could lay a few other spells on top of it while he was at it. With this much power, anything was possible, and the interesting thing about faerie enchantments and human ones were, they didn't seem to interfere with each other. So he might be able to stack them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 No Quarter 
 
      
 
    "How are we doing on ammo?" Jack asked his sergeant. 
 
    Jack's sergeant was a chief master sergeant who had more years in uniform than anyone Jack had ever known. He was also a werewolf Jack had met back when he was overseas. Jack had pulled a few strings, and Chief 'Mad Ass' Murphy was sitting in his office.  
 
    It had been a fun reunion; Murphy had been pissed as all hell, until Jack had read him the riot act and threatened to get 'the lion' from HQ down here to really tell him off. 
 
    "Right now, everyone's got exactly one magazine full, and we only have that because of what your friends up at headquarters gave us." 
 
    Jack was still getting used to Sean's ranch being called 'Headquarters', but the fact of the matter was, that's where all the commands came from, and that's were all the planning took place. So by all definitions, it was headquarters. 
 
    "How's everyone shaking down?" Jack asked, looking out at the field, where a large number of wolves were doing laps. 
 
    "They seem to be good, but it's only been two days, and the window opens tomorrow. If you think any of them are gonna make their hybrid form by then, I think you're counting chickens before they hatch. Begging your pardon, sir." 
 
    Jack snorted. "You're not here to put sugar on the bullshit, Chief. But I'm fine with that. They can go into combat in human form. I just need them to be able to go into combat." 
 
    "If we don't get more ammunition, I'm not sure how we'll be able to do even that. I'm afraid to give those guys any of the swords the dwarves are churning out, for fear of what they'll do to themselves, much less each other." 
 
    "They're still gonna have to learn eventually." Jack sighed. "Maybe we can get bayonets and put 'em on the ends of their rifles." 
 
    "I doubt a single one of these goobers remembers bayonet drill," Chief Murphy growled. 
 
    "Probably not," Jack agreed. "But they've had it before, so they'd be a lot faster to train than giving them something new." 
 
    "Colonel, you have a delivery at the gate," Jack's secretary called out. That was another thing he was having to get used to, along with being called 'colonel' constantly: having a secretary. 
 
    "What is it?" he asked, turning away from the window. 
 
    "The guards say it's a tractor-trailer being driven by the ugliest man they've ever seen, and he's got no paperwork, but he asked for you by name." 
 
    "On the way!" Jack yelled and sprinted for the door. "Come on, Chief!" 
 
    Thankfully the main gate wasn't far from the office, at least not for a cougar hybrid. When Jack got there, he saw the truck sitting in the middle of the lane, blocking everyone, while a very rude driver argued with the sentry at the gate. 
 
    "I got it!" Jack yelled, causing them to look up. The sentry saluted as Jack slid to a stop. Sure enough, the driver was a goblin. 
 
    "This the stuff from Sawyer?" Jack asked. 
 
    "Who else would have me drive my rig all the way down here to deal with the mundies!" the driver grumbled. 
 
    "Gimmie the keys, I want to check the back." 
 
    "What, don't you trust me?" 
 
    Jack laughed. "Course I do, just don't ask what for! But I gotta see exactly what's back there, so I know how many I need to unload this, so we can get you out of here nice and fast." 
 
    The goblin driver tossed him a couple of keys on a ring. Running around to the back, Jack undid the locks, opened up one of the doors, and hopped up inside. 
 
    "Is that what I think it is?" Chief Murphy asked. 
 
    "Yup. You're getting old, Chief. Was beginning to wonder if you were gonna show up." 
 
    "I don't run for nothing that ain't a steak anymore, Colonel." 
 
    Jack laughed and looked at all the crates stacked to the top of the truck. "I think we got enough for everyone, and then some. Call everyone in the regiments over, and let's get this truck unloaded as fast as possible. I'll have him pull it over by the exercise field." 
 
    "You got it, Sir," Chief Murphy grumbled. 
 
    "Oh, cheer up. I heard they infected another thousand regular infantry this morning. We get to deal with them tomorrow!" 
 
    "The colonel is just too kind, Sir." 
 
    "Just doing my part to make the rank stick; you know as well as I do only bastards get the birds!" Jack laughed and, jumping out the back, he told the driver to follow him and had the guards wave the truck through. 
 
    Pulling out his cellphone, he called Oak once the unloading got started. 
 
    "What's up Jack?" 
 
    "I just got that shipment of ammo Cali told us Sawyer was sending. Do you need any?" 
 
    "Nope, that truck down there is one of the two he sent us." 
 
    "Wow, I think I need to meet this Sawyer once this is done. You need anymore rifles, or did I send up enough yesterday?" 
 
    "We're definitely good. Sure you won't get in trouble for raiding the armory?" 
 
    "What armory? Those just fell off a truck someplace," Jack said with a chuckle. "I gotta go bust heads with my 'O' corps, then check on the motor pool." 
 
    "Colonel," Captain Davis called, trotting up with most of his company behind him, "how much of this is ours?" 
 
    "All of it, boys! All of it! Let's get it out of here so the nice man who brought it to us can be on to more productive work. Tonight we get to spend our time loading every magazine we can lay our hands on!" 
 
    "You're loving this far too much to be healthy," Chief Murphy grumbled as he turned to get his non-coms organized. 
 
    Jack smiled and, grabbing a box of ammunition from one of the pallets that had been unloaded, he headed back to his rack. He wanted everyone to see that even their colonel would be loading his own magazines tonight. Once he had that done, he'd make the rounds, just in case. The next window opened at midnight, and from that moment on, anything could happen.  
 
      
 
    Eighteen hours later, something did. 
 
    "Are we going to have to do this every time one of these gates open?" Chief Murphy grumbled as they bounced down the road at the head of a long convoy of trucks carrying troops. 
 
    "You're right, Chief," Jack said. "This isn't going to cut it. We've been on the road for a half hour and we're still almost an hour from the fight." 
 
    "How many of our people are there?" 
 
    "They've flown in about a thousand so far," Jack said, checking the updates he was getting on the secure tablet he'd been given by Sean's friend. "They're not doing as well as they'd like; they're being overwhelmed by sheer numbers." 
 
    "Don't we have any artillery?"  
 
    "Some, but they won't be in position for another hour, either." 
 
    "We need to be closer," Chief Murphy growled. 
 
    "Yup, we do. When this one is over, I think we'll just bivouac out in the desert." 
 
    "They're gonna hate you, you know." 
 
    "No," Jack smiled, "they're gonna hate you, because you're the one who gets to deliver the order. No one ever hates colonels, Chief. You told me that one yourself!" 
 
    Jack tried not to laugh at the glare the chief was giving him as he went over the maps of what was happening at this new gate. It was a large one, so they were definitely going to be in for a long fight. He'd also been told there was going to be a major push through this gate, and it was beginning to look like the demons were already starting to commit. 
 
    Chad's strategy had started off as one of simple containment, but now he was being pushed back, as more and more demons came out of the gateway. They had a few small mortars they were using to make it hard on the demons, along with some very effective fire spells from the mages, who had just recently been added to the mix. 
 
    But until the rest of the forces got there and got organized, the advantage of firearms was going to get overwhelmed by sheer numbers. 
 
    "Don't we have any airpower?" 
 
    "The only pilots we got so far are helo and transport," Jack said absently. "I think the Air Force is a bit resistant to the idea, while the Marines haven't gotten here yet." Jack sent the current status off to his company commanders. Chad had included basic directions to where he wanted them and what he wanted them to do, along with the fiat that things were subject to change once they finally got there. 
 
    "Damn, I miss taking the helicopter," he grumbled as they bounced along the road.  
 
    "You're going to be one of those 'lead from the front' types, aren't you?" 
 
    "If I die with the spot promotion, I get to keep it," Jack mumbled. 
 
    "If you die, your parents are going to kill me," the chief grumbled. 
 
    "Orphan, so ease your fears." 
 
    "Like hell you are." 
 
    "Nope, my mom tells me that every year after I forget Mother's Day. Says I'm not hers…" 
 
    Jack kept up the idle banter as they got closer. He hated waiting. At least the chief was taking his mind off it a little bit. 
 
    He pinged Chad when they neared the deployment point, got the latest orders, and forwarded them out to his commanders once again. Then he stashed his tablet and fired up his radio. 
 
    "Alright! Let's do it like we didn't practice it!" the chief called over the radio. "Dismount!" 
 
    Jack started up the nearest hill with his command team. Once there, he got out his binoculars and got a good look at the situation. It wasn't bad, but it wasn't great, either. The numbers of the demons were increasing faster than he'd expected, and they were starting to form up into groups, obviously preparing for an attack. 
 
    Looking back at his people, he could see everyone had formed up and were awaiting orders. 
 
    "Okay," Jack said over the radio, "move 'em out. And let's be real clear here: With your shield, or on it! This ain't no joke, and if they get by us, there's nobody between us and Reno. We're gonna go in there, and we're gonna teach these demons about the ever lovin' honor of the infantry!" 
 
    Jack smiled as they all cheered, then his officers led them down the routes Chad had put on his map. This was going to be a nasty one, there was no doubt about it. They had almost seven thousand soldiers on the field, though that would increase by another thousand when the dwarves showed up.  
 
    The enemy had already pushed what looked like five thousand through the gate, and the word from Sean had been that they had probably thirty thousand more, for this one attack alone. 
 
    "Looks like it's going to be a very long day," the chief commented. 
 
    "Yup, let's go join A company and show those guys how a couple of old-school Rangers do business, Chief." 
 
    "Damn straight, Sir. Lead the way." 
 
      
 
    Chad watched the battle from the top of one of the hills, checking the camera feeds he was getting from several lookout posts that dotted the hills in the area. It was a meat grinder down there. His own forces, the experienced ones at least, had been making a decent accounting of themselves. The new recruits hadn't done as well, and there'd been heavy losses among those units.  
 
    The military units Jack was leading were doing a lot better than he would have expected. They were taking casualties, sure, but they weren't giving an inch. Jack had told him there were a lot of combat veterans in his regiment, and he'd obviously been telling the truth. They knew what they were doing, and they knew how to work together.  
 
    Twice over the last twenty-four hours the demons had broken out of their containment area, and each time they'd been beaten back in, with heavy losses. Chad suspected they most likely hadn't gotten everyone from those breakouts. They were definitely going to keep their eyes open and increase both security and their patrols. But he was getting a feel for this new guy. The last leader had been brash, overly so. This one was more…cunning.  
 
    Chad was positive he was just throwing his troops away. He wasn't here to win today, he was here to learn what he was up against, what the humans and the lycans had to throw at him. After all, his people came back. Eventually. Chad's people, once dead, were gone for good. 
 
    He was definitely going to have to change his own strategy, and that would include holding some things back until the main gate opened. Once that happened, it was party on until they got past the permanent gate issue. After that…well, after that, if Chad had anything to say about it, drastic measures would be employed.  
 
    But for now he had to win this fight. If the schedule he'd gotten was right, four more gates, then they'd get the first break in the war. 
 
    "I think they're forming up for another push," Adam called over the command circuit. 
 
    "Looks like," Chad said. "Let's see what they think of an artillery strike. Order everyone to dig in. You've got two minutes." He switched over to his spotters. "Okay, guys, dial in your artillery and let 'em have it. I gave everyone the heads down." 
 
    "Yeah, we heard the dig in orders," Corporal Lansing said with a laugh. 
 
    Hunkering down himself, Chad watched as the first ranging round came in; it was long, and it didn't explode. The next one hit dead center, and it did explode.  
 
    Thirty seconds later, it was like a black rain falling from the sky. A black explosive rain. They kept it up for half an hour, then cut back to one shell every twenty seconds or so, with the occasional extras thrown in to keep everyone on their toes. 
 
    "How long can you keep this up?" Chad asked the corporal. 
 
    "How long do you want us to keep it up?" 
 
    "Monday would be nice." Chad chuckled. 
 
    "I'll see what I can do." 
 
      
 
    They weren't able to keep it up until Monday; apparently they were starting to shoot out the barrels of the four pieces they had, and the accuracy was starting to suffer. Still, they shelled for almost twenty-four hours straight. By the time they were done, Chad was looking at ten hours until the gate collapsed, and all his troops were now rested and very well supplied.  
 
    He was curious to see what the demon leader's response to artillery would be. They'd have to do something, and Chad was quite sure, whatever it was, he wasn't going to enjoy it. 
 
    "So what happens now?" Max asked Chad as the silence stretched into minutes. 
 
    "We wait and see what they do once they realize the shelling has stopped." 
 
    "Maybe they've gone home and decided to wait until next time?" 
 
    Chad shook his head. "He's feeling us out. Trying to get an idea of what he's up against this time around." 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "The enemy commander. This is the king Sean told the lions about. They're smarter and more powerful than the rest." 
 
    "If he's so smart, why did he just send twenty thousand of his people into a meat grinder?" 
 
    "They come back," Chad reminded her. 
 
    "Oh, yeah, I forgot. Sorry." 
 
    "Easy enough to do, I guess," he told her and, picking up his binoculars, he began to scan the gateway himself. Someone stepped out and looked around; they turned back around and started to reach for the gateway when their head exploded.  
 
    Apparently some of their better marksmen were keeping an eye on things. 
 
    "You know, if we keep killing them, they'll think the shelling hasn't stopped," Max said chuckling. 
 
    "Good point. Travis!" Chad called out on the radio. "Take your best shooters, circle around to the back, and get as close as you dare. Anyone steps out, drop ’em immediately!" 
 
    "Roger that, Chad!" Travis radioed back. 
 
    Chad watched as, over the next two hours, a demon would come out at random intervals and get killed before it could go back. 
 
    "I wish we had claymores." He sighed as another demon was killed. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "'Cause we could mine the area around the opening. Eventually they're gonna figure it out, or just make another mass charge. Then we could just wait until we had a lot of 'em down there, and boom, gone." 
 
    "We just need artillery pieces that aren't leftovers from overseas," Max complained. 
 
    "Yeah, I'm a bit surprised they wore out, too," Chad agreed. "Hopefully the next batch will last longer. Oh! Here they come!" 
 
    A dozen demons popped out of the gate, and four of them were dropped almost immediately. The rest turned and ran back for the gate. 
 
    "Looks like two of them made it." Chad sighed and, keying his radio, he called out. 
 
    "Okay! Everyone up! We're gonna be attacked here any minute!" 
 
    "What's taking them so long?" Adam called over the radio ten minutes later. 
 
    "Either they're trying something new, or they didn't think we'd stopped," Chad called back. "We got seven hours to go; I think we're going to see one last major push, and that'll be it." 
 
    "I'm putting my bet on a million-man rush," Jack said over the radio. 
 
    "I think you're right, and they'll put their heavy hitters in the front. Everyone, break your people into field of fire squads. Two on each area. One squad picks off the small fry, while the other one goes for the big guys. Oh! And put a team together to watch for magic users!" 
 
    "Got it!" they all called back. 
 
    Twenty minutes later a block of ridders pushed through the gate, with a second line of biskops, raseri, and a few others Chad had seen before, but didn't know the name of. 
 
    "Called it!" Jack radioed as everyone opened fire. 
 
    "So got anymore tricks up your sleeve, Hon?" Max asked as the fight started to develop. 
 
    "Not that I want to show our enemy," he said, shaking his head. "We're going to have to slug the rest of this one out the old-fashioned way." 
 
    "Swords?" 
 
    "If they break out again, yes." Chad sighed. "Swords." 
 
    "You make it sound like the end of the world." 
 
    "It's just, when we have to get that close, we lose people. I'm tired of losing people, Max. Especially when they don't." 
 
    Max gave him a hug. "I'm sure we'll figure out a way to kill them so they stay dead, eventually." 
 
    "Thanks, Max. Let's get the reserves organized so, if they do manage to break out again, we have somebody to plug the hole." 
 
      
 
    "So, how'd it go?" Roxy asked Chad on the radio when the gate finally collapsed. 
 
    "Over all we did well, real well. Casualties were low, and if it hadn't been for the need to send people down to clash with them directly when they broke out, we might have gotten away with the lowest number to date." 
 
    "Well, that's good at least. I think the way we were getting hit in the beginning was starting to effect morale." 
 
    "I still hate that theirs come back when we kill them, but ours don't. We need to find a way to change that. By the way, we're going to have to get our patrols out looking for stragglers and such, because I'm positive a few small groups broke off and got past us." 
 
    "Okay, I'll get our search and destroy teams on it." 
 
    "Any word from Sean?" 
 
    "We'll go over it in the after action briefing tomorrow. Get some rest, Chad." 
 
    "Will do." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Homeward Bound 
 
      
 
    "I see you made productive use of your time while the gateway was open," Mahkiyoc said, motioning towards them. 
 
    Sean smiled and nodded. "With all the energy here, it was easy to fix a few things and create one or two more." 
 
    "I find that most intriguing. The manipulation of the elemental forces is one we never mastered without the use of machines. Is this something lions do?" 
 
    "Some, not all. The same is true for humans. I'm surprised you're not able to do it, considering how much use you make of those forces." 
 
    "I guess the combination of my colleague's essence and yours created some new abilities," Mahkiyoc said, looking thoughtful once again. "I wonder how they managed it?" 
 
    Sean shook his head; this was something he definitely wasn't going to share. 'Oh hi, we ate your friend' isn't something most people wanted to hear, he was sure.  
 
    "I wasn't there; I was born much later." 
 
    "I find it interesting, too, that you are able to fight the demons. We cannot stand before them mentally without our machines and our protections. Of course, we are no match for them physically in most cases, either." 
 
    "They can't eat us," Estrella said. "We're too different from humans, or you. I guess the combination of your friend and us changed us enough that they can't touch us. But," she smiled, all teeth, "we can, and do, eat them." 
 
    "Here we can eat them," Sean corrected. "Back home we can physically injure them, but while we can destroy their souls, we gain nothing from it." 
 
    "I would really love to do some tests on the two of you. I wonder if you could be taught to control our machines?" 
 
    "I don't see why not," Sean said. 
 
    "You don't understand, our machines are controlled by thought. They are tuned to our minds to prevent any others who might come along from interacting with them. However, as I can detect a resonance in both of you, the possibility may exist." 
 
    "I think we'd have to get rid of all the demons first, before we could do such a thing," Sean replied.  
 
    "If they cannot kill you, I do not see what the problem would be." 
 
    "They can kill us physically, if they outnumber us," Estrella said. "We're not immune to physical attacks, after all." 
 
    "And we don't have any weapons here, unless you have weapons?" Sean asked. 
 
    "No, we never had the need for weaponry and what we used in the last war has long since crumbled into dust." 
 
    "Then I suspect we will have to go home and get some." 
 
    "That reminds me, how did you know when a portal was going to open?" Estrella asked. 
 
    "Oh, I know when and where all the portals on the ley lines for this station will open and close. I may not have control over them from this station, as it was intended for research and study, but the reporting machinery works quite well." 
 
    "When does the next one open?" 
 
    "The next portal, which is a single daer portal, will open in approximately four daers, or two days local time." 
 
    "Can you show us where?" 
 
    "Of course, but why would you want to know that?" 
 
    "So we can go home," Sean told him. 
 
    "But there is so much about you I would like to learn," Mahkiyoc said, looking at them. "Could you not wait until a later time?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "You have to understand, Mahkiyoc, my people are at risk, just as yours once were. Now that I know it's possible for us to come here and kill the demons, to finally put an end to this continuing scourge, we need to go back." 
 
    "Do you wish to come with us?" Estrella asked. 
 
    Mahkiyoc gave a single shake of his head. "This is my place; it has always been my place, and will always be my place. I will not leave it. But if I understand you correctly, your desire to go home is so you may return with others to remove the demons from my world?" 
 
    "Well, they're not going to go away on their own now, are they?" Sean grumbled. 
 
    "No, no they will not."  
 
    A holographic map suddenly projected itself in the air between them. 
 
    "This is where we are, and this is where the next gate will open," Mahkiyoc said. 
 
    Estrella studied the map for a few minutes, then turned to Sean. 
 
    "I know where that is." 
 
    "Think we can get there?" 
 
    "Easily. It's on the edge of King Sladd's domain. So once it opens, if he were to send troops, it would take them hours to get there. As he has been pulling people off of the smaller helliges, odds are it won't be that heavily guarded." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Well then, I guess we should get going." 
 
    Standing up, he gave a small bow to Mahkiyoc. "Hopefully we will meet again, and if not, perhaps one of my people will come in my place." 
 
    "Is there nothing I can do to get you to stay just a little while?" Mahkiyoc asked. 
 
    "It's a long trip," Estrella said, also standing, "we really need to get started now." 
 
    "If you could find the designs for the weapons you used in the last war, those might be helpful when we return," Sean told him. 
 
    "I will search for them," Mahkiyoc agreed, though he looked sad to Sean's eyes. 
 
    "Someone will come back, don't worry," Sean told him. "This is too important for us to ignore." 
 
    "Then I will see you when you return." 
 
    Sean nodded again, then followed Estrella out the door and down the stairs. 
 
    "I don't think he expects us to come back." Estrella sighed. 
 
    Sean snorted. "Chad, my general, has been begging me to invade this place so he can go down in history for conquering a world." 
 
    "Sounds like Alexander all over again." 
 
    When the door behind them closed, Sean was a bit concerned the one leading outside might not open, if Mahkiyoc had decided to make an issue out of their leaving early, but it opened without a problem. As soon as they were outside, they both shifted into the full leonine form and took off at a brisk trot.  
 
    When they finally stopped to rest many hours later, Estrella turned to look at him. 
 
    "Are you really planning to come back?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "Maybe? I don't know. My friend may be crazy enough to think he can take over a world, but I know I don't want to. I think it's up to the First." 
 
    "I was thinking more along the lines of blowing up their machines with those 'nukes' you were talking about and hope for the best." 
 
    "What about Mahkiyoc?" 
 
    "What about him? It's his race's fault we're in this mess!" 
 
    "Yeah, but it's also his race's fault you exist." Sean purred and rubbed up against her. "And the world would be a poorer place without you." 
 
    "Umm." Estrella's ears flattened and her tail curled in embarrassment. "Okay, you got me there." 
 
    "Still, though, I don't think I'd want him in our world. I think there are things the average human isn't ready for, and he's all of them." 
 
    "So we tell Father and let him decide." 
 
    "What did he have to say when you talked to him during the last gateway?" 
 
    "That there was a massive battle going on, but Chad seemed to be dealing well with it. Tisha thinks someone in a place called 'D.C.' told the demons about your presence here." 
 
    "Did you mention that we think he ate Mahkiyoc's colleague?" 
 
    "He said it made sense. He also said not to mention it to anyone else, to keep people from getting ideas." 
 
    "Well, duh!" Sean chuckled. 
 
    "Now what's your plan for getting through the gate?" 
 
    "Simple, we get as close as we can, then you sneak up to the gate using your necklace. Once it opens, I'll charge for the gate; you take my sword and start slaying the defenders from behind. Then when I get up to where you are, we both jump through together and hightail it away from the gateway on the other side." 
 
    "What if they chase us?" 
 
    "We'll worry about that when it happens. We'll be home then, so we'll have access to a lot more help than we have here. My people move on the gates pretty quickly, so I don't think we'll be without help for long." 
 
    "Let's catch a quick nap, then be on our way. We've still got a long way to go if we're going to get there in time." 
 
      
 
      
 
    "There it is," Estrella said as they peered out from the edge of the tree line. 
 
    Sean gave the scene before them a careful look over. The gateway looked exactly like the one they'd held before. The building for this one was a little smaller, and a little shabbier. There were probably a hundred or so demons around it, but nearly all of them were gnashers and bonde. He was sure there was at least one higher-level demon there, but they must have been in the small building, because they weren't outside. 
 
    "I'm going to circle around to the left side so I can make a run at it without having to go by the building," Sean told her. 
 
    "I'm not so sure I like this idea." She sighed. 
 
    " I didn't have the time or the materials to make another one of your necklaces. So it's really the only chance we've got. Besides, I can cover that ground in thirty seconds, maybe faster. So shift back, turn your necklace on, and get your ass down there already," Sean said with a smile. 
 
    Grumbling, Estrella shifted, then Sean shifted as well and gave her his sword and the scabbard.  
 
    Estrella pulled him close and kissed him. "For luck." 
 
    "Just don't turn out to be my sister," Sean teased. 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Oh, right, you missed that too. I'll explain later." 
 
    Sean shifted back into his lion form as Estrella disappeared, then immediately began picking his way through the woods to circle around to where he had to go. Hopefully they wouldn't have long to wait. He was regretting not getting an exact time from Mahkiyoc, he'd forgotten he had a watch on him now. 
 
    It was slow going, picking his way through the bushes and the trees; he had to stay in far enough they wouldn't see him, but not so far he'd miss it when the gateway opened. 
 
    As it was, he was only halfway there when something began to happen. 
 
    A single note of a gong rang out, then the interior of the ring turned a very bright white. As he and everyone else watched, a small dark dot formed in the center and began to slowly grow. 
 
    Realizing he was wasting time, especially now that everyone was looking in at the gate and not out at the forest, Sean burst out of the trees and started a mad dash for the gateway. He'd gotten about a third of the way there, and the gate had fully formed, when someone started screaming "Lion!" at the top of their lungs, and everyone quickly turned to look at him. 
 
    Swearing under his breath, he lowered his head and kept going.  
 
    He hit the first of them when he was halfway there. Literally hit, as he head-butted them and kept going. The next group had taken time to get organized, so he leapt up and over the line of them, picking up a few good slashes from their weapons as he did so. But he was past them all the same. 
 
    Upon landing, he had to slow down, as they were charging at him from all directions. Shifting to his hybrid form, he pulled out one of the two wands he'd made at the blockhouse and laid into the bonde with a constant stream of small fireballs, while he used the claws of his left hand to deal with anyone who got close enough as he continued to make his way towards the gateway. 
 
    When the first wand died, he dropped it and grabbed the second one. Things were getting tight; he shifted the wand to his left hand and scooped up a sword from one of the dead with his right hand. It was small for him, but it was better than nothing, and made the demons shrink back when he waved it in their faces. He had just gotten within a hundred feet of the gateway when the demon in charge came out of the building. 
 
    It was a demon lord!  
 
    Sean cast a shield on himself and immediately started throwing offensive spells, one after the other, at the demon lord as it turned and charged him. 
 
    Swearing, he jumped to his left to free himself from all the gnashers trying to stick him, then as the lord closed, he thrust at him with the sword while using the vambraces on his arms to block the lord's sword attacks. 
 
    Sean quickly found himself regretting giving his sword to Estrella, but he was more afraid for her at the time than he had been for himself.  
 
    The sword he had wasn't doing any damage at all to the lord, but the sword the demon lord was using was doing so much damage, it was starting to overwhelm Sean's healing. Throwing the sword away, Sean attacked him with his claws, ripping and tearing at the demon lord, forcing him to drop his sword as Sean got inside the sword's range, and the fight turned into a complete slugfest.  
 
    Sean felt he might be able to win the fight, if it wasn't for all the gnashers, and even some bonde, who were now attacking him from behind. He was starting to worry about his chances of survival as he got stabbed twice in the back, as well as both legs, numerous times, when the demon lord's head suddenly separated from its body and fell to the left, while the body gave a massive shudder and collapsed at his feet, revealing Estrella standing there with his sword, surrounded by a lot of very dead bonde. 
 
    Sean stumbled forward over the dead body as she grabbed him and, hauling him up with her free arm, she dragged him towards the portal, slashing at any who got close as he focused on healing his legs and did what he could to keep his feet working. He continued stumbling towards the gateway as Estrella all but picked him up with her left arm, continuing to swing the sword with her right… 
 
    …and everything was suddenly bright, and sunny, and hot!  
 
    Sean started to gasp for breath and, grabbing on to Estrella, he concentrated on moving in time with her as they pushed forward, moving away from the gate. 
 
    The demons were following them, but every few seconds one of them would suddenly jerk and fall to the ground, causing the others to scatter for a moment. But he could feel his legs healing, he wasn't stumbling so much anymore and, looking over at Estrella, he could see she was staring at something with her mouth open as they continued to run, moving faster now that he was healing. 
 
    Looking up, he could see what she was seeing. 
 
    It was a helicopter. 
 
    And it had a lion's head painted on the nose in white. 
 
    "Did I mention that things have changed, a lot," he gasped as a door gunner opened up on the pursuing demons with a machine gun and quickly shredded them. 
 
    "I…I…I…" she said, looking at him, then the helicopter, then him again. 
 
    "Don't worry, I own it," Sean said as they stumbled to a stop. "Just keep your head down so you don't get hit by the blades," he grunted, then dropped to his knees as the helicopter came around and landed between them and the gateway, with the gunner facing the gate. Two werewolves piled out of the back and, running over with their heads down, they helped them back to their feet and led them back to the helicopter. Once inside, they all strapped in, and one of them put a headset on Sean, while the other one put one on Estrella. 
 
    "Welcome home, Sean!" 
 
    "Is this thing safe?" Estrella said, claws coming out to grab at the seat she was now sitting in. 
 
    "Yeah, it's safe," Sean said, catching his breath. "How'd you get here so fast?" Sean asked the others. "Not that I'm complaining, mind you." 
 
    "Chad's instituted a regular combat patrol from when a new window opens up until a gate forms," the werewolf sitting across from them said. 
 
    Sean nodded and looked out the window; there were already helicopters heading in the opposite direction. When they got back to his home, they actually had to circle and wait for a clear space to land, as troops were still boarding helicopters and taking off. 
 
    "Damn, how many helicopters do I own now?" Sean asked. 
 
    "I think it's eight," the werewolf told them. "But the government's loaned us two dozen more, and we got more coming. Colonel Kennedy has bivouacked his troops out in the desert so they can respond faster to any gates. A lot's happened since you left us, Sean." 
 
    Sean nodded, but he was looking at the landing area now that it was open. There were six people in particular he was looking for, and it didn't take him long to find them. 
 
    "Time to meet the family," Sean said, smiling. 
 
    "Are you shivering?" Estrella said, putting a hand on him. 
 
    "It's been a month!" Sean said, then grinned at her, "I just can't wait! You gotta understand, I never had a family, and now I have a nice big one!" Sean hugged her as they touched down. "They're gonna love you." 
 
    "Umm, glad you're sure about that," Estrella said, looking a little nervous. 
 
    "You're my wife," Sean said, then laughed again. "Of course they're gonna love you!" 
 
    Sean popped his seatbelt the moment they touched down and, opening the door, he flew out the side and ran for the girls, who were just off the landing pad. 
 
    Roxy grabbed him first, and he didn't hesitate to kiss her, long and hard. Roberta and Daelyn got to him next, and he took a good minute with each of them, then he snagged Jolene, followed by Peg, then he ended up with Cali, last of all.  
 
    "I missed you all so much," Sean said, looking at them happily. There wasn't a dry eye among of them. 
 
    "If you ever do something like that again…" Roxy growled. 
 
    "We'll stick you in a cage with a leash and never let you out!" Daelyn finished. 
 
    "Now, now, girls," Sean said as Cali and Jolene started removing his armor. "I didn't do it on purpose." Sean pulled off the main body piece, and with a sigh he shifted back to his human form. "Ah, that's a nice change." 
 
    "Somebody needs a shower," Peg remarked. 
 
    "Somebody," Roxy growled, "needs to introduce us to our new sister!" 
 
    Sean blushed a moment, but he was smiling. Turning back towards the helicopter, Estrella was standing there in her human form, quite naked. She was really lovely, and even though she was as dirty as he was, she was still quite sexy. She was almost as tall as he was, with an athletic figure not unlike Roxy's, though her chest might have been a little smaller. Her thick black hair was so black in human form it was almost indigo, and it went all the way down to her ass. 
 
    Smiling, Sean walked up to her, grabbed her, and dragged her over to the girls. 
 
    "Everyone, this is Estrella. Estrella, this is Roxy, Daelyn, Jolene, Peg, Roberta, and Cali," Sean said as he pointed to each of them in turn. "Roxy's a cheetah, and the one in charge of pretty much everything when I'm not around." 
 
    "And even when he is around," Roxy growled playfully. 
 
    "Daelyn is obviously a dwarf, and as long as she has her hammer Maxwell, you're never out of reach." 
 
    "And don't you forget it, Lion-boy!" Daelyn snickered. 
 
    "Roberta is a sorceress with a thing for lions." Sean grinned as Roberta blushed. 
 
    "Jolene is a tantric witch, she knows how all the muscles work!" 
 
    "Hey, if you've got it, flaunt it," Jolene purred. 
 
    "Peg is a magic using fox whose hobbies include breaking and entering and stealing." 
 
    "Hey, you made me what I am today! Not that I'm complaining, mind you!" Peg said, grinning. 
 
    "I think Sheila had a part in that as well." Sean smiled. 
 
    "And last, but never least, is Cali. Our dark elf assassin." 
 
    "Again, this is Estrella. I love her, and I know you'll all love her too, literally as well as figuratively." Sean snickered and gave Estrella a hug as she blushed. "There are just two things you all need to be aware of: The first is she's been out of touch for a very long time, so everything around us is new to her. The second is she's spent all that time in a place where extreme violence is the norm." 
 
    "Oh, so she acts like you when you're pissed at someone." Daelyn snickered. 
 
    Sean rolled his eyes. "Just go easy on her until she's had time to adjust. Now, how about we find a shower, and then I can see the kids! Sorry I missed your delivery, Peg." Sean let go of Estrella to give Peg a hug and a kiss. "I really wanted to be there." 
 
    Peg hugged him back. "There's always next time." 
 
    Sean smiled and nodded. 
 
    "And the time after that, and the time after that…" Peg laughed and pushed him back. "But yeah, shower first. Definitely shower first." 
 
    "And the kids can wait," Roxy growled. "It's been a month! We get you first!" 
 
    Roxy stepped forward and gave Estrella a hug, surprising the hell out of her. 
 
    "Welcome to the family, Estrella. Being a lioness, I'm sure you'll be just fine." 
 
    "Umm, actually," Estrella said looking very embarrassed, "this is my first pride. Sean's my first mate." 
 
    "That's fine," Jolene said, hugging her next. "I mean, I'm a tantric witch, and the last thing I ever expected was to end up happily married." 
 
    "Same for me," Cali said, hugging her next. "Assassins are not supposed to fall in love." 
 
    "Hey, I'm just happy I got my claws into him!" Roberta laughed and was the next in line to hug Estrella. "He turned out to be a lot more than I expected, and I haven't regretted a day." 
 
    "He saved my life and puts up with all my shit." Peg giggled, hugging her next. "You don't let a man who does that go, not ever." 
 
    "What can I say?" Daelyn said, hugging Estrella last of all. "Welcome to the family, you're one of us now. Sean wouldn't have picked you if you weren't somebody special, and if he didn't think we'd all love you, too." 
 
    Estrella sniffed and smiled at all of them, her eyes tearing up. "Thank you, all of you. I think this may be the happiest day of my life. Now, it's been fifteen hundred years since I've seen soap. Could we…?" 
 
      
 
    Sean wasn't sure who grabbed whom first when he got in the shower with Roxy, it may have very well been a tie. Jolene and Daelyn were helping Estrella with drawing and taking her bath. She had no experience with showers, and said she really wanted to soak. Sean suspected part of it was so he could 'reconnect' with the others first. 
 
    When he'd finished 'reconnecting' with Roxy, who he'd pushed up against the wall of the shower, Cali slipped in and he made love to her as he kneeled under the shower head, and she wrapped herself around him.  
 
    Roberta, who wasn't usually a big fan of sex in the shower, surprised him by being next.  
 
    Stepping out of the shower afterwards, he grabbed Jolene, who was talking to Estrella, and took her then and there. Peg begged off; she'd just delivered two days ago, and wanted to wait until he was out of his 'manic' phase, as she called it, laughing. 
 
    So he grabbed Daelyn, who turned out to be about as manic as he was feeling.  
 
    Roxy banished them both from the bathroom after they put a hole in the wall.  
 
    Sean made another round with each of his wives, this time not letting Peg escape his clutches, though he made sure to be careful with her. 
 
    "Where's Stell?" he asked, looking around the bedroom. 
 
    "Still in the bathroom," Roxy said. 
 
    Nodding, Sean got up and padded into the bathroom, and looked down at Estrella, who was still in the tub and looking a bit nervous. 
 
    "Come on," Sean said, holding out a hand. 
 
    "Umm, I thought I'd soak a little more." 
 
    "Come, woman!" Sean said, grinning, and gave a mock growl. "If you think you're not getting in that bed with the rest of them, you're in for a surprise." 
 
    "You wouldn't!" she said, looking shocked. 
 
    Reaching down, Sean grabbed her by the sides just under the armpits, and picked her up out of the tub. 
 
    "Course I would!" He smiled, pulling her close, and kissed her. 
 
    "But I'm all wet!" 
 
    "Good, I like 'em wet!" he said and carried her to the bedroom. 
 
    "But, but, I never!" she cried, blushing as she tried to squirm out of his grip. 
 
    "Oh, don't worry," Daelyn, surprisingly, said. "We all had a first time. Trust me, they're all worth it. Just watch out for Cali, she's the sneaky one." 
 
    "Hey!" Jolene protested as Cali smirked. "I thought I was the sneaky one!" 
 
    "Sorry, Jo. You can't be brazen and sneaky at the same time!" Daelyn said with a laugh as the others all nodded. 
 
    Laying Estrella back on the bed, Sean crawled up over her and, wrapping his arms around her, he gave her a long kiss. 
 
    "Welcome home, Stell," he said, smiling down at her. "I love you, and I promise, we're going to spoil the hell out of you." 
 
    Estrella was a little timid at first; for all they'd had sex a lot, she'd never had it with an audience before. Sean understood, and took his time with her the first time, bringing her along slowly and carefully. By the time they both hit their peaks, she'd all but forgotten about the others. The second time he took her, he was much more physical, surprisingly so. 
 
    When he finished with her, he kissed her, hugged her, told her he loved her, then snagged Cali and made love to her while Estrella watched. 
 
    "Don't worry," Jolene said, cozying up to her, "you'll get used to it." 
 
    "If we could corrupt straight-laced Daelyn," Roxy said, giving her a languid smile, "I suspect a lioness should be easy." 
 
    To her credit, Estrella blushed only a little. She was a lioness after all, and she knew all about the kinds of things that went on in the better prides. 
 
    And Sean definitely had one of the best. 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    "Hi, Dad," Sean said and gave the First a hug, noticing the surprised look on his face. "Mom," he said and hugged Keairra next. 
 
    "I guess he really is our son now." Keairra laughed. 
 
    "Where's Estrella?" 
 
    "Planning her wedding with the rest of my wives." Sean sighed, but he was smiling. "Only fair she gets one, too." 
 
    "Sounds like the lionesses have finally corrupted you." the First sighed. 
 
    "Oh, please, like you're any different," Keairra said and batted him on the back of the head. 
 
    "So, Dad," Sean said while trying not to laugh, "any idea why you popped out of my head when I left? I thought we were together for like, well, until 'death do you part'." 
 
    "It has to do with the 'range' involved, if you want to simplify it. Even if I had the power to stay connected to you, when the gate closed, it would still have cut me off. I'm just glad you didn't die over there. None of us are sure whether you or my daughter's soul would have made it back here unless a gateway was open." 
 
    "I'm just happy you found our Estrella and brought her home," Keairra said with a smile. "Though," she frowned suddenly, "I am going to have words with that girl for pulling such a hare-brained stunt." 
 
    "That's my wife you're talking about there, Mom," Sean warned. 
 
    Keairra gave him a look. "Do you really think you can stand up to me?" 
 
    "For her I will. No one messes with my women but me, Mom. Those are the rules." 
 
    "Give it up, Dear," the First said with a chuckle. "Sean definitely takes after me when it comes to protecting what's his." 
 
    Keairra rolled her eyes at the two of them. 
 
    "So, what are we going to do about what Mahkiyoc told us?" 
 
    The First shook his head slowly. "I'm not sure what we can do about it. From what Estrella told us, they've got an army of millions they're waiting to attack us with when the main gateway finally opens. I think the first thing we need to deal with is that. 
 
    "Afterwards, we can start thinking about sending people through to the other side of the gates to see if we can stop them from opening here." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Oh, before I forget, thanks for sending Adam. I know the girls don't trust him worth a damn, but he was a pretty solid character. The troops all like him, and I'm not sure he wants to leave." 
 
    "You can keep him if you want," Keairra said. "It's nice to see him finally growing up." 
 
    Sean laughed. "Both Tisha and Estrella have told me more than a few stories about him. Mostly Tisha. I think she's got a thing for him or something." 
 
    "They used to be close, but she got fed up with his attitude a very long time ago." 
 
    "Well, she's married now, so I hope he stays away, or I'll be having words with him." 
 
    "I wouldn't worry about it. She's really quite infatuated with your friend, Steve." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Well, I'm going to go back to sleep here and get some rest before the wives decide to abuse me again. But I am curious, Dad, are you out of my head for good?" 
 
    "'Friad so, Son. Happy?" 
 
    "Umm, yes and no. I mean, I like having my head back, because it is mine," Sean said with a smile. "But you saved my ass any number of times, and if nothing else, you were always there for me. I'm gonna miss that a lot." 
 
    "Look on the bright side," Keairra said, smirking. "Now he's free to be reincarnated again, so maybe he'll be one of your kids!" 
 
    Both Sean and the First made a face at the thought of that. 
 
    "Unn, I think I'll pass," Sean said. 
 
    "Definitely, pass. Maybe if Adam has kids. After all," the First said with a wicked grin, "he deserves it." 
 
      
 
    End Book Thirteen 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Afterword 
 
      
 
    Hello everyone, and I'd like to start by saying that if you enjoyed this book, please go on Amazon and give me a review and a rating. I've said it before, and of course I'll say it again: Ratings are my lifeblood as an independent author, with 4 and 5 star ratings being the ones that help me the most. The more of those I get, the more likely Amazon is to show my work to other folks. 
 
    As for how many books are left in the series? I'm not sure I know. The current arc will probably be done by sixteen now (I think you may remember in the last book I thought it might be fourteen, well after writing thirteen, no, it isn't going to be done that soon).  
 
    As for what happens when this one is done, it still will depend on you, the fans of the series. There's a lot to be written about even after the war finishes, and I think that'll become obvious once we get there. 
 
      
 
    Again, THANK YOU ALL for reading and enjoying my work. I do it all for you, and you all mean so much to me.  
 
      
 
    Some Recommendations: As mentioned before, I do have another name I write under: John Van Stry. If you haven't looked at it, you might appreciate my 'Portals of Infinity' series. It's currently at eight books and will continue, 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. 
 
    Blaise Corvin – The Delvers books are really a lot of fun and very much worth it. 
 
    Michael-Scott Earle – one of these days I'm going to bribe him to finish Lion Quest. 
 
    They're all good people and great writers. You may also want to check out this group on Facebook: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/ 
 
      
 
    Again, thank you for your support and for buying my books. 
 
    My Amazon Author's webpage: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Jan-Stryvant/e/B06ZY7L62L/ 
 
    Occasional announcements at: 
 
    https://stryvant.blogspot.com/ 
 
    Jan Stryvant website at:  
 
    http://www.vanstry.net/stryvant/ 
 
    Email: 
 
    stryvant@gmail.com 
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