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 Welcome Home 
 
      
 
    Pastor Cross Macrey looked at the rest of the motley group gathered in the large hall as they all looked back at him with hope in their eyes—hope, and a slow burning anger. 
 
    "I've said it before, and I'll say it again!" he said from the makeshift pulpit, continuing his sermon; he'd been whipping them up for an hour now. "These 'lycans' are of the devil! Their blasphemous leaders claim to be God! But we know there is only the one God, our true God, who has sent me here among all of you to lift the veil of their lies, the lies of the government, from your eyes and tell you the truth!  
 
    "Were there any demons running rampant in our country before the lycans came? No! There weren't any 'demons' before those 'lycans' came along! None! Not a one! Ask yourself this: Why are they always out in the desert? The place where they claim these 'demons' are coming from? I'll tell you why! It's because they're in league with the devil! They are the devil! They are evil! Their ways are profane! An insult to the very existence of our Lord God! Look at how they act! Look at how their women comport themselves! Look at how their men strut like they're better than us simple God-fearing folk!  
 
    "And now! The insult of insults! They not only claim to be the saviors of the human race, but they are infecting the young men of our honored military! Poor young and deluded souls, easily led astray by the temptation of their women! Who see not the temptation into which they are being lead! The fiery flames and utter damnation of the Prince of Lies!  
 
    "But no more, my friends! No More! We will stop it! We will stop it here, and we will stop it now! We have gathered together here, today, for this noble cause! We will destroy these demons, these heathens, these foul beasts who pollute our land, who tempt our youth, who destroy our very souls! For I have had a vision! The hosts of the Lord have appeared to me and granted me their favor!" 
 
    Pastor Cross nodded to the men at the side of the hall, who pulled back the cloth covering dozens of stacked crates. Crates full of rifles and many cases of silver ammunition, the one thing proven to kill these hell-spawned abominations. 
 
    "The Lord provides!" someone in the audience yelled as everyone cheered. 
 
    "The Lord does provide!" Pastor Cross called out loudly. The weapons had been delivered to him by a man with a decidedly European accent, but Cross hadn't cared in the slightest. Up until last night they'd been planning on using only clubs and Molotov's for this attack, for this attempt to wake up the fools of this country and let them see the evil that was now growing in their very midst. But the Lord works in mysterious ways, and now, now Cross was certain they'd be able to destroy all of Satan's evil scum. 
 
    "And he has provided us with the means to win our fight! Take a weapon! Our prayer leaders will show you how they work, and then we will all drive up there, and like the Holy Legions of Light, we will carry out the Lord's will!" 
 
    Pastor Cross held up his hands as they all cheered him again. It had been tough these last few years. Until these lycan scum had appeared on the scene, he'd been struggling to fill the coffers of his fellowship, to build his following, to increase his flock. But with the coming of the lycans, his eyes had been opened, and as he'd preached against them, dozens at first, then hundreds had flocked to his cause, his banner, his preaching, his righteous message of cleansing the world of this great evil. A message he, God's chosen leader, had been given the honor and privilege of revealing to the faithful. 
 
    Today would be a glorious day, and his name would be remembered as the savior of God's Earth for centuries to come. He would be honored above and beyond all of the saints who had gone before! 
 
    "Cross! Cross! Cross!" they chanted as they filed over to where the members of his inner circle were handing out the guns. One of the leaders, Franklyn, had advised Pastor Cross not to hand out the ammunition until they got where they were going. There'd be less accidents that way, he'd claimed, so Cross had agreed. He didn't need his flock distracted from the coming battle. 
 
    "Pastor Cross?"  
 
    Pastor Cross turned and saw Betty standing behind him. She was a hot little eighteen-year-old, the eldest child of one of his followers. He smiled at her and thought about last night. Betty was very enamored with him, not unlike several other female members of his congregation. Betty, however, was without a doubt the loveliest of them. 
 
    As the leader it was his right to take them, and his due to pass his seed on to the next generation via the fruit of their loins. 
 
    "Yes, Betty?"  
 
    "Are you sure this is safe?" she asked nervously. 
 
    "Of course it is, my lovely child! The Lord will protect us! Has he not showered us with his grace through the appearance of these weapons? Trust in me, my child! For the Lord is with me and has shown me his great plan for the future!" 
 
    Betty smiled and knelt down before Cross. He was such an inspiring man, such a charismatic figure. His voice, his words, and the confidence! She'd never know a man of such determination and fire before! When she'd caught his eye a few months back, she'd been unable to refuse him anything and had given him all he'd asked. 
 
    "I, I wanted to tell you something, Pastor, something special." 
 
    Pastor Cross smiled down at her. "I know you do, child, I know your heart's desires. We will celebrate after today's great victory! Now rise, my wonderful child, pick up a rifle and join us all in the cause!" 
 
    Betty blushed as she got to her feet, surprised that he knew she was pregnant with his child; she'd only done the test just now in the women's room. But he was the Lord's chosen, so of course he would know. 
 
    Pastor Cross smiled as she gave him a hug. He wouldn't allow her to kiss him in public; he usually didn't allow even this much of a display of affection between him and the many 'ewes' in this flock of his sheep. But he could understand her excitement. They were about to prevail, so he would overlook it. 
 
    Dismissing her from his mind as she ran off to join the others, he walked over to Geoffrey, the first among his faithful, the man who'd been with him since the beginning. 
 
    "Do we have enough guns?" Pastor Cross asked. 
 
    "Oh, yeah! Those friends of yours, they left us almost half again as many as we needed." 
 
    Pastor Cross scowled. "How many?" 
 
    "Twelve hundred. You know, I was thinking about that ALS group you've been talking to. They said those demons have a place right here in town now, and I got to thinking. I said I'd have to clear it with you, of course. But they said if we gave 'em the guns, they'd be more than happy to use 'em." 
 
    Pastor Cross pondered that a moment. The Anti-Lycan Society had only grown up in the last few days, since the President had commented on that deceitful video the news media had been going on and on about. They weren't the most pious of people—in fact, from what he'd gathered, they seemed to bounce from cause to cause. But their previous organization had been known for violence, he did have extra guns, and the ends always justified the means. 
 
    The Lord worked in mysterious ways, after all. 
 
    Pastor Cross smiled at Geoffrey and nodded. "Good thinking. Surely the extra guns are a sign from the Lord. Tell them they can have them, but make them understand that they must strike today! The effect of both of us attacking these filthy demons will surely drive the fear of God into their hearts and show the people that there are those who aren't afraid to do God's work!" 
 
    Geoffrey nodded and smiled. Grabbing his cellphone, he called his contact over at the Anti-Lycan Society. They'd helped him and the Pastor get this place to meet up and organize their people for today's attack, so he'd been looking for a way to return the favor. Neither he nor Pastor Cross knew Reno all that well, having only driven up here from the Inland Empire yesterday with their followers.  
 
    Geoffrey was still surprised at just how many had come, inspired by Pastor Cross' words. Over eight hundred of the faithful had accompanied them. They'd had to rent several buses because they didn't have enough cars. Hopefully the drivers wouldn't balk when they went back outside to complete the final leg of their trip. If they did, well, Geoffrey was sure the Lord wouldn't be too upset if they forced them to do his work at gunpoint. 
 
    He smiled as his daughter went over to join the others being shown how to work the rifles. She was such a lovely young woman, bringing happiness wherever she went. The men always smiled when they saw her. Even Pastor Cross seemed to appreciate her cheerful demeanor, having taken her under his tutelage with the other men's wives whom he was personally instructing in the ways of the Lord. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Sean stretched and padded into the kitchen wearing only a pair of shorts. It was the first time they'd allowed him out of the bedroom since he'd gotten home. Looking around, he tried to find a calendar or something; he had no idea what day it was at all. 
 
    "Welcome back, Sean!" Dania said, coming over and hugging him. 
 
    "Yes, welcome back!" Rania said and hugged him as well. 
 
    Sean smiled and hugged them back. "Any idea what day it is?" he asked them, looking around. 
 
    "Saturday, March twenty-third," Rania said, smiling up at him. 
 
    "Thanks," Sean said and gave them each a pat on the back. "Now, how about bringing me out some breakfast? Better make it a lot, because I'm sure the others will be following me shortly." 
 
    "Aww," they both said and gave him another hug. 
 
    "You're too young, and I think I'm maxed out at seven." Sean laughed. Disengaging himself from their grip, he went out to the dining room. He thought about the date, he'd gone through when? The twenty-sixth? That was almost a month ago, had it really been that long? 
 
    It sure hadn't seemed like it. 
 
    "Sean!" his mother Louise came in and hugged him. "It's so good to see you back, safe and sound!" 
 
    Sean hugged her back and gave her a kiss on the cheek.  
 
    "It's good to be back, Mom," he said with a smile. 
 
    "And on your birthday, too! Happy birthday, Son!" 
 
    "Thanks, Mom." 
 
    "What's this I hear about another wife?" his mother asked, giving him the eye. 
 
    Sean grinned. "Yeah, yeah, I know. Still, it made the trip worth it. Probably the only good thing that ever came out of that place." 
 
    "Well, that's nice to know," Sean heard Estrella say. Turning, he smiled at her; she was standing there with Roxy. Sean brought his mother over to the two of them and gave Estrella a kiss, then gave Roxy one next. 
 
    "Mother, this is Estrella, my newest wife. She's a lioness, if you haven't already heard. Estrella, this is my mother, Louise." 
 
    "It's nice to meet you, Mrs. Valens," Estrella said, taking Louise's hand. She then got a very surprised expression as Louise stepped forward and gave her a warm hug. 
 
    "Welcome to the family, and thank you for bringing my son home safe and sound!" 
 
    "Umm, actually, it was more him than me I think," Estrella said, looking a little embarrassed. 
 
    "You forget," Louise said, giving Sean one of 'those' looks, "I raised him. I know just how much trouble he can be." 
 
    Sean grinned and turned to Roxy. "So, what are our plans for today?" 
 
    "Well," Roxy said with a smile, giving Louise a hug as she turned Estrella loose, "I'm taking Stell into town, along with Cali and Dae, so we can do some clothes shopping." 
 
    Sean nodded. "I don't know if I'll be able to join you, I've got so much catching up to do with everyone here. I can't believe I was gone almost a month." 
 
    "Twenty-three days, eight hours, and sixteen minutes," Roxy growled. 
 
    Laughing, Sean held up his hands. "Okay, okay, I get it! I'm still in trouble." 
 
    Looking over at the table, Sean saw that the twins were already stacking food on it. 
 
    "How about we sit down and eat breakfast?" 
 
    Everyone nodded, and Estrella immediately grabbed a spot next to Sean, sitting very close to him. Roxy took the seat on Sean's right, sitting a little closer than normal as well. 
 
    "Umm," Estrella said as Sean piled food onto his plate. 
 
    "What?" Sean asked. 
 
    "It's been a long time since I've sat at a dinner table," she said, looking at all the food and plates. 
 
    "Oh, don't worry," Roxy said, and picking up a fork, she started eating off of Sean's place. "Just eat your husband's food and don't worry about a thing." 
 
    Estrella looked at Sean's plate, and then Sean, who was smiling at her. 
 
    "You've got pecking rights now, girl. Time to use 'em!" Roxy laughed. 
 
    She grabbed her fork, and Sean almost laughed as Estrella started eating off of his plate, shoveling it down with a will. She'd obviously worked up an appetite. 
 
    "Damn, when was the last time you ate, Stell?" Daelyn said as she came into the room. 
 
    "About..." Estrella paused to swallow, "fifteen hundred years ago?" 
 
    "Sheesh! And I complain if I go more than half a day!" Daelyn said. Laughing as she reached the table, she pulled one of the big plates of sausages over and just dumped all of it on Sean's plate. "Don't let her starve on us now, Lion-boy!" 
 
    Sean rolled his eyes and carefully picked pieces off of his plate to stick in his mouth while Roxy and Estrella were both busy chewing. He was starving himself suddenly, but there was no way he was going to stop any of the girls from eating off of his plate. 
 
    Daelyn speared something then and sat down to eat it. The others came into the room one at a time, each grabbing something off of his plate, then sat down to eat it and join them for breakfast. 
 
    "I'm surprised you didn't bring the kids," Sean said. 
 
    "It's your first meal back home, we thought we'd give you at least a little peace." Jolene sighed. 
 
    "Twins running you ragged?" Sean asked. 
 
    "They're little terrors, I tell you!" Jolene said, shaking her head. "Next time, just one please?" 
 
    Sean blinked. "Next time?" He turned to look at her, and Jolene suddenly turned a very bright red. 
 
    "Umm," Jolene said embarrassed, looking down at her plate, "maybe?" 
 
    "Where's the real Jo, and what have you done with her?" Sean teased. 
 
    "I can't help it if I actually love the little monsters," Jolene said, looking up at him. "Though next time I want a daughter. I think I've already had enough sons to last me a lifetime!" 
 
    "Lions or...?" Estrella asked looking over at Sean. 
 
    "Nguvu and Mtawala," Sean whispered back to her. 
 
    Estrella's eyes went wide. "Oh, Jo, you have my sympathies. If you need any help at all, don't hesitate to ask." 
 
    "Thanks, Stell, I appreciate it," Jolene said with a smile. 
 
    "You know them?" Sean asked in another whisper. 
 
    "Oh, you could say that," Estrella whispered back with a grin.  
 
    Sean just shook his head and continued to eat as the girls and his mother made small talk. After a little while, Adam and Ryla came in. Sean was a little shocked, the girls had told him that those two had hit it off, but he was still a surprised to see that Ryla really was hanging off of Adam, who was looking at her with some serious affection as well. 
 
    "Estrella!" Adam said suddenly and veered right over to her, going around Sean in the process, much to his surprise. 
 
    "Adam!" Estrella stood up and grabbed him for a hug. 
 
    "How's my baby brother doing?" she said, teasing him. 
 
    "I'm not that much younger than you, sis!" Adam grumbled. 
 
    "Five hundred years is five hundred years!" Estrella laughed and hugged him again. "It's so good to see you again! Mom tells me you found somebody who actually likes you for a change?" 
 
    Sean watched as Adam suddenly looked incredibly proud of himself. 
 
    "She's wonderful, Sis! I know you're just gonna love her! But before I introduce her, there's this guy standing next to you that you might want to introduce me to first?" 
 
    Smiling, Estrella gave Adam another hug. Letting him go, she put an arm around Sean, who was now standing up. 
 
    "Adam, this is my husband Sean. Sean, this is my baby brother Adam." 
 
    Sean smiled and shook hands with Adam. "Nice meeting you, Adam. Thanks for filling in for me. I'm sure it wasn't an easy job." 
 
    "Umm," Adam looked a little uncomfortable and glanced over Sean's shoulder towards Roxy and the others. "No, it wasn't. But to be honest, I'm glad I did it, death threats notwithstanding." 
 
    Sean laughed. "Oh, I don't think you have to worry about any death threats anymore. I mean you're family now; isn't that right, Rox?" Sean said, looking back at her. 
 
    "I can still break his legs, though!" Roxy said with a wink. 
 
    "So," Estrella interrupted, "introduce me to your wife! I'm dying to meet her!" 
 
    Beaming, Adam waved Ryla over, who was giving Sean some guarded looks. 
 
    "Sis, this is my mate Ryla. Ryla, this is my sister Estrella, and her husband Sean." 
 
    Estrella smiled and gave Ryla a hug, and Ryla smiled in return. 
 
    "We've already met," Sean said to Adam after the two women had separated. 
 
    "Oh?" Adam asked, looking at Ryla a little suspiciously. 
 
    "We didn't get along very well," Sean said with a rueful grin, "but I'm honestly very happy for both of you." 
 
    "Hey, it's the only reason I'm not complaining about all the times Roxy kicked me in the shins," Adam said, grinning. "Or even the times she threatened to shoot me. She introduced me to Ryla, and that made it all worthwhile." 
 
    Sean couldn't help but notice Ryla smile at that and cuddle up against Adam. That right there was an amazing sight. Sean would never have figured Ryla to be the kind of woman to latch onto a man like that. But then, from what he'd heard from Keairra, Adam's mother, everyone was shocked at Adam professing love for a woman. Apparently he was the original definition of the word 'Playa'. 
 
    "Why did you hook them up, Rox?" Sean asked looking at Roxy. 
 
    "Two reasons. The first was if I hadn't hooked him up with somebody, everyone would think he was sleeping with us, and we didn't want that at all," Roxy growled. 
 
    "And the second reason?" 
 
    "Oh!" Roxy gave him a mischievous look, "I don't like either one of them, and I figured inflicting them on one another just might work out. Seeing them fall in love with each other has been the best revenge I can think of." 
 
    "And just how is that revenge?" Ryla suddenly demanded. 
 
    "Easy," Roxy said, and grinned back evilly. "Now, you both owe me!" 
 
    Ryla paled at that, but Adam just laughed. 
 
    "Now I know why she's your first wife," Estrella snickered.  
 
    Sean just shook his head, smiling. 
 
    "Well, we can go over all the details about what I've missed in the meeting later," Sean told them. "Right now I'm going to finish eating—if my wives leave me anything, that is," he said, grinning. "After that I need to check on finances." 
 
    Sitting back down, Sean went back to eating as Adam and Ryla found a place to sit. Conversation around the table started back up, and several more folks came in, welcomed him back, and sat down to join in for breakfast. Ruthelma came in with Jonathon, her lycan tiger boyfriend. Sean thought it was nice to see they were still together. 
 
    He smelled her before he saw her, and that was probably because she came up behind him, put her fingers on his neck, and slowly ran them up the back of his head and through his hair, making Sean sigh happily. 
 
    "I missed you, Master Sean," Deidre whispered in his ear. 
 
    "And I missed you," Sean said with a smile. "Have you eaten yet?" 
 
    "Not yet, Master Sean." 
 
    Turning slightly in his chair, Sean put his arm around Deidre and pulled her into his lap, making her blink in surprise. 
 
    "Eat," Sean said and rested his chin on her left shoulder contentedly. 
 
    "Who is...?" Estrella asked. 
 
    "Oh! Sorry," Sean said looking over at her. "Estrella, this is Deidre, my accountant..." 
 
    "And sex slave," Deidre interjected. 
 
    "...right." Sean chuckled. "And sex slave." Sean kissed Deidre on the neck. "We can go over financials after you've eaten," Sean said and gave her a hug, his right arm still around her. 
 
    "Of course, Master Sean!" Deidre said and wiggled a little in his lap, teasing him as she started eating the food on his plate. 
 
    "Well," Roxy said, standing up and leaning over Deidre to give Sean a kiss, "I think we need to get cleaned up and head into town now to get our shopping done." 
 
    "Sure, Rox," Sean said. After kissing her, he leaned over and gave Estrella a kiss and a hug with his left arm. 
 
    Cali came over and kissed him while hugging both him and Deidre, then Daelyn came over for a kiss, too. 
 
    After they left, Roberta, Peg, and Jolene each came by and gave him a kiss. 
 
    "Are you three going out?" Sean asked, surprised. 
 
    "Nope," Peg said with a grin, "but we all know it's gonna be hours before we see you again!" 
 
    "Yup," Jolene said and winked. "Financials are always such a deep and repetitive affair!" 
 
    "Sweaty, too!" Deidre said and leered back at the three of them, making them all chuckle. 
 
    Sean noticed his mother was blushing, just a little, as the others at the table studiously ignored the conversation. 
 
    "Shall we?" Sean asked and licked Deidre's ear, making her shiver in his lap. Sean had learned, for dark elves at least, ears were very much an erogenous zone. 
 
    "Yes, Master," Deidre said, almost panting. 
 
    Keeping his arm around her, Sean stood up and pushed the chair back. 
 
    "Let's go check those reports," Sean said, grinning. 
 
    Sean was halfway to the office when he suddenly heard the sound of gunfire. 
 
    "What the hell?" he said and, setting Deidre down, he ran for the front door as the alert signal went off. Pulling the front door open, he saw a large mob of people running up the driveway and towards the house. The sentry at the gate was down, but Sean couldn't tell if he was alive or dead. 
 
    "Sean! Catch!" 
 
    Turning, Sean saw his pistol flying at him, still in the holster, as Roxy went streaking by in her hybrid form heading for the back door. 
 
    "Where are all the rifles?" he yelled at her back. 
 
    "In the armory!" 
 
    Swearing, Sean looked out the door again. Calling up his frameworks, he threw up a shield, then cast mass sleep at the leading edge of the crowd. 
 
    He was shocked as the entire front end of the crowd went down! They were all human! They didn't have any protection, and there weren't even any magic users! But as the front went down en masse, the people behind them just kept charging, stepping on the ones he'd slept in many cases, which of course  woke them right back up. 
 
    He thought about shifting into his hybrid form and running out there. He could easily knock down dozens of them without killing them. But there were hundreds of them, they were armed with some sort of semi-automatic rifle, and he wasn't about to take them on all alone! Even if the First wasn't around to tell him it was a stupid idea, it wasn't hard to figure out that, short of killing them, this wasn't going to end quickly or easily. 
 
    He looked for leaders as they got closer; maybe if he took them out, that would slow them down. He hit them with another mass sleep spell then, and returned fire, aiming at their knees.  
 
    "Everyone, grab the kids and go out the back door!" he yelled; the last thing he wanted was for his children, his mother, Deidre, or the twins to get shot! 
 
    Tossing the empty gun aside, he threw out a jet of flame, sweeping it back and forth before the ones heading towards the doorway. That slowed them down, as they all tried to dodge or back away, causing several to trip, and the ones behind them to pile up. 
 
    "All fighters to the front!" someone called over the intercoms. "We're being attacked from the front!" 
 
      
 
    Pastor Cross picked himself up from the ground; one of those evil bastards had done something and they'd all gone down in the front, but God had protected them from being killed by whatever vile magic had been used. Obviously they'd been caught unprepared, as there had only been the one guard down by the gate, and they'd dealt with him easily. 
 
    Pastor Cross saw the next group go down, but this time they all knew better, and half stopped to shake them awake as the other half continued to stream forward, taking shots now at the man standing in the doorway. 
 
    "Can't anybody shoot?" Pastor Cross yelled as the man still standing, started dropping people with the pistol he was holding. He suddenly dropped it and did something with his hands, causing a huge jet of Satanic fire to sprout from his palms. 
 
    The leading edge of his people balked at the fire; Pastor Cross could feel the heat of it even back here. But he knew better now than to be afraid of such tricks. 
 
    "Fear not!" Pastor Cross screamed. "Your faith will protect you!" 
 
    Pushing the people in front of him, the ones closest to him heeded his words and ran into the jets of flame. Almost immediately their clothing caught fire, and they lit up like human torches as their hair melted, and their skin turned black. Screaming in agony, they fell to the ground. 
 
    "Fear not! For God is on our side!" someone yelled and, dodging the flames, they got close enough that the man standing in the doorway kicked them in the head as they came up the stairs before him, the body flying back a good ten feet to lie unmoving when it hit the dirt. 
 
    Pastor Cross looked to either side and saw that most of his people were now running around the house to either side, bypassing the demon in the doorway. 
 
    "This way!" he called and led them around the side of the house. 
 
      
 
    Sean was shocked when several of the folks in the front line ran into this flame-jet and consequently fell to the ground, on fire and grievously wounded. He tried aiming it lower so they wouldn't go up like human torches, but at that point someone yelled something, and the mob started to go around the house.  
 
    Sean watched the mob as it streamed to either side. Most of the people in it were his mother's age, he would guess, mid-thirties to late forties or fifties. Many of them had a crazed look to them, but there were more than a few young ones, including several women. As he watched, one tripped and went down, shooting the guy in front of her and taking him out as well. 
 
    It was insane! Looking back the way they'd come, there were a number of people who were down from gunshot wounds, at least three times as many as he'd shot. They were like animals, just wild, crazed animals!  
 
    He wanted to run around back, but he knew the moment he did, they'd come this way again, and he had to protect the house! His children might still be inside! 
 
      
 
    Roxy came running back towards the house with Cali in tow, both of them carrying their sniper rifles as their people ran around them, looking to engage the enemy. Some had rifles, but most were armed with whatever had been handy when Oak made the announcement over the intercoms that the enemy was out front. 
 
    Deidre, Louise, and the twins—with Estrella bringing up the rear—ran by them, each of them carrying a child or two. 
 
    "I'll be back after they're safe!" Estrella yelled, and Roxy nodded. When she and Cali got to the roof, Roxy put an arm around Cali, squeezed tight,  and launched herself up into the air with a hard jump, so the two of them landed on the roof. 
 
    "Thanks! But not so tight next time!" Cali gasped as they both dropped prone, loaded their rifles, and looked for targets. Everyone who'd been out front was now racing around the sides of the compound looking for ways in, but they were running into stiff resistance, as all the lycans were now up and attacking the enemy with whatever they had handy, or even their bare hands. 
 
    Pulling out her cellphone, she called Oak and put it on speaker. 
 
    "Yes, Rox?" 
 
    "Cali and I are on the roof of the main house. I think Sean's still holding the front door. They're circling the grounds; our people are engaging them." 
 
    "Ruth tells me they're human." 
 
    "What!" 
 
    "Ruth tells me they're human," Oak repeated. 
 
    "Not that, I mean what the hell are humans doing attacking us?" 
 
    "No idea. Should I call the police?" 
 
    "Find my dad and let him make that call." Roxy thought a moment. "Damn, tell everyone to try not to kill them unless they have no choice." 
 
    "You sure about that?" 
 
    "Oak, this whole thing is gonna blow up bad, I just know it. If we slaughter them, it won't look good for us!" 
 
    "Okay, I'll pass the word!" 
 
    "And send some people into the house to protect Sean!" 
 
    "Already on it!" 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Yo, Zach, check it out," Neil said as their car slowly drove down the street. 
 
    "Damn bastards, taking away our jobs!" Kristen grumbled. 
 
    "Oh, please. Like you've ever worked a day in your life!" Neil laughed as they watched the group of what looked like young men and women washing cars outside the building. There were two large garage doors that were open, and inside they could see about a dozen more people waxing and buffing cars, or vacuuming them out and washing the seats. 
 
    "I count eighteen," Zach said. 
 
    "Same here," Neil agreed. 
 
    "Do you think we need the whole group?" Kristen asked. "Or should I send some back?" 
 
    "And let them miss out on the fun? Hells no!" Zach said. "We go in there, unload everything on 'em, then drop the guns and run, got that?" 
 
    "Whadda we gotta drop the guns for?" Neil asked. 
 
    "'Cause the police are gonna come running. Everyone within a mile is going to hear this. Besides, we got what, three hundred guns from those religious idiots? There's only forty-six of us! We can afford to lose 'em." 
 
    "I was hoping to send them to our friends in Sacramento," Neil grumbled. 
 
    "Let 'em get their own." 
 
    "I just wish we didn't have to waste all this silver," Kristen said. "I mean, that's like twenty dollars a bullet!" 
 
    "They're werewolves, Kristen," Zach snarled at her. "Anything less than silver won't hurt them! Just like in the stories!" 
 
    "Sorry, Zach," Kristen said contritely, quickly backing down. 
 
    "Now, pull up across the street from the place, and once everyone's parked, we'll get out on the curb side so they can't see us. We'll get our stuff ready, then let them have it. Just like we planned. Okay?" 
 
    "Okay!" Neil, Kristen, and Chuck, the driver, all replied. 
 
      
 
    Demon was pretty happy. Things between him and Alex had been going smoothly for months now. Oh, they'd had a few arguments here and there, but Alex had gone as far as taking him to his parent's house to meet his folks.  
 
    That had been a bit of a surprise to Demon. He'd never met anybody's parents before! Then again, he'd been worried about how Alex's parents would feel about their son being with another guy. 
 
    Apparently they hadn't cared at all. Neither had any of his brothers or sisters, of which he had several.  
 
    Now if only he could find out where the hell Alex was getting those damn biscuits from! Everyone thought Alex got away with as much as he did because he was Demon's boyfriend, but the truth was, Alex had no fear. Not of him, not of anyone. Plus he didn't care who or what you were; to Alex, people were people and that was it. 
 
    And he had those biscuits. All the werewolves in the shop, the building, and pretty much all the ones back at the ranch would do damn near anything for one, though they were mostly for the folks down here at the shop. Everybody who worked for him got one a day. Do Alex a favor or go above and beyond at work, you got a second.  
 
    Piss Alex off, and you got none. Even Demon had gone to bed without getting one after one of their rare fights. Of course you could go to the park and play fetch…Demon still couldn't figure out if that was Alex getting one up on them, or if he just had this thing for throwing a ball for dogs—or wolves, in this case. 
 
    At this point everyone in the whole building had gone and done it at least once! 
 
    Demon heard it then, the sound of gunfire, and it was loud! 
 
    "Help!" someone yelled outside. Looking up from the wax job he'd been inspecting, Demon saw there were people running towards them, several of whom had stopped and were trying to hose down the wash team with bullets.  
 
    "Take cover!" Demon bellowed at the top of his lungs. Ripping the buffer out of Trent's hands, he flung it as hard as he could at one of the people trying to cut Bess down with an AK-74. Running over to the wax rack where they kept all the cans of wax, he grabbed them and flung them with all his might at the attackers, as the buffer took out the goth-looking chick trying to kill Bess. The wax cans weren't light, they were ten pounds each and, shifting into his hybrid form, Demon was letting them fly just as hard as he could at target after target. 
 
    The windows blew in as a second group starting shooting from the street, but his boys had all made it to their lockers by now, where they kept their weapons, and were returning fire. 
 
    "Alex's hit! Alex is hit!" Woz started screaming. 
 
    Looking over at Woz, Demon's face would have turned white if it wasn't covered in fur. Woz was covered in blood. 
 
    Letting the others deal with the attackers, Demon ran over to Alex, who'd been shot twice in the gut and once in the thigh. 
 
    "Alex! Hold on! We'll get an ambulance!" Demon said, looking around for the first aid kit. Woz had ripped off his shirt and was trying to stop the bleeding. 
 
    "You just set this up so you could bite me, didn't you?" Alex gasped weakly. 
 
    "No, Hon. I swear! If I wanted to do that, I wouldn't have looked for an excuse!" Demon looked up at Woz. "How bad is it?" He had a sinking feeling, but he needed to ask someone. 
 
    "He's not gonna make it, Demon. You're gonna have to bite him." 
 
    "What!" Alex coughed. "Don't you dare!" 
 
    "You're dying, Alex! Unless you want to be dead, you need to get infected, and now!" Woz said, panicking. 
 
    Alex coughed again. "I know that, but I sure as hell don't want to look like him!" Alex tried to grin and point at Demon. "Is Shia here?" 
 
    "Shia?" Woz asked looking around. 
 
    "Shia! Get down here, NOW!" Demon yelled as loud as he could. 
 
    "Shit, have you see her coat? She's friggin' gor...gorgeous! If I gonna be a wolf, I wanna look..." 
 
    "Damn, he passed out!" Woz said. Taking his tag off, he unhooked his necklace. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Demon growled. 
 
    "Those bullets are silver! He's got three in him! I need to fix that, or Shia's bite isn't gonna help! 
 
    "Hey! They're retreating!" Trent called out. 
 
    "Kill them ALL!" Demon snarled as Shia came running over and slid to a halt. She took one look at Alex and didn't even hesitate. Dropping to her hands and knees, she immediately bit Alex on the arm, and then again on the leg. 
 
    Then the other leg. 
 
    "What the hell are you doing?" Woz asked. 
 
    "Works quicker this way," she said, sitting back and licking her lips. "Oh god, I hope I got here quick enough." 
 
    "You know he picked you because he likes your coat?" Demon said, and he pulled Alex into his lap as Woz kept pressure on the bullet wounds. 
 
    "Oh, yeah," Shia said and grinned. "We've talked about it in the past. He's been thinking about this for a while, but he figured he if looked like you, you'd get all self-conscious and stuff. Plus, you and I did use to be an item way back when..." 
 
    Demon shook his head and grumbled. 
 
    "Bleeding's stopped!" Woz said, looking up and smiling. 
 
    Demon gave a heavy sigh of relief. 
 
    "He's one of us now," Shia said with a grin. 
 
    "He's always been one of us," Demon said with a relieved smile. 
 
    "Hey, maybe now he'll tell us where he gets those biscuits!" 
 
    "Not on your life," Alex mumbled weakly. 
 
      
 
    "Shit shit shit shit shit!" Zack swore as he dove into the car and started it up. No one had told him the fucking werewolves would have guns! And what the hell? The silver bullets hadn't even slowed them down!  
 
    Neil was dead; a werewolf had ripped his head off right in front of him! Kirsten had taken a buffer to the head and gone down; he was pretty sure it had crushed her skull. He could hear Charlie screaming as another werewolf shot him in the guts again and again. 
 
    Firing up the car, he floored it, and nothing happened! Looking down, he could see the car was running and he could hear the engine screaming. Turning his head, he noticed it then.  
 
    A big fucking werecat of some sort was holding the back of the car off the ground! And he didn't look happy. 
 
    A hand smashed through the side window and wrapped around his neck. Squeezing him tightly, it ripped him out of the car through the window, then threw him across the street where the cars were being washed when they'd attacked. 
 
    He tried to gasp, but he couldn't breathe! Putting his hands to his neck, he realized his throat had been crushed! 
 
    The last thing he saw was the muzzle of a rifle pointed at his throat, and someone pulled the trigger. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    A trio of Sean's people showed up armed with rifles to guard the front door, relieving him, so Sean quickly searched the house to make sure no one else was inside. He made a note that, from this day forward, the house would be well-stocked with rifles, just in case. 
 
    Grabbing a couple of magazines, he recovered his pistol, reloaded it, and clipped the holster inside his waistband as he went out the back door to check on the situation. He heard Oak's announcement, repeated several times, to kill only when necessary, that they were fighting humans.  
 
    There weren't any humans inside the perimeter of the buildings, thankfully, and no one had yet thought to attack their helicopters. Sean was surprised to see, for the first time since he'd gotten back, that there were now two dozen of them lined up outside; the helipads had been extended at some point while he was gone. 
 
    He snagged one of his soldiers as they were running towards the front. 
 
    "Yes, Sean?" 
 
    "Tell Oak I want the helos launched. I don't want to take a chance on losing any of them." 
 
    "Immediately, Sean!" the man said, running off.  
 
    Shifting into his hybrid form, Sean leaped up on top of one of the barracks and looked out at the fighting.  
 
    None of his people were using firearms now, though the same couldn't be said for the attackers. Thankfully they didn't seem to be very good with their weapons, because most of them were fumbling and dropping the magazines when they tried to reload.  
 
    Once they managed to reload, several of them ended up shooting their buddies by accident. Sean noticed a lot of dead or wounded people in the mix.  
 
    He heard the report of a rifle coming from the main house's direction. Looking over there, he saw Roxy and Cali were set up. Looking back to the mob, he saw a man lying on the ground clutching his leg. Apparently they were picking off the few who actually knew how to fight, but rather than killing them, they were giving them wounds that would hopefully turn out to be non-fatal.  
 
    "There he is! There's the false god!" someone screamed. Sean noticed they were all looking at him now, and suddenly he was taking fire! 
 
    He noticed immediately that his silver shield came up after he'd been hit several times. The bastards had silver ammunition! Looking through his framework, he found the spell he wanted, a massive windblast, a concussive-type spell. It would tap him out completely; he wasn't wearing any of his mana multipliers, unfortunately. But with the silver shield up, he wouldn't have to worry about that right away. 
 
    It took him only a few seconds to prepare the spell. Stepping off the roof, he landed before the center of the mob and let it go. Everyone within fifty feet of him was immediately blown back a good ten feet, and even those behind them were knocked to the ground. 
 
    Seeing the majority of the enemy knocked down and stunned, most of his forces streamed out to subdue their downed foes. Someone was handing out heavy-duty cable-ties, and within minutes people were being zip-tied all over. 
 
    "Medic! Medic!" Sean heard his people yelling. "We got wounded!" 
 
    As more and more of his people surged out, overwhelming and subduing those who hadn't been taken down by Sean's spell, he joined them and started checking the people who were down. Apparently when he'd jumped off the building, more than a few of the people in the mob had tracked him with their rifles, continuing to pull the trigger. 
 
    There were a lot of people in the front lines who'd been shot in the back, or worse yet, the back of the head. Moving further towards the rear of the mob, where he'd seen a fair number of friendly-fire accidents, he found even more wounded—a fair number of whom were women. 
 
    "Stabilize them and get them on a helicopter!" Sean yelled. "Treat the women first!" 
 
    Looking around, he saw a few running away, ones who must have been at the very back of the crowd when he'd hit them with the wind blast. Shaking his head, he let them go. 
 
    "Who are these people? And where the hell are the police?" he yelled, looking back towards the compound. 
 
      
 
    Pastor Cross was panting hard as he ran back to where he'd left his car. Most of his people were down; somehow those demons had beaten them! There must have been something wrong with the weapons they'd been given!  
 
    When they'd been overwhelmed, he'd been at the rear of the group, trying to figure out their next step. When he saw that heretical lion devil jump down into the crowd and knock them all down with the power of Satan, he'd lost hope for a moment, he admitted. 
 
    But he'd been able to get back to his feet quickly. Unfortunately he'd seen many of his dear ewes who were there today could not, so he'd done the only merciful thing he could; he'd shot each of them in the back. Better to die cleanly than to be tortured and raped by the minions of hell. Shooting Betty had been particularly hard, as she'd been looking right at him when he'd pulled the trigger. 
 
    But he was still alive, and he was free. He'd raised an army before, and he could raise another! This time he would be sure to raise one so large that his victory would not be denied! 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Sean strode into the command center. "Did you call the police?" he asked Oak. 
 
    "Your father-in-law did." 
 
    "Then where the hell are they?" Sean growled. 
 
    "Our building in town was attacked at the same time we were," Oak said, shaking his head. 
 
    "How bad?" 
 
    "We didn't lose anybody..." 
 
    "But?" Sean growled. 
 
    "Shia had to bite Alex. He got shot up pretty bad and almost died." 
 
    "What!" Sean was shocked. "Alex? Harmless, everybody's friend Alex?" 
 
    "Demon was so pissed he ordered them to kill everybody." 
 
    "Oh, shit," Sean said with a sigh. "Call our lawyer. Tell him to get whoever he knows on this immediately." 
 
    "Your father-in-law is grabbing one of the helicopters as we speak to get down there and do damage control, but the cops are all over the place. Trent told me they at least made it look like everyone they killed died while fighting them, even if they had to drag them back first. Apparently Demon wasn't the only one pissed that they shot Alex." 
 
    Sean just shook his head.  
 
    "I want all the heads to meet me in the conference room once we have this situation under control." 
 
    "What do we do with the prisoners?" 
 
    "Fly the seriously wounded to the hospital. Have the rest sit out in the field under armed guard. Oh! And have Maitland or Ruthelma question a couple of them using magic, their glamour or whatever. I want to know who the hell these people are." 
 
    Oak nodded. "I'm on it." Oak stopped then and shook his head. "Hell of a welcome home, isn't it?" 
 
    "That's not even the worst of it," Sean said. 
 
    "Oh? What else is wrong?" 
 
    "Today's my birthday," Sean said with a heavy sigh and left to check up on his wives and children. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Recriminations 
 
      
 
    Sean was sitting in the conference room as the others finally filed in. It wasn't even ten o'clock yet, and he was having to deal with this kind of crap. 
 
    "You know, this almost makes me wish I'd stayed over there," Sean grumbled to nobody in particular, then looked at everyone as they sat down. Roxy, Cali, Peg, and Estrella were there. He guessed Jolene, Roberta, and Daelyn were watching the children. Adam was there, as well as Maitland, Oak, a dwarven woman who looked familiar but whom he didn't recognize, Bill, Hunter, and Stewart. Why Stewart was there he didn't know, but he'd find out, he was sure. 
 
    "Okay, Uncle, we'll start with you," Sean said, turning to look at Maitland. "Who the hell are these people, and why are they here?" 
 
    "They're religious fanatics," Maitland said with a shrug. "Apparently they believe the lycans are the real demons, or are in league with the demons and brought them here. I'm not quite clear on all of it. I let Stewart do the more detailed questioning." 
 
    "Stew?" Sean asked and turned to look at him. 
 
    Steward smiled a little guiltily. "My, umm, step-father was really big on mental domination spells, and he made me learn a lot of them. So it was pretty easy for me to get a few of them to tell me everything. I got the names of all the leaders." Stewart held up a small pad. "I got where they came from, how they got here, who helped them, everything." 
 
    "Go on," Sean said. 
 
    "Well, they're all followers of one Pastor Cross Macrey. Daelyn's surfing the internet right now to learn more about him, but apparently he's some sort of preacher from LA. He's been preaching against lycans since the whole 'lycan awareness' campaign started gaining traction. Between the video of the attack the other week and the president sanctioning of people in the military joining us, he decided they had to act now to stamp us out." 
 
    "All in the name of God, right?" Sean asked with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "Yup, all in the name of God. It seems they find the lions' declaration that they're gods also had something to do with it. I gather they consider lions to be quite the heretics." 
 
    "Great. What else?" 
 
    "The group that attacked our building downtown," Stewart winced a moment as he spoke, "weren't part of the church. They were a separate group. But Pastor Cross did supply the weapons." 
 
    "A separate group?" 
 
    "Yeah, the 'Anti-Lycan Society'." 
 
    Roxy blinked. "There's an 'Anti-Lycan Society'?" 
 
    Stewart nodded. "Apparently. From the sounds of it, they're new on the scene. Nobody I talked to knew anything more than that Pastor Cross had been talking to them and they'd helped him bring his people up here for the attack." 
 
    "Where's this Pastor Cross?" Sean asked. 
 
    "I guess he got away?" Stewart said with a shrug. "He's not among the captives, or the dead and wounded." 
 
    "How are the wounded?" Sean asked, and the dwarven woman raised her hand slightly and spoke up. 
 
    "I'm Healer Valerie Gold; I'm a cousin of your wife's. I came up here a couple of weeks ago with some of my staff to help out. We haven't bothered examining the dead yet, but most of the wounded appear to have been shot by 'friendly fire'. We found a number of women at the back of the mob who had all been recently shot, almost all in the back. Two of them died on us, but we managed to stabilize the rest of them long enough to ship them off to the hospital." 
 
    "And that's important why?" 
 
    Valerie looked at Stewart, who sighed. She continued, "We think this Pastor Cross shot them to keep them from falling into your 'evil hands'." 
 
    "I questioned one of them," Stewart spoke up. "Young girl, hot as hell. She told me he shot her in the stomach after she saw him shoot several of the other women in the back. She was pregnant with his child." 
 
    "Which she lost." Valerie sighed. 
 
    "What about the others?" 
 
    "Yup, all of them are pregnant, too. All, I suspect, by Pastor Cross." 
 
    Sean just shook his head. 
 
    "Now what?" Oak asked. 
 
    "How many did we lose?" 
 
    "We lost Josh down at the front gate. Gary and Fran were overwhelmed and killed when the mob went by the garage." 
 
    "What other damage?" 
 
    "Mostly a lot of bullet holes in the buildings; the weapons they had weren't very high-powered. They all had fairly new AK-74s." 
 
    "Where the hell did they get those from?" Hunter asked, and everyone looked at Stewart. 
 
    "Some friend of Pastor Cross's showed up with them. I was told the guy had an accent. That was all I got," Stewart said with a shrug. 
 
    Bill spoke up then, "I took a look at those rifles, both from here and at your place in town. They're all Ak-74s out of one of the old Soviet-era East German armories. A lot of them looked like they'd never been used before; they still had the packing grease in the actions." He paused and looked around the room. "Those guns weren't just bought on the black market. They all came from the same place. Also, I looked at the silver ammo they were using. It all appears to be professionally made, not something put out by your typical basement reloader, which is what we were used to seeing from the magic users." 
 
    "How's the situation in town?" Sean asked him. 
 
    "Stable. Sid, the sheriff, showed up and has everything under control. From what I saw, it was a straight up firefight; all of Alex's people had weapons at hand and were facing a much smaller group." 
 
    "How's Alex doing?" 
 
    "He was unconscious when I got there, and sleeping soundly when I left. Still dealing with the infection shock because of his weakened condition. He'll be okay. I called my contacts at the FBI to come and examine those guns and see if they can figure out where the hell they came from."  
 
    Sean just shook his head as he looked down at the table and digested it all. It wasn't good. Someone had supplied those weapons. Someone with a grudge, he'd guess. 
 
    "Okay," he said, looking at everyone around the table. "Triple the guard, give them machine guns. I want rifles stored in the house, the offices, all the barracks. Set some lookouts to cover all the approaches, and look into putting out some anti-personnel mines the guards can trigger. Anyone leaves the property, they're to carry either a sidearm or a rifle. Loaded. Institute a buddy system. I don't want people being ambushed by themselves. 
 
    "Call Chad, Claudia, everyone in the lycan fellowship. Warn them we've got problems. I'll call Steve and let him know about it." 
 
    "What do we do with the prisoners?" Hunter asked. 
 
    "Hold them until the police show up. Same for the dead bodies. Keep them under guard. Go. Deal. If anything else happens, let me or Roxy know." 
 
    Sean watched as they got up and left the room. Roxy came over and gave him a hug after the others had left. 
 
    "Sorry about this, Love. Not a good way to spend your birthday, is it?" 
 
    Sean sighed and shook his head. 
 
    "Well, Happy Birthday," she said and kissed him on the side of his head. 
 
    "Thanks, Hon. I just wish I could understand some folks. The most I expected was some protestors, a bunch of sternly worded letters, and bad press. Not a whack job fanatic and his crazy armed followers." 
 
    Roxy just patted him on the back and left him brooding in the conference room. It didn't take her long to find Deidre and whisper a few suggestions in her ear. 
 
      
 
    "Master Sean," Deidre said, coming up behind him and once again running her fingers up the back of his neck and through his hair, making him shiver pleasantly. 
 
    "Deidre," Sean said enjoying her fingers as she did it a second time. 
 
    "I seem to recall something about going over our financials?" she asked with a giggle. 
 
    "Umm, I..."  
 
    Sean suddenly found Deidre sitting in his lap, kissing him. 
 
    "Master Sean," she said in a husky voice as she put her arms around his neck, "you can't ignore your finances, they're so very important, and they've missed your personal attention for weeks!" 
 
    Smiling down at her, Sean wrapped his arms around her. Standing up, he kissed her, then carried her from the room, heading back to the house. 
 
    The moment they got into Deidre's office, Sean kicked the door behind him closed with a heel. Taking Deidre in his arms, he kissed her passionately as she pressed her lush body against his. 
 
    "Wow," Deidre said, panting, as Sean slipped his hands up under her shirt and ripped it off of her, "you really did miss me!"  
 
    "Silly woman," Sean growled. Turning her around, he grabbed the waistband of her pants and pulled them down. "Of course I missed you, and yes, I love you!" 
 
    Kicking his own shorts off, Sean pushed on her shoulders, and Deidre immediately got the idea. Putting her palms on the wall, she spread her legs and arched her back as Sean moved up against her from behind. Wrapping his arms around her, he took her firm breasts in his hands and kneaded them between his fingers as he leaned forward to cover her back, nipping at her neck. 
 
    "Still," Deidre said and shivered as Sean went to work, "I'm a bit surprised at the passion of your..." Deidre suddenly stopped and gasped loudly as Sean slid up inside her, not stopping until his hips were firmly pressed against her ass. 
 
    Moving his head up, Sean nibbled on her ears while his fingers pinched her nipples, causing her to shiver and arched back into him in a most delightful fashion. 
 
    "Your Master loves you." Sean grunted. Pulling back, he then thrust back in all the way. "He wants you." Sean pulled out and thrust in again. "He needs you!" 
 
    Sliding his hands down to take a firm grasp of her hips, he continued to lick and nibble at Deidre's ears as he showed her the raw lust he had for her, and just how much he had missed her. Even after two days locked in the bedroom with his wives, he had very strong, deep feelings for Deidre, and he wasn't afraid to show them to her.  
 
    Deidre's reaction was everything he'd hoped it would be. She didn't just get vocal, she got loud, and went off like a firecracker underneath him as he drove himself into her again and again. It might have been primal, but it was still incredibly satisfying, listening to her profess her love for him between the moans and gasps as she hit her peak. 
 
    Withdrawing and spinning her around, Sean lifted her up and pushed her against the wall as he pressed in against her, then let her slide down as she wrapped her legs around him, and he slid back into her tight heat. 
 
    Taking his face in her hands, she kissed him over and over again as he bounced her ass off the wall. He worked his hands up and down her body, moving from cupping her large, firm breasts down to squeezing her butt, then back up again.  
 
    When he finally started the rise to his own peak, he looked up into her eyes. 
 
    "I love you, Deidre," he said, and then as he went off inside her, she clenched down tight and joined him, wrapping her arms and legs in a death grip around him. 
 
    Laying his head beside hers, Sean held her close and savored the moment, feeling her heartbeat, her breathing, as they slowly calmed down. When he felt her grip start to loosen, he carried her over to the couch and carefully laid her back on it. 
 
    "What brought this on?" Deidre asked, looking up at him with obvious love in her eyes. 
 
    "This may have started out as a friendly and pleasurable diversion," Sean said, looking down at her and smiling, "but the truth is, you're mine now, Deidre; I love you, and I wanted to make sure you understood that all the way to your toes." 
 
    She smiled up at him as he lowered himself down on top of her. 
 
    "I've known that ever since you made our daughter Celeste with me," Deidre said with a smile as she opened her arms. 
 
    "I'm never letting you go." 
 
    "I know, and for the first time in my life, I like being owned, Master Sean," she teased as Sean kissed her, and then made love to her in earnest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Shopping 
 
      
 
    "Where are we gonna go first?" Daelyn asked as Roxy led them out the front door of the house towards the cars. They'd decided that even with everything that had happened they weren't going to let it ruin their day. Besides, they definitely needed something special for tonight, it was Sean's birthday after all. 
 
    "I was thinking the mall," Roxy said. 
 
    "Are you sure that's a good idea?" Cali asked. 
 
    "Why do you ask?" Roxy said. Turning around, she saw Cali nodding towards Estrella, who was standing there looking at the cars. 
 
    "What are those?" Estrella asked. 
 
    "They're called cars," Daelyn said without stopping as she strode over to her 'Cuda. 
 
    "Umm..." Estrella said. Roxy came up on her left, Cali on her right, and they both put an arm around her and started her walking again. "What's a car?" 
 
    Daelyn grinned. "They had carriages back when you left, right?" 
 
    Estrella gave a small frown. "Yes, we had carriages." 
 
    "'Car' is short for 'horseless carriage', that's all." 
 
    Estrella looked over all the cars parked out front.  
 
    "I take it these are common?" 
 
    Daelyn nodded. "Yup. I suggest you sit in the back." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "'Cause our Rox is a speed freak. I drive very fast, and she likes it." 
 
    Estrella looked over at Roxy, and then back at Daelyn. 
 
    "Cheetahs like to go fast," Cali whispered in her ear. 
 
    "Oh!" Estrella nodded. "I guess that makes sense. Just how fast does one of these 'cars' go?" 
 
    "Faster than I can run," Roxy admitted. "And I'm no slouch!" 
 
    Estrella made a silent 'O'. 
 
    "Don't let Roxy fool ya." Daelyn laughed as she opened the door. "This one can go faster than her, but the average one would have trouble keeping up. She is a lycan, after all." 
 
    Estrella nodded as Cali let go and got in behind Daelyn, and Roxy showed her how to get in behind her. 
 
    "It's a bit small in here," Estrella commented as she got comfortable before Roxy put the seat back. 
 
    "This is what they call a 'muscle car'," Cali told her with a smile. "The slower ones have much more space in them. But honestly, with a good driver, these are much more fun." 
 
    "And Daelyn's a good driver, that's why she's driving. Right?" Estrella asked. 
 
    "She's the best!" Roxy laughed from the front seat. 
 
    "I promise not to go over seventy on the way in," Daelyn said as she fired up the 'Cuda, and Estrella jumped in her seat. 
 
    "Oops! Sorry, shoulda warned ya'. Muscle cars are a little bit loud." 
 
    "Actually," Estrella said as she settled back down and Daelyn pulled out of the driveway, "I kind of like it. It sounds menacing." 
 
    Estrella did her best to relax as they drove down the road. Looking around, she watched as they came into a neighborhood. She'd never seen so many large homes grouped together. 
 
    "Who lives in all of these?" 
 
    "Locals," Roxy told her. "Reno may not be big, but it's still a city." 
 
    Estrella nodded, and when they pulled out onto the highway, she was amazed at all the other cars on it too.  
 
    "Go faster," she told Daelyn, getting the feeling her sister wife wasn't enjoying going the same speed as the others. 
 
    "How fast?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "As fast as you usually go." 
 
    Estrella was pressed back into the seat for a moment, and suddenly they were passing the other cars very quickly as Daelyn zipped around them quite gracefully. 
 
    "This is just like chasing antelope!" Estrella said with a grin as it reminded her of chasing down game. She could see that Roxy was also enjoying herself. 
 
    "Pursuit predators! Gotta love 'em!" Daelyn laughed and sped up a little more. She could immediately understand why Daelyn loved it so much. She had a huge beast—even if it was only a mechanical beast—at her beck and call, and she controlled it with a very deft hand.  
 
    Estrella's next surprise came when they pulled into the parking lot at the mall. It was absolutely full of cars. 
 
    "There are a lot of rich people who live around here, aren't there?" she said looking around as Daelyn found a place to park. 
 
    "Cars are not that expensive," Cali told her. "Humans have become so good at making them they're actually cheap enough they all own at least one. As today is Saturday, many are off work, so the mall will be busy." 
 
    "Why does Saturday matter?" 
 
    "It's called the 'weekend'," Roxy filled in as she opened the door. "Most people don't work Saturday or Sunday." 
 
    "Just how many people live around here?" Estrella asked as she got out of the car and looked around. 
 
    "Millions," Roxy told her. 
 
    "I guess father was right when he said we need to protect the humans," Estrella said, looking around and gawking a little at all the modern buildings. "They certainly have grown and prospered far beyond what I would have ever imagined. 
 
    "We should take her to downtown Las Vegas," Daelyn said with a chuckle. "I bet seeing all those big casinos and skyscrapers would really shock her." 
 
    "I don't think I'm ready for any big cities, if this is a small one," Estrella admitted as they walked to the mall entrance. Everything here was new and different. She was fascinated by the doors made out of glass, how sturdy they were! And once they went inside, the size of the building was astounding to her! 
 
    "Wow, look at all the shops!" 
 
    "This isn't even one of the large malls," Roxy admitted, "but the clothing stores here are the best. So let's get you dressed!" 
 
    Estrella smiled and nodded. She was wearing a pair of what Jolene had called 'cut-offs' and one of Sean's short-sleeved, button-down shirts. She enjoyed the fact that the shirt smelled faintly of him, but she really wasn't a big fan of pants. 
 
    "Do they sell loincloths?" she asked. 
 
    "Why would you want a loincloth?" Daelyn asked, surprised. 
 
    "I hate pants," Estrella admitted. "They're too constricting." 
 
    "I'm not so sure we'll find any of those," Roxy told her, "but I bet we can find some short skirts." 
 
    "How short?" 
 
    "As short as you want 'em." 
 
    "Can we get leather ones?" 
 
    "Ooo!" Cali said and bounced on her toes, stopping several men as it caused other things to bounce as well. "I know exactly where to start!" 
 
    "Not Victoria's secret," Roxy said with a sigh. 
 
    "No, that little leather shop where I get my pants!" Cali grinned and winked. "We can go to Victoria's after that." 
 
    "What's Victoria's?" Estrella wanted to know. 
 
    "Sexy undergarments." Daelyn grinned. "Sean loves 'em." 
 
    "Oh! Then by all means, let's go there too!" 
 
    The first thing Roxy noticed when they got to the shop was that Estrella really had no shame. She started to peel off her pants right in the middle of the shop to try on the skirts they had there. 
 
    The second thing was Estrella wasn't wearing any panties. 
 
    "Don't you know about underwear?" Roxy whispered to Estrella as she steered her back to a changing booth. 
 
    "Obviously not," Estrella admitted. "What is it?" 
 
    "I'll show you," Roxy said and joined her in the changing booth. "Now I don't wear a bra, unless it's to show off the girls," she said giving her chest a squeeze with both hands. Undoing her own cutoffs, she pushed them down and showed Estrella her panties. 
 
    " I don't always wear panties, but if you're going to wear a skirt, you'll probably want to wear some. Especially if it's a short skirt." 
 
    Estrella nodded and looked at the collection of short skirts in her hand. "With all the people around, I guess I can understand that. I don't mind showing those things to Sean," she said with a grin, "but I don't feel like 'showing the goods', as they say, to everyone else." 
 
    "We'll be sure to get you some nice ones later," Roxy agreed. "Now, let's try these on." 
 
    It didn't take Estrella long to settle on a couple of skirts, both very short. One was a black pleated leather skirt; the other was just incredibly short and tight, but with slits on the sides to allow her to move freely. Something she demonstrated by doing a split on the floor. 
 
    "I'll take these," Estrella said as Daelyn shooed away a couple of guys who were all but drooling. "Now, if I can find some nice sandals and maybe some leggings to protect my lower legs?" 
 
    "You know you're not in the onderwereld anymore, right?" Cali asked with a smile. 
 
    Estrella blushed. "Sorry, old habits and all that. I'm used to needing to use my foot claws." 
 
    "Well, we'll find you some sandals along with other shoes, but I know what Sean would really like with that skirt." 
 
    "Thigh-highs, right?" Daelyn chuckled. 
 
    Cali nodded. 
 
    "Let's find her some tops, too," Roxy sighed, "but I think we need to get her some underwear first, okay?" 
 
    "Yeah," Daelyn agreed, "we don't need to have Cali killing guys in the parking lot!" 
 
    Cali blushed and Estrella smiled. "Oh, I can do that all by myself perfectly fine!" she said. 
 
    Roxy led them to Victoria's Secret next, where they made sure Estrella had all she needed, and then some. The rest of them picked up a few things to surprised Sean with later that night as well. Then it was off to a boot store, a shoe store, and finally some tops. 
 
    When they were finished, Roxy, Daelyn, and Cali looked at Estrella and smiled. She was wearing thigh-high boots with that tight short leather skirt, and a short midriff-bearing blouse that fit snuggly.  
 
    "Sean is going to love it," Daelyn said with a smile. 
 
    "He certainly will," Roxy agreed. 
 
    "I still think we should have gotten her a garter belt with stockings," Cali said. 
 
    "And then we'd be fighting our way out of the mall!" Roxy laughed. "Come on, let's get back home and see what kind of trouble Sean's managed to get himself into while we've been gone." 
 
    "Do you think we could stop somewhere and pick up some weapons?" Estrella asked. "I feel almost naked without any." 
 
    "That's because you are almost naked," Daelyn teased. 
 
    "I'd like to know where you're planning on hiding one," Roxy asked. 
 
    "Well, I can easily fit a couple of throwing knives and a dagger in the top of these boots," Estrella replied. "Though I don't know where I'm gonna hide a sword. Maybe I should get a jacket?" 
 
    "Why would you want a sword? Why not just get a pistol?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "Well, I don't know how to use a pistol," Estrella admitted. 
 
    "Also, knives are quiet," Cali said with a nod. 
 
    "Oh! You like knives, too?" Estrella asked, turning to Cali, who grinned and nodded. 
 
    "Whatcha' carrying?" 
 
    "Umm..." Roxy started, they were still in the mall. 
 
    "I had our friend Sawyer find me these," Cali said and suddenly she had a pair of black throwing knives in her hands. 
 
    "May I?" Estrella asked, and Cali handed her one. 
 
    "Wow, these are nice! Heavier than they look." 
 
    "I know! But look at how they fly!" Cali said, and with a flick of her wrist, she sent one across the wide corridor into a small tree in a small garden diorama in the center of the mall.  
 
    Roxy noticed the girl at the eyeglass stand next to the tree stopped suddenly and looked around. She'd probably heard the sound of the knife hitting the tree. 
 
    "I don't think..." Roxy started, and then Estrella made a similar motion and planted her knife right under Cali's. 
 
    "Oh! You're right!" She turned and smiled at Cali. "Do you think you could get me some? Please?" 
 
    Cali grinned. "Of course I can! I have extras back at the house. 
 
    Meanwhile, Roxy noticed that the girl at the eyeglass booth had seen both of the knives sticking out of the tree, and her eyes widened. 
 
    "Umm, girls, I think we need to go?" 
 
    "Just let me get my knives," Cali said. Walking over to the tree, she grabbed both of them. 
 
    "Hey! What do you think you're doing!" the girl yelled. "I could have been killed!" 
 
    "Oh, please," Estrella said, walking over and looking down at the girl. "Those were nowhere near you!" 
 
    "Those are deadly weapons! You can't do that in here!" 
 
    "Of course they're deadly weapons!" Estrella said and grinned down at her. "Would you like a more personal demonstration?" 
 
    "Oh, shit," Daelyn whispered. 
 
    "You get Estrella, I'll deal with the salesgirl," Roxy whispered back. 
 
    "Come on, Stell! Time to go look at coats!" Daelyn said, coming up and grabbing Estrella's arm. Estrella tried to resist for a moment, and then blinked as Daelyn pulled her away. She had no idea Daelyn was so strong! 
 
    "Look," Roxy said, coming up to the girl with her wallet in her hands, "I'm sorry about my friends." Pulling out a bunch of twenties, she offered them to the girl. "We'll be going now, okay?" 
 
    "Ummm..." the girl said, looking down at the money in Roxy's hand. 
 
    "No harm, no foul, right?" 
 
    "Oh, alright. But I don't want to see her throwing any more knives around!" the girl said as she took the money and pocketed it. 
 
    Smiling, Roxy grabbed their bags and hurried after the others. With the way they were dressed, the other three were definitely drawing eyes, so she didn't think anyone had noticed. 
 
    "I know a place in town where we can look at some jackets," Roxy said, catching up with them. "After that, let's go back home. I'll teach you to shoot after we get back, okay, Stell?" 
 
    Estrella smiled. "Thanks, Rox." 
 
    "Great. Now let's get out of here before she changes her mind and calls the cops." 
 
    "Cops?"  
 
    "Police, constables, city guard, however you want to think about it." 
 
    "Oh! Well, if she does, we'll just give them a little something to go away." 
 
    "No! Whatever you do, don't ever try to bribe a cop!" 
 
    "Unless he asks you to," Daelyn added with a chuckle. 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because it's against the law," Roxy told her. 
 
    Estrella shrugged. "Well, if you say so. Hey, does this tag really protect us from silver?" 
 
    "Oh, yeah," Roxy said with a slight shiver as she thought back to last year. "It definitely does." 
 
    "And Sean made this?" 
 
    "His father invented it. Sean just figured out how to make them quickly." 
 
    "Huh, I'd like to meet him." 
 
    "You can't," Roxy sighed. "He's dead." 
 
    "Oh! Glad I didn't ask him about it then. How'd it happen?" 
 
    "I'll tell you all about it on the way to the store." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "That was nice, Master Sean," Deidre sighed as they cuddled on the couch. "It almost makes up for you being gone for a month." 
 
    "Only almost?" Sean teased. 
 
    Deidre rolled over and looked at him. "Master Sean. Please understand, if you ever do something like that again, I will be just as cross with you as your wives. I don't think I could stand to lose you, it would be worse than when I lost my husband." 
 
    Sean blinked, "Seriously?" 
 
    She nodded. "After I lost him, I knew I would never find another, and then," she smiled and blushed a little, "you came into my life, Master Sean, and like you said before, what started out as something only to guarantee our immediate survival became far more than this simple elf could have believed." 
 
    "Well, I'll try not to give any of you any more shocks, but sadly I can't make any promises yet." 
 
    "So what next?"  
 
    "I was thinking we would go over the books? I'm curious where things stand." 
 
    "Well, money isn't coming in as fast as it used to; with the war heating up, markets are getting tight. But on the other hand, with the government helping us on supplies, our expenses are going down. Once the casino opens, I expect things will improve drastically." 
 
    Sean sighed. "I forgot all about the casino!" 
 
    "It's been a while, but we're almost through the licensing committee." 
 
    "So how much money do we have?" 
 
    "Forty million, roughly." 
 
    Sean's eyes got wide. "That much?" 
 
    "The Secret Service bought that machine you made for their badges for ten million, and the government signed a long-term lease for one collar machine and one tag machine. Twelve million upfront, with a half million dollar a year usage tax." 
 
    "Huh," Sean said and, after giving Deidre a kiss, he sat up and stretched as she watched him. 
 
    "I could look at that all day!" she laughed. 
 
    Sean smiled down at her dark-skinned body lying sprawled out on the couch, looking relaxed and very well loved. 
 
    "Yeah, I feel about the same looking at you." He patted her on the hip. "Put the highlights in a report, I guess—keep it short and sweet—and I'll look it over in the morning. Right now I think I need to shower. Hopefully I haven't missed today's meeting, so I can find out what's been going on while I was gone." 
 
    "What about Sheila?" 
 
    "What about her?" Sean asked, curious. 
 
    "Aren't you going to spend some time with her?" 
 
    Sean smiled warmly. "Of course I am. Nice to see you care. Now, let's go see how our daughter Celeste is doing. Then I definitely need to shower and eat!" 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean walked into the conference room and looked around; surprisingly, everybody was there, not just his wives and the crew up here at his ranch, but the entire lycan council, as well as Arthur and Joseph from Sapientia and Eruditio, respectively. 
 
    For the first time since he lost the First, Sean actually missed him, because right about now they'd be trading witty barbs about him making them wait while he was off making one hell of a racket with Deidre. 
 
    He felt a little embarrassed about that until his own lion rose up inside him to remind him he was the boss, and it would save him having to remind them of it.  
 
    "Well, this is a little unexpected," Sean said with a smile, while looking around the room. "Nice to see you all again." 
 
    Chad surprised him by coming over and giving him a hug and a pat on the back before sitting back down. 
 
    "Welcome back, Sean," Claudia said. 
 
    "And let me add," Chad said as he reseated himself, "that while everyone appreciates what you did that day, please don't do that again!" 
 
    Sean nodded as he stood at the front of the table, everyone looking at him. 
 
    "I know it was a dangerous choice, but honestly, two things came out of it that made it all worthwhile," he said with a grin while looking over at Estrella, who looked wonderful in the tight outfit she was now wearing, her long black hair swept over and onto her right shoulder. "Estrella, my wife, and saving our people from being wiped out." 
 
    Sean held up his hand as he saw a few people open their mouths to debate that statement. 
 
    "Understand, I saw what was on the other side of that gate, and there's no way we could have taken that on then and there. The situation was even more dire than we thought. Trust me on that," he said, looking around the table. 
 
    "Now, as for the other thing." He turned and smiled at Estrella. "Overlooking my personal involvement with Estrella, which again made the trip worth it." Sean grinned as Estrella blushed. "What all of you will really appreciate is that she's lived there for fifteen hundred years. She knows everything about them. Their culture, their leaders, their habits, their strategy, and I daresay even their tactics." 
 
    "I need to talk to you," Chad said, leaning forward and looking down the table at Estrella. "Like, for the next twenty days." Chad then turned and looked up at Sean. "I'll forgive everything if you put her on my staff." 
 
    "That was quick!" Claudia laughed. 
 
    "Our biggest weakness is a total lack of intelligence from the other side of those gateways." Chad leaned back and smiled. "Sean's right. Course, he'd still be right if he'd just saved her because she needed saving." 
 
    "I couldn't have done it without her, Chad," Sean said with a smile. 
 
    "You always need saving, that's why we all love you!" Roxy said, smirking. 
 
    "I love you, too," Sean said and, taking another look around the room, he finally sat down. 
 
    "Okay, let's go around the room, and everyone can fill me in on what I need to know." 
 
    "I'll start," Jack said, raising his hand. "As of today, we now have eighteen thousand lycans in the military." 
 
    Sean interrupted him, a very surprised look on his face. "Wait, did I hear that right? Eighteen thousand?" 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    "How are you infecting them so fast?" 
 
    "I've got a pretty big team at this point, Sean. I convinced a handful of lycan NCOs I know to come help vet people, and the local lycan clans have all been pretty generous in their support, especially Claudia. I don't know if I could have done so much so fast without her help." 
 
    "Oh, okay. So what are these folks? Infantry?" 
 
    Jack nodded. "Mostly. The Marines showed up today, and we're hoping to get a lot of them." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "Air power," Chad piped up. "The Marines have a lot of it. They're used to doing their own close air support." 
 
    "We also have an armored battalion coming here," Jack continued. "I'm not sure yet how or what they're going to do, but Chad's told me he has plans." Jack shrugged. "So I'm not gonna argue with him." 
 
    "How many do you think we'll have by the end of the month?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Well, that's only eight days away, but with the way things are moving?" Jack shrugged again. "Possibly another ten thousand." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Right now, our biggest problem is the large gates. Because they last so long, and because King Sladd has gotten involved and is definitely pissed, I suspect we're going to be having a lot of trouble at those." 
 
    "I think he's just feeling us out," Chad said. "He's throwing as much at us as he can to try and learn all our tricks for when the big show starts." 
 
    "I think your friend Chad is correct," Estrella said. "Sladd is reputed to be one of their smartest; he's been a king for over twenty thousand years, as I understand it. Plus we killed one of his lords when we escaped. I do not doubt there is a fair deal of face saving he must engage in now, as well, to continue to earn the support of his lords. 
 
    "At least not all of the large helliges are under his control. So with any luck, we will not have to face him too many times before the main gateway forms." 
 
    "Thanks, Hon," Sean said and smiled, enjoying the way Estrella smiled back at him, looking just a tiny bit self-conscious from his free use of endearments in front of the others. 
 
    Sean listened as Jack finished, and they then continued around the room. He learned they now had two camps out in the desert, which Jack had set up, with help, so they had a brigade's worth of soldiers they could send to a gate almost immediately upon opening. They actually had a division's worth of soldiers now, and thankfully they had enough officers and NCOs to manage them. Despite what had happened this morning, a lot of soldiers were very interested in becoming lycans, because of their enhanced chances of surviving combat, if nothing else. 
 
    The reports on supplies were heartening. While iron ammunition was tight, the steel AP ammunition was coming in good numbers, and the dwarves expected to be ramping up to full production on their iron bullets soon, according to Daelyn. 
 
    Deidre gave a report on finances that was just a bit more detailed than what Sean had learned during their 'in-depth meeting' this morning. Next, Arthur discussed where they were with the magical support they'd started to supply, as well as how they were working on improving their hunter teams. Joseph from Eruditio then went over what they'd learned about the djevels' behind-the-scenes actions here.  
 
    During this, Joseph dropped a bomb on all of them. 
 
    "Last week the leaders of the Council of Eruditio, with a fair number of lycans supporting them, attacked the headquarters for the Council of Vestibulum in Belgium." 
 
    Sean noticed the many shocked and surprised expressions in the room. 
 
    "We tried to talk to their leadership, their council heads, but they were quite simply refusing any and all attempts to meet with us. In the end, we were left with no choice but to go in there and deal with things." 
 
    "What exactly does that mean?" Claudia asked. 
 
    Joseph sighed and closed his eyes a moment before continuing. 
 
    "What it means is every magic user was put to death, the remaining lycans were freed, and the entire place burned to the ground and leveled. Those are the terms of the treaty of Stuttgart. The number of people found to be possessed was great enough, and many of those who weren't possessed showed signs that clearly indicated they had willingly entered into league with the Demons. 
 
    "Gerald Perkins, the leader of our council, has decreed—again, under the terms of the treaty—that every member, and I do mean every member, of the Council of Vestibulum is to be examined for any signs of contamination. William Bayer, the new leader for the Vestibulum, is cooperating fully." 
 
    "'Bout damn time," Sean heard Bill mutter. 
 
    "Well, I can't say I really care about what happened to the Vestibulum after all they've done," Sean said, looking around the room. "However, I do sympathize with the members of Eruditio who were forced to deal with it. If you need our help here in the US, don't hesitate to ask." 
 
    "What did Bayer have to say about it?" Chad asked. 
 
    "He was in Belgium," Joseph told them. "He'd hoped he'd be able to lure them out of the compound to meet with him to minimize the damage. The reason he's agreed to our terms was because he got to see, first hand, just how bad things were. The lead council had been completely subverted." 
 
    "Hopefully this means the local chapter will start cooperating," Arthur said, speaking up. "So far all they've done is sit on their hands and hide behind their walls." 
 
    "I guess that brings us to the last item for today, which I'm sure you've all been waiting for me to bring up. This morning's attack." 
 
    "I heard something about that on the news this morning," Arthur said. "They even had some footage of the aftermath at your building in Sparks." 
 
    "How was the coverage? Were they taking sides?" 
 
    "The reporter seemed upset that such a large-scale shootout took place in the middle of town. I'm not sure he was taking either side." 
 
    "Well that's good, I hope. The group up here were a bunch of people following some sort of self-appointed prophet or religious leader. We're still looking into that, as he got away. The other group is called the 'Anti-Lycan Society'. They seem to be just a group of people looking for an excuse to attack and kill people and have a different enemy every few months they go after.  
 
    "Normally they stick to chains and clubs, but unfortunately for us, someone decided to give them guns this time." Sean scanned the room slowly. "Somebody provided both of those groups with those weapons." 
 
    "Vestibulum?" Claudia asked. 
 
    Sean gave a shake of his head. "We don't think any of the councils, or even any magic users, are involved in this. But it's still too early to tell. 
 
    "But the point is, everyone in this room needs to start thinking about their security. Both personal and for their people." Sean looked over at Arthur and Joseph. "I think that also includes the magic users. If either of you think you need more of our people to keep your people safe, let me or Oak know, and we'll help." 
 
    "What about the other councils?" Arthur asked. 
 
    "Warn them, too. Like I said, I think this is something all of you need to worry about. Honestly, I think the councils are a lot more susceptible to this kind of thing than we are. So make sure everybody gets the word." 
 
    Arthur looked at Joseph and they both nodded. 
 
    "We'll make sure everyone is told." 
 
    "I can't ask for more than that. Anybody got anything else?" Sean asked, looking around the room. Adam gave him a look, and Sean shook his head. No one else had anything to say. 
 
    "Alright, meeting adjourned." 
 
    With that they all got up, and everyone took the time to come over to him, welcome him back personally, and talk for a moment. It took almost half an hour to get everyone out of the room. 
 
    "So, now what?" Roxy asked. 
 
    " Adam and I are going to have a face-to-face, I guess," Sean said, nodding to Adam, who was still sitting at the table.  
 
    "Dae, could you find out if they fixed my armor yet? I'm going to need it when the next gateway opens. Oh! And I'm going to need a few more machines made. Not sure what I'll enchant them with, but if we just gave the government two, we may need to replace them. Either that or make ones to enhance the badges of all the local police." 
 
    "I'll take care of it," Daelyn said with a nod. 
 
    "You're going to have to pay Sawyer a visit soon," Jolene said. 
 
    "Yes," Cali said and nodded with a smile, "I promised him I would bring Alska, along with Jolene and the twins." 
 
    "He wanted to see Jo's kids?" Sean asked, surprised. 
 
    "I think he wants to see me suffering," Jolene sighed. 
 
    Sean shook his head and chuckled. "After the next gateway closes, we'll pay him a visit. I need to check with him on that task I assigned him a couple of months ago." 
 
    "You assigned him a task?" Roxy asked. 
 
    Sean nodded. "I'll tell you about it later. Right now I need to talk to Adam." Looking over at Adam, Sean beckoned for him to follow. "I'll be out in my shop if you need me." 
 
    "Don't you have an office?" Adam asked as Sean led him out the back door. 
 
    "Where do you think I spent the morning?" Sean chuckled. 
 
    "I thought that was Deidre's office?" 
 
    "Well, now it is. I still keep my laptop in there though, and it's one of the places I go when I need to get work done without being disturbed." 
 
    Sean noticed Adam was giving him a slightly incredulous look. "Really?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Oh, half the time I end up having a little fun with Deidre while I'm there, I won't deny it. But she's more than happy to just stand behind me and give me a neck or shoulder massage while I work to help get the kinks out. She's a lot more laid back than the others." 
 
    "Should I be worried about what happened between you and Ryla?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Nah, I wouldn't worry about it. She was just being a brat. I think she and Roxy have been going at each other for a very long time." Opening the door and looking around his shop, Sean tried to recall exactly what he'd been working on the last time he'd been in here. 
 
    "So, why'd you want to talk to me in private?" Adam asked, just a tad bit worried. 
 
    "In case there was anything you needed to tell me that you didn't want to say in front of the others, including," Sean grinned, "Roxy." 
 
    Adam shook his head and gave a small laugh. "Yeah, that wife of yours is something else. I think I've lost the feeling in my shin, she's kicked me in it so many times. But other than your people telling me horror stories about you in an effort to scare me," Adam shrugged, "not really." 
 
    "They told you stories about me?" Sean asked, surprised, as Adam nodded. "Which ones?" 
 
    "I think their favorite is where you put a bunch of people in a circle and forced them to beat one of their own to death." 
 
    Sean sighed. "Oh, that one." 
 
    Adam looked surprised. "It really did happen?" 
 
    "Well, not exactly like they said." 
 
    "Oh, that's a relief; they made it sound pretty cold!" 
 
    "Umm," Sean looked at the floor a little guiltily. "It was twenty-three circles of five. And it was cold. Very cold. Course," Sean sighed, "I have done worse; I just try not to make a habit of it." 
 
    "Now I see why the First lets you call him dad. He can be a right bastard, too, when he wants to." 
 
    Sean looked up at Adam. "This from a man who murdered a colonel in front of everyone?" 
 
    Now it was Adam's turn to look uncomfortable. "Umm, I have temper issues." 
 
    "Don't we all?" Sean asked with snort. 
 
    "Oh, I don't have that much of a temper compared to the rest of you. Most things that piss a lion off, I don't get all that upset about. Usually I just don't care about what happens around me all that much. But," he shook his head, "if I do get pissed off, if something really angers me to that point, I'll do the cruelest, most vicious thing I can think of, and usually I do it immediately. I don't even think about the consequences, I just do it. 
 
    "You see, I didn't just kill that colonel, I told all the others that I didn't give a damn about their problems, and that if they didn't do what we lions ordered them too, we'd let the demons eat them all. It was 'do it my way or suffer the worst death impossible'." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Well, at least they got over it." 
 
    "As I'm going back to Las Vegas with Ryla, I don't think it'll mater. I'll be gone, so they can just forget about me." 
 
    "About that," Sean said, smiling at him, "you're not going." 
 
    "Wait, what?" Adam said, stunned. 
 
    "I need you. Here. You're staying. Tell Ryla I said she has to stay, too, if you want. Or I can tell her for you." 
 
    "Wait just a minute! I was told I only had to fill in until you were back!" 
 
    Sean nodded. "I'm sure you were. And if you hadn't hooked up with someone and I'd even thought you were eyeing my girls, you'd already be gone. But you did a hell of a job here, and I need help. So I'm keeping you." 
 
    "You can't do this to me!" Adam growled. 
 
    "Want to bet?" Sean stood up and growled back. "Look, Adam. I've heard all the stories from your mom, even a few from your sister. But I also heard everything you did here from Roxy and got a report from Hunter. Everyone likes you; you did a good job... Hell, even Chad doesn't want you to go.  
 
    "So I'm keeping you here. Because I need all the help I can get, and I definitely need another lion here who knows what the lions want, whom my people respect, and whom I can trust." 
 
    Adam blinked. "Wait, you trust me?" 
 
    "Course I do. You're my brother-in-law. Which means I have both your mother and your sister on my side, should I ever need to administer a beating," Sean said, with a very big grin. 
 
    "I can't believe I'm being read the riot act and ordered around by someone a couple thousand years younger than me!" Adam grumbled, shaking his head. 
 
    "Yeah, the First hates it even more." 
 
    "You've told off the First?" 
 
    "You're not the only one with anger issues," Sean said with a shrug. "Besides, why the hell would you want to leave all this?" Sean said, waving a hand around. "You've been doing a great job here, people look up to you. Do you really think the First is going to let you sit on your ass at Ryla's bar?" 
 
    Adam laughed. "No, probably not. And this is a lot nicer than some of the hell holes he's likely to send me to. But how do you know he'll even let you keep me here?" 
 
    Sean smiled. "Oh, that's simple. I'm not going to ask him if I can keep you, I'm just doing it." 
 
    "And you think he'll be okay with that?" 
 
    "He lived in my head long enough to know what I'm capable of. Of course he'll go for it. Now if you'll excuse me, I need to go track down a certain fox." 
 
    "Sheila?" 
 
    "Yup, I think she's hiding from me." Sean sighed. 
 
    "Why would she do that?" 
 
    "Because she's got this worship/fear/love thing going on. There are times I just have to prove myself to her." 
 
    "Have fun, guess I'll go let Ryla know we're not moving anytime soon." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Family 
 
      
 
    Sean yawned and kissed Sheila on the top of the head as he spooned up against her back. Finding her had been difficult at first, until he'd decided to cheat and use magic. She might have one of those tokens he made on her, but all of them were copies of the original, which had a back door in them specifically keyed to him and Jolene. 
 
    She'd been a much more demanding lover for a change. Apparently having his child had awakened a realization within her that she really did matter to him, and that had triggered an avalanche of her admitting her own feelings to him. 
 
    "I missed you," Sheila admitted in a whisper. 
 
    "I missed you too, Sheila," Sean said and gave her a hug. "I'm sorry I couldn't be there when Bethany was born. I wanted to be there for you, just like the others." 
 
    "Peg was very unhappy with you missing her delivery," Sheila told him. 
 
    "I know. What about you?" 
 
    "Ummm..." 
 
    Sean nipped her ear. "Tell me the truth, Sheila, I want to hear it." 
 
    Sheila squirmed a little in his arms. "Yes, I was unhappy as well," she said with a sigh. 
 
    "I promise to make it up to you with the next one, assuming of course...?" 
 
    Sheila sighed happily and relaxed against him. "Yes, I'd like that, Sean, I'd like that very much. I don't know why you want me when you have Peg and the others, but I'm just happy you do." 
 
    "What, don't you want me?" Sean chuckled. 
 
    Sheila rolled over and slid up a little so they were suddenly eye-to-eye. 
 
    "I want you very much, Sean. You're my lion, my king, and my god." She got an evil glint in her eye then. "In fact, let me show you just how much I want you!" 
 
    They were interrupted eventually when the baby started crying.  
 
    "Saved by the bell!" Sean said, panting heavily. Sheila was no slouch in the sex department, having been raised to be an actual sex toy for rich magic users. He only hoped she and Jolene didn't compare notes! 
 
    "Somebody's hungry," Sheila said with a smile. 
 
    "Yes, our daughter." 
 
    "Well, why don't you go get cleaned up. I'm sure someone has to be looking for you by now." 
 
    "Actually," Sean said and gave her a kiss, "I think I'd rather spend my time with you and Bethany." 
 
      
 
    "There you are," Roxy said coming into Sheila's room. 
 
    Sean smiled; he was sitting on Sheila's bed, Sheila sitting on his lap as she nursed their daughter, with his arms around her waist. 
 
    "Sit," Sean said and patted the bed next to them. 
 
    "Maybe I should get Sean, Junior?" Roxy said with a warm smile. 
 
    "Bethany is almost done," Sheila said, looking the happiest Roxy recalled having seen her in some time. 
 
    "I guess that means I need to get back to work then," Sean said. Giving Sheila another hug, he carefully picked her up off of his lap and set her on the bed. 
 
    "Thanks, Love," Sheila said and smiled at Sean. He gave her a last kiss, then followed Roxy out of the room. 
 
    "So, what's up?" Sean asked as he stopped and stretched. 
 
    "First off, I think you should put some clothes on!" Roxy snickered. 
 
    Sean shrugged then shifted into his full lion form. "Don't know where I left 'em last," he said with a chuckle. "What time is it?" 
 
    "After nine. You need to get cleaned up, eat dinner, and then make the rounds with me while I check on everything to be sure it's all ready for the next window." 
 
    "Is there anything specific you need me to look at? Or is this just a 'show your face' thing?" 
 
    Roxy hip checked him in the shoulder as he padded along next to her. 
 
    "You've been gone a month. They need to see your face, Sean." 
 
    "Okay, I'll be there." 
 
    "What's this I hear you've ordered Adam to stay?" 
 
    "I figured I could use the help. He's done alright so far, and you haven't managed to kill him yet." 
 
    "What did the First say?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "Haven't talked to him yet." 
 
    "Oh, that's right. I forgot he's not in your head anymore." 
 
    Sean nodded. "I wonder if that means I'm no longer 'the one that leads'?" 
 
    "Why do you say that?" 
 
    "Because before, anyone who was talking to me was also talking to the First, and all the other lions knew it. So anything I said, they figured he was pretty much okay with it." 
 
    "Huh, I never knew that." She looked down at him. "Miss him?" 
 
    "A little," Sean said as he ducked his head. "It was nice to be able to ask him for advice when no one else was there. He also saved my butt when I got hit with that spell that knocked me out. He just picked right up and pretended to be me." 
 
    "Still, I'd have thought you'd be happy to have him gone." 
 
    "Eh, he really is like a father to me now. But you know what the worst part of it is?" 
 
    "No, what?" 
 
    "Now if I meet with Arthur or Joseph, I can't just let the First fence with them and drive them crazy!" Sean said with a laugh. 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure you'll manage," Roxy said with a sigh. 
 
    "How's Stewart been doing?" Sean asked, changing the subject as they walked into the bathroom. 
 
    "He's been getting good grades in the courses you wanted him to take. He'll be finished with most of them by the end of this semester." 
 
    "That soon?" 
 
    Roxy nodded. "Remember, he doesn't have to take any of the liberal arts courses we had to take. He also took a pretty heavy course load last semester. If we can find someone to tutor him for the remaining classes over the summer, he'll be finished come August." 
 
    "Huh, we need to get someone to teach him ASL." 
 
    "Already on it," Roxy said with a grin and pushed him into the shower. "Actually, I'm trying to get everyone to learn it now." 
 
    "Oh? Why?" 
 
    "Because while the demons all seem to know English, they don't know that." 
 
    "I guess that's a good reason," Sean said as he shifted back to human and turned on the water. Setting the temperature, he found the soap and started to wash himself. 
 
    "One other thing, while we're on the topic of Stewart," Roxy continued from outside the shower. 
 
    "What? Nothing bad I hope?" 
 
    "No, it's just that he's been going out with the djevel hunters." 
 
    "Wait, he's doing what?" 
 
    Roxy sighed. "We had a big blow up in Sacramento. A bunch of demons snuck in there and rampaged, killing a couple hundred people, and it all made the news. We sent Jester's team in, and Stewart went with them." 
 
    "Why'd he do that?" 
 
    "Because they needed a magic user and he volunteered? Fact is, he accounted for himself well enough that everyone on Jester's team likes him. Jester loves having him along; he's gone out with them twice now. He's all but a member of their team." 
 
    "What's Art say?" 
 
    "Couldn't be prouder." 
 
    "Guess I should sit him down at some point and see where he's at and if I can start teaching him my way of doing magic. Speaking of magic, how much support are we getting from the magic users?" 
 
    "It's ramping up. We've got ten sorceresses from the Guild, eight from Sapientia, and four from Eruditio." 
 
    "That's all?" 
 
    "Those are the ones who are either staying here with us, or out in the field at one of those two bases Jack set up." 
 
    "Oh! Well, that's pretty good then." 
 
    "When a gateway opens, they're willing to send more over to help if we need them. Right now, they're trying to figure out the best way to hunt down any of the djevels that manage to get away from us." 
 
    "How's Steve doing? I need to call him." 
 
    "He married Tisha," Roxy said with a laugh. 
 
    "What? What about Terri?" 
 
    "Apparently she was cool with it." Roxy shrugged. "She told me that Tisha might be older than us all, but she really seems to have a thing for megalomaniacs, and has been completely taken in by Steve's plans for world domination." 
 
    Sean shook his head and laughed as he rinsed off. "Well, as long as they're all happy. How's John doing?" 
 
    "I think he and Cenna are settling down into something of a permanent relationship. She's moved in with him." 
 
    "Huh, that's surprising." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "He said he never wanted a lycan girlfriend, yet that's exactly what he ended up with." 
 
    "Maybe he's okay with a lycan wife?" Roxy teased. 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" Sean asked as he turned off the shower. 
 
    Roxy handed him a towel. "A lot of lycan gals, when they're dating, are pretty wild and flighty. Remember, it's not uncommon for lycans to start hooking up at an early age, especially the ones who were slaves to magic users. But once they settle down?" Roxy winked at him. "Lycan women tend to commit strongly to their husbands." 
 
    "Not unlike you have," Sean said, looking up at her with a smile as he dried his legs. 
 
    "And Peg, and Estrella, I'm sure," Roxy said, agreeing with him. 
 
    "And Chad and Max?" 
 
    "I think Max's pregnant." 
 
    "What, you don't know?" 
 
    Roxy shrugged. "I figure she'll tell us when she's ready to tell us." 
 
    Sean nodded and, hanging the towel up to dry, he padded out to their bedroom and got dressed. Looking back at his time in the onderwereld, he had to laugh. He had so much more to do here that it really was almost like a vacation. 
 
    "What's so funny?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Just happy to be home." 
 
    "Good," Roxy said, leading him out of the bedroom. "Because we all have something else for you to be happy about." 
 
    "Oh? What's that?" Sean asked, coming into the dining room. 
 
    "Happy Birthday!" his mother Louise said, coming over and giving him a hug. 
 
    "You forgot, didn't you?" Roxy said, smiling at him. 
 
    Sean blinked, he had forgotten!  
 
    "Well, with the day I've been having, can you blame me?" Sean said, letting go of his mother and giving Roxy a kiss. 
 
    "I know, I heard," Louise said with a chuckle.  
 
    "Well, he may be soft in the head," Daelyn chuckled and gave Sean a kiss, "but he's hard enough in other places!" 
 
    "Hush, you!" Sean laughed and gave her a smack on the butt. He thought about that as he kissed each of his wives, then Deidre and Sheila, who were both there as well.  
 
    "Man, has it really been just a year?" he asked out loud, looking at the girls, because it definitely seemed a lot longer than that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Game of Foxes 
 
      
 
    Clifford looked around, checking the area. It was late out, after ten at night. He was in a small suburban neighborhood just outside of DC with Billie. He thought Billie was kind of cute, so he hadn't objected when they'd been sent off to check up on the people who had connections to Senate Majority Leader Phil Dirk's staff.  
 
    "Oh, how I love these collars," Billie sighed as they padded along in wolf form, cutting through the backyards of the many homes between where they'd parked and their destination. 
 
    "I don't know, I kind of miss getting to see the gals naked," Clifford teased. 
 
    Billie laughed. "Yeah, I kind of miss seeing the guys in the buff, too." She gave him a sidelong look. "Maybe after we're done here, we can find someplace quiet and do a little looking of our own?" 
 
    "You're on." He chuckled. 
 
    "Who are we checking out next?" 
 
    "Some gal who works in the capitol building coffee shop." 
 
    "Really? Why her?" 
 
    "'Cause she's a real looker, and she's been leaving all the guys and half the gals in the senator's office with their tongues hanging. Criss has been hacking staff members' accounts, and she discovered more than a few of the guys and gals in the office have been spending a little private time with Miss Coffee Shop. Apparently she's very impressed with those who work so closely with the people in power." 
 
    Billie snorted. "Wonder how much she charges?" 
 
    "Apparently nothing at all." 
 
    "Okay, either she's a ditz, a gold digger, or something else altogether." 
 
    "Hence the reason we're checking her out," Clifford agreed. 
 
    Clifford's headset beeped then as the GPS told him he'd reached the house they were looking for. 
 
    "Gee, Miss Coffee sure has a nice house," Billie noted. 
 
    "She lives here with four other gals; it's a rental." 
 
    "Ah."  
 
    "Let's nose around and see what we can find, I guess." 
 
    Cliff headed to the east side of the house and noticed there were quite a few cars in the driveway.  
 
    "They having a party here?" Billie whispered. 
 
    Checking to be sure they were in the shadows and there weren't any security cameras around, Clifford shifted and looked in the window. 
 
    "Living room is clear." 
 
    "I wonder about the bedrooms?" Billie said, looking up at the second floor. 
 
    "I don't know if we want to jump up that high," he said, looking around. "We'd be pretty visible to anyone looking." 
 
    "Why would anyone be looking?" 
 
    "Hot girl with her shades up?" 
 
    Billie blushed. "Oh..." 
 
    "Especially if she's doing the nasty with some guy." 
 
    "Let's check the other houses first, then, just to see if someone else is watching." 
 
    Clifford shrugged. "Sure, go ahead. I'm going to sniff around and see if I can pick up anything." 
 
    Clifford left Billie and, shifting back into wolf form, he went out front to check all the cars. He recognized the scent of Miss Coffee Shop, and he also picked up the scents of her three roommates. Then there were the ones on the cars.  
 
    When the front door opened, he ducked for cover and watched as a guy came out, a very attractive woman waving from the doorway. He waved back, got in his car, and drove off, and she went back inside and closed the door. 
 
    Nothing at all strange about that, really. 
 
    Heading back around behind the house, Billie came trotting over. 
 
    "Cliff?" she asked excitedly, "I think I found something!" 
 
    "Really?"  
 
    She ducked her head and he followed her across the backyard, then around a fence and through a hole in it, into the backyard of the house next to the one behind their target's. 
 
    "Look up at the window," she whispered. 
 
    "It's black, I can't see anything." 
 
    "It's open." 
 
    Clifford blinked. Sure enough, it was. And it wasn't a warm night. In fact, it was decidedly freezing. 
 
    "Go up carefully and take a look. Just don't get in front of it or make any noise." 
 
    "Why?"  
 
    "You'll see." 
 
    Shifting back into his werewolf form, Clifford carefully jumped up and caught the edge of the small ledge that ran around the back of the house. Probably from when they put the dormer expansion on. He carefully pulled himself up, leaned against the wall, edged himself over to the window, and glanced inside. 
 
    There were four video cameras with some seriously long lenses on them. On top of each one was a very strange looking device with two barrels sticking off of it. Grabbing his phone off his collar, he got a couple of pictures, making sure he had his flash turned off.  
 
    Then he looked where it was all facing and took a few more. 
 
    The house with the girls in it. He could easily see into all four bedrooms. Three of the girls were definitely entertaining guys. The other one was making her bed. As he watched, she stripped naked, grabbed a robe, and left the room.  
 
    Less than ten minutes later she came back, got dressed, did her makeup, and made a phone call.  
 
    Carefully climbing back down, he looked at Billie. 
 
    "Place looks like a whorehouse," he told her, having seen his fair share of them in Nevada. 
 
    "I know, right? What do you think that gear is for? Blackmail?" 
 
    "I don't know," Clifford said, shifting back, "but I think we need to get back to the office, now, and let them know exactly what we've seen." 
 
      
 
    "Okay," Steve said looking at the picture on his computer monitor, "I have no idea what that stuff is. Anyone?" He looked at Terri, Tisha, and Granite, who were all looking over his shoulder. 
 
    "Not a clue," Terri said. "Send it to John." 
 
    "Already did," Clifford said. 
 
    Grabbing his phone, Steve dialed John and let it ring. 
 
    "Steve, it's dinnertime. Make it quick." 
 
    "Have you looked at the pictures Clifford sent you?" 
 
    "No, I'm having dinner, and it wasn't flagged. Hold on a second." 
 
    Steve heard a couple of thumps as John worked his phone, then came back on. 
 
    "Nice gear, haven't seen a setup like that in a while." 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "Oh, a video camera with a microphone set up." 
 
    "Those don't look like microphones, John." 
 
    "One of the two tubes contains an infrared laser. The other has a sensor that picks up it up and senses vibration on glass. Turns it into an audio signal. I take it the four of them are pointing at the windows on the house in the last picture?" 
 
    "Yup. Any idea who set that gear up?" 
 
    "My first guess would be the Russians. They love that kind of stuff. Do you know who lives at the house?" 
 
    "We haven't gotten to that stage yet. We wanted to find out what this is." 
 
    "Well, get someone from Sapientia or Eruditio to help you question them. If the stuff is hooked up to the internet, it'll be hard to find out who put it there. If it's going to a recorder of some type, someone will be there to service it probably once a day. 
 
    "What was it pointed at?" 
 
    "The windows of four lovely young ladies. One of whom tends to entertain members of the staff of different high rankers in the Senate in her bed." 
 
    "Wow, people are still falling for that, huh?" John laughed. "That's the oldest trick in the book." 
 
    "They're young girls and they're picking on the young staffers, I think." 
 
    "I don't think it's our problem. Countries spy on each other all the time." 
 
    "What if the group who's spying has been compromised by the Demons?" Tisha asked. 
 
    "Good point," John said after a moment. "Should I ask Sean to send me out there?" 
 
    "Not yet," Steve told him. "First let's see what we can find out on our own." 
 
    "Okay. Call me if you need me!" John said and hung up. 
 
    "Granite," Steve said, turning to him. "I want a complete stake out of that house. I want to know who owns it, who lives there, and who's coming and going from the place." 
 
    "Do you think the girls are in on it?" Billie asked. 
 
    "They'd have to be." Steve sighed. 
 
    "Maybe we should question them?" 
 
    "What's the point? I doubt they know all that much." 
 
    "I'm surprised the FBI hasn't tipped to this yet," Granite said. 
 
    Steve shrugged. "I'm sure that house has been searched, probably more than once. That's why they put all this gear in another location; there's nothing in the girls' house to arouse suspicions, and they're only dealing with the low-end staffers. They're not sleeping with the actual policy makers." 
 
    "It must be working," Terri said, "or they wouldn't be doing it." 
 
    "So what do we do once we find out who's behind all of this?" Clifford asked. 
 
    "That depends on whether they've been compromised or not," Steve said. "If this isn't our leak, I'm not sure it's really any of our business. Right now we have much bigger fish to fry." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Hey, Dae, got a few minutes?" Sean asked, walking out to her workshop. 
 
    "Always!" Daelyn said, coming over and giving him a hug. "Whatcha need?" 
 
    "I wanted to take a quick trip into town to check up on Alex," Sean said. "I feel guilty that I haven't visited him yet." 
 
    "It only happened yesterday, Sean. Besides, aren't you supposed to be waitin' on a gate?" 
 
    Sean sighed and nodded. "Yeah, I know, I should be. But he's one of my best friends, and well, Adam can fill in for me if something happens while I'm gone. Not like I won't catch up with them." Sean looked down at her and, pulling her close, he laid a nice long kiss on her. "Please?" 
 
    Daelyn took a moment to catch her breath; she still got lightheaded when he did that. 
 
    "I guess so, give me a minute and meet me out by the car." 
 
    "Thanks, Hon." 
 
    "Oh, you can thank me later tonight, lion-boy!" Daelyn said with a wink. 
 
    "Already looking forward to it!" Sean smiled and went out to the car. 
 
    Daelyn showed up a couple of minutes later, with Cali in tow. 
 
    "Really, my husband," Cali said frowning at him, "were you just going to leave without me to protect you?" 
 
    Sean smiled and opened the door for her. "Sorry, Cali. After being gone for a month, I forgot. It won't happen again." 
 
    "I also called Travis to let him know what's going on," Daelyn told him. 
 
    "We're not going to wait for them, are we?" Sean sighed. 
 
    "No, it's not like anyone can catch me," Daelyn said with a grin. "But they'll have a team ready with a helicopter if we need it, they warned Demon you were coming, and they'll be watching the route on our trip back." 
 
    "While I appreciate the security, I don't want anyone going overboard, Daelyn." 
 
    Daelyn snorted and got in the car. Sean got in and buckled his seatbelt as Daelyn started the car. "Sean, sometimes you can be hella thick, and right now is one of those times. It's not just because you're my husband, but because you're a big ass target. You're still the leader of everyone and everything here. And if you don't like it, I'll not only tell Rox, I'll also tell ya' mom." 
 
    "Okay, okay!" Sean said, holding up his hands. "No need to get nasty on me!" 
 
    "I'm sure the sad cat eyes would be more than enough, Dae," Cali said from her seat behind Sean. 
 
    "Not you, too?" Sean sighed. 
 
    "I have seen them, my husband. They truly are most effective." 
 
    Sean just sighed and shook his head while Daelyn pulled out of the driveway, laughing at him the entire time. 
 
    The trip downtown didn't take very long, and as Daelyn parked, Sean looked over the building. He hadn't seen it in months. Daelyn's uncle's construction crew had really done a nice job. The place looked even nicer than it had when they'd bought it. Apparently there was even an enchanter's workshop down in the basement for him now; they'd rebuilt his old one. One of these days he'd have to check it out to be sure everything he needed was down there, in case he ever had to use it. 
 
    Several of the workers came over to the car and stood around it, nonchalantly, as Sean, Daelyn, and Cali got out. Sean took a minute to shake hands and greet everyone. Since they'd finished the rebuild, all the werewolves and other lycans who worked at the shop or worked downtown had moved in here. Demon and Alex ran the place, having taken over Sean and the girls' old room up on the top floor.  
 
    "Here to see Alex?" Bess, one of the women working there, asked. 
 
    Sean nodded. "Care to show me the way? I haven't been here since it was finished, so I have no idea where anything is anymore." 
 
    "Sure, follow me!" 
 
    Sean looked around as they went through the building; the staircase was still in the same place, but the floor plans had been altered a fair deal. The main kitchen was now on the ground floor; they were going to open a small diner there as well. Each of the floors above that had a shared living area, which only made sense, because most of the people living here were wolves, and spending time together was a very important part of pack life. All of the bedrooms for the apartments had therefore been redesigned, which meant a lot more people could live here without it feeling crowded. 
 
    A lot of the lycans who weren't a good fit for the combat teams for one reason or another had been moved in to the building to free up space at the ranch. 
 
    "Hi, Sean," Demon said, opening the door when Sean got there, with Daelyn and Cali following closely behind. 
 
    "How is he?" Sean asked. 
 
    "He's fine!" Alex called from inside the apartment. "But a certain worrywart won't let me out of this bed!" 
 
    Sean almost laughed as Demon rolled his eyes. 
 
    "You should take him to the park and make him play fetch," Sean said as Demon welcomed them inside. 
 
    "I tried, he won't go!" Alex called back. 
 
    "I wasn't talking to you, Alex!" Sean called back.  
 
    "You know," Demon said with a wicked grin as they entered the bedroom, "I think I just might. It'd be fun to watch Alex chasing the ball for a change!" 
 
    "Sounds like somebody doesn't want a biscuit," Alex grumbled from the bed. 
 
    "You already told me I'm not getting any biscuits until next week," Demon reminded him. 
 
    "So, how are you doing?" Sean came over and sat on the bed. 
 
    "Actually, I'm doing fine," Alex grumbled. "But everyone is apparently afraid I'll shrivel up and blow away or something." 
 
    "You were shot up pretty bad, Alex." 
 
    "Yeah, but that was yesterday! I'm all better now! I'm a werewoofie!" Alex grinned. 
 
    "Werewoofie?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    Demon blushed. "Umm, it's sort of his pet name for me." 
 
    "Ahhhh!" Daelyn said with a giggle and Demon blushed even more. 
 
    "So how's your wolf doing, Alex?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Good, he's doing well, I like him. You should see what he looks like, he's gorgeous!" 
 
    Sean and the girls noticed that Demon positively smirked at that statement. 
 
    "But he also wants to know why the big meanie there won't let us out of bed!" 
 
    "Why don't you just take him out for a run?" Sean asked Demon. 
 
    Demon sighed. "Because everybody in the entire shop and half the building wants to go out with Alex for his first run. I'd have to shut everything down, and we're just way too busy. Because somebody," Demon grumbled and stared at Alex, who suddenly pulled the covers up to his chin and looked about as guilty as Sean had ever seen somebody look, "told everyone that he had a secret stash of biscuits out in the desert, and everybody who went with him would get one!" 
 
    Sean, Daelyn, and even Cali started laughing. 
 
    "I didn't know they could hear me," Alex mumbled. 
 
    "All I know is, you better deliver on that promise!" Daelyn said, still laughing. 
 
    "I live with several hundred of the best noses in the state," Alex said, grinning suddenly. "Where the hell else am I going to hide them?" 
 
    "Good point," Sean agreed. "Well, I'm sorry you got forced into this, Alex, but I'm happy to see you're okay. I was worried about how you were gonna take it." 
 
    Alex snorted. "My big meanie over there has been dropping hints for the last three months. He claims he was just worried about any of the demons..." 
 
    "Djevels," Cali interjected. 
 
    "...whatever, getting me. I think he just wanted to make sure I was his." 
 
    "Oh, yeah!" Demon said with a big ass grin. "Guilty as charged! You're definitely mine now!" 
 
    "Annywaaay," Alex said, giving Demon a look, "I figured sooner or later I'd probably have to do it. Who knew getting shot hurt so damn much." 
 
    "Want me to kiss it and make it better?" Demon snickered. 
 
    "And on that note, I think we're leaving!" Sean said, bending over to give Alex a hug. "I'd say don't do anything I wouldn't do, but I suspect you've done it already. Have fun, you two!" 
 
    "Bye!" Alex called, and as they were closing the door, he heard a very loud growl. 
 
    "What, don't you want to watch?" Daelyn teased. 
 
    "Umm, no. I'm not a voyeur, and honestly? Watching other people have that kind of fun never really did anything for me. Besides, I seem to recall somebody else not wanting an audience!" 
 
    Daelyn blushed furiously then, as Cali snickered. Even now there were times when Daelyn could be incredibly shy. "Umm, what do you say we go home?" 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Stew!" Sean said as he came into his workshop. "Glad to see you had a few minutes!" 
 
    "What?" Stewart said with a laugh. "Didn't you expect me to drop everything and rush right over here? You're not just my teacher, you're the guy in charge of everything!" 
 
    Sean grinned back, a little embarrassed. "I'm still getting used to it, honestly. Have a seat, make yourself comfortable." 
 
    "What's that you're working on?" Stewart asked as he pulled a stool up to Sean's workbench and sat down. 
 
    "With all the lycans we're getting, I'm making another machine to churn out those protection medallions," Sean told him. "I kinda hate flooding the market with 'em, but to be honest, they need the protection." 
 
    Stewart shook his head. "I'd love to know just how you do that." 
 
    Sean laughed. "Oh, you will, don't worry. You will. So how's college going?" 
 
    "It's going okay. The programming classes are interesting; seems I have a bit of a knack for writing them, and so does Rachel. I have to thank you for having her go with me, she's been a great help. But I'm still not sure I see the reason for any of it, especially not the compiler course, but, well, you told me to do it. So I did it." 
 
    "What about the object-oriented programming? How're you doing with that?" 
 
    "We just started learning it and wow, that's been tough. There are a lot of opportunities to screw up with that. I think it's going to be even worse than learning C was." 
 
    "And the Unix systems, you did okay with that?" 
 
    "Oh, yeah, that was easy." 
 
    "Tar files?" 
 
    "And sed, awk, C shell, T shell, Bourne shell, pipes, sockets; yeah I got all of that." 
 
    Sean nodded and smiled. "Okay, how's the ASL lessons going?" 
 
    Stewart smirked and shook his head. "That is pure genius. I'm relearning all my spells with new semantics based on it. How the hell did you come up with that? Why haven't any of the other magic users discovered it?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "Rox helped me with that one when I was going over how it all worked. As for the other mages out there? Well, think about it. Knowledge is power, and anybody who's figured out something like this isn't going to be sharing it with the average caster, right?" 
 
    "Keep us stupid and keep us weak," Stewart said with a nod. "Typical magic user politics." 
 
    "That's what I pretty much figured," Sean agreed. "I don't see how I could have come up with that one before anybody else did." 
 
    "You came up with a magic system that allows you to enchant things instantly!" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "I didn't come up with it, I just figured out a different way to look at it. Remember when I told you that using magic was the same as programming a computer?" 
 
    Sean watched the expression on Stewart's face. He looked skeptical, then confused, then puzzled. Then he scowled. 
 
    "It can't be that simple!" Stewart said, looking up at Sean. 
 
    Sean grinned. "That's only because you haven't taken the object-oriented classes yet. Once you start digging into C++ and some of the others, trust me, you're going to be shocked." 
 
    "I'm already shocked!" Stewart said, shaking his head. "But I still don't see how this lets you enchant so quickly." 
 
    "Oh, that's easy. I created a magical spell that lets me tar magical spells the same way the tar command does on computers. I just turn them into tar balls and play them back into items." 
 
    Sean tried not to laugh as Stewart stared at him, his eyes so wide that Sean wondered if they were going to pop out. 
 
    "I... I... But how?" 
 
    "Actually, it's quite simple," Sean said. "Tarring spells, that is. Un-tarring them is a bit more difficult, because you have to supply all the power required to make the item at the time of creation. Then you get about a third of it back, so you have to be prepared for the backlash so you don't get fried." 
 
    "That's why you have all those batteries!" Stewart said, pointing to the stack by Sean's workbench. 
 
    Sean nodded. "Yup. Now let me teach you the tar spell and how to use it." 
 
    It took Sean about an hour to teach it to Stewart. Stewart understood the concepts quite readily now, after having taken the courses. Sean, however, had never had to teach magic to another, so that hindered him a little at first. 
 
    "Just remember, only untar small things at first, and pay a lot of attention to your teacher and textbooks when you hit that course." 
 
    "Oh, I think I'm gonna start on those textbooks tonight!" Stewart said. "This is just all so amazing! And it looks so easy! But how do you do the new spells? And how do you know how much energy is needed?" 
 
    "I built a virtual workshop inside the virtual classroom," Sean said with a shrug. "That's why I want you to take the courses on logic emulators. Once you understand how all that works, I'll set you up with the same gear and show you how to use it." 
 
    Sean paused a moment. "Just how good is Rachel with this stuff?" 
 
    "At least as good as I am. Why? Do you know how to turn lycans into magic users as well?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Actually, we're going to need someone to teach any new lycan enchanters we might end up with. I'm thinking she might be the one to do it. Otherwise someone's going to figure out that I'm sending all our people to college to learn coding." 
 
    Stewart nodded. "I see your point." 
 
    "Okay, next lesson I'll teach you how to put a lock on your stuff so no one else can possibly copy it." 
 
    "Oh, I already know that one. It's one of the few things my grandfather taught me before my step-dad pissed him off." 
 
    "Trust me, Stew. If you think the tar spell was cool, you're gonna love this. My dad came up with it, and it's sheer brilliance. I'll also teach you how to estimate power levels for a spell. My dad did a bunch of work on that, too." 
 
    "Thanks, Sean!" 
 
    "Anytime!" Sean smiled and waved to Stewart as he headed out.  
 
    'Well, Dad. there goes the first of them...'  
 
    Sean stopped then and realized he hadn't talked to the First since he'd gotten back! True, it had only been a few days, but he suddenly missed him. Getting up, he walked over to one of the easy chairs in the back that he used when taking a break, or the girls would sometimes coax him into when they wanted him to take a 'break'.  
 
    Closing his eyes, he relaxed. A nap wouldn't hurt, and he could use the time to check in. 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    "Dad!" Sean laughed while padding over to the First, who was sitting with a bunch of others, including Keairra. "Hi, Mom!" he said and ducked his head in her direction. 
 
    "I was starting to think you'd forgotten about us," the First said and chuckled. 
 
    Sean dropped down to sit next to the First, then leaned against him and grinned. "Forget about you, Dad? Hardly!" 
 
    The First snorted and the others all laughed, but Sean noticed he didn't get swatted either. 
 
    "So what brings you here, Son?" 
 
    Sean shrugged his leonine shoulders; they were all in full lion form today. "I just missed you." 
 
    "Wait, you missed having him in your head?" said Howarth, who was lying nearby. 
 
    Sean grinned. "Yeah, I know, hard to believe, right? But honestly, I'm not sure I would have gotten anywhere near this far without him." 
 
    "Nice to see somebody appreciates me," the First grumbled, but Sean could see he was smiling. 
 
    "So how goes the war?" asked Kearu, another lion. 
 
    "We've started infecting soldiers, I think we're up to twenty thousand, and honestly, after seeing how many djevels are waiting for us, I'm not planning on telling anyone to stop until we've got a couple hundred thousand, maybe even a million." 
 
    "I just can't wait until we can get our hands on the weapons and ammunition down in South America," said another lion, by the name of Pele. 
 
    Sean nodded. "I need to check with Steve to see if he talked the president into forcing the arms companies here to start making it." 
 
    "He did," the First said. "Tisha was here last night. She also had a few interesting things to tell us about what they recently found there." 
 
    Sean listened as the First caught him up on what was going on in Washington. Sean then told them everything he knew that they might not have heard of yet, taking time to go over the attack yesterday, which he still needs to discuss with Steve to see if they could get the Feds involved in tracking these groups down.  
 
    Sean then listened as the others talked about things that were going on in general. It was fascinating, and Sean soon understood what everyone was up to. 
 
    "So this is what I've been missing?" Sean asked, looking at the First. 
 
    "Well, it's not like I can stop you from coming here anymore," the First said with a shrug. "Besides, you're old enough to know what's going on." 
 
    "Have you thought about what we're going to do about the onderwereld?" 
 
    Keairra spoke up then, "The only thing we've decided is, until we're past the permanent gate event, we're not going to make any decisions." 
 
    "What about sending out some teams to scout around?" 
 
    They all shrugged. "What's the point? Our focus right now is stopping the gate from forming." 
 
    "If it's all the same to you, I'm going to talk to Chad about it. I know he wants to go scouting." 
 
    The First snorted. "He wants to conquer it." 
 
    Sean shrugged. "Maybe, but I seem to recall someone suggesting we could assassinate some of their leaders?" 
 
    The First stopped and cocked his head in thought. "You know, I seem to recall someone suggesting that as well." 
 
    "And with Estrella back, we certain know who and where they are," Keairra pointed out. 
 
    "Definitely something to think about." 
 
    Sean heard it then, faintly, the sound of an alert. He stood up and looked around. 
 
    "I gotta go! Looks like we got a gateway!"  
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    Waking up, Sean pulled off his clothing, shifted into his hybrid form, then ran for the armor room right off the helipads. Thankfully his armor had been repaired, so he quickly donned it, slung his sword, and grabbed a new radio and headset. 
 
    Running out to the lead helicopter, he jumped in the back and, after dialing in the proper channels, he turned on the radio and put on the headset. 
 
    "How's everybody doing?" Sean asked, looking around. There were a lot of new faces in the squad. More than half. That bothered him; he was going to have to do something to cut down on their losses. They weren't even to the main gateway yet! 
 
    "Hi, Sean! Great to have you back," Hunter said, and the rest of the squad greeted him in order. 
 
    "Great to be back," Sean said with a grin. The last of the squad loaded up. Adam had been standing by the door, and he hopped in, closed the door behind himself, and Trey took them up. 
 
    "So what's it like on the other side?" one of the new guys asked. 
 
    "Dark, full of demons, and not a lot of fun," Sean said with a sigh. "The whole place is kinda freaky. You don't need to sleep as much, and there's no animals beyond the demons. Well, not any that I saw, at least." 
 
    "Kill any djevels while you were there?" someone else asked. 
 
    "Oh, yeah," Sean said with a laugh and turned to Hunter. "We still deploying in the same method and manner?" 
 
    "We dig in now and use our rifles to hold the line. We only use our swords if we have to." 
 
    Sean nodded. "I haven't gotten set up with a rifle yet, and I left my pistols back at the ranch. They've got the wrong ammo in 'em anyway." 
 
    "LZ in thirty!" Trey called back over the radio. 
 
    "That's our cue!" Adam called out, and Sean watched as they locked and loaded, checked their gear, then the doors flew open as the helicopter came down, and everyone literally rolled out the back onto the ground.  
 
    Sean followed their example, and as he hit, he could see why. Trey was creeping forward slowly, and everybody was deposited in a bit of a line. He banked off to the left and climbed out quickly. 
 
    Sean could feel where the gateway was, so he immediately rolled to his feet and headed up the rise between them and the gate. When he got to the top, he could see where the gateway had opened. It was a small one, and nobody had come out of it yet. 
 
    "Form up and dig in!" Chad's voice came over the radio. 
 
    "How long has this one been open?" Sean called back.  
 
    "Fifteen to twenty minutes. We've got elements from both camps on their way; they should be here within the hour." 
 
    "And no one's come through yet," Sean replied. "Did you send one of those quick response teams through?" 
 
    "Yeah, they were in and out within a minute. They saw about a hundred bonde, but not much else." 
 
    "The rest were probably still getting ready. I don't think any of the helliges are unguarded at this point. But it'll probably be a while before a big enough force shows up to come through." 
 
    "Well, let's make sure we're ready for them." 
 
      
 
    Sean looked at his watch. Six hours had gone by. No one had come through the gate. A lone helicopter was coming in. Right now everyone was deployed and ready. As there weren't any demons, and there wasn't any fighting, reinforcements and supplies weren't necessary. 
 
    "Adam, you got the duty," Sean said and, getting up out of the trench they'd dug, he trotted down to the helicopter as it landed. As he'd suspected, Roxy climbed out of it, followed by Estrella, who was wearing her new set of faerie armor. 
 
    "What brings you out here?" Sean asked as the helicopter took off to orbit someplace while waiting to be called back. They were too expensive to leave near a combat area. 
 
    "I wanted to see it for myself," Roxy told him. "Also I thought Stell might like to see how we're set up, in case she might have any suggestions." 
 
    Chad and Max came down and joined them. 
 
    "Looks like today's gonna be a bust," Chad said, motioning back towards the gate. 
 
    "That's a good thing, right?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "I don't know; what do you think, Stell?" 
 
    "Normally the kings and queens don't get involved until the main gateway opens," Estrella began. "The lesser lords, sometimes the princes, they'll deal with them in an attempt to gain an early foothold so they can grab as much power as they can before the others take over. 
 
    "Lord Ansigt broke that pattern. He started calling himself a prince, and I'm guessing, based on what had been discovered about our world, he decided to use the small and large gateways to push as much of his people through, and try to set himself up as a major power before the others got here." 
 
    "What stopped him?" Chad asked. 
 
    Estrella nodded her head at Sean. 
 
    "I should have guessed." Chad sighed. 
 
    "So," she continued, "King Sladd stepped into the power vacuum and probably realized this pass wasn't going to be the simple fight they were used to. I think Chad was right when he told us he thinks King Sladd is using the large gateways to test our strength and learn how to deal with us when the main gateway opens." 
 
    "And the small gateways?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Normally those are just left to the low ranks; the local lord holding the hellige they're on will send some of his lieutenants through, they're not really felt to be worth anything more than that. They focus more on the large gates." 
 
    "Then shouldn't someone be coming through?" Chad asked. 
 
    "That is worrisome," Estrella said with a nod. "King Sladd was already rallying people to his banner when we left. The main gateway will open in his lands; there is only one place it can open, and he controls it. 
 
    "He obviously knows this pass will present a great challenge, hence his taking over the attacks through the large gates personally, rather than leaving it to one of his lords." 
 
    "So what about the small gates?" Chad asked. 
 
    "He's ignoring them. That's what he has always done, so I think it's safe to say that's what he'll continue to do." 
 
    "But why isn't someone else coming through? The low-level peons? That's what Chad wants to know," Sean asked. 
 
    "Oh! Right. Remember, I said it looked like King Sladd was gathering everybody under his banner? How he'd even sent an emissary to the one we were holding?" 
 
    Sean nodded. 
 
    "With them all working for him now, other than a force to maintain his hold over the lille helliges, I mean the small gateway points, no one else can use them." 
 
    "So we could just ride through and take it ourselves?" Chad said, looking back towards the gateway. 
 
    "I'm sure he's reinforced them, or one of his lords probably has, to discourage others from 'wasting their time' when he wants them all following him." 
 
    "What are the odds he's just doing this to lull us into a false sense of security so he can eventually attack through one of them?" 
 
    Estrella shrugged. "Personally, I don't think he's smart enough. I mean, I was there for over a thousand years, and he never figured out I was a lion, because females don't have manes." 
 
    Chad looked at Sean. 
 
    "I know what you're thinking," Sean said with a shake of his head. "I'm not opposed to sending people through, but you're not going, and I want to see a well-thought-out plan beforehand." 
 
    Chad shook his head. "You're never going to let me go over there, are you?" 
 
    "Once the permanent gate has failed, I won't stop you from going. Just don't let your ego override your good sense." 
 
    "Moi?" Chad said, looking innocent. "Let my ego overrule me? I'm hurt you would even suggest such a thing!" 
 
    Max smacked him on the back of the head. "Yeah, well, I'm not. If you can't sell me on it, you're not going, Stinker!" 
 
    "Well, I guess I'm going back to my shop," Sean said. "Rox, you wanna call the helo back?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Tangled Webs 
 
      
 
    John came into Sean's workshop and found him staring off into space, a bunch of rings on the bench in front of him. 
 
    "You okay, Sean?" 
 
    Sean shook his head for a moment and turned to look at John. 
 
    "Oh, hi, John. What brings you here today?" 
 
    "Uh-uh. I know that look. You first, Sean." 
 
    Sean sighed, shook his head, and looked a cross between melancholy and embarrassed. "I was sitting here working on some magical rings for the girls, and I suddenly realized I had forgotten all about my own birthday." 
 
    "How the hell did you do that? Oh, and happy belated birthday, I guess. When was it?" 
 
    "Saturday the twenty-third. If my mom and the girls hadn't had a little party for me, I'd have totally missed it." Sean looked at John. "How the hell do you miss your own birthday?" 
 
    "Oh, I don't know." John shrugged and, pulling over one of the stools, sat down on it. "Maybe it had something to do with being attacked by a bunch of religious nuts after spending a month trapped in another dimension? Finding out that Alex almost got killed?" 
 
    Sean nodded slowly. "I guess you're right. So why are you here?" 
 
    "Steve called me last night. Seems they have a problem." 
 
    "Oh? Which one is this?" 
 
    John quickly filled Sean in on what Steve had told him, which was pretty much the same as everything he'd learned from the First. 
 
    "Do we know who owns the house?" 
 
    "Yup, but it's being rented by a third party. We're not sure who they are, so we need to figure out a way to ambush them and question them." 
 
    "If we question them, they'll know who we are," Sean pointed out. 
 
    "Take Stew with you. According to Jack, the guy has all sorts of mental domination spells that his stepfather made him learn." 
 
    "Oh, I'm going now?" Sean said, looking at John. 
 
    "Well, I'm not going alone!" John said with a smile. "This thing has 'lion' written all over it." 
 
    "And why's that?" 
 
    "Because it's another country, and that means someone with power needs to be involved." 
 
    "Tisha could do it." 
 
    John snorted. "With all due respect, Tisha has been subverted to the evil ways of the Steve. Plus you're the 'one who leads'. This is in your job description, Sean." 
 
    "What about the war?" 
 
    "What about it? Chad's got it nailed for now. Adam's been doing a good job, and they all seem to like him. Same for Jack. Besides, if we have someone giving out state secrets to our enemies, we need to get a handle on it before it's something that'll hurt us." 
 
    Sean nodded. "I guess I'll have Deidre book us a flight, after I talk to the girls and find out who's coming." 
 
    "Sounds good. I'll be bringing Cenna, of course." 
 
    "Of course," Sean said and, stretching, he stood up. 
 
    "Oh, and put some clothes on, nature boy!" John said with a grin and, hopping off the stool, headed outside. 
 
    Pulling on his pants, Sean stepped into his shoes, grabbed his shirt, and went looking for Roxy. He'd have to see about enchanting while wearing clothing one of these days, see if he could do it without burning them up. He was getting tired of constantly being told to put some clothes on. 
 
    Sticking his head into the command center, he looked around. 
 
    "Oak, where's Rox?" 
 
    "In her office." 
 
    "Oh! Okay!" Sean turned around, then stopped and looked back at Oak. 
 
    "Umm, where would that be?" 
 
    Laughing, Oak gave him directions. 
 
    "Hey, Rox," Sean said, walking into her office a minute later. 
 
    "What's up, Sean?" 
 
    "We're going to DC. Me, John, Cenna, and whichever of you want to come along. Oh, we're bringing Stew, and I guess his wives, too." 
 
    "What's going on in Washington?" 
 
    Sean related the conversation he'd had with John in his workshop. 
 
    Just then Estrella zipped in, gave him a kiss, walked very quickly over to Roxy's desk, and handed her a bunch of paperwork. 
 
    "Okay! I got my citizenship papers done! Driver's license application, bank account, credit card, passport application, and that form your father gave me for a carry permit! Now, let's go shooting! Let's!" she said, while bouncing on her toes. 
 
    Sean blinked. "Ummm, Estrella?" 
 
    "Yes, Sean?" She turned around, and Sean would swear she was vibrating. 
 
    Roxy sighed. "I introduced her to coffee." 
 
    "I love coffee!" Estrella laughed. "Finally! Something from the modern world that I can enjoy!" 
 
    "Just how much did you drink?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Oh, I had one this morning, then another when that one ran out, then..."  
 
    Sean and Roxy watched as Estrella tallied it on her fingers. 
 
    "Umm, eight cups?" 
 
    "Damn, that's about six cups too many!" Sean laughed. 
 
    "But I've never felt so alive before! And it's delicious!" 
 
    "Just wait until you can't sleep tonight," Sean said. 
 
    "So, Rox! When can we go shooting? You said you'd teach me to shoot!" 
 
    Picking up the glass of water on her desk, Roxy walked around it and gave it to Estrella. 
 
    "When you can hold that and it doesn't look like a tsunami on the surface." 
 
    "What? Wait! How'd that happen?" Estrella said, looking at the water on the glass. It wasn't sloshing, but it was by no means calm. 
 
    "Too much coffee makes you jittery; it's like speed," Sean said with a sigh. 
 
    "What's speed?" 
 
    "Something you're not getting," Roxy growled. "At least it should burn off in an hour or two." 
 
    Sean grinned. "I don't know, she's like a big vibrator right now, could be fun!" 
 
    "What's a vibrator?" Estrella asked, and Sean lost it and started laughing as Roxy facepalmed. 
 
    "Should I go talk to Deidre about tickets, or will you?" Sean asked between laughs. 
 
    "Terri set up a charter agreement for us with one of the places her parents do business. So we'll just charter a jet." 
 
    Sean nodded and took Estrella by the hand. "Just make sure it's a big one." 
 
    "Where are we going?" Estrella asked, looking at him and bouncing slightly on her toes. With the tight top on, Sean had to admit the effect was enjoyable. 
 
    "I thought I'd help you burn all that caffeine out of your system," Sean said with a wink at Roxy. 
 
    "What's caffeine?" 
 
    "I'll be sure to tell you allll about it!" 
 
    Shaking her head, Roxy got up to make the rounds and talk to the others. She didn't want to bring the children along; they were too young to travel and would make tempting targets for any of their enemies. Which meant most of her sister wives probably wouldn't be interested in going. 
 
    "I'll go," Roberta said when Roxy asked her. "Roseanne's almost three months now, so it won't hurt her if I'm gone for a few days. I'm sure Jo won't mind watching her and Sarah. Besides, my mother's always looking for an excuse to come over and spend time with her granddaughters." 
 
    "You sure Jo won't mind?" Roxy asked. "I thought the terror twins were wearing her out?" 
 
    "Louise has been helping her out." 
 
    "Sean's mom?" 
 
    Roberta nodded and grinned. "She's pretty good with them, they mind her." 
 
    "Unlike Jo." 
 
    Roberta laughed. "Well, Jo is a complete pushover. I can't wait to see what happens once they're a couple years old. So when are we leaving?" 
 
    "After dinner. Let me see who else wants to go." 
 
    Roxy found Peg, who was with Cali and Sheila. Roxy had noticed the three of them tended to spend a fair deal of time together. She suspected it was mainly Sheila and Cali teaching Peg the kinds of things Peg wanted to know, which Roxy and the others didn't. 
 
    "Okay," Roxy started, "Sean, Me, Roberta, Stewart, John, and a few others have to fly to Washington tonight to deal with some issues..." 
 
    "I'm going," Cali said immediately. 
 
    "That was fast!" Peg laughed. 
 
    Cali smiled and shrugged. "Someone needs to protect him." 
 
    "You know I'm going too?" Roxy sighed. 
 
    "Oh, and to protect you, too," Cali added with a grin. 
 
    Roxy shook her head. "I'm pretty sure you two don't want to go, your babies are too young to travel, but I figured I'd ask anyway." 
 
    Peg nodded. "Yeah, me and Sheila will stay here. We all know Jo won't go; she's too attached to the twins. I don't think Dae will want to go, either." 
 
    "Actually, I was going to leave her in charge," Roxy said. "After me, she's the only one I know you'll all listen too." 
 
    "Why do we all listen to Roxy again?" Sheila asked sotto voce. 
 
    "It's the sad cat eyes, you just can't say no," Peg stage-whispered back. "Unlike Dae, who threatens to shave us bald if we don't obey." 
 
    Roxy sighed again and rolled her eyes.  
 
    "We're leaving after dinner, Cali. Will Alska be okay?" 
 
    Cali nodded. "Deidre will take care of her for me. When Louise isn't, that is." 
 
    "What are you going to do with Sean, Junior?" Peg asked. 
 
    Roxy snorted. "Between my mom and Sean's mom, I barely get any time with my own son as it is!" 
 
    "You taking Estrella too?" 
 
    "Probably, I don't think she can go a day without Sean around." Roxy grinned. "She's almost as bad as I am!" 
 
    "I'll be ready," Cali told her. 
 
    "Oh! We're flying on a charter jet." 
 
    "Which means?" 
 
    "No TSA; we can bring whatever we want." 
 
    Cali jumped up, clapped her hands, and laughed, delighted. "Oh! Goodie! I can bring all my toys, then!" And she ran out of the room. 
 
    "Sometimes that girl scares me." Roxy sighed. 
 
    "Only sometimes?" Sheila asked, surprised. "She's a bleedin assassin! She should be scaring you a whole lot more than just sometimes!" 
 
    Roxy snorted. "I know her ticklish spots. Besides, I'm not afraid of her that way." 
 
    Peg laughed and nodded. "It's more the way she enjoys playing with all those 'toys' of hers." 
 
    "Seriously," Roxy said with a nod. "We had to put her on a budget. She's got more knives than Jo has shoes." 
 
    "And Jo has a lot of shoes!" Peg laughed. 
 
    "Well, I gotta go find Dae," Roxy said and left them.  
 
    Daelyn was in her workshop, of course. It looked like she had one of the turbines off of a helicopter, in pieces, scattered all over her workbench. One of the A&Ps had tried to tell Daelyn she wasn't 'certified' to work on the motors.  
 
    After Daelyn had finished schooling him on them, no one had ever bothered her again. Getting between a gear-head dwarf and a motor of any type was never wise. Instead, they gave her the harder jobs to fix. 
 
    "What's up, Rox?" Daelyn said, setting down her tools. 
 
    "We're flying out tonight to Washington. Steve's got problems." 
 
    "Who's 'we'?"  
 
    "Sean, Rob, Cali, Stell, me, John, Cenna, Stewart, Rachel, April, and Travis' protective detail. I'm guessing you want to stay here with little Bernard, because I'm definitely not bringing any of the kids into that cesspit." 
 
    Daelyn smiled and nodded. "Yeah, I wouldn't want any of our kids there, either. I'm guessin' you want me in charge while you're gone?" 
 
    Roxy nodded and smiled. "I love you all, but we both know, between you and me, the others just aren't cut out for it." 
 
    "Jo could do it," Daelyn said after a moment's reflection. 
 
    "I don't like putting her in that kind of position," Roxy admitted with a sad look. "She really is a lover and not a fighter. It's not fair to her." 
 
    "While you and I both enjoy kickin' ass," Daelyn said with a laugh. 
 
    Roxy grinned back at her. "Well, there is that. And Cali." They looked at each other and snickered. "She'd just kill everybody who annoyed her." 
 
    "I'm not so sure that's a bad thing! And knowing Cali, nobody would know who did it, either!" 
 
    "I'm just glad she's on our side," Roxy admitted. 
 
    "Well, let me get this put back together and get a little abuse in on our lion-boy before he leaves. You sure about taking Stell with you?" 
 
    "I haven't asked her yet, but I'll be surprised if she wants to stay home. Why?" 
 
    "Eh, I thought I might take her out in the 'Cuda and let her appreciate the full effect!" 
 
    "I bet she'd love it. Well, I need to check in with Oak and make arrangements. Later, Dae!" 
 
    "Later Rox!" 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Betty woke up to the sounds of other people around her. Opening her eyes, she blinked as things slowly came into focus. There was a curtain pulled halfway around her bed, an IV hanger with a couple of bags beside it, and a tube running down into her arm! 
 
    "Hello? Anybody? Where am I?" she called out and tried to sit up, but a lance of pain in her stomach laid her flat on her back almost immediately. 
 
    "It's okay, Betty, we're in the hospital," a calm voice called out. She recognized it almost immediately as Cindy's voice. 
 
    "Why am I..." Betty stopped and, choking up, she started to cry as she remembered what she'd seen. Pastor Cross was shooting people! In the back! And he'd looked her right in the eyes and shot her, too! 
 
    A nurse pulled the curtain back as she came over to Betty's side. 
 
    "There, there, young lady. Everything's fine; you're going to be alright." 
 
    "He, he shot me!" Betty sobbed. "He looked me right in the eye and he shot me!" Betty gasped between sobs. 
 
    "They shot all of us, the filthy bastards," Carol said in a loud voice. 
 
    "The doctors told me you were all shot with silver bullets," the nurse said, not looking up from Betty as she checked her over. "Next time you decide to shoot at people, I suggest you learn not to shoot each other first." 
 
    "What, what about my baby?" Betty asked, putting her hands down on her heavily bandaged abdomen. 
 
    The nurse looked up at her. "I'm sorry honey, you lost the baby. The silver in the bullet caused a reaction, and you miscarried, but at least you can still try again." 
 
    Betty wailed when she heard she'd lost the child, but she wailed even louder when the nurse suggested she could try again. 
 
    "He shot me! I don't want to have his child! He knew I was pregnant, and he still shot me!" she cried out. 
 
    The ward quieted as the other women looked sympathetically at Betty, sobbing in her hospital bed. 
 
    "Wait right here a moment, honey, I have someone you need to talk to." 
 
    They watched as the nurse quickly walked to the door and spoke to someone outside. A moment later a policewoman came into the room and walked with the nurse over to Betty's bedside. 
 
    "Betty, I'm Officer O'Toole. The nurse tells me you saw who shot you and the others?" 
 
    Betty nodded as she was crying. "I, we... I could see we were losing, so I turned to run, and I saw him there, he was just shooting people in the back. He shot both the women next to me, and then..." Betty shuddered and sobbed a moment. "Then he shot me! He told me he loved me! He told me God had meant for us to start a new generation! That I was his special child! And he, and he, he shot me!" 
 
    "Who shot you?" Cindy asked in an angry voice from across the room. 
 
    "Pastor Cross! I told him this morning that I was carrying his baby! And he told me we was gonna celebrate after, afterwards. And he shot me! He killed our baby! He murdered our child!" 
 
    Officer O'Toole looked up at the sounds of swearing and cursing from the other women in the ward. All of them were in here because they were pregnant, and more than one person had surmised already that the good pastor had been casting his own 'seed' amongst his 'flock'. They'd had a report that he was the one who had shot all these women, and ballistics was having a field day, tying all the bullets to the same weapon. 
 
    "I think you should sedate her, Nurse," Officer O'Toole said, then walked over to several of the women who were having, at the very least, a heated conversation, if not flat out arguing. 
 
    "Ladies," Officer O'Toole said and, lowering her voice, she continued, "I hate to ask, but were you all...?" 
 
    "Yes we were, Officer! And I had no idea!" 
 
    "You are?" 
 
    "I'm Carol, that's Cindy, Karen, Joyce, Tommi, and Linda." 
 
    "I knew," Cindy said. 
 
    "I knew, too," Karen agreed, nodding. 
 
    "Yet you still slept with him?" 
 
    "Pastor Cross is a hard man to resist," Cindy said. "And to be honest, up until a minute ago, I would have died to defend that son of a bitch." 
 
    "He told me we were doing the Good Lord's work, and Heaven help me, I believed him!" Linda said angrily. 
 
    "But why would he do such a thing?" Karen asked in a soft voice. 
 
    "I gather he thought he was protecting you from the 'lycan menace' or something," Officer O'Toole said with a sigh. "Whom, I might add, saved your lives." 
 
    "I thought the police saved our lives?" Cindy said. 
 
    "Nope. We didn't get up there until a couple of hours later. Their medics bandaged you up, and they flew you in here on their own helicopters. Some friends of yours decided to shoot up downtown Sparks, so all the police went there instead." 
 
    "They, they had their hands on us?" Karen said, looking shocked. 
 
    Officer O'Toole shrugged. "Beats me. I mean, I guess they'd have had to, to put you in the helicopters and fly you out here." 
 
    "But, but they're evil!" 
 
    Officer O'Toole looked at Karen and snorted. "Right, and the guy who told you this, who knocked all of you up, shot you in the back, and left you to die is doing 'God's work'." 
 
    "But they've committed blasphemy! They've claimed to be gods!" Joyce said, looking upset. 
 
    Officer O'Toole shrugged. "Maybe you should ask them about it instead of taking somebody else's word for it." 
 
    "What happens to us next?" Cindy asked. 
 
    "Once you're all well enough to attend a hearing, the judge'll set bail and give you a trial date." 
 
    "Trial date?" 
 
    "You killed three people; surely you didn't think there wasn't going to be a trial?" 
 
    "I didn't kill anybody!" Cindy protested, and the others nodded in agreement. 
 
    "Doesn't matter. You were all part of the group that did; you were all caught in the commission of a crime that led to the death of another. 
 
    "If I were you ladies, I'd start looking for a lawyer." 
 
    O'Toole headed back out of the room and called her boss. The lycans had told them they hadn't shot those women, and now they had a statement from an eyewitness. The DA was just going to love this. 
 
    Carol watched as the officer closed the door behind her. 
 
    "Now what do we do?" Cindy asked with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "I'm getting an abortion, that's what I'm going to do," Carol growled. 
 
    "What!" Karen gasped. "How could you!" 
 
    "That bastard told me he'd make sure my husband would never realize it wasn't his child. That cheating on Paul was okay because it was the Lord's will. Well I don't know about the rest of you, but I'm not gonna give birth to that murdering bastard's child and risk losing my husband.  
 
    "And if I hear any of you told my Paul about this, I'll be sure to let everyone know you were cheating, too." 
 
    "Carol's right," Cindy said. "We keep our mouths shut about this; it ain't nobody's business but ours." 
 
    "Well, I'm keeping my baby," Karen said and gave them a challenging look. 
 
    "Karen, I'm happy for you, and I wish you all the best. But you still need to keep your mouth shut. The last thing your kid is going to need to hear is how his daddy shot you in the back." 
 
    "I just can't believe you knew," Linda said, looking over at Cindy. 
 
    "Roy's sterile, he can't have children," Cindy said with a shrug. "We both thought Pastor Cross would be a good birth father. We were happy when I got pregnant, but I can tell you this: If I ever see that man again, I will shoot him until he stops moving." 
 
    "Amen," several agreed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Washington 
 
      
 
    Sean looked around him. There was a pretty big group on the airplane, twenty in total, and that few only because Travis had only brought half of Sean's 'bodyguards'. Sean felt a little bad about not letting Travis bring the entire team of twenty, but then again, at least he'd brought Travis along in the first place.  
 
    Travis was the guy charge of his security detail, but Sean hadn't been giving him a lot of opportunities to do his job of late. At least they'd taken the time during the month he was gone to really learn how to do their jobs. John had even fitted them all out with special radios like the Secret Service used.  
 
    Estrella was sitting next to him, looking cool and collected, but the hand she had on his leg was holding on with a death grip. At least when she looked out the window now, she couldn't see the ground. That had helped her fear a lot. 
 
    "Sorry you didn't stay home?" Sean asked her in a soft voice. 
 
    "No. I need to get used to this. You say people do this all the time now?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Hundreds of thousands of people a year." 
 
    "And humans built this?" 
 
    "Yup. Without the djevels coming through constantly and the lions mucking about playing their games, things have improved dramatically." 
 
    "Just remember," Cali whispered from the seat on the other side of Estrella, apparently their mutual love of all things edged and stabby had formed into quick friendship, "the city we are going to is very busy and very crowded. Don't let it overwhelm you. All of it will be like downtown Reno." 
 
    "I think that worries me more than the flying," she admitted. 
 
    "It took me time to get used to it," Cali agreed, "and I came from a place much more modern than you did." 
 
    "Don't worry, it'll be fine," Sean said and looked at his watch. They'd be landing at four a.m. local time, or about one a.m. his time. Most of the others were catching naps, but Estrella had been too keyed up to sleep, despite the caffeine crash. So Sean had mostly been keeping her mind off of things, and Cali had been more than pleased to help.  
 
    "I'm gonna go talk to dad for a while, okay?" he asked. 
 
    "You can do that from up here?" Estrella asked, surprised. 
 
    "Don't see why not," Sean said with a shrug. "Close your eyes and join me if you want," he said and, closing his eyes and relaxing, he focused on going to 'the mountain', as they called it, or 'Lion La La Land', as he liked to think of it. He'd realized after the last time he'd gone that now the First was gone, he could easily enter a trance-like state to go there.  
 
    He wondered briefly if the First had been preventing him from doing that, or if it was just because he'd never tried before? 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    Standing up and stretching, Sean's lion half reminded him that it had been way too long since they'd been out for a run, and they needed to fix that. 
 
    "Hello, Son," the First said. 
 
    "Hi, Dad," Sean said, smiling back at him. "You know, I was just thinking." 
 
    "Oh? What about?" 
 
    Sean blinked a moment. "You know, that's a first!" 
 
    "What is?" 
 
    "That you don't know what I'm thinking," Sean said with a lopsided grin. "I could get used to this!" 
 
    Sean noticed Estrella had suddenly popped into view and was getting up. 
 
    "I'm not sure I will." The First sighed theatrically. "So what were you thinking about?" 
 
    "Oh, maybe when Estrella decides she wants children, you could be reborn?" Sean winked at him. 
 
    "No!" Estrella growled. "Definitely not! I'll drown him in a bucket!" 
 
    Sean blinked and looked at her. "I thought you liked your father?" 
 
    "The last thing any lioness wants to do is reincarnate their own parents." 
 
    "But just think, we could call him 'son', and put him to bed early, and make him stand in the corner when he misbehaves!" Sean said with a laugh. 
 
    "Your sense of humor alone is why you still need me." The First sighed, shaking his head. Sean noticed he was smiling, if only a little. 
 
    "That reminds me," Sean said. "About Nguvu and Mtawala." 
 
    "What about them?" 
 
    "Well, they were reincarnated into Jo's babies. But they just seem like regular babies. Why is that?" 
 
    "They won't be able to remember who they are until they are around five or six, and even then, it'll only be for brief moments. Their lions will remember who they are long before they can. They'll get it all back about the time they hit puberty." 
 
    "Huh, strange." 
 
    "So, Adam tells me you're holding on to him?" 
 
    Sean smiled and nodded. 
 
    "I'd complain, but I know you'd just ignore it," the First said with a chuckle. "Then again, Keairra has been so pleased he's finally found a place he fits in, she'd probably be very unhappy with me if I tried to take him away." 
 
    "I like having him there too, Father," Estrella said. "He's been helping me understand what's changed since I was here last. There's just so much history to catch up on!" 
 
    "Oh, has Tisha updated you about the current problem in Washington?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Yes, she was here earlier." 
 
    "We're on a flight there right now. Any suggestions?" 
 
    "Let me know what country you're dealing with, and I'll see what strings we can pull." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Which reminds me, now that I don't have you in my head to tease the council leaders of Sapientia and Eruditio with strange tidbits of information, I have no idea what to say to them the next time I meet them!" 
 
    The First laughed. "Well then, sit down and make yourself comfortable, and I'll tell you a few stories so you can drop some more surprises on them. Estrella, your mother is down the hillside over there talking to your aunts," he said, pointing with a paw. "As much as I enjoy your company, she'll be most displeased if you don't visit with her." 
 
    "Okay, Father!" Estrella said and trotted off towards Keairra. 
 
    "You're not getting rid of her for any particular reason, are you?" Sean asked, curious. 
 
    The First shook his head. "Not really, other than Keairra really would be unhappy. Estrella was her last daughter, and she missed her terribly." 
 
    "That reminds me," Sean said, "after you left, I discovered a bunch of stuff in my head." 
 
    "Oh? What's that?" 
 
    Sean took a few minutes to explain the lists on the lion powers he'd found. The First was already familiar with the spell, he'd watched Sean use it dozens of times. 
 
    "Well, that is interesting. So you can tell how many lions are alive at any time?" 
 
    "And how many lycans there are," Sean said with a nod. "Is that how you do it?" 
 
    The First shook his head. "I've always just known. Just as I've always had a feeling for how much power is out there. Those of us in the first two generations figure it out eventually. Those in the third can feel the power levels and access the simpler abilities." 
 
    "What about the fourth?" 
 
    The First sighed. "They all died in the die off and didn't come here." 
 
    "Sorry." Sean sighed. 
 
    "The fourth generation were children of the third generation and a lycan or a human. As long as there are souls waiting to be reborn, I don't think we'll be seeing any more of them." 
 
    "Wait, what about my children?" 
 
    "Well, Sean, Junior should be a third generation, but..." 
 
    "But?" Sean growled. 
 
    "You should be a third generation, and you're obviously somewhere in the second. So for all I know, your son might be up there, too." 
 
    Sean thought about that a few minutes, remembering some of what the First had told him about the first- and second-generation lions. 
 
    "But that doesn't make sense. Well, not genetically, it doesn't." 
 
    The First shrugged. "Estrella shouldn't exist, Adam shouldn't exist, and you shouldn't be here on your own. Yet these things happen still. There are powers higher than we are, and a great many things we still don't understand.  
 
    "Now, let's see what things from the past I can tell you about that'll drive those sages and magic users crazy." The First paused a bit. "Oh! I know, everyone always loves to hear stories about Atlantis." 
 
    Sean blinked. "It really existed?" 
 
    "Of course. Now, the stories humans tell have gotten it a bit bent out of shape, and it didn't disappear in a day, more like half a dozen months. I even had a home there..." 
 
      
 
    Sometime later, after listening to the First go on for quite a while with stories about Atlantis and other ancient cities, Sean felt his body being shaken. Standing up, he stretched. "Time to go, Dad." 
 
    The First smiled. "Keep your eyes open and your wits about you, as always, my Son." 
 
    Sean smiled, put a paw around him, and gave him a hug. 
 
    "Oh, almost forgot. Am I still 'the one who leads'?" 
 
    "Of course you are," the First said with a nod of his head. "You haven't led us wrong yet, and I have to say, your instincts have been solid every time they've been tested." 
 
    "Thanks, Dad." 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    "What's up?" Sean asked Cali, who was shaking Estrella now. 
 
    "We're about to land, so I thought you might want to wake up." 
 
    "Ah, okay." Looking around, he saw Roxy was stretching. 
 
    "Rox! Where are we staying in DC?" 
 
    "No idea. We'll meet Steve at the office when he shows up, and he can figure it out." 
 
    "He does know we're coming in early, right?" Roberta asked, yawning. 
 
    "Yeah, he's sending out a couple of cars to get us." 
 
    "More than a couple, I hope," Cenna said, looking around. 
 
    "Four cars and two vans," Travis said from up front, where he was sitting with his team. "I set it up with Granite before I left, and I'll be checking in with them as soon as we're on the ground." 
 
    "See," Roxy said with a smile. "Everything is under control." 
 
    "That's because we didn't let Steve make the plans!" John laughed. 
 
    "Still not forgiving him for forgetting to pick you up after school that day, are you?" Sean asked with a chuckle. 
 
    "Nope. Chad's the one who makes plans. Steve's job is making people feel good about us ripping them off, and I make sure no one rips us off while we sleep at night." 
 
    "I don't even want to know what my job is." Sean sighed. 
 
    "This a gaming thing?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Not exactly..." 
 
    Just then they felt the plane touch down on the runway, and the pilot came on to tell them to stay seated until they'd stopped. 
 
    Once they had, the door opened, a stairway was pushed up to it, and they quickly made their way off the plane. Other than Cali, who had two large duffle bags, one of which Sean was now carrying, all they'd brought along were overnight bags. Sean was hoping they wouldn't be here more than a few days at best. 
 
    When they got to the bottom of the stairs, sure enough, there were four cars and two vans waiting for them, so they quickly loaded up and left. 
 
    "I want to get there before the traffic starts," Wally, their driver, told them. 
 
    Sean nodded and watched out the window. 
 
    "Think anybody knows we're here yet?" 
 
    "Probably. You're not someone who can move around discreetly anymore, Sean." Wally replied. "No one's tailing us yet, so I guess it's probably only the NSA, FBI, Homeland, and the Secret Service." 
 
    Sean snorted. "So just you and a couple thousand of our closest friends." 
 
    "It's Washington. Nothing here stays secret for long." 
 
    When they got to their office, Sean saw a bunch of people standing around with signs in the cold. When the cars pulled up, they started yelling and shouting while waving banners at them. 
 
    "What the hell is that?" 
 
    Wally shook his head. "They showed up yesterday. Apparently the news media has been having a field day with all the people who got shot storming the ranch." 
 
    "But most of them were shot by their own people!" Roxy growled. 
 
    "Yeah, well, this is Washington. Facts don't matter." 
 
    "I'm surprised they're up this early," Sean said. Pulling out his phone, he started texting. 
 
    "What are you doing?" 
 
    "Warning Oak and Demon to be aware of the situation," Sean grumbled. "Last thing I need is for a bunch of protesters to get shot. You better text your dad, too." 
 
    "Good point," Roxy said, getting her phone out.  
 
      
 
    "Sean! What are you doing out of bed so early!" Steve said with a grin. 
 
    "This ain't early, it's late," Sean said and gave Steve a hug. "Terri!" Sean said as Roxy turned Terri loose, and gave her a hug. "Tisha!" Sean said as he hugged her. "I can't believe you've fallen into his evil clutches. Guess being ten thousand years old hasn't learned you a thing!" 
 
    "It's learned me how to tell the winners from the losers," she chided him. 
 
    "Yup, Steve's a winner, alright! Now, before this goes any further, this is Roberta, whom I know you haven't met before." Roberta and Tisha shook hands and exchanged a brief greeting. 
 
    "Cali, who, as I'm sure you can tell, is a dark elf." 
 
    "Hi," Cali said and shook hands with Tisha briefly as well. 
 
    "And the newest member of the family, my new wife, Estrella." 
 
    "Esti, it's so good to have you back!" Tisha yelled and glommed on to Estrella in what almost looked like a bear hug as Estrella hugged her back. 
 
    "Oh, it's so good to be back!" Estrella said. "I missed you all so much! Thank providence for Sean, or I'd probably still be stuck in that hellhole!" 
 
    "Umm, you know each other?" Sean and Steve said at the exact same time. 
 
    "Jinx!" Steve added and poked Sean, who gave him a quick look and turned back to Estrella and Tisha. 
 
    "She's my older sister," Estrella said with a smile, "as in much older sister." 
 
    "You're related to Adam, too?" Sean asked Tisha. 
 
    "Uh? Oh no. Esti and I have different mothers." 
 
    "You know what this means?" Steve said, looking very serious. 
 
    "What?" Sean asked, a little worried. 
 
    "We're related!" Steve laughed. 
 
    Sean grinned. "And we didn't even have to talk your parents into having a daughter." 
 
    "Huh?" both of the girls said, looking at the two of them. 
 
    "Old joke," Sean said. 
 
    "You had to be there," Steve agreed with a nod. 
 
    "Don't get them started," Terri warned, "or they'll be going on all night. Trust me on this." 
 
    "So, Terri, Steve, this is my younger sister Estrella. Or Esti." 
 
    "We've been calling her Stell," Roxy said. 
 
    "I'm just happy to be home!" Estrella sighed and gave Tisha another hug. "And by that I mean home with Sean, Roxy, Roberta, Cali," she nodded to each of them in turn, "and my other wives back in Reno. It's nice to finally settle down." 
 
    "Well, we can catch up later," Tisha said. After giving her sister another hug, they let each other go. 
 
    "So," Sean said, turning back to Steve, "what the hell is that going on outside?" 
 
    "Oh, the crazy brigade showed up yesterday. I'm kinda surprised they showed up here at this hour of the morning." Steve gestured to the couch and the chairs along the wall. "Have a seat, relax. My guess is someone's going to come by to do a news story or something, so the station probably tipped them off so they could be out there protesting in time for the morning news." 
 
    "Oh, wonderful." Roxy sighed. "The TV stations tip off the fanatics?" 
 
    Steve nodded. "Yeah, it's all political theater here. The hardcore crazies will probably stay, unless it starts raining. The rest will split right after the video cameras do." 
 
    "So what are you going to do about them?" Roberta asked. 
 
    Steve grinned. "Well, now I know they're going to keep coming back, I'll have some of my people show up first, take all the good spots, and protest. I'll have to come up with some name that's like theirs, and we'll see if we can't poach their people." 
 
    "Why would you do that?" Roberta asked, looking shocked. 
 
    "Because if they're worrying about losing people to us, they'll stop showing up, that's why. They'll figure this place is covered, and they'll go bug someone else. This way I don't have to worry about the crazies outside blocking the driveway." 
 
    "Wow, that's about as underhanded a thing as I've heard all week." 
 
    Tisha beamed. "Isn't it though?" 
 
    Terri laughed. "Now you know why Sean sent Steve here. The hard part will be getting him to go back to Reno." 
 
    "Have you talked to the president or anyone else about what happened?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Homeland was very interested," Steve said. "They knew about the SLA, but they didn't know about this Cross guy, and they're now trying to find out who gave him all that hardware. I told them what Roxy's dad found. Thankfully he shipped a bunch of them over to the FBI to examine. So far it seems none of them came into the country with an import license." 
 
    "Great, what else?" 
 
    "Well, after Senator Conway outed himself as a werewolf, let's just say nobody in his party has been looking to throw stones at us, and that includes backing the crazies. I think he's going to make a run for the Whitehouse after the war blows over, and his party is starting to think he might be able to ride the groundswell of lycan approval into office." 
 
    "After we win the war," Sean said. 
 
    "Exactly, after we win the war. So the last thing they want to do is make it look like they're anything but one hundred percent behind you." 
 
    "So if it's not them backing these people, who is it?" Roberta asked. 
 
    "That's the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question," Steve said with a shrug. 
 
    "Well, how about we talk about why we're really here," John said. 
 
    "Before I forget," Sean said, "let me introduce Stewart; he's my apprentice, and he knows a lot of mind domination spells that work really well on unprotected humans. The two lovely women with him are his wives, Rachel and April." 
 
    "Hi, Stewart, I think we met at Sean's wedding?" 
 
    "Call me Stew, and probably." 
 
    "Sure thing. Now, I've got them making breakfast downstairs, so why don't we eat, then you all can take a nap while John and I go over our next step?" 
 
    Sean looked over at Cali. "Could you go with them, Cali? I want them to have the benefit of your experience." 
 
    "Why's that?" Steve asked. 
 
    Sean smiled. "I thought I told you? Cali's a highly-trained assassin. She knows a fair bit about spying, as well." 
 
    "Sheila's been helping me," Cali said with a smile. 
 
    "Oh!" Steve said and smiled. "Anyone Sheila's willing to train is a plus in my books! That girl really knows her way around a security system, according to what Star was telling me. Now, let's go eat before Granite comes up here and yells at me for letting it get cold!" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Watching the Watchers 
 
      
 
    Sean was sitting in a van with Cali, Stewart, and Stewart's wife Rachel. Billie, who had been one of the two investigating Elliana, the girl from the coffee shop, was driving. Apparently Rachel had told Stewart she was coming along, and if Stewart was fine with it, so was Sean. There were two other vehicles with them to help follow Elliana when she left work.  
 
    The plan, simply put, was to get her alone and kidnap her. Using Stewart's magic, they'd find out what she knew, and when he was done, he'd tell her to forget everything and send her on her way with no one the wiser. Cali had come up with that one, according to Steve.   
 
    If they didn't get anything useful out of her, they'd work their way through the other three girls, one of which also worked at the coffee shop in the capitol building. The other two worked at a coffee shop within walking distance of the Whitehouse, which was very popular with the younger staff members who worked there, as they were also free with their favors. 
 
    "She just came out of the building," said Clifford, who was watching from the other side of the parking lot, "and Roberta tagged her with a tracking spell. She didn't notice." 
 
    "So far so good," Billie said and started the engine.  
 
    "She's in her car, and she's pulling out," Clifford said a few minutes later. 
 
    Billie put the van in gear and headed for the exit as well, pulling out in front of Elliana's car. The roads were one way here, and they knew where she was going. So they'd lead the way for the first block, then let her pass them, and follow after that. 
 
    "What'll we do if she goes straight home?" Stewart asked. 
 
    "I don't know, punt probably," Sean said with a shrug. 
 
    "She needs to eat, and I doubt cooking is one of her skills," Billie said. "I'm sure she'll stop for takeout or something." 
 
    Sure enough, as they got within a few miles of her house, she pulled into a Chinese restaurant, hopped out of her car, and ran inside. 
 
    "This isn't a good place to grab somebody," Cali said, looking around. There were a lot of people in the parking lot, as well as several cameras. 
 
    "I got this," Rachel said. "Come on, Stewart. Just follow my lead, and make her agree with whatever I ask." 
 
    "I think I know where this is going," Stewart said with a smile. Opening the side door of the van, they both got out. Taking Stewart's hand, Rachel led him over towards the takeout place. 
 
    "Okay, let's talk." 
 
    "What?" Stewart said. 
 
    "We're waiting for our target, we're a couple, no one's really paying us much attention." 
 
    "Um, I think half the guys are checking you out, Rach, you are cute," Stewart said grinning. 
 
    "Yup, so no one thinks we're waiting for somebody. When she comes out, we're all old friends, and can she give us a lift. Then we get in the car and drive off to someplace a bit more secluded." 
 
    "Sounds good, here she comes!" 
 
    Rachel smiled and, taking his hand steered, a course to intercept Elliana before she got to her car. 
 
    "Elliana!" Rachel said with a smile and walked up to her, with Stewart in tow. 
 
    "We're your old friends Steve and Eydie," Stewart said in a low voice, "you're very happy to see us." 
 
    "Eydie! Steve!" Elliana said with a smile. "I'm so happy to see you!" 
 
    "I know! It's been so long, we really need to talk." 
 
    "Now offer us a ride to your place," Stewart ordered. 
 
    "You know what? Why don't you come back to the house with me and we can talk!" Elliana said with a big smile. 
 
    " We'd love to! Where are you parked?" 
 
    They got into the car, and as they pulled out of the lot, Stewart pointed to their van. "Follow that, don't say anything unless it's important." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    Ten minutes later they were parked in an alley, and Elliana was sitting in the back of the van. 
 
    "Okay, Elliana, this lady here," he motioned to Cali, "is your best friend in the world. You'll answer any question she asks, and you'll never, ever lie to her. Okay?" 
 
    "Okay!" 
 
    "Damn, that's freaky," Billie whispered. 
 
    "That's why you keep your amulet on," Sean whispered back. Calling up his enchanting framework, he checked the girl for magic and didn't find anything. 
 
    "Strip," Cali told her. 
 
    "Okay. Are we going to have sex?" 
 
    "Maybe later. Now, why do you invite all those young men back to your home?" 
 
    "Oh, because we get to have sex. I really enjoy sex with young men. Especially the ones who work for the senators and congressmen on my list." 
 
    "Who gave you this list?" Cali asked, passing the girl's clothes to Sean and the others, who carefully went through each item to make sure there weren't any surprises there. 
 
    "I don't know, it just shows up on the bulletin board next to the coffee shop each day. It doesn't change very often, so it's not that hard to remember it!" 
 
    "So no one told you to do this?" 
 
    "Welllllll," Elliana looked thoughtful for a moment, "I remember a voice; the voice told me what I had to do to be happy. As long as I do what the voice tells me to do, everything is fine. The voice even had people teach me how to be good in bed." 
 
    Sean looked at Stewart, who was gaping. Rachel and Billie both looked decidedly uncomfortable. Cali was still focused on the business at hand. Elliana was fully nude now, and Sean could see why the men all liked her. 
 
    "What else did the voice tell you to do?" 
 
    "Well, most important, I was to invite the men back to my rooms—the young men, not the older ones—which is good, 'cause I like the young ones! And I was to get them to talk to me, tease them into telling me special things, and then reward them whenever they said something good!" 
 
    "How would you know when they said something good?" 
 
    "Oh! I'd get text messages before each man showed up, telling me what the interesting topics were. But I was never to ask them straight out, because this is a game, and I'd lose points!" 
 
    "Did the voice ever tell you how to contact him?" 
 
    "Oh, yes, I was told if I ever needed to contact him, I was to go down to the beach and swim to Europe. I'm a very good swimmer, you know! I bet I could swim there in a week!" 
 
    "And when would you need to contact the voice?" 
 
    "If people started asking me about what I was doing, like you are now! Or if I ever got arrested, or if anybody got suspicious of the game." 
 
    "The clothes and everything in them are clean," Rachel said and passed them back. 
 
    "Put your clothes back on, Elliana," Cali told her. After she'd finished dressing, Cali continued. 
 
    "Elliana, are your roommates also playing the game for the voice?" 
 
    "Yes, yes they are." 
 
    "Do you remember when you first heard the voice?" 
 
    "When I was ten! My parents took me there! I was scared at first, but the voice made everything better." 
 
    "Who are your parents?" 
 
    Elliana cocked her head a moment. "I don't know. I think they're dead." 
 
    "So you haven't seen them since they left you with the voice?" 
 
    "Nope!" 
 
    "Do you remember what they looked like?" 
 
    Elliana cocked her head again, and hesitated a moment. "I think so?" 
 
    "Do you remember any of the other people you've met since the voice sent you here?" 
 
    "I'm not supposed to," Elliana said, sounding a little guilty. 
 
    "What if the voice asked you to?" 
 
    "Oh! Then I would!" 
 
    Cali nodded and thought a moment. 
 
    "Where there other games you were trained to play?" 
 
    "Oh, yes! There were several, but this is my favorite! The voice even told me so!" 
 
    "What were those games?" 
 
    "Well, I was taught how to poison people, how to shoot them, and even how to make a bomb and blow myself up!" Elliana giggled. "I didn't do very good at blowing myself up, I kept setting the bomb off at the wrong time. 
 
    "But I was really good at poisoning them! That's why I work at the coffee shop!" 
 
    "Have you ever poisoned anyone at the coffee shop?" 
 
    Elliana frowned. "No. But they did tell me I would get to play that game one day!" she said, smiling again. 
 
    "I'm done," Cali said. 
 
    "Elliana," Stewart said, "this is the voice talking; you remember the voice, right? I'm the one who tells you what to do." 
 
    Elliana nodded. "I remember." 
 
    "You're not to remember anything of what you did from the moment you left the takeout place today until you get home. Okay?" 
 
    "Sure!" 
 
    "And if you need to talk to me, you're no longer going to go down to the beach and swim to Europe." 
 
    "I'm not?"  
 
    "No, you're going to travel to Reno by airplane, and when you get there, you go to the police station and tell them you're looking for Stewart. Okay?" 
 
    "Okay!" 
 
    Stewart nodded. "Come on, Elliana, I'll take you back to your car. Remember, I am the voice now, and you will do whatever I say whenever you hear my voice." 
 
    "Okay!" 
 
    They watched while Stewart took her back to the car. She got in it and drove off. 
 
    "You know, I thought what you did to her was scary," Billie said as Stewart rejoined them, "up until I heard the bit about 'the voice'! Damn, that's just messed up!" 
 
    Stewart shivered a bit, put an arm around Rachel, and hugged her. 
 
    "That's not the worst of it," he said. 
 
    "How does it get any worse?" 
 
    "I think they wiped her mind clean before they did that to her. That's why she's so bubbly and shallow sounding; that's all there is left of her. I don't even know if she can be fixed." 
 
    "So it was magic then?" 
 
    "I'm not sure. I didn't see any traces of it, but I'd have to spend some time on her. I'm not a real expert on mind control." 
 
    Cali sighed. "It can be done without magic. They got her when she was too young to have much resistance, when she was still easy to mold. Then they made her into what they wanted her to be. There are drugs that help, and I'm sure they used them all on her. It's not like they expect her to be of use for long. But," Cali looked around the van, "when this is done, we're taking all four of them back to Reno." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because they deserve more than to be thrown away. If Stewart or someone else can remove their conditioning, they deserve a chance like I was given." 
 
    "You weren't conditioned, Cali," Sean said and, sliding over, he gave her a hug. 
 
    "Actually, I was," Cali sighed, "but not as badly as that." 
 
    "Well, let's catch up with the others and find out if the stakeout of the house has turned up anything." 
 
    "I guess we struck out here, then?" Billie asked. 
 
    Sean shook his head. "No, we learned something, something important." 
 
    "Yes, the people who did this could teach my cousins something about cold-blooded cruelty," Cali said sadly. 
 
      
 
    "So nothing from the stakeout then?" Sean asked when they got back to the office. 
 
    "Nope, nothing yet." John sighed. "I think once the sun sets I'm going to fly one of my micro-drones in there and see what I can find. If things look safe enough, we can go inside and see what's really going on." 
 
    "This whole thing seems way too far over the top for something as simple as spying," Sean said. 
 
    "Not really," John said. "You have to look at it from the point of view of a country. They have all sorts of intelligence assets and sources. But the problem is always which ones are good? Which ones are bad? Who's been suborned, turned, or discovered? How do you find out?" 
 
    "I don't follow you." 
 
    "These girls are throw-aways. Probably rejects from some more intense training program for spies or whatever. They're too attractive; that makes them worthless for normal work." 
 
    "It does? Why?" 
 
    "Because a good spy doesn't stand out, he blends in. Also, maybe they didn't train up right or something. So rather than just dispose of them, they put them in a place like this. There are no visible connections between them and any agency. All the gear is old, and there's nothing in their house at all. If anything happens, they're programmed to suicide in a manner that won't leave any bodies floating around. The girls just disappear." 
 
    "Okay," Sean said slowly, "but what are they getting for this?" 
 
    "Confirmation. These girls are picking up information that may be minor, but when you're getting a lot of it from a number of different sources, a team of analysts can put it all together and use that to validate their main sources, or better yet, find out which main sources aren't producing anymore. 
 
    "Think of them as canaries." 
 
    "That's not a very pleasant picture, John," Sean said, shaking his head. 
 
    "Yeah, I know. But I watched a group of people slaughter a bunch of helpless women and children just 'cause they could. When you give some people the whole 'your country is depending on you' speech and tell them the lives of everyone they know and love depend on them, I guess some folks just lose any morals they might have had. That or they just pick really heartless bastards to do the job." 
 
    "Stewart wants us to grab them before we leave," Sean said, "and I'm afraid to say 'no', because then am I any better than the people who did this in the first place?" 
 
    "Why not just have him do to the other three what he did to that one?" 
 
    "I'm thinking about it, trust me. But I'm also thinking about finding out who did this and killing them all." 
 
    "Yeah, well, one battle at a time there, Sean. This one isn't your battle, though it may be worthwhile to tell your Secret Service friends about what we found. If you think you can trust them, that is." 
 
    "I think I'm gonna drag one of the wives off and try to forget about all of this for a while. Call me before you leave." 
 
    "Course I will, I need Cali, and I know she won't go without you." 
 
    "What do you need Cali for?" 
 
    "Those cameras are old Eastern Bloc tech. She was trained on a lot of their security systems. That, and Sheila's been teaching her the new stuff, which still makes her better than anyone else around here right now." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Later," he said and went off in search of something a bit less depressing. All this time he'd thought magic users were the worst, and then he'd gone and found someone who raised the bar. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean was watching John and Cenna, who were both flying a pair of micro-drones, examining the outside of the house. It was after eight, so while it was dark out, there was still a lot of traffic throughout the neighborhood, which both covered the noise of the drones, and helped keep their parked van from standing out. 
 
    "See anything, Cenna?" John asked. Both of them were wearing VR headsets; apparently the drones had dual cameras and gave a complete 3D view to the pilots. Sean was impressed; the level of John's gear had really improved over the last year. 
 
    "No, there's nothing out here at all." 
 
    "Okay, I'll go in; you stay outside and watch the door for me." 
 
    "Got it." 
 
    Sean watched the monitors over their heads; he could see it as they flew up to the window. Cenna was careful to stay back and well clear of the cameras and other gear, as John carefully flew to the top of the window casing, staying just outside, and slowly scanned the room. 
 
    "Stop!" Cali said. 
 
    "What is it?" John asked. 
 
    "See that small rectangle up to the left?" 
 
    Sean watched as the view shifted until the device in question was in the center. 
 
    "Is that a motion sensor?" John asked. 
 
    "Yes, it's a cheap store-bought one. Easy to defeat. It's infra-red activated, so don't shine any lights on it, and don't get too close. Your drones are small enough it shouldn't see you if you stay close to the ceiling. What else is in there?" 
 
    As they continued to watch, John scanned the rest of the room. There was a second motion detector in the room, but it was set to focus on the door. 
 
    "What's that on the ceiling?" Sean asked. 
 
    The view tilted up. 
 
    "Looks like a small garage door opener," John said, and then slowly turned in place. "Yup. They have a shutter that rolls up and down." 
 
    "I'm ready," Cali said, then smiled. "Let's go take a look!" 
 
    Sean gave Cali a hug and a kiss, and then Roxy, who was going with her. Both of them, as well as John, had told him he couldn't go. Not because he was a target or they were worried about him, but because he was simply too big to squeeze in through the window without blocking the cameras looking out of it. 
 
    Both of the girls were dressed in dark clothing so they wouldn't stand out, with black stocking caps to hide their hair. Once in the backyard, they'd roll them down further to hide their faces, just in case. 
 
    Roxy peered out the door to make sure the coast was clear, then she slipped out, with Cali close behind. Sean watched as they disappeared into the shrubs between the houses, and then went back to watching the displays and listening to Cali and Roxy on the radio. 
 
      
 
    Roxy led the way, looking around carefully. She had shifted into her hybrid form as soon as she was out of sight. She had better hearing, better night vision, and a heightened sense of smell this way, which would cut down the odds of them being surprised by anything. 
 
    When they came to the back of the house, they stopped and looked around. The house was split into an upstairs and a downstairs apartment. While the upstairs appeared to be empty, the downstairs was not, and they had to be careful not to be seen by the couple living there. 
 
    "Okay, let's go," Roxy whispered and dashed across the backyard quickly. Jumping up, she caught the edge of the roof in her hands and pulled herself up onto it. 
 
    Cali followed along behind her as Roxy dropped a rope, which she then wrapped around her body as she dug all four sets of claws into the roof. 
 
    Cali climbed up the rope quickly, then carefully moved over to the window as Roxy recoiled the rope. 
 
    "Cenna, you can move out of the way now," Cali said over the radio, and the small drone, which had been hovering by the window, pulled back to the other side of the yard. 
 
    "How do we get in?" Roxy asked as Cali surveyed the scene. 
 
    "Carefully," Cali said with a smile, and as Roxy watched, she took her small pack off and pulled out two small plastic bundles. She then pulled out two hand pumps. 
 
    "Here, pump one of these up," Cali said, handing Roxy one of the plastic bundles and a pump. It looked like an air mattress. 
 
    "What are these for?" 
 
    "To block the sensors," Cali told her. "They work by detecting body heat. We fill these up, give them a few minutes to equalize, then set them in front of the sensors." 
 
    "Wouldn't it be quicker just to blow then up?" 
 
    "The air coming out of your lungs is too hot." 
 
    "Oh!" Roxy said, then smiled a little guiltily. "I'm not used to being the one who doesn't know the answers." 
 
    "Oh, I don't know, you sure know how to abuse our husband." 
 
    "Well, that's only because I've had a lot of practice," Roxy said with a snicker as she attached the pump and started to inflate the mattress. "What's your excuse?" 
 
    "Years of unclean living!" Cali giggled back. "Though I am surprised at how much he likes his butt rubbed. I can understand the neck, but his rump?" 
 
    "Oh, it's a cat thing." Roxy giggled. "Haven't you noticed I like it too?" 
 
    "Um, girls, you know everyone can hear you, right?" Sean grumbled over the radio. 
 
    "Well, he definitely likes to pay attention to all our butts!" Cali giggled back. 
 
    "Yes, he definitely has very talented teeth, as well!"  
 
    "Not to mention his tongue!" 
 
    "Girls!" Sean sighed, blushing now. Travis' team and several members of the local DC team were in the area in different cars, and they were all listening in. 
 
    Cali winked at Roxy, who was smiling back at her as she carefully unhooked the pump from the now filled mattress. 
 
    "Okay, back to work," Cali said. 
 
    "But we didn't talk about those well-trained hands of his, did we?" Roxy replied as Cali cautiously peeked inside the window. 
 
    "Oh, I think I enjoy the tongue a little bit more," Cali whispered and took in the situation. The cameras and the gear were all mounted far enough back that she could squeeze through on the right side of the window without obscuring their view. Pushing the air mattress through first, she angled it between herself and the sensor, then very slowly started to climb inside. 
 
    "Entering," she said. 
 
    "That's my favorite part, too," Roxy teased. 
 
    Cali stopped and looked back at Roxy as they heard Sean sigh very loudly over the radio.  
 
    "Is there something you want to tell us, my Husband?" Cali asked. 
 
    "I love you both; now be careful, so I can give you the kind of tongue lashing you so obviously desire." Sean grumbled then. "Right after I put you both over my knee and give you the spankings you so richly deserve!" 
 
    "I love you, too," Cali said, grinning back at Roxy, then continued her entry into the room. 
 
    "I'm in. Let me set up the mattress, then it's your turn, Rox." 
 
    Pulling out a roll of painter's tape, Cali got the mattress in position, then took Roxy's mattress and put it in place for the other sensor as Roxy slipped into the room. 
 
    "Okay, time to give this place the once over," Roxy said as they took out their own flashlights, being careful not to shine on anything that would give them away to the recorders. 
 
    "Huh, the entire room is painted black," Roxy noticed as Cali examined the equipment. 
 
    "This is all older equipment," Cali said. "Well used, too. Lots of scratches. There are some numbers and other markings on it; give me a moment to copy them down." 
 
    "What are they connected to?" 
 
    "A couple of small boxes..." Cali paused a moment. "This is not something I'm familiar with, John, could you fly over here and take a look at this, please?"  
 
    "What is it?" John asked as he carefully moved the micro-drone from the corner of the room it had been hovering in. 
 
    "Network equipment." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I think it's one of those 'wifi' things," Cali said, moving aside for the drone. 
 
    "Well, I'll be. It's a new one, too. They probably come by once a day, connect from the street, and download everything from the night before." 
 
    John thought a moment. "Is there a computer nearby?" 
 
    "I'm not sure," Cali said. 
 
    "I see it," Roxy said. "It's a really small one. About five by five by two. It's got a lot of wires attached to it. Says 'System Seventy-Six' on the top of it." 
 
    "Any open USB ports?" 
 
    "Several." 
 
    "Great, give me a moment. Cenna, bring your drone back, you gotta make a delivery. Give me five minutes, girls." 
 
    "Okay. We'll just talk about Sean some more." Roxy giggled. 
 
    "You know you're only digging the hole deeper, right?" Sean growled. 
 
    "But we like it deeper!" Cali snickered. 
 
    Sean sighed as John and Cenna both started laughing. No doubt there were a lot of very entertained wolves listening in right now. 
 
    Five minutes later Cenna's drone returned and flew into the room. 
 
    "Take the USB stick off the bottom," John told them, "and plug it into one of the open ports." 
 
    "What are we doing?" Roxy asked as she carefully did as she was told. 
 
    "Infecting them. I've already scanned the WiFi networks in the area. Theirs is a hidden one. This will let me pick it up and tap into their machine. Let me know when the light on the stick stops flashing." 
 
    "It just stopped," Roxy said after a minute. 
 
    "And there's the network. Okay, give me a moment... got it! I'm in! And sorry, Sean, but Cenna's more my type," he added with a snicker. 
 
    "Okay, Roxy, pull the key out. Cover up your traces and come back to the van, we're done here." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Reveal 
 
      
 
    "Okay, so what did we learn tonight?" Sean asked as they sat around in Steve's office. 
 
    "Well," John started off, looking up from his laptop, "it's all old Soviet-era gear, and I mean ancient. From like, before the wall came down. They just hooked a bunch of brand-new off-the-shelf converter dongles up and plugged them into that small computer, which just stores the streams. Then someone logs in remotely over the Wi-Fi and downloads everything." 
 
    "Why would they use such old equipment?" Tisha asked. 
 
    John shrugged. "Because they already had it? The gear may be old, but it still works. Money-wise, they spent less than five grand on everything in that room. The biggest outlay, I'd say, is the rent." 
 
    "John's already told me he thinks this whole affair is a low-budget one." Sean sighed. 
 
    "Also," John continued, "the kind of surveillance gear they're using is custom made and easily traceable, if you use something new. Everything in there is either old or something easily bought in any computer store. Whoever is doing this is either on a tight budget, wants people to think that the Russians are doing it, or they just don't want anyone to figure out they are doing it." 
 
    "So what's our next step?" Steve asked. "Do we stake out the house and wait for them to drive by and do an upload?" 
 
    "Wouldn't hurt," John said, "but it's not going to be easy. There's a store parking lot nearby, so we'd have to compare pictures of the streets and that parking lot during the downloads, every day, until one stood out." 
 
    "Assuming they're using the same car every time they come by," Roxy added. 
 
    "Yup," John agreed. 
 
    "So that's out," Steve said. 
 
    "Okay then." Sean looked at John. "How about you amaze us once again with that wondrous technical ability of yours and all of those very expensive toys I've paid for?" 
 
    "I'll just hack the machine they use to download everything while it's connected to the machine in the room and put a virus in it. I'll leave its WiFi on, with a special tag, so we can easily track it. Then when they plug it into their home network, I'll hack that, too, while infecting the hell out of it." 
 
    "That sounds good," Steve said with a smile. 
 
    "See? You're getting what you paid for," Cenna told Sean with a smile. 
 
    "When do we have to go back out there so you can do all this?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "We don't," John said, grinning. "I hacked one of the neighbor's WiFi connections, and I've already backdoored into their internet. So I'm just using their WiFi to connect to the one in the house. I'm actually in there right now looking at everything to see what I can find. I've even downloaded copies of the files, and I gotta tell you, those girls are very talented." 
 
    "I thought that wasn't supposed to be possible," Steve said. 
 
    "What? Hacking somebody's WiFi?" 
 
    "No, going from one WiFi box to another?" 
 
    "You just gotta know what you're doing," John said with a smile. 
 
    "And of course, you do." 
 
    "Of course!" 
 
    Sean held up his hand. "Just to be sure I understand this right, somebody needs to be there tomorrow to be able to track the car of whoever shows up? The one whose laptop you'll comprise?" 
 
    "Yeah, I'll whip up a couple of trackers they can use to follow the car. But unless I miss my guess, they're going to be heading to one of the embassies in the area. So we could just as easily have someone wait at each of those and see where the laptop turns up." 
 
    "Let's do both," Sean said. "Now, let's go get some dinner while John toils the night away. Anybody up for pizza? I'm buying." 
 
    "You're always buying!" Steve laughed. "I always put it on my expense report!" 
 
    "Watch out I don't sic Deidre on you," Sean warned. 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    "What's up, Son?" the First asked as Sean dropped down next to him in his hybrid form. 
 
    "I've got problems," Sean said with a heavy sigh, and dropping down onto his butt, he leaned back against the First. 
 
    "So Tisha tells me. Want to talk about it?" 
 
    Sean nodded and told him about Elliana and everything they'd learned so far. 
 
    "John's right. It's another country. The total disregard for people on the one hand, but the budget consciousness when it comes to the equipment on the other, makes it obvious. Only countries think like that." 
 
    "Oh? Why is that?" 
 
    "Because money is limited, but they can always make more people." The First shook his head. "We were the same way back when we ruled the world. It's why we played our little games of war and pride. We could always breed more soldiers, more followers, more people. But armor? Weapons? Castles, keeps, or other defenses? That stuff cost time and resources. Money, if you like. We weren't all that interested in building things up. Well, nothing other than ourselves, that is." 
 
    "Still, how does anyone do something like that to somebody? Especially to a child? To wipe out everything they are or will be?" 
 
    "Well," the First said, looking back at Sean, "the first step is to believe you're a god, or at least a god among men. Once you've decided no one else matters, especially some lowly little human, it's easy." 
 
    "Sorry," Sean said, looking embarrassed. 
 
    "Don't be," the First said. "I did it more than once, obviously. I'm still not sure those times were a mistake, either. But then, I grew up in a world where the only thing that mattered was you, your mate, and your offspring. These folks probably know better, but like your friend John said, they think they're all doing it for the greater good. Even if the greater good is only themselves." 
 
    Sean looked at him. "I thought you weren't in my head anymore?" 
 
    The First grinned at him. "I'm not. But when you're all upset and telling me these things, your mind is reaching out to me. We're still very much in tune with each other, Son. I'm sure it'll fade over time, but the fact that you're touching me makes it pretty easy." 
 
    "Oh. So, what should I do?" 
 
    "About what?" 
 
    "All of this?" 
 
    "What do you want to do?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "That's just it! I don't know what I want to do! Obviously another country is involved. So, do I attack them? Blow up their embassy? Kill their leaders? What the hell do I do, Dad?" 
 
    "Mostly, nothing." 
 
    "What?" Sean blinked at him. 
 
    "We don't want to get involved in what the countries are doing to each other. It's not really our business, and we don't have the resources for it. Or even the temperament," the First added with a snort. "Besides, it's not like they're targeting us; we're not even sure if this is really the way they got their information." 
 
    "But what about those women?" 
 
    "What about them?" 
 
    "I can't just leave them there!" 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    Sean turned and looked at the First, who was staring back at him. 
 
    "What are they to you, Sean? They're nothing, they're nobody. They're tools, nearly mindless tools that are being used by someone to accomplish their goals. They're not lycans, they're humans. So why do you care?" 
 
    "I can't believe you're asking me this!" Sean said, shocked. 
 
    "Someone has to ask it!" the First growled. "Now, answer the question." 
 
    "Okay, you're right, they're nothing to me. None of them are. I don't know them, I don't owe them, I have absolutely no duty to them at all. But..." 
 
    "But?" the First prompted. 
 
    "But I just can't sit back and do nothing. It's just too cruel, and they're too innocent. The look the others gave me, that whole..." Sean shook his head. "They wanted me to do something!" he growled. 
 
    "Better. Much better. So you want to do something because you're offended, and because your people appealed to you to do something." 
 
    "It's not that simple." 
 
    "Actually," the First whacked him in the head with his tail and grinned at him, "it is that simple! You're a god, Son. At least to our people, you are. If something offends you, there's nothing that says you can't do something about it, especially if your people are actually looking to you to fix the problem." 
 
    "So I should blow up the embassy?" 
 
    "No, I already told you we don't want to start any more wars. But you should grab the girls." 
 
    "I think Steve was planning on using them to spread false information." 
 
    "Then he needs to work with what he's got before you take it away, doesn't he?" the First said with a chuckle. "Now, as to the people behind this? If you can identify who is providing the demons with information, deal with them. If not, maybe you should let your friends over at the Secret Service know what's going on and let them deal with it." 
 
    "You think so?" 
 
    "Of course. Let the government fight the governments. Your job is to fight the demons. Don't lose track of that, Son." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Thanks, Dad." 
 
    "And don't lose track of yourself, either. If you don't save the people who need saving, you'll end up a self-centered, uncaring bastard like me." 
 
    "Oh, you're not uncaring," Sean said with a wink. 
 
    "Enough, you. Go visit Sampson for a while. I think he's been feeling a bit left out lately." 
 
    Nodding, Sean got up and went off and did just that. 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    "You don't look very happy this morning," Roxy told him as they showered. 
 
    "Yeah, I know. I talked to Dad last night." 
 
    "Dad?" 
 
    "The First." 
 
    "Oh!" 
 
    "I told him about what we did, what we learned, and well, I think we bit off more than we can chew." 
 
    Roxy put her arms around him and laid her head against his chest as she sighed. "Yeah, I've been getting that feeling, too. So what do we do?" 
 
    "Well," he said looking down into her eyes, "I think we'll find out where this goes, tell Carl over at the Secret Service, probably tell the president too, then go back home." 
 
    "What about the girls?" 
 
    Sean smiled. "The First said to take 'em." 
 
    "He did?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "He just didn't tell me what to do with them." 
 
    "Why'd he tell you to take them? I have to admit I'm a little curious about that, he doesn't strike me as the kind to care. They're not lycans, after all." 
 
    "Because it offended me and my followers. And of course because I'm a god, and I have to answer the prayers of my followers," Sean said with a wink and a smile. 
 
    "Oh, he did not!" Roxy said and smacked him loudly on the ass. 
 
    "Actually, the first part was true; the second part was kind of implied. But I think it also has something to do with me. I know he doesn't care; he told me as much. What mattered to him was that I care. And because I care, he wants me to do something about it." 
 
    "So what do we do with them then?" 
 
    "Well, we can't leave them here with Steve; if their old owners see them, they'll probably have them killed. So we have to take them home. But I don't know that we can deal with it either; we've still got a war to fight." 
 
    "Turn them over Jo, she's pretty good with mind magic. Maybe she can figure something out." 
 
    Sean nodded. "I was thinking of sending them to Sapientia or Eruditio, but you're right, I'll let Jo deal with it." 
 
    "Well, let's go get dressed; I think I hear the others." 
 
    "Did you know Estrella likes showers just as much as I do?" 
 
    "I take it that means you're not going to be getting out of the shower anytime soon?" Roxy asked with a chuckle. 
 
    "Well, we have to wait for John's little exercise to play out, don't we? So what's the rush?" 
 
    "What's the rush indeed..." Roxy purred. 
 
      
 
    "So, what have we learned?" Sean asked coming into the office. 
 
    "They went to the German Embassy," Steve told him. 
 
    "Where's John?" Roberta asked, looking around. 
 
    "He's in hacker heaven. Apparently the Germans aren't up to date on their virus protection or something. He's having all sorts of fun with their files, from what I gather." 
 
    "Why the hell are the Germans spying on us?" Sean asked, frowning. "And by us, I mean the US." 
 
    Steve shrugged. "I'm sure we spy on them, too. According to John, everybody spies on everybody else." 
 
    "I can't believe they'd do that to those girls," Terri grumbled. 
 
    "John figures it's some Stasi holdover." 
 
    "Stasi?" Roberta asked. 
 
    "They were the East German secret police. After the wall came down, they were supposed to have been disbanded, but John figures their government probably held on to some of their people and their programs." 
 
    "Which explains the old gear," Sean said, shaking his head. 
 
    "So, do we invade the German Embassy?" Steve asked. 
 
    Sean shook his head. "If it had turned out to be some country hostile to ours? Yeah, I think I just might have. But this? Anything we do will end up biting us on the ass." Sean sighed. 
 
    "I just had a very nasty thought," Roxy growled. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Where did all those guns come from?" 
 
    "East Germ... ah, shit," Sean swore. "That tears it, Steve, call the Whitehouse, we're going over there now." 
 
    "Sean! We can't just walk in there!" 
 
    "Watch me. Call Carl, tell him to bring his boss. Oh, and somebody go find Stewart. Tell him to grab a few guys and pick up those girls tonight. I think we're done here," Sean said, turning and heading out of the room. 
 
    "Where are you going?" 
 
    "To have a few words with John. Chop-chop!" Sean said and clapped his hands together. "I want to be there before lunch." 
 
      
 
    "Wow, you look pissed," John said as Sean came into the room. 
 
    "That's 'cause I am pissed. How far into their systems are you?" 
 
    "Pretty far, though they have a lot of the nasty stuff fire-walled. What I could really use would be a couple of super computers and another twenty hackers." 
 
    Sean smiled. "How about we turn it all over to the NSA and the CIA?" 
 
    "Yeah, that'd put the screws to them, alright. So what brought this on?" 
 
    "All those guns? The ones they attacked us with?" 
 
    "Came from East Germany. Duh. Didn't even think about that! So, we paying them back for Alex, then?" 
 
    "Alex, Josh, Gary, and Fran," Sean said with a growl. 
 
    "Give me a minute, and I'll be ready to go." 
 
    "Meet me outside with the others; don't be late." 
 
    Sean gathered up the girls, who, when they heard they were going to see the president, spent the next twenty minutes getting ready. 
 
    "I wish I'd brought some nicer clothes," Roberta grumbled from her seat in the limousine. 
 
    "Who is this 'president' anyway?" Estrella asked. 
 
    "He's the elected leader of the country," Roberta told her. 
 
    "Elected?" 
 
    "He's like a king, but he's only in office for four to eight years," Roxy said. "Think of him like the First, only without the god bits." 
 
    "Oh! Okay!" Estrella said with a nod. 
 
    Sean looked around the limo. They'd taken the biggest one they had, and it was packed. Roxy, Roberta, Estrella, and Cali were there, as well as Steve, Terri, and Tisha. Also John and Cenna. 
 
    "I told Stewart to get the girls," Steve told him as they pulled out. Sean was surprised to see the protesters were still there, but then remembered Steve's little stunt when he recognized more than half of them. 
 
    "I thought I said to do it after they got home?" 
 
    Steve shrugged. "If they just disappear, their handler will think the government got wise to them and took them out. Besides, do you want any of our intelligence agencies to get their hands on them?" 
 
    Sean sighed. "No. Thanks, you're right, as usual." 
 
    "Just watching out for you, bud, as always." 
 
    Sean nodded and, sitting back in his seat, he closed his eyes and relaxed, dozing off for a while. He didn't wake up until they turned off the highway. 
 
    "We're in a new window now; any word from Oak on if a new gateway has opened, Rox?" he asked, stretching. 
 
    "Not yet." 
 
    "Steve, while I'm thinking about it, you need to move your parents out of Reno. Send them to Vegas or something. Same for you, Terri. Chad thinks Reno is gonna get pasted at some point." 
 
    "It ain't gonna be easy, Sean. That shop is his life." 
 
    "Well, maybe it's time he started a new one? Ask him why he's sitting on his ass when he could be growing the empire." 
 
    Steve laughed. "You know, you might have a point." 
 
    "We're here," said Wally, the driver. 
 
    Steve rolled down the window as the guard at the gate came over. 
 
    "Mister Bryson, nice to see you again! I'm afraid you're not on the visitor's list." 
 
    "This is a bit of an unexpected development," Steve told him. 
 
    "Well, I'm sorry, Sir, but I can't let you in without authorization." 
 
    Leaning over Steve, Sean looked up at the agent and smelled wolf. He shifted into his hybrid form, noticing how the agent suddenly stiffened as his eyes got wide. 
 
    "Listen," Sean said in a low voice with a hint of a growl, "I would greatly appreciate it if you could call up to the president's office, or even the president himself, and tell them I am here, and I need to talk to the head of Homeland, if not the president, at the very least. And please do it in a way that won't compromise your job. We both know I could force you to let us in, but I promised your boss not to ever do that, so I won't." 
 
    "I'll call right now, Sir!" 
 
    "Damn, how many wolves are there on the detail now?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Fifty something, I think," Steve told her. "At least there was last week. Could be more now." 
 
    The guard came back in less than a minute.  
 
    "Sir, if you could pull through the gate, park over there on the side by that wall, and wait for a security detail, I would be very, very happy." 
 
    "Security?" Steve asked. 
 
    "Unexpected visitors must be swept and checked. Protocol." 
 
    "That's fine," Sean spoke up, "I don't want anyone to get in trouble." 
 
    "Do as the man says, Wally," Steve said. 
 
    "Thank you for not getting me in trouble, Sir," the guard said with a sigh. 
 
    "Thank you for calling," Sean said as they pulled forward, then shifted back to his human form. 
 
    The moment they stopped, someone came out and asked them to turn off the engine and get out of the car. They were then carefully searched, as another team searched the limousine. 
 
    "If I may, Sir?" the agent who came over to search Sean asked, looking very nervous. Sean realized he was another wolf. 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    Sean found it interesting that both Estrella and Tisha got the same level of deference, the agents searching them looking both nervous and guilty. In fact the only one they didn't seem at all worried about was John, who was the only normal human in the group. 
 
    For some reason that realization struck Sean as funny. 
 
    "What are you smirking at?" John asked, looking at him as they were led inside to a waiting room. 
 
    "You're the only regular human in the group. Sure you don't want me to get someone to bite you?" 
 
    "Eh, I'm used to being special; I'm a Paiute, after all." 
 
    "How long do you think they'll make us wait, Steve?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "I'm surprised we even got in the front door," Steve said with a worried look. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later a woman staffer came into the waiting room. 
 
    "The president will see you now. Please follow me." 
 
    Getting up, they followed her down the hallway and into a large meeting room. Sean noticed that Carl was there, along with the president. He didn't recognize any of the others. 
 
    "Sean." The president came over and shook hands with him. "I'm sorry you had to wait, but I had to summon a few people." 
 
    Sean smiled and nodded. "I understand, and I'm sorry to barge in on you like this. Allow me to introduce you to my wives, Roxy, Roberta, and Cali, whom I'm sure you remember, and this is my wife Estrella, whom I know you haven't met prior to today." 
 
    The president smiled and greeted each of the women in turn. 
 
    "This is my friend John, my computer and security systems guy, and his assistant Cenna. I believe you all know Steve, Terri, and Tisha." 
 
    The president shook hands with each of them, greeting them warmly, then introduced the others in the room. 
 
    "This is Jill, the secretary of Homeland. Vincent Kensington, the director of the Secret Service, Carl Mince, whom I believe you already know. Peter Cohen from the US Marshals office, Tom Matthews from the NSA, and Linda Welsh from the CIA." 
 
    The President then directed everyone to be seated and sat down at the head of the table. 
 
    "Now to what do I owe the unexpected honor of three lions showing up so suddenly?" 
 
    "Did you know we're at war with Germany?" 
 
    "What did you say?" Jill said, sitting up suddenly as everyone else in the room did the same. 
 
    "I guess that's a no," Sean said. 
 
    "I'm not sure I follow you, Sean," the president said. 
 
    "The guns provided to the two groups that attacked us last week came from Germany, and were supplied by the German government," Sean said, looking at them. "We also busted one of their intelligence operations here in DC, which is where we think the demons discovered I was in the Onderwereld." 
 
    "Do you have any proof?" Jill asked. 
 
    "John?" 
 
    John smiled and held up his laptop. "I hacked into the German Embassy. I've been finding all sorts of interesting things." 
 
    "Can I see that?" Tom asked. 
 
    John slid the laptop over to him. "You can keep it. The readme file on the desktop has all the passwords and access codes. I figure you guys at the NSA are probably the only ones who can get past their inner firewalls." 
 
    "How'd you get in?" 
 
    "Data bomb and a nasty virus. We compromised one of their intelligence assets, and they haven't realized it yet." 
 
    Tom picked up the laptop and looked at the president. "I have to go, Sir. May I be excused?" 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "Can I borrow you for a few minutes?" Tom asked John. 
 
    "Just as long as you return him when I leave," Sean said. 
 
    John got up, taking Cenna with him as he followed the NSA head out the door. 
 
    "Linda, what's your take on this?" the president asked. 
 
    "Starting with what we know, the European Union has been jockeying for power against us economically for some time now. Anything that hurts us obviously helps them." 
 
    "So you think this is all about money?" Estrella asked. 
 
    "Money and power," Linda replied. "To many people, there isn't anything beyond that, and historically, countries take that to the extreme." 
 
    "I'd think they'd be a bit more worried about their safety," Sean said. 
 
    "Seeing as they're separated from both us and the demons by an ocean, I doubt they're all that worried about what's coming," Jill said. "At least not yet." 
 
    "Why Germany?" Terri asked. 
 
    "Because they're the dominant power in the EU," the president supplied. "Between them and the French, they pretty much control the whole thing." 
 
    Linda continued, "If I had to hazard a guess, they figure if they attack you, they hurt us without actually acting against us. After all, it's been made very clear that lions are not part of this country, or any country. They are their own entity." 
 
    "So they get the benefit of hurting us economically by hindering our defense efforts, but without any of the risks of doing the dirty work themselves," Jill agreed. 
 
    Sean nodded. "Okay, I guess that makes sense, in a twisted sort of way. You might want to let them know they've either got a traitor or a possessed person on their staff." 
 
    "You're not going to deal with it?" Carl asked, looking a little surprised. 
 
    Sean sighed. "I thought about it; trust me, I thought about it long and hard. But I was reminded that the djevels are the far bigger threat, and I need to stay focused on what really matters." 
 
    "Besides which," Estrella said with a smile, "us lions really don't want to get involved in that kind of thing again." 
 
    Tisha nodded. "Yup, been there, done that, got the t-shirt. You guys wanna run the world? Knock yourselves out. We're not making that mistake again, it's just not us." 
 
    Sean noticed everyone on the side of the table looked at each other for a moment. 
 
    "So can you tell us about this intelligence operation you busted?" Kensington asked. 
 
    Sean nodded and spent the next hour or so describing to them what had happened, and when, what they'd learned, and what they'd done about it. They had quite a few questions about things Sean hadn't considered, but between him, Roxy, and Cali, they were able to answer all of them. Steve even supplied the addresses of the houses when they were finished. 
 
    "What about those four young women?" Kensington asked. 
 
    "We're taking them with us," Sean said. "We have access to some people who can hopefully repair the damage that's been done to their minds." 
 
    Kensington shook his head. "I can't believe people like that still exist in the world. The folks over at the FBI are going to have a field day trying to find out where they came from." 
 
    "I just hope they're not Americans." Jill sighed. "I'd hate to think we have that kind of thing going on inside our own borders." 
 
    The president's chief of staff came over and whispered something in his ear at that point. 
 
    "Alright, everyone, Josh has just reminded me that I have another meeting to attend to. Thank you, Sean, for bringing this to our attention. If Germany is in fact stirring civil unrest in our country, there are going to be some very serious repercussions. Thank you everyone for coming. Jill, if you'd walk with me, I've got a few things to discuss." 
 
    Everyone stood as the president left, then Carl and Kensington made a beeline around the table to Sean as the others left. 
 
    "Nice to finally meet you, Sean," Kensington said, shaking hands, then took the time to shake hands with each of the girls. 
 
    "It's nice to see you made it back, Sean," Carl said. 
 
    "Thanks, so how are things in Washington?" 
 
    "Same as ever." Carl sighed. "Sorry we can't help you with the fundies; that's the FBI's job." 
 
    "They're not happy with the president either, Carl. You might want to talk to your boss about increasing the guard." 
 
    "Already have," Kensington said, turning back to Sean. "If we hear anything through our own channels that we think might impact you, I'll be sure to let Steve here know about it. This whole Germany thing is going to cause some shockwaves, I can tell you that." 
 
    "Well, could you do me a favor and find John for us? I'd like to be back in Reno before the next gateway opens. The new guy is great and all, but I worry." 
 
    Carl and Kensington both nodded. 
 
    "I'll go find him," Carl said, leaving Sean and the others to make small talk with director Kensington until Carl came back with John and Cenna. All in all, Sean found that he liked Kensington. 
 
    "Well, let's get our stuff and head to the airport," Sean said once they were all in the car. 
 
    "This whole trip has been something of a letdown," Roxy grumbled as they pulled onto the highway and headed back to the office. "We find out who the guilty party is, but we can't do anything about it." 
 
    "They're not the ones who pulled the trigger," Tisha offered. 
 
    "No, but they provided the guns. Then there's what they did to those four women, and who knows how many other people. That's just evil." 
 
    "You won't get any argument from me," Steve said. 
 
    "Me either," Sean sighed, "but first things first, we've... 
 
    The limousine slammed forward suddenly, and everyone went flying as the back of the limousine exploded in a bright fireball. 
 
    "Again?!" Steve yelled as the car suddenly changed direction, struck in the side by a tractor-trailer whose path they had veered into, sending them flying sideways down the highway, accompanied by a large amount of horns, screeching brakes, glass shattering, and tires screaming. 
 
    "Hold on! We're going into the divider!" Wally yelled from the front. Sean could hear the engine racing as the limousine was struck a third time by a very large, old model Cadillac. He could see that both the driver and the passenger were wearing crash helmets. 
 
    They slammed into the wall, driven into it by the other car, and slid forty or fifty feet as the concrete peeled the side off with a loud screeching of tortured metal, and then stopped. 
 
    "Everyone, out of the car!" Sean yelled as they suddenly stopped. Shifting into his hybrid form, he crashed through the sunroof above him and jumped onto the roof of the car, to be met by a hail of bullets, as two vans, which had stopped behind them, disgorged a large group of armed fighters.  
 
    Calling up his frameworks, Sean tossed a fireball at the closer of the two vans, then jumped down onto the ruined trunk as he tossed up a shield. He'd been hit more times than he could count, but right now he didn't give a shit. His wives were in that car! 
 
    Dodging to the side of the Cadillac, which the driver was struggling to start back up, Sean smashed the side window with his fist, grabbed the passenger by the chest, dug his claws in, and ripped them out of the car.  
 
    Unfortunately for them, they still had their lap belt on, so only their torso and head came out as Sean threw them to the ground. 
 
    Grabbing the side of the car next, and heaving with all his might, he flipped the Caddy up onto its side, providing cover. Roxy, Cali, and Estrella were already out of the car, and from the way Cali and Estrella's hands were moving, Sean could only assume they were throwing knives. Roxy and Tisha, who was joining them, both had some sort of small automatic rifle and were firing controlled bursts back at the attackers as they moved up to where Sean was, behind cover.  
 
    Suddenly a flurry of ice bolts came flying out of the back of the limousine and through the now smashed rear window as Roberta let loose with a passel of spells.  
 
    Sticking his head around the side of the Caddy, Sean saw two more vans screech to a halt behind the attackers. He recognized them as Travis, his team, and Steve's security team came boiling out of them and laid down a withering field of fire that dropped all the attackers almost instantly. 
 
    Cries of surrender came from the wounded immediately. 
 
    Looking around, Sean found Wally standing there in his hybrid form, scanning the immediate area with a rifle like the ones Roxy and Tisha where holding. 
 
    "What happened?" Sean asked him. 
 
    "We got hit by some kind of rocket!" Wally growled, still looking around for the next threat. 
 
    Walking around the Cadillac, which was no longer running, Sean approached Travis, who already had his people lining the wounded up on the ground, while others checked the dead. 
 
    "Wally said they hit us with a rocket," Sean said. 
 
    "Jordan! Jessie! Check the vans for a rocket launcher!" 
 
    Picking up one of the rifles the attackers had been using, Sean looked at it. "More of those East German AK-74s," Sean said with a growl. 
 
    "Found it!" Jessie yelled from the van. 
 
    "Any idea what make it is?" Travis yelled back. 
 
    "Give me a minute, I'll text Bill a picture, he should know!" Jessie yelled back from the van. 
 
    "Check everyone's IDs," Sean growled, "I want to know who these people are." 
 
    "Hon, you better look at this!" Roxy yelled, causing Sean to race over to where she was. She was standing by the remains of the guy Sean had ripped in two, holding a bloody map. 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "A map of our possible routes from the Whitehouse back to the office." 
 
    Taking it, Sean looked it over and growled. It had been printed out on a high quality laser printer, and from the small time stamp in the corner from the map program, it had only been done an hour ago. 
 
    "Somebody set this up," Roxy said. "What's that on the back?" 
 
    Flipping it over, Sean saw a penciled phone number with a few other notes, including the license plate number of the limousine. 
 
    Just then he heard Cenna start screaming. 
 
    "Call that number, see who it is," Sean said and thrust the map back into Roxy's hands as he turned and ran to the back of the limo. 
 
    "He's dead!" Cenna screamed. "They killed him!" 
 
    Looking into the back of the car, Cenna was holding John, who wasn't moving. A piece of metal that must have peeled off the side of the car was sticking out the front of his abdomen. Roberta was sitting there shaking her head, tears streaming down her cheeks, while Cenna was sobbing and shrieking. 
 
    "There was nothing I could do, Sean," Roberta told him. "Cenna was lying on top of both of us when we came to a halt. When I got up, I thought he was okay, and... and when Cenna told him it was safe to get up, he, he didn't move..." 
 
    Sean just stood there, frozen. John was dead. John, who had never once fought anybody, who had just been doing his best to keep people safe. John, who had seen things he couldn't bear to see, but who had stayed on to help his friends because they needed him. 
 
    He was dead because of a bunch of stupid fanatics and a country that cared less about people than they did toilet paper. 
 
    "Travis!" Sean yelled out. 
 
    "What, Sean?" 
 
    "There are no survivors! Understand me, there are no survivors!" 
 
    Sean didn't even register the brief sounds of protest that were all suddenly cut short. 
 
    "Come, Roberta," Sean said, helping her out of the car. 
 
    Once she was out, he turned to Cenna. "Pick up his body; we'll take him home with us."  
 
    Cenna nodded and stared numbly at John's body as she continued to sob. 
 
    "Wally," Sean said looking around, "help Cenna. Take John's body back to the office; we'll be leaving for the airport as soon as we can." He turned to Roxy then, who was looking back at him, about as angry as he'd ever seen her. 
 
    "I called the number," she growled. 
 
    "Who answered?" 
 
    "The German Embassy." 
 
    Sean lost it. He completely lost it and roared his anger out at the world. How dare these people do this to him! To his friends! All he was trying to do was protect these people, and this was their response? To try and kill him? To kill his friends? Enough was fucking enough. Somebody needed to be taught a lesson, and he was sure as hell going to be the one teaching it! 
 
    "Travis, Steve!" Sean yelled. "Order everyone, and I mean everyone, to show up at the gates of the German Embassy with all the weapons they can get their hands on!" 
 
    "Umm, Sean?" Steve said worriedly. 
 
    Sean reached down and grabbed his powers. "That's an order, and you will do it now!" 
 
    Glaring, Sean looked around as everyone quickly grabbed their gear and moved off towards the cars and vans the security people had showed up in. There were a half dozen cars and vans there now, as they had all converged on the scene. Sean could hear the sounds of sirens off in the distance as the police caught up with events. 
 
    Sean climbed into one of the vans with Roxy, who was helping Roberta, behind him. Cali and Estrella were next. 
 
    "I'll get the others rounded up and sent after you," Steve said, looking at Sean with a worried expression. "Like it or not, I'll be there. I will be there." 
 
    "Good. Tisha, tell the First to spread the word; all the lycans in Germany have to leave immediately. They're on their own now." 
 
    "Yes, Sean." 
 
    Sean paused a moment and looked up at Steve, who still had that worried expression on his face. "Talk to me, Steve." 
 
    "If I walk in there, I'll never be able to meet with the president again. You need to realize that." 
 
    "Don't you want to go?" Sean growled. 
 
    "Of course I want to go! They killed John! I want to see the bastards die, and I've never killed anyone in my life! But you needed to know, so there, I told you." 
 
    Sean took a deep breath; he had to trust Steve; that was the rule, you always trusted your best bud, and Steve was his. 
 
    "I gotta do this, Steve, I have no choice. But you're right. You decide what's best for you and your girls. Do what you need to do; I trust you. Anyone questions you, tell them you're speaking with my voice." 
 
    "Thanks, and don't worry, I'll cover your ass no matter what it takes." 
 
    Sean nodded as Travis and two of his people joined them in the van. Closing the doors, they pulled out immediately.  
 
    Sean sat there and growled, thinking about John's body lying there, dead. Why the hell couldn't some folks leave well enough alone? Why did they always have to fuck with him? Well, the world was about to learn one hell of a lesson today, and he was going to make sure it stuck. 
 
    He was dimly aware of Travis and Roxy coordinating with the others over the radio. It would take more than a few minutes to get where they were going, and they couldn't just go directly there, as they had make sure everyone else showed up at the same time. Still, all Sean could think about was his dead friend, the poor mindless girls, the others he'd lost over the last year—all of it, over and over again.  
 
    "We're ready, Sean," Roxy whispered in his ear. 
 
    Sean sighed and nodded. "Good, let's go." 
 
    Sean watched as they pulled to a stop in front of the German Embassy, blocking the street. Almost immediately cars started honking their horns as the cars and vans blocking the road disgorged their passengers.  
 
    All of whom were armed, and nearly all of whom were wearing body armor, except for the very large lion who walked up to the front gate and shot the guard right in the head. 
 
    "Tear it down!" Sean roared. "Kill the murdering bastards!"  
 
    At his order, everyone charged the gates, overwhelming the guards immediately as swarms of werewolves and other lycans climbed over the walls into the compound or stormed through the gates. 
 
    Walking in through the now unguarded gates with Roxy, Cali, and Estrella behind him, Sean picked off everyone and anyone who looked important. Anyone who resisted or stood in their way. As they moved into the main building, a number of people tried to stand their ground with weapons in hand.  
 
    It was a massacre, a complete and utter slaughter. The defenders never stood a chance, their weapons having no effect at all on the attacking lycans, as they lacked anything magical that could have made a difference. They flowed through the buildings, killing all who opposed them, and anyone who looked like they worked there, with the exception of the secretaries and the wage slaves. 
 
    When they hit the intelligence section, Sean and the rest got their first surprise. 
 
    "Demons!" one of the werewolves growled. 
 
    "They're possessed! They're all possessed!" Sean growled. Looking around the room, there were over a dozen people in here, and the room was rank with their stench! 
 
    "Kill everyone in the room!" Sean yelled. "Kill them and take their heads!" 
 
    The fight got vicious as those in the room quickly ran out of ammunition and were forced to fight tooth and claw. But for all that it was as nasty and vicious a fight as Sean had ever been in, he felt a strange calm as he tore the head off what he suspected was the head of intelligence. He felt vindicated. 
 
    "Torch the room," he growled. 
 
    "Not yet!" Roxy said, holding up her hand. 
 
    "What?" he growled. 
 
    "I want to search the room, see what I can find. With any luck I can find the machine they used to print this!" she said waving the map. 
 
    Sean nodded and gave her a kiss. "Cali, protect her." 
 
    "But..." Cali started to protest. 
 
    "I'll stay with Roxy," Estrella said, "Cali, go with Sean." 
 
    Sean gave Estrella a quick hug, then left to find more people to kill. 
 
    "Let everyone but their bosses go," Sean growled as they made their way up to the floor of the ambassador's office. 
 
    When they got there the door was barred, but using a fire axe, it only took them a minute to break it down. Inside he found the ambassador and several other officials, all of whom were busy shredding and burning documents. Standing in a corner and looking terrified, he could only assume, was the ambassador's wife. 
 
    He was surprised the man had the guts to stand up to him. 
 
    "What is the meaning of this!" he yelled. "How dare you attack us on our sovereign ground!" 
 
    Sean shot him in the head, followed by quickly shooting the others as well, stopping only before he shot the woman. 
 
    "This is the price for trying to assassinate a lion. This is the price for killing my people and my friends. That's the meaning of all this," Sean growled at the stunned woman. Turning, he started to leave the room, when he heard her scream. 
 
    "Sean?" Cali said in a voice that made him stop and turn back. 
 
    The woman was pointing at her husband's body, which was twitching and changing. 
 
    "Anybody got anything made of iron or steel?" Sean growled as he moved back into the room. 
 
    "Catch!" Travis yelled. 
 
    Turning back to him, Sean caught the axe they'd used to break down the door. 
 
    "Find some more of these," Sean growled and, vaulting over the desk, he set to work on the ambassador's body as his wife continued to scream. 
 
    "Shut up already," Cali snarled at the woman. "Or are you in league with the demons, too?" 
 
    Sean was able to make quick work of the ambassador's body using the axe, taking its head off with the third sweep. But two of the others in the room, one man and one woman, were also shifting and changing as well. 
 
    "Shit!" Sean yelled and engaged the man as he started to get up, hitting it with the axe and taking pieces out of it. 
 
    "Cali! Out of the room!" he yelled. "And take her with you!" 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye he saw Cali drag the hysterical woman out of the room as he continued to fight the demon that had taken over the man's body. Sean had taken off one of the arms, but he hadn't been able to get close enough to get it in the head. Adding to matters, the other demon was moving around the table to attack him. 
 
    Sean was forced to vault over the table once the other demon had finally circled it, and backed towards the exit, using his axe keep them at bay. One of them he was sure he could take, but definitely not two.  
 
    When he got to the door, he fought a defensive battle while he waited for someone to return with more weapons. 
 
    That was when he noticed another demon getting up off the floor from under the bodies. 
 
    "Shit! How many of these people sold their souls?" one of the wolves behind Sean yelled. 
 
    "Here, throw this inside," Cali yelled. 
 
    A fuel can of some sort when flying by him, with the cap undone, followed quickly by two more.  
 
    "Light it up!" someone called. 
 
    "I don't have a match!" someone else replied, flustered. 
 
    Backing out of the room, Sean threw the axe at the closest one and cast a flame jet, fanning it over the demons as the entire inside of the room went up with a very loud woof! 
 
    He then cast a force wall before the door to keep the demons from escaping. 
 
    "She clean?" Sean asked Cali. 
 
    Cali nodded. "She's not tainted." 
 
    "What, what was that I saw?" the woman asked. 
 
    "What you get when you sell your soul to the devil, that's what," Sean growled. He looked over at Travis. "Burn it down, burn it all down. I'm heading back to Reno." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Mourning 
 
      
 
    "You were right, Son," the First told him. "That wasn't something you could let pass." 
 
    Sean nodded and sighed. "I know. I don't even feel guilty anymore; well, not for what we did. I'm more worried about the shit storm that's going to follow. I'm just glad Roxy kept her head about her while I was losing mine." 
 
    "Oh? What'd she do?" 
 
    "She found the printer the map had been printed on. If that guy I killed hadn't been dumb enough to write the phone number on the back..." Sean shook his heavily-maned head. He was moping about in lion form while his sleeping body rode back to Reno in the jet with everyone else. 
 
    "Anyway, Steve took that, along with the map we found at the scene, and had a screaming fit at the Whitehouse over how 'America's allies are trying to kill Americans'. How they were trying to assassinate us in the streets. How they were trying to stop the very people protecting us all, while reminding them at the same time that lions are sovereign, and as my attack took place on German soil, the government couldn't do shit to me." 
 
    The First chuckled. "Tisha told me, said Steve really went off on them while she just sat there, scowling at them the whole time. Good call on telling everyone to get out; the German Parliament is trying to pass a law as we speak to strip any lycans in the country of their citizenship and outlaw them." 
 
    "I was thinking more along the lines that if any demons made it there, they could deal with them on their own," Sean grumbled. Rolling on to his side, he sighed as he shook his head. "And people say Adam has a temper." 
 
    The First shrugged. "You lost one of your oldest friends to a bunch of duplicitous bastards, who you'd just found out were doing their damnedest to stop you from doing what I told you to do. Sorry if I can't fault you for any of it, Son." 
 
    "Still, I wonder what they're going to try next? I mean, this is an act of war, right?" 
 
    "You're in the middle of America, I don't think there's a hell of a lot they can do right now." 
 
    "Then there's our own government, well, I mean the American government." Sean shook his head. "I'm sure no matter what Steve does, they're not going to be that forgiving." 
 
    "According to those congressmen you had turned, the phrase 'We can't spare this man, he fights' has been making the rounds. There's also all the possessed, as well as the demons you killed there." 
 
    "I'm sure it's still going to cause problems. It doesn't take much for someone to hold up our supplies, to take away our support. Yeah, they were full of traitors and demons, but unfortunately we destroyed all the evidence." Sean sighed. "So I don't think anyone's going to believe us." 
 
    "I think you'll find the dwarves and the goblins will be more than willing to help you there, Son." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Still, I can't help but feel like I made a terrible mistake. Sure you want to leave me as the one in charge?" 
 
    The First chuckled at that. "Son, right now, if we weren't in the middle of a war, I think there'd be a couple thousand lions on their way to Germany right now to have words with them. Look on the bright side." 
 
    "And that would be?" 
 
    "I think the British are about to make you a hero and name a holiday after you." 
 
    "Are you serious?" 
 
    "They've never been all that fond of the Germans, and you are a lion, after all." 
 
    "I guess that's something. I think I need to get back to the plane and see where things are," Sean said, sitting up. "I'll talk to you later, Dad." 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    Opening his eyes, Sean looked around the airplane. Most of the people were asleep, but there were a couple up front by the cockpit talking with the pilots, and a bunch more sitting in the back by John's body.  
 
    Sighing, he put his head in his hands, thought about everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours, and what, if anything, he could have done that would have made it all turn out differently. 
 
    But nothing came up. They'd attacked him before they'd even known he'd found the girls and hacked their systems. The NSA guy had actually called Sean to give him his condolences and tell him that John's work had gotten them into everything; they even found the order to assassinate Sean from the ambassador, using the local ALS people as a front. 
 
    The German government really didn't believe the demons were that big of a threat, not to them, at least. Sean and the NSA guy had wondered on the phone how much of that was due to the influence of the traitors at the embassy, which lead to even more speculation about how many traitors there might be in the German government as a whole. 
 
    But it was clear the German government seemed to think lycans were a threat, as most of what the government knew of them came from the different councils. 
 
    So again, it circled back to their belief that killing him or any other lycan was no big deal, but hampering the defense of the United States and doing the kind of economic damage that would take decades to recover from was seen as something very much worth the risk, especially as all they had to do was give a bunch of crazy Americans the means to carry it out. They'd even given them the rocket launcher. 
 
    It was just their bad luck that Sean had found them out. 
 
    Roxy and Cali were curled up together, sound asleep. Roberta was studiously reading a book, or trying to, at least. It looked more like an exercise in ignoring everything around her. Sean hadn't realized she was that upset by everything that had happened. 
 
    Estrella was up front talking with the pilots, undoubtedly wanting to learn what was keeping them in the air. 
 
    Getting up, he decided to stretch his legs a little, not that there was all that much room in the jet. Sean really didn't want to talk to anybody, however, he was still torn between his own guilt and mourning. So that meant not venturing too close to the front were the others were talking, or too far to the back where the others were comforting Cenna. 
 
    He ended up standing by Rachel's seat. Looking up at him, she smiled. 
 
    "Thanks for letting Stew get the girls," she said in a soft voice. Sean noticed all four of the girls were sound asleep in their seats. Stewart was also sleeping, with his head in April's lap; he looked exhausted. 
 
    "How is he doing?" Sean asked Rachel. 
 
    "Tired, but he'll recover. He's been trying to change some of the things that were done to them. From what I'm hearing here, it's not exactly easy. I mean, I used to think I had it rough as a slave, but these girls? They have no idea at all what was done to them." 
 
    "Ignorance is bliss," Sean said with a shrug. 
 
    "No, it's scary as hell. They're like children, very young children, with no real concepts of self beyond 'making the voice happy' and screwing every chance they get." She shook her head. "Anyway, I just wanted to thank you for it. It meant a lot to Stew. He's got a soft spot in him, he wants to save the world sometimes." 
 
    "What about you?" 
 
    Rachel smiled. "I want to help him. He saved me, after all." 
 
    "Just 'cause he sent you up to Reno after his step-dad tried to kill you?" 
 
    Rachel shook her head. "He was looking to buy a young lycan slave on the black market. He'd never admit it, but he was looking for a sex toy. But instead, he bought me." 
 
    "You're a very attractive woman, why wouldn't he?" 
 
    "Because I'm almost ten years older than him? Young boys want young toys. But when he heard what was in store for me, he bought me anyway. Saved my life and treated me better than most guys treat their girlfriends, even though I was his slave. He was the first owner ever to put my welfare before his own, even before he sent me up to Reno. He's a good man, Sean. And you know what?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "No, what?" 
 
    "You are, too. Now go comfort your wives, that's what you're here for," she said with a smile. 
 
    "In a moment. I think I need to comfort somebody else first." 
 
    Gathering up his courage, Sean walked to the back of the airplane where Cenna was sitting down. All of Travis's team, including Travis, were sitting there with her. 
 
    They all silently moved out of the way as he came up beside her in the aisle. Dropping to his knees, he looked up into her eyes as he took her hands in his. 
 
    "Cenna, is there anything I can do?" 
 
    "I, I wish you could bring him back to me, but I know that's beyond your power, isn't it?" 
 
    "I would have done it already if I could," Sean said softly. 
 
    "It's just all so, so senseless, and so sudden." Cenna looked into his eyes. "We were talking about marriage. I'd been teasing him about getting him one of those collars the Sorceresses use." 
 
    Sean smiled wanly. "What was his reaction to that?" 
 
    "He, he liked the idea. He said, he said for the first time in his life, he thought..." Cenna shook her head. "But it's too late for that now." 
 
    Sean stopped for a moment. He knew the spell that the Sorceresses used. He also knew, as a lion, he had certain gifts in that department as well. 
 
    It should be possible. 
 
    "Is that what you want?" 
 
    "What?" Cenna asked, looking at him. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Do you want to have John's child?" 
 
    "He's dead, Sean! How can I have his child?" she said giving him an angry look. "He wasn't even a lycan!" 
 
    "No, but you are. When did the two of you last have sex?" 
 
    "Last night... wait, you can make me pregnant with John's child?" 
 
    "Do you want me to try?" 
 
    Cenna suddenly grabbed both of his hands with all her might. If Sean had been a human, she would have crushed them. As it was, it was still painful. 
 
    "Yes!" she said in a strangled voice. 
 
    "Well, you'll have to let my hands go first." Sean smiled. 
 
    She let go off his hands, and placing them on her abdomen, Sean looked down inside himself. 
 
    'Too bad the First isn't here.' 
 
    'Shift, I can help you. This is a part of both of us,' his own lion replied. 
 
    Sean shifted into his hybrid form and concentrated. He remembered how he'd used his power to put his wives into season when they weren't, so his first step was to do that to Cenna, who gasped audibly.  
 
    Next he looked at the powers he'd used to make his own children. 
 
    'Think this will work? Or should I use the Sorceresses' spell?' 
 
    'Do you want her to have a lycan child, or a human child?' 
 
    "Do you want a wolf or a human baby?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Wolf!" 
 
    'Use our power.' 
 
    With his lion's help, Sean channeled the power into her. 
 
    'Anything else?' 
 
    'She will conceive.' 
 
    Blowing out the breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding, he smiled up at her. 
 
    "Thank you, Sean." 
 
    "I loved him, too, Cenna." 
 
    Standing up slowly, he shifted back to his human form, as it was way too small in the back of the jet for a lion. Bending over, he kissed her on the forehead. Turning around, Sean walked back to the seat Roberta was sitting in and carefully dropped into the one next to her. 
 
    "Are you okay?" 
 
    "No," she said with a slight shake of her head as she put the book down. 
 
    "Want to talk about it?" he asked. 
 
    "No."  
 
    "Me neither," Sean said. Putting an arm around her, he pulled her head down into his lap and decided to spend the rest of the flight stroking her hair and doing his best to comfort her for a change. It had been a rough day for all of them. 
 
    When they finally landed, he felt a lot better than he had when they'd taken off. 
 
      
 
    Sean helped carry John's body off the airplane. John's parents and family were already there, waiting for them. Chad walked up and helped as they set the coffin in the back of a large van, then the two of them climbed in the back and rode with them in silence back to the reservation.  
 
    Kweeda was there when they arrived, dressed in a ceremonial outfit. Sean bowed to him, but still didn't say anything. He didn't have any words, and he didn't understand the language. When he realized that, he also wondered if he could understand the language, so he quickly called up his stats program, scrolled down mentally to the lion abilities, and under languages, he found Paiute. Without a second thought, he put a point into it. 
 
    He almost regretted doing so, because hearing them talking about John didn't make it any easier on him. They each took a turn talking about John, and when they'd all finished, they turned to look at him and Chad. 
 
    "If you would tell us about John?" Kweeda asked. Chad got up first and spent several minutes talking about how he'd met John, and what John had meant to him, which had been quite a lot. Sean had never realized how close the two of them had been.  
 
    When Chad finished, Sean walked up to the front of the room. Once again he wished the First was still in his head, because he'd love to let someone else do this. Then again, knowing the First, he wouldn't have let Sean off that easily. 
 
    'I am with you,' Sean's own lion said, speaking up clearly for the first time in a very long time. Embracing that, Sean shifted into his hybrid form before he spoke. It felt right somehow. 
 
    "John was a friend to me, a good friend, a dear friend. He was also a friend to the lions, all of us, as well as our children. He often helped me, back before any of this happened to me, before any of this started. Back when I was just a clueless young man ignorant to the real ways of the world. He was my friend, and he helped me even though I had little to offer him in return beyond my own friendship.  
 
    "When my duty found me, John never hesitated; he never questioned our friendship, he just continued with that help, with our friendship. I would have been helpless without him, I admit it. He did more for me than I could ever have done for him. I only stand here today because I had him at my side, protecting me, guarding my back, giving us things only he could provide.  
 
    "He showed me things I could not have seen with my own eyes. He told me things I would not have heard with my own ears. Things beyond even this world, he helped open me up to the great spirituality in the world that few know about, and fewer still have seen. He suffered great trials to help me, yet he never let those things come between us. Never, not once. 
 
    "I will be forever less than I was now that he is gone. I don't really have the words to say just how much I will miss him." 
 
    Looking down at his feet, Sean shook his head and walked back to sit beside Chad, not noticing how quiet it had gotten. 
 
    "We did not know you spoke our language," Kweeda said. 
 
    "I'm sorry, I meant no offense," Sean replied. 
 
    "None is taken; rest easy." 
 
    The next several hours were a blur for Sean. When it was finally finished, a member of the tribe gave him and Chad a ride back to the ranch. 
 
    Getting out of the car, they watched as it drove off, then looked at each other. 
 
    "Honestly, I always thought you would be the first," Chad told him. 
 
    Sean blinked. "What, because I'm a lion?" 
 
    "No, because you were always so restrained. We all figured you'd explode one day and die gloriously in a hail of bullets or something, while saving somebody in a grand and valiant action." Chad shrugged, then smiled. "Course, everyone figured I'd be the next to go, after doing something epically stupid." 
 
    "What I can't understand is, after all the people I've seen die—hell, all the people I've killed with my own bare hands—why the hell can't I deal with this?" 
 
    "Because this is the first time it's been someone you care about. Someone you look at and think it could have been you." 
 
    "I wasn't this bad when Sampson was killed." 
 
    "Well, you hadn't spent the year before that bottling up your feelings, either." 
 
    "What am I going to do? I destroyed the German Embassy and pissed off half the world, as well as a major country. We haven't even gotten into the real fight yet, and I may have just cost us our biggest ally." 
 
    Chad slapped him on the back. "Let Steve worry about the politics. The president already announced that the German Embassy had been subverted by our enemy and tried to assassinate you." 
 
    Sean blinked. "When did he do that?" 
 
    "While you were flying back here. He even released the evidence. The video of the ambassador turning into some sort of demon really looked good on the news. Between the shit John uncovered before he died and the stuff Steve's been dumping on them, I think the American people are still on our side." 
 
    "There was a video?" 
 
    "Yup. Steve told me the NSA guys were tapped into their security system by the time you got there. Took them a while, but they saw it all." 
 
    "What about the Germans?" 
 
    Chad sighed. "Oh, they're still pissed, I gather. But their government has been given an out now, to see if they take it." 
 
    "Why wouldn't they?" 
 
    "I only wish I knew," Chad said. "But I did get a message from Steve you might appreciate." 
 
    "Oh, what was it?" 
 
    "That if you try to leave Reno again, I'm to sit on you and break your legs!" Chad grinned. 
 
    "You know I can still order you around, Chad," Sean mock growled. 
 
    "Ah! But if someone who outranks you tells me to do it, well then, you're screwed." 
 
    "What, you got a line to the First or something?" 
 
    "Oh, better than that, I got a line to Roxy." 
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    The next morning Sean came out for breakfast and found a tired Adam already eating as well. 
 
    "I miss something?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Small gateway. It just closed about two hours ago. It opened while you were on the flight in." 
 
    "Wait, there was a gateway and nobody called me?" 
 
    "Sean, you were kind of busy. If it had been a large one, trust me, I would have called you. But I figured it would be better to let you say goodbye to your friend." 
 
    Sean stopped and thought about that; Adam had a point. 
 
    "Good call. Did Chad know?" 
 
    "Yeah, he knew, but he was pretty sure Max could handle it. Besides, it was just like the last one. Nobody came through it. They're definitely waiting for the next large one." 
 
    "Great, more things to worry about," Sean said with a sigh. 
 
    Adam nodded. "Such is the price of being the guy in charge. I know Chad, Maitland, and Jack have been spending a fair deal of time trying to come up with ideas. Chad's biggest problem is he doesn't want to use all his best ideas until the main gateway's open." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Yeah, he doesn't want to give them time to figure out counters to his best ideas." 
 
    Adam shrugged. "They're going to do that regardless of when he uses them. Personally, I think he needs to get over that and just roll with it." 
 
    Sean stopped and looked at him. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Why the hell aren't you in there with them? I think that's the best advice I've heard all day, and trust me, I've been getting a lot of it." 
 
    Adam gave him a goofy smiled and shrugged. "Hey, I'm just the face man. I'm supposed to sell the product, not make it." 
 
    "Yeah, well, start showing up. Obviously you've learned a thing or two over the years." 
 
    "Sorry about your friend, by the way. I know that doesn't help much, but, well…" Adam shrugged. 
 
    Sean nodded. "Thanks." 
 
    Sitting down, Sean took the plate of food Dania handed him and started eating. The girls trickled in after that. 
 
    "Wow, you're up early," Louise said, coming into the room. 
 
    "Don't blame us!" Daelyn said. "We let him have last night off." 
 
    "I'm sorry about what happened, Hon," Louise said, coming over and giving her son a hug. 
 
    "Thanks, Mom," Sean said and gave her a hug back. 
 
    "Why don't you grab the girls and your kids and get out of here for a while?" 
 
    "We do owe Sawyer a visit," Cali said. 
 
    "My uncle and my mom have been bugging me to see the twins," Jolene said. "We could stop by there on the return trip." 
 
    "If we're going down to Carson City, we should visit Daelyn's aunt and uncle, too." 
 
    "So, Sawyer's, lunch with Dae's aunt and uncle, stop by Sapientia," Roxy said, then looked over at Roberta. "Dinner with your Mom, Rob?" 
 
    "Just understand, we walk into the Sorceress Guild with this many kids, and they might not let us leave until morning." Roberta chuckled. "And it won't just be the women cooing over the babies; these are all Sean's kids, so the lycan men there are gonna want to see them as well." 
 
    "What about you, Peg? Do you want to visit anyone?" 
 
    Peg shook her head. "My sister and brother-in-law are being civil right now, I'm happy to just leave it at that." 
 
    "Okay." Sean nodded. "I'll let Travis and Oak know what the plan is." 
 
    "I'm going to have to go shopping for a bus one of these days," Daelyn grumbled. 
 
    "Maybe you should learn how to fly a helicopter," Cali said with a shrug, "I mean, they go fast, right?" 
 
    Daelyn looked over at Cali with a surprised look on her face. "You know, you're right! I bet I could get our hubby here to even put a bunch of enchantments on it to make it quiet!" 
 
    "What happened to calling me 'lion-boy'?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Oh, that's only when I want certain other things out of you!" Daelyn said with a laugh, as the others all grinned at him predatorily. 
 
    "Right," Sean said, getting up. "Gotta warn Travis!" He headed out of the dining room. 
 
    "Coward!"  
 
    "I know when I'm outnumbered!" Sean called back as he went out the back door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Sean! You're back!" Marx said as Sean walked in the door. 
 
    "Of course he's back!" Sawyer yelled from behind the counter. "Did you really think the kid was gonna let a few djevels get in his way?" 
 
    "Don't let him fool ya," Marx said in a low voice, "he was worried, but not so worried that he didn't cover a slew of bets." 
 
    "He bet on me?" Sean said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Course I did, Kid!" Sawyer called from the counter. "You think I'm gonna let easy money like that slip through my fingers?" 
 
    Sean smiled and shook his head as he moved out of the way for the girls to troop in with their babies. 
 
    "Wow! Brought the whole family down, I see!" 
 
    Peg laughed. "Hey, if you're gonna corrupt 'em, might as well have 'em learn from the best!"  
 
    "Well, I'll start with the oldest and work my way down," Sean said. 
 
    "This is Sarah, she's actually Sampson's daughter; then there's Roseanne, who is mine. Cali's daughter Alska; Roxy's son Sean, Junior; Jolene's twins, Nguvu and Mtawala; Daelyn's son Bernard; and Peg's daughter Sharon. Estrella here is my newest wife—she's a lioness, by the way—and we haven't had the chance to have any children yet." 
 
    "But he's working on it!" Daelyn snickered, making Estrella blush. 
 
    Sean chuckled and gave Estrella a pat on the butt as he continued, "Deidre and Sheila here are my mistresses, and their daughters are Celeste and Bethany, respectively." 
 
    "Wow, Kid. When the hell do you sleep?" Sawyer asked, laughing. 
 
    "I don't." Sean grinned toothily. "It's a lion thing." 
 
    "Obviously. Now, how about you all come in the back and give me a chance to start corrupting those young, innocent minds?" 
 
    "Lead on!" Sean said. 
 
    "Marx! Bar the door, back in an hour! Then come on back and join us!"  
 
    "You got it, boss!" 
 
    "By the way," Sean asked as they trooped after Sawyer, "remember that task I asked you to take care of?" 
 
    "Yup, got 'em all lined up. I had to siphon some money off of your profits, but they're all there if you need 'em." 
 
    "How much did you have to siphon off?" Deidre asked. 
 
    "Ah, the lovely Deidre, the siren with whom I'm always arguing money on the phone," Sawyer said with a grin. 
 
    "That doesn't tell me how much, Sawyer," Deidre warned. 
 
    "Just a hair under two million." 
 
    Sean whistled, and he thought he heard Deidre swear under her breath. 
 
    "Hey, doing it right ain't cheap! Don't worry, I covered a third of it with the winnings from all those bets I took from the people who were sure the Kid here was never coming back." 
 
    "I'm honored you think so highly of my husband and our house that you would risk so much of your own personal fortune," Cali said with a big smile. 
 
    "He knows I would have killed him if he'd bet against Sean," Roxy said in an overly loud whisper. 
 
    "I didn't get where I am by picking losers, toots," Sawyer said, then paled. 
 
    "Toots is fine in this case," Sean said with a smile. 
 
    "Thanks, I certainly didn't mean it as an insult, 'cause if you didn't kill me, her dad sure would!" 
 
    Sean wasn't surprised that Sawyer's office here looked a lot like the one back in Reno. What he was surprised by was that Sawyer was really good with children. Sean would have thought they'd have found his visage a little scary, but not a one of them did, and Alska and Celeste were actually comfortable with him. 
 
    "Who would have guessed you're a family man," Roxy said with a surprised smile. 
 
    "Eh, we goblins have a knack for it. Most of the scary stuff you hear about us in stories are just that, stories." 
 
    "So when are you going to settle down and raise your own family?" Jolene asked as she watched him distract Nguvu and Mtawala. "'Cause honestly, I would pay to see that! I figure if there's anything that can get the better of you, it's a bunch of little Sawyers running around!" 
 
    Sean was surprised to see Sawyer actually smile warmly at Jolene. "From the mouth of the former Miss 'my place or yours' comes the wisdom of the ages! If they don't get the better of me, I'll disown 'em! As for when?" Sawyer shrugged. "I'm thinking after this current business is over. 
 
    "Oh, before I forget, Daelyn, let your uncle know I got a couple of those machines he wanted, but he's gonna have to pick them up under the cover of darkness, and get them out of sight fast." 
 
    "What machines are these?" 
 
    "The ones that make ammunition for the rifles you guys use. Nobody would sell me one, so my people got a little creative." 
 
    "So you stole them." Daelyn laughed. 
 
    "'Stole' is such a crude word; we just expedited them to the front is all," Sawyer said with a big grin as he continued to play with the kids. "After all, you need them, House Valens asked Hà`kætunis' line for help, and if there's one thing we Hà`kætunis know, it's when to 'hoist the black flag and start slitting throats', as the humans like to say." 
 
    "Wow, it's gonna take a long time to repay this kind of generosity," Sean said, giving Sawyer a serious look. 
 
    "That's the idea, Kid. Of course, winning the war will go a long way towards doing just that. Oh, by the by, I heard about your problems in DC. I already sent my condolences to John's family. I'm gonna miss him, he was a solid kid." 
 
    "You knew John? Roberta said. 
 
    Sawyer nodded. "Known him for years. He and his father have done security and computer work for me since I moved to Reno." 
 
    "Did you know?" Roberta asked Sean. 
 
    Sean nodded. "After all this happened to me, John told me." 
 
    "Wow, I had no idea." 
 
    "That's 'cause he didn't exactly have a high opinion of magic users," Sawyer told her. "Which in the case of the Sorceress Guild wasn't really true, but you live, you learn." 
 
    "So, about those sites," Sean said, moving off of what was still a sore topic for him. "How do I find them when I need them?" 
 
    "Well, I can show you a map, if you can memorize it." 
 
    "I can do that." 
 
    "Can I look at it, too?" Estrella said. "It'll make it easier to share with the other lions." 
 
    "What about the rest of us?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "You can't accidentally spill what you don't know," Sean said. "Lions are immune to mind spells." 
 
    "Oh, I don't know about that!" Jolene giggled. 
 
    "That's only because I love you and I let you," Sean replied. 
 
    "Well let me show it to you; once you've got it down, we'll burn it." 
 
    "Burn it?" Estrella asked. 
 
    "I'm the only one with a map, and I sure ain't gonna keep that around. I'll actually be glad to get rid of it, even if the only people who know about it are all in this room." 
 
    Sawyer beckoned to Sean and walked out of the office, with Sean and Estrella following. 
 
    "One more thing, Kid. If any of those pukes in Washington give you trouble, you let ole Sawyer know. We got a few people keeping an eye on things back there if you need it." 
 
    "What about Germany?" 
 
    "We got a few there as well." 
 
    "Warn them to be careful; we found a lot of possessed and several traitors. There may be more." 
 
    "I'll be sure to pass it on." 
 
    Sawyer led them into a room with a couple of safes; ignoring those, he instead pulled the map out of a book on a shelf by the door. 
 
    "Why isn't that in the safe?" Estrella asked. 
 
    "'Cause that's the first place anyone's gonna look. Now, do me a favor and destroy that when you're done with it. I'm gonna go see if I can't teach Jo's kids a few tricks to drive her crazy," Sawyer said with a cackle and left them. 
 
    "He really likes her, doesn't he?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Yeah, they're actually best friends, have been for years. But don't tell them that." 
 
    Estrella smiled, then surprised him by giving him a hug. "It's the little things you miss. I'm just so glad to be back." 
 
      
 
    Lunch with Daelyn's aunt and uncle was quite enjoyable, though about twenty more showed up than Sean or Daelyn had been expecting. They were all happy to see that Sean was back home, safe and sound. They were also sorry about what had happened to his friend John, and were more than happy to take his side over what had happened in Washington.  
 
    Sean was starting to realize just how much his allies were willing to back him, even when he thought he had gone too far. 
 
    When they stopped in to see Arthur and Jolene's mother, everyone was again happy to see him, though the topic of John and what had happened in Washington wasn't brought up. While they were there, Sean spied a book beside Arthur's chair on Atlantis. He suddenly realized he'd seen the book there before, which explained why the First had decided to tell him about it. 
 
    Sean covertly looked around the room while Arthur and Jolene's mother were enjoying Jolene's kids, wondering what other things he might learn. The First had obviously been paying a lot more attention to his surroundings than Sean had all that time he'd lived in Sean's head. 
 
    "So, not going to leave me with any deep thoughts?" Arthur asked as they said their goodbyes to head over to Roberta's mom's for dinner. 
 
    "Honestly, Arthur, I thought it would be best to let you enjoy your new nephews, or would that be great-nephews? Though I am a bit curious about the book on your desk there. I mean, it's been there for months now, I'd have thought you'd have finished it by now." 
 
    "Eh, Atlantis has always been a popular subject with the Eruditio. Joseph lent me that book himself, says it's a most comprehensive study on the topic. Of course, I'm sure you know all about it," Arthur said with a grin. 
 
    "Well, I don't know all that much, it was before my time. Though I have a friend who used to live there, lost his house when the waters came up, and eventually covered the city. Said it took almost a year." 
 
    "Another lion, right?" Arthur said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    "I'll give you a hint: It was in what's now the Mediterranean Sea. It didn't go down, the water came up." 
 
    "Joseph is going to kill you, you know," Arthur said with a snicker. "Everyone thinks it was part of the Canary Island chain and suffered one of those 'slumps' when the volcano collapsed." 
 
    "People do love their drama," Sean said with a smile as he shook hands and left.  
 
    "You had to do that to him, didn't you," Jolene said when they got into the van. 
 
    "What, he doesn't know what happened to Atlantis?" Estrella said, looking at them. 
 
    "No one does. Well, no one other than lions, I guess," Jolene said, looking between the two of them. 
 
    "Oh, I'm much too young to have lived there, though Dad goes on and on about it if you give him the chance. He had this really nice house there that mom just adored." 
 
    "Serves me right," Jolene said, shaking her head. 
 
      
 
    Dinner with Roberta's mother Deanna did in fact turn out to be a big affair, and Sean just sat back in a corner, wearing Roberta's collar in his lion form, and enjoyed it. Though Sarah did make him give her and her friends 'horsie rides', or maybe 'lion rides' was a bit more apropos. 
 
    Roberta still had her apartment there as well, and while it might have been a tiny bit crowded with all of them there, Sean didn't mind in the slightest. Tomorrow he could go back to saving the world. For tonight, he enjoyed the idea of being just another lycan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Local Hero 
 
      
 
    Sean was sitting in his shop looking at the news on his laptop. There was a lot of heated rhetoric going on between Germany and the United States right now. Germany wanted Sean arrested and brought to heel, while the United States wanted to know why Germany was importing arms and supplying them to terrorist groups on their soil. 
 
    The one thing that had happened, which no one had noticed due to all the noise, was the president had ordered the removal of all military assets from the Middle East. From the rumors on the internet, the drawdown was going impressively fast, and would be completed in ninety days.  
 
    Sean suspected there was going to be a lot of abandoned equipment left behind. He wondered if maybe he should talk to Sawyer about that?  
 
    Just then the alert sounded. 
 
    Closing his laptop and jumping to his feet, Sean ran for the armor room. Sliding to a stop in front of his rack, he quickly stripped off his shirt and pants. Shifting into his hybrid form, he donned his armor and other gear, slung his sword, grabbed his rifle, and ran out to the lead helicopter, which was already spun up and ready to launch. 
 
    "What's the word, Trey?" Sean asked as he jumped in the back. 
 
    "It's a large one, Sean. The quick response team said there are a hell of a lot of demons on the other side; they barely got out alive." 
 
    "Well, at least they got out," Sean said as Adam dove into the back, followed by the last few wolves of their squad. 
 
    "We're good! Take us out!" Sean told Trey as the others pulled the doors closed. 
 
    "So much for fun times with the wife," Adam growled, and several of the wolves laughed. 
 
    "Yeah, I wondered why you showed up late," Hunter teased. 
 
    "Eh, bite me," Adam grumbled back. "Just wait until your wife is expecting." 
 
    "Where we going, Trey?" Hunter asked, still chuckling. 
 
    "Fifteen minutes north of here. From what I'm hearing over the command com, Jack's western group should have people on site about twenty minutes after I drop you off." 
 
     "Outstanding. I wonder if we'll get any artillery support?" 
 
    "You're gonna have to ask Chad," Sean said. "Supposedly they got the new guns set up a few days ago." 
 
    "Hey, did you hear," Dodger, one of the newer wolves on the team, piped up, "they're pulling everyone out of the ME and sending them here!" 
 
    "Yeah, right," a couple of the other wolves responded. 
 
    "He's right about them pulling everyone out," Sean said. "I saw it, too. Just everyone's so busy bitching about me still, the news isn't covering it." 
 
    They all got a little quiet then; Sean knew none of them liked the way Sean was being torn apart in a lot of the media. Then again, Germany wasn't doing much better in the news reports here in the States; word had gotten out that the big shootout in the middle of DC was an assassination attempt sponsored by the German ambassador. 
 
    In Europe the EU had forbidden any press reports about Germany's culpability, which wasn't helping Sean's case there any. Sean wondered how long they'd be able to keep it a secret in the age of the internet. 
 
    "Think they'll end up here?" Adam asked. 
 
    Sean sighed and nodded. "Sooner or later everyone is going to end up here." 
 
    "Well, at least we'll have something to tell the kids," Adam joked. 
 
    Sean listened with half an ear to the banter as he called up his frameworks and checked things. He really needed to check his stats page and look at some new spells or abilities. 
 
    "Hey, Sean," Hunter called, getting his attention, "don't we get a break after this one?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Yeah, one three-day period with nothing." 
 
    "Pity it's a sixty-hour-long window," Adam said with a sigh. "Just think of the party we could've had!" 
 
    "Coming up on the LZ! Keep your eyes open, the zone is definitely hot!" Trey said. 
 
    "Open the doors!" Hunter called. 
 
    The moment Trey flared they all rolled, jumped, or otherwise scrambled out of the helicopter. Trey was leaving less than three seconds after they'd started to pile out. Sean still thought it all looked kind of silly, but it got them out quickly, and as a cat, he always ended up on top of the pile anyway. 
 
    It only took them a moment to get sorted out, and then Hunter got them organized in a line and moving towards the gateway. Sean and Adam ranged ahead, looking for where the demons were setting up. When they got to the top of a rise, Sean could see the demons were heading for the same rise, so he threw a couple of fireballs at them as Adam unlimbered his rifle and opened fire. 
 
    "Dig in here, boys and girls!" Hunter called out, and half the squad started digging, while the other half went prone and held the line against the approaching demons.  
 
    Sean looked to either side of him. The rest of his troops had deployed and were coming up alongside to help hold the line, as Chad and Claudia's troops deployed to either side. They were in a big horseshoe-shaped line, with the gateway at the bottom of it. The Army was going to come from the direction of the open end, so Chad felt it was better to encourage the demons to go that way, into the superior numbers of Jack's regiment. 
 
    Sean had dropped prone with the rest of the group, his own rifle unslung now, as he carefully took potshots at any of the djevels that looked to be doing anything important. Mostly he was just annoying them, because for every one that dropped, another was there to take its place. 
 
    They immediately set about building some sort of barricades to protect themselves from the rifle fire, and as Chad had predicted, they formed up and marched off on the path of least resistance. 
 
    Unfortunately for them, Jack's first regiment was already there, and they'd used their time productively, heavily salting the area with Claymore mines. They waited until they had the enemy column drawn out, then triggered them all at once.  
 
    The resulting destruction and carnage was quite impressive, Sean thought. 
 
    The Army then charged down to mop up the survivors of the explosion. While they did that, Sean's own sappers rigged Claymores around their positions. Chad was certain they'd try to break out again. After all, that was why they were here. 
 
    For the first twenty hours, that was the drill. The djevels would build up an attack force, then they'd pick a new location and attack it.  
 
    The forces defending the spot they picked would simply fall back, engaging them as they did, drawing them out, and the others would help, encircling them and defeating them once they'd over extended. Chad's tactics had become a lot more refined, now that he had greater numbers and better-trained officers to work with. Everything right now was about letting the enemy defeat themselves. He'd told Sean he was tired of losing soldiers. 
 
    The next twenty hours were different. They didn't launch any attacks, they spent a lot of time building up their defenses. 
 
    "That looks pretty impressive," Sean said to Chad over the radio. 
 
    "Yup, and I'm more than happy to let them waste their time building it. What's that black stuff they're using, anyway?" 
 
    "It's what passes for wood on the other side of the gateway." 
 
    "Does it burn?" 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    "Oh, that's definitely gonna help." 
 
    "So when are you going to release the artillery on them?" 
 
    "When they look like they're going to attack us again. Oh, the Marines showed up day before yesterday. Their pilots are all crazy, you know that?" 
 
    "Is that a bad thing?" 
 
    "Hardly, but if you see a bunch of black jags walking around, that's them." 
 
    "They didn't want to be wolves?" Sean said, surprised. 
 
    "None of the Marines wanted to be wolves. They wanted big, beefy, and strong. So they went for big cats, bears, and even some of the draft horses. When they join us on the field, you're going to see some changes in our tactics." 
 
    "Assuming we don't lose ’em." Sean sighed. 
 
    "Oh, stop worrying about it. Whether they like you or not, the fact of the matter is, you're the man in charge, and if they want to keep all hell from breaking loose, they have to leave you here." 
 
    "Are you sure about that?" Sean asked, worried. 
 
    "Adam's little rant about him pulling everyone back and letting all the humans get eaten if they didn't do things the 'lion way' was heard by everyone in power back in Washington. Trust me, Steve told me they got the message. Sure, there's a lot of people pissed at you, but it goes both ways. There's a lot of our people who are incredibly pissed that they tried to assassinate you. Haven't you noticed lately a lot of people get really quiet whenever you bring it up?" 
 
    "I thought it was because they're embarrassed about what I did." 
 
    Sean heard Chad's snort over the radio. "It's because they're pissed. Right, Jon?" 
 
    "Yup, even our folks are upset!" Jon, who was Claudia's field commander, replied. 
 
    "He's right, Sean," Adam said on the command line. "A lot of folks were upset over the fundie attack, then they find out others were pushing it, and now those others went after you? People don't like it when you mess with their gods, you know that!" 
 
    "Guys, something's going on with the fort," Max called over the radio. 
 
    Sean turned and looked; sure enough, they were up to something. Through the cracks and the gaps in the walls of the fort he could see a number of the larger demons, lords if he was right, standing around. There were five of them. 
 
    "I think they're circling!" Sean called out over the radio. 
 
    Sean heard Chad suddenly calling for a fire mission from the artillery units. Picking up his binoculars, he zoomed in as close as he could. As he watched, he saw them gesturing together. Obviously they were going to cast something. He was surprised by this, he had no idea djevels could circle, especially not the lords. This was definitely something new. 
 
    The first few shells fell short, but after that, they marched them right up onto the fort. As Sean watched, the entire fort started to glow. The shells that had been blowing pieces off of it suddenly ceased having any effect. 
 
    "Shield spell of some sort," Sean told Chad. "See if any of our other mages can identify it." 
 
    "How long will it last?" 
 
    "Until they stop casting it and it takes enough damage," Sean told him as he continued trying to figure out what they were doing. Only being able to see glimpses of them through the cracks in the poorly built walls was making it a challenge. 
 
    "Uh-oh, they're switching to something else," Sean called as they all stopped a moment, then appeared to be doing something else. 
 
    As Sean watched, mist formed around the fort; it took him a couple of minutes to realize it was some sort of frost effect. He could see the ground freezing around the fort, and quickly, too. Then it slowly expanded. 
 
    "I think they're going to try to freeze us to death," Sean said. 
 
    "That's a lot of ground to cover from here to there, Sean," Chad told him. 
 
    "Yeah, well, we're not stopping them from casting, so I don't think they're worried about how long it's going to take them." 
 
    "Can't you do anything?" 
 
    "Too far for any magic I can do, and they've got a shield up around them that we can't shoot through. So, no. It depends on how powerful the spell they're casting is. If we can't counter it with something of our own, we're going to have to retreat when that wall of cold reaches us." 
 
    "Time to pull some of those tricks out, Chad," Adam said over the radio. 
 
    "Yeah, yeah. I know, I was just hoping to save it." 
 
    "How long until you can use whatever the hell you're talking about?" Sean asked as he watched the slowly spreading ring of frost growing out past the fort. 
 
    "That's going to depend on the crews." 
 
    "Well, better get them started," Sean said.  
 
    "Hold on a moment," Chad said. After a minute he came back on the radio. "Okay, I set them in motion, now we just wait and see." 
 
    "What are our magic users doing?" Sean asked. 
 
    "They're circling as well, and trying to see if there's anything they can do to counter the demons. But they're not sure where they're getting their energy from." 
 
    "Probably the gateway," Sean told him. "I got power from here when it was open, so they're probably getting power from the onderwereld, especially standing that close to an open gateway." 
 
    Sean took a moment to think about what he was seeing. 
 
    "Anybody got any flares?" he called out. 
 
    "I got a flare gun!" one of the wolves called out. 
 
    "See if you can fire one just outside that circle." 
 
    Sean watched as the wolf pulled out a standard flare gun, loaded it, and put one pretty close to the edge. The cloud slowly advanced. The flare was burning merrily, and continued to burn as it was circled by the ice, though it wasn't burning as brightly as before, and the flames stopped spreading.  
 
    Once the fuel was exhausted, the flare went out. 
 
    "I wonder what it does to a living creature," Hunter muttered. 
 
    "Well, if you can find one, by all means find out," Sean told him. "Just don't use any of our people." 
 
    "Yo! Speed, go catch us a rabbit, and don't kill it!" 
 
    "Yes, boss!" a wolf said. Dropping his gear, he suddenly shifted into a full wolf and took off out of their trench. 
 
    "We have a wolf named 'Speed'?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Actually, that's his nickname; he is pretty damn fast, though." 
 
    Sean shrugged and went back to watching the circle as it continued to expand. 
 
    "Notice they haven't had anyone come through the gateway since they started this?" Hunter said. 
 
    "Huh, actually I hadn't." 
 
    "Makes me wonder what this spell of theirs is doing to their own people?" 
 
    "Well, I'd guess they're inside the effect, so probably nothing. But anyone coming through the gateway wouldn't be." 
 
    Speed came trotting up then with a struggling hare in his jaws. Sean grabbed it, making sure he didn't get bitten. Standing up, he walked within ten feet of the circle. He could feel the cold rolling off of it; it was definitely a powerful effect. Tossing the rabbit into it, he watched as it tried to run, then slowed quickly to a stop and laid down on the ground, trying to huddle for warmth.  
 
    Within seconds, ice crystals formed on its fur, and in less than a minute it was covered in a thin film of ice, and was dead. 
 
    Jogging back to the trench, Sean jumped in. "Well, that was educational. How much longer do you think we have until it gets here?" 
 
    "Fifteen, twenty minutes?"  
 
    Sean nodded and called Chad. "Order everyone to pull back when this thing gets within five feet of them." 
 
    "That bad?" 
 
    "Yup. Threw a rabbit in, it didn't last very long. So neither will we." 
 
    "Our friends took off from the airport a few minutes ago. They should be here soon." 
 
    "Well, soon better be less than ten minutes," Sean warned. 
 
    "Don't worry, these guys tell me they've done this before, lots of times." 
 
    "Who are 'these guys'?" 
 
    "Our new Marines, of course!" 
 
    "I think that means we should be worried," Hunter said. 
 
    The constant shelling suddenly stopped, and the sudden silence surprised everyone. 
 
    "Incoming from the south," someone called. 
 
    Looking southward, Sean saw an airplane, a C-130 actually, flying overhead very high up in the air. As it drew near, something big fell out the back, and a small chute opened on it, stabilizing it. A second, larger chute opened as it passed overhead, then it slowly come straight down, almost on top of the fort. 
 
    "Head's down, everybody!" was suddenly broadcast over all the unit radios. 
 
    "Take cover!" Sean called out and ducked down into the trench. 
 
    There was a soft boom, followed a moment later by a flash, and then a much louder explosion that shook the ground and made his ears ring. Giving things a moment to settle down, Sean poked his head up and looked at the fort.  
 
    Half of it was gone; the other half seemed to be on fire. The wall of cold was no longer advancing. In fact, it was melting! 
 
    "What the hell was that?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Improvised fuel-air explosive. Sort of like the 'Mother of All Bombs', only they made it with jet fuel and a few other things." 
 
    "Well, it worked," Sean said. "Better start the artillery back up for a while, make sure we got them all." 
 
    "Already on it." 
 
    "Think they'll try anything else?" 
 
    "If the lords we killed are as important as Stell tells me, I think they may have just shot their wad, but we still have about twenty more hours to go, so who knows?" 
 
      
 
      
 
    "I really didn't want to show them any airpower," Chad said as Sean joined him in the recovery zone. The gate had closed, and everyone was sprawling out on the ground or sitting in one of the collapsible chairs spread out everywhere, as the attendants brought everybody some food and something relaxing to drink. 
 
    "I'm sure they already know about airpower, Chad. They have agents here already." 
 
    "It's one thing to hear about it; it's another thing to actually be subjected to it." 
 
    "How long do you think you're going to be able to pull surprises out of your hat once the main gate opens?" 
 
    "Is that why you sicced Adam on me?" 
 
    "Partially," Sean sighed, "but don't you think we'd rather see their surprises now, when we can wipe the field clean after the gate closes?" 
 
    "The next three months are going to be hell," Chad said, shaking his head. 
 
    "How many people do we have now, anyway?" 
 
    Chad smiled. "We now have thirty thousand lycans trained up, another twenty thousand in advanced training, and forty thousand in support." 
 
    Sean stopped and looked at Chad. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "You heard me." 
 
    "Where the hell are they? We've got what, six thousand here, plus what Jack brought?" 
 
    "Actually we've got almost ten thousand here today, plus Jack brought another ten." 
 
    "Well were the hell are these new ones?" 
 
    "Some are training the newcomers; others I'm starting to garrison around the area for when the main gate comes along. We've got more than enough to handle these temporary gates, I'm not really that worried about them anymore. It's the big one I care about now." 
 
    "So we've gained what, a hundred thousand since the gates started to open?" 
 
    "More, actually. But our casualties in the first four months were pretty horrendous," Chad said with a wince. 
 
    "Yeah, I remember," Sean said and winced as well. "So we got what? Fifty thousand soldiers here?" 
 
    "Yes and no. Jack's people are mobile, well-trained, and very effective. The ones you, me, and Claudia have been sending in are also well-trained, very effective, and mobile. These new ones? The ones in training? I'm going to talk to Jack about splitting them between his two regiments and see if we can't get them more experience over the next few months before the big fight." 
 
    "So when did all this happen?" Sean asked, collapsing back into the chair. "Why wasn't I told?" 
 
    "It happened while you were off playing Captain Kirk and exploring strange new worlds," Chad said with a laugh. "What, you think things stopped while you were gone for a month?" 
 
    "Captain Kirk?" Sean asked, looking over at Chad. 
 
    Chad smirked. "You got the only girl on the entire planet, Jim." 
 
    Sean couldn't help himself, he laughed. "Just watch out I don't buy you a red shirt!" 
 
    "I think I actually burned all those back when you gave me this job." 
 
    "Can't say I blame you. But honestly, we have half a million lycans in the country and only, what, a quarter showed up?" 
 
    "Well, we have a steady stream of them still coming in; it's not easy for a lot of them to get here. From what the other lycan leaders have been telling me, they've sent back at least half for being too old or too young, so they've been passing the word back that only those who can fight, or support those who are fighting, should come here." 
 
    Sean nodded. "I guess that makes sense. It's way too easy to hear a number, think it's the sum total of what's available, and forget all about the other factors." 
 
    "I'm also considering sending some of the trained groups back where they came from, just in case any marauding bands show up." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Sounds like a good idea." 
 
    "So, the next window doesn't open until Friday. Got any plans?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. 
 
    "Max wants to have a barbeque tomorrow night, why not come over?" 
 
    "A barbeque in March?"  
 
    "Yeah, well, we're all meat eaters now, right?" Chad winked. "Plus the new house isn't done yet, so we pretty much have to eat outside. But I got some heaters set up and all that. So why not?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "One last time to try and pretend all is normal before all hell breaks loose, right?" 
 
    "Definitely." 
 
    "Well, I think I'm gonna hitch a ride out of here, then call Steve and let him yell at me for a while." 
 
    "How much longer are you going to leave him there, anyway?" 
 
    "I don't know. Why, do you know something I don't?" 
 
    "You did just piss off an entire country; might be wise to bring everyone back here until things cool down." 
 
    "You're right. Though I think he was having delusions of running the place." 
 
    "With Steve, you never really know if they're delusions or not, do you?" Chad said with snort. 
 
    Sean could only nod in agreement. 
 
      
 
    The trip back was refreshing. Most of the troops in the back wanted to sleep, so there wasn't much talking. Just a couple of months ago, Sean would have been one of the last to leave, wanting to check on everything and everybody. Now? 
 
    Now he'd gotten used to it, and he had other people to do that, so he let them. 
 
    When they landed, he walked into the armor room and hung all his gear up. Someone would come by to clean everything for him, the joys of support personnel. He stumbled over to the shower, washed off, then came back to where he'd dumped his clothes, which were still there, except somebody had washed and folded them, leaving his wallet and other things, like his pistol, stacked on top of them. 
 
    Shifting back to human, he got dressed and headed for the house. It was late, after one in the morning. Sitting on the couch waiting for him was Carl Mince from the Secret Service. 
 
    "Carl, you're probably the last person I'd expect to see. What's up?" 
 
    "It's Germany," Carl said with a shake of his head. "Something I'm sure you'd rather not hear about." 
 
    "What, they send you here to arrest me?" Sean asked, going over to one of the overstuffed chairs and dropping into it. 
 
    Carl snorted. "Even the US Marshals know better than to try that. No, this is something else. Did you hear about the videos we got from the security cams?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "I heard about it. Haven't seen any of them, though." 
 
    "Well, the German leadership all saw them, too. Including their chancellor. At first everyone there thought they were fakes, until the ambassador's wife showed up and told them it was all true." 
 
    "So I'm off the hook then, right?" 
 
    "Unfortunately, the German government doesn't want to share this news with the public. They're afraid it would 'cause a panic'," Carl said, making air quotes with his fingers. 
 
    "More like a loss of faith in a government that's being run by djevels." 
 
    "Yeah, that too." 
 
    "And this is my problem how?" 
 
    "They want you, or somebody like you, to help them root out those who are possessed or have sold out to the other side, of course." 
 
    Sean looked at Carl in shock. "What? They want me to help them, while they're going around trying to have me killed or captured and tried as a criminal?" 
 
    "And that's why I got 'volunteered' to be the one to tell you. But yeah, that's about the size of it. They won't tell the truth to anybody about what happened, and they want your help on top of it to boot." 
 
    "Talk about gall," Sean said while shaking his head. "The answer is probably going to be no. I've got too much on my plate here to just walk away from it all. Tell them if they really want our help, they need to repeal that damn 'lycanthrope ban' they just passed." 
 
    "They'd have to tell Parliament then, and from what we've heard, they don't even want to do that." 
 
    "Then there's no way they're going to get anybody's help. Make sure they understand that. Nobody's going to set foot in their country if it means they can go to jail." 
 
    "They're willing to guarantee the safety of whoever goes." 
 
    "Not good enough. Tell me, did the chancellor know about the attempt on my life before it took place?" 
 
    "We don't know for sure. We know she didn't okay it, however." 
 
    "But she didn't stop it either, right?" 
 
    "I'm not sure that's a fair statement, Sean. There's every possibility, in the short amount of time they had to go after you, that they went with a lower level of approval. It may even be that the ambassador did it on his own." 
 
    Sean conceded the point. "Well, if he didn't, you can tell them to start with whoever did approve it. Did the chancellor know about the attack on my ranch?" 
 
    Carl's expression turned sour. "Yeah, they knew about that one." 
 
    "Well, Carl, sounds to me like they're shit outta luck. Because ain't no one gonna set foot in Germany until that law is repealed. They do that, and maybe, maybe, I'll help them. But not a moment before." 
 
    "What about the lycans already in Germany?" 
 
    "There aren't any. Well, not anymore. We pulled them out." 
 
    "When did you do that?" 
 
    "Right after they tried to kill me," Sean said, then smiled. "If they don't think the demons are a problem, they're welcome to fight them all by themselves." 
 
    "That's a lot of people to condemn to death, Sean. There's over 80 million people there." 
 
    "Then maybe their leaders need to pull their heads out of their asses and think of them first? Besides, like they said, the gates are over here, and there's an ocean between us and them. Anyway, I'm tired, and obviously cranky. Make yourself at home, we can talk more tomorrow, I guess. But you can tell everyone right now they gotta repeal that law, one way or the other, before anything else happens." 
 
    "Before you go, what's this about a break in the gates?" 
 
    "There's a chart hanging on the wall in the conference room; go take a look at it. I'll explain it in the morning. I know I shared it with General Baker, but I guess it didn't make the rounds." 
 
    Carl nodded. "Night, Sean." 
 
    "Night, Carl." 
 
    Getting up and yawning, Sean headed off to bed. 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    "Hey, Dad. Looks like I got a new problem," Sean said, padding over to the First and flopping down with a sigh. 
 
    "Well it can't be too bad, because I haven't heard anything from Adam or Tisha yet." 
 
    Sean sighed and shook his head. "The German government wants our help weeding out the demons and the traitors in their government. Turns out they had video on the entire fight in the ambassador's office, too. They also talked to his wife.  
 
    "So they asked our government to ask me to come over there and help them." 
 
    "What'd you tell them?" 
 
    "That I wouldn't even think of it until they repealed the lycan ban. Carl, the guy from the Secret Service they sent to tell me about the offer, said they don't want to admit to the legislature, or worse yet, their people, that they fucked up and have been compromised. So I told him, no repeal, no deal." 
 
    "I take it you haven't heard the German response to that yet?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "No, but Carl did make a valid point, Dad." 
 
    "Which was?" 
 
    "There are over eighty million people in Germany. I don't think I can condemn that many people to death just 'cause they voted for assholes." 
 
    "Also, giving that many people to the demons to eat would make them a lot more powerful than we'd like, I'm sure," the First agreed. 
 
    Sean swore. "I hadn't even thought about that. Do you think that would affect the whole permanent gate balance problem?" 
 
    The First shook his head. "We haven't gotten any solid numbers on it yet, but a pretty sizeable percentage of the population would have to swap sides. The wandering gates are small, and they move. So I don't think they'd be able to push enough people through to make a difference." 
 
    "So eating them doesn't affect the balance?" 
 
    "No, eating them just makes them stronger. But now I have another concern." 
 
    "Which is?" 
 
    "We've known for a while, on both sides, where the main gates were going to be, right?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "That's what you and the others told me." 
 
    "But all the magic users have been prophesizing doom for Europe, and now we're learning that the demons made quite an investment over there. Both the Vestibulum and the German government were hit hard, in Europe." 
 
    "I'm not sure I follow, Dad." 
 
    "It's very hard for demons to get here when there isn't a gateway. They have to travel a very long and arduous path that most of them won't survive. Even when they get here, possessing someone is a difficult and not always successful task, unless you've prepared them for it. Finding and getting people to sell out to you is also a very difficult accomplishment." 
 
    "Okay, I think I follow so far." 
 
    "So why would they focus so much effort on Europe, when everyone knows the main gates are going to be in North and South America?" 
 
    "How many wandering gates are there?" Sean asked as he started to see where the First was going with this. 
 
    "No one's ever been quite sure. It seems to be two or three, but we know they can also open up in seas and oceans." 
 
    "What happens then?" 
 
    "No idea really, they tend to open on the seabed, so the general consensus is that the demons drown. Estrella told us she never saw any bodies of water there, or heard anyone talk about them." 
 
    "So the demons believe there's going to be a wandering gate in Europe, probably Germany, and everybody is already set to fight here. Nobody in Europe is expecting a thing." 
 
    "Oh, we have people there. However, we weren't expecting an all-out attack through one of them, either. The wandering portals are small, and they move often. It's pretty much a one-way trip for any demons coming through one." 
 
    "Yeah, but with this much food waiting for them, they probably don't care," Sean pointed out. 
 
    "I don't think they're smart enough to care," the First grumbled. "I'm going to have to talk to Estrella again." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "To see what she knows about the wandering portals—or rather, what the demons know. If this is part of King Sladd's plans, our lives may be getting a lot more difficult." 
 
    Sean nodded. "They sure won't be getting any easier. I'll let you know what kind of response I get." 
 
    "Good, and in any case, you're not going." 
 
    "What, Chad got to you too?" Sean joked. 
 
    "No, there's just too great a possibility that this is a trap. But you may want to make some more tag and collar machines." 
 
    "Yeah, I can see where they might be needed. Night, Dad." 
 
    "Goodnight." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 See The Light 
 
      
 
    Sitting down in the visitor's room, Betty made herself comfortable as one of the sheriffs led her father out and sat him down in a chair on the other side of a piece of heavy glass, just like she'd seen in the movies. 
 
    "Betty, darling! You're okay!" her father Geoffrey said. "They told us you were shot!" 
 
    Betty nodded; they'd only just let her out of the hospital this morning. She was still weak, and still healing. She had a bandage she needed to change twice a day, and stitches she'd have to get out in another week. 
 
    "Yes," Betty sighed, "we were. That's why they let us go. The DA decided he didn't want to charge us, and without the government picking up the bill, we were all discharged a few hours ago." She looked up at her father. "I don't have any money, Daddy. I have no place to stay, and no way to get back home." 
 
    "I heard Pastor Cross got away, why don't you find him?" 
 
    "Don't you know, Daddy?" Betty said, looking at him in shock. "He's the one who shot me!" 
 
    "Hush your mouth, Betty. Pastor Cross is a fine and upstanding man! Don't you go besmirching his name because of what someone else told you!" 
 
    "Daddy! I saw it! I was looking right at him when he shot me! Best me and the other girls can figure is he didn't want the lycans getting their hands on his women!" 
 
    "What the hell are you talking about, Betty? How can you say such things! Did the devil come and tell you that?" 
 
    Betty looked at her father and was shocked at the anger she saw in his eyes.  
 
    "The only devil I know is Pastor Cross! He shot me, Daddy! Me! I was carrying his baby, and he still shot me! And I lost it because he shot me in the gut!" 
 
    "What!" her father thundered from the other side of the visiting room glass. "What foolishness is this!" 
 
    "I was sleeping with him, Daddy. He told me he loved me! He said it was my God given duty to give him a child! Why do you think I was always going over to his place and staying there so late all the time!" 
 
    "How dare you say such a thing! Those foul lycans got their hands on you and corrupted you! Pastor Cross is a good and humble man!" 
 
    "But it's true, Daddy! It's all true! He was lying with me, and told me he loved me! He got me pregnant, Daddy! I was carrying his child! And still, he, he shot me!" 
 
    "I told you to stop with your lies! I shoulda known you'd turn out to be no better than your mother! Begone from here! Your lies hold no sway with me! And you're no child of mine!" 
 
    Tears forming in her eyes, Betty got up painfully from the chair and made her way to the exit. 
 
    "You're just another slut like your mom! Tempting men to stray from the straight and narrow! I should never have taken you in!" her father screamed as she left the room. She would have run out the front door if she'd been strong enough. Instead she fixed her gaze on the exit, ignored the sympathetic looks from the deputies, went outside, found a bench, sat down, and cried.  
 
    She had nothing, she had no one. The other women had all gone their separate ways the moment they'd stepped outside. She couldn't even try to call one, because she didn't have a cellphone. Her father had said they were the tools of the devil. Everything her father didn't like was a tool of the devil. 
 
    And now, apparently, so was she. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "I'm still not sure this is a good idea," Stewart said as April, Rachel, and he shepherded the four girls through downtown Reno. He and Jolene had been working on them for almost a week now, and Jolene had told him the girls needed to get out for a while.  
 
    Both Rachel and April had been very hot on the idea; they wanted to spend some time downtown, too, and to be perfectly honest, all four of the girls were nice, even if they tended to flirt a lot, and most of their ideas seemed to always run to sex. 
 
    Stewart's next complaint was one guy with six beautiful women was just asking for trouble, especially when the word 'no' didn't exist for four of them. Thankfully Sean's edict about no one leaving the property unarmed worked in his favor there. The three of them, Rachel, April, and him, were all openly carrying pistols. That seemed to be keeping most of the guys at bay.  
 
    While he was fairly certain most other guys would be happy to be the center of attention of six women, Stewart really only cared about April and Rachel. Elliana, Steff, Julia, and Kate were his responsibility, his wards, as he figured it. That put them in the 'off limits' category in his mind, and then there was the simple truth that, while they might be adults, they were all emotionally and intellectually stunted at about the age of thirteen. That bothered him quite a bit as well, and he wasn't afraid to admit it. 
 
    He just hoped, now they were away from their handlers, they might start to mature. Honestly, all four of them were very sweet when you got right down to it, so it was his hope they'd eventually have something approaching a normal life. 
 
    "You know, sooner or later we're going to have to let them get laid," Rachel whispered to him as they walked. 
 
    "I know, I know." Stewart sighed. All four of the girls had been flirting fairly aggressively with the guys at the Ranch, and with the male-to-female ratio there, they were definitely getting a lot of interest. 
 
    "I just don't want to feel like a pimp," Stewart growled. 
 
    Rachel laughed. "Why, you planning on charging for their time?" 
 
    Stewart gave her a look to let her know he didn't find that at all funny. 
 
    "Listen, Stew," Rachel said, pressing up against him. "They're not children, and they're definitely not nuns." 
 
    "No, definitely not nuns." Stewart sighed. "I should never have let Jolene talk me into becoming 'the voice'." 
 
    "Why not? It worked wonders with Elliana." 
 
    "Because they all want to have sex with me." 
 
    "I thought you told them no?" 
 
    Stewart rolled his eyes. "Rach, when has telling you 'no' ever worked?" 
 
    Rachel snickered then. "Point. But April thinks it's funny watching you trying so valiantly to ignore their constant little ploys." 
 
    "I've heard you laughing about it more than once, you know," Stewart grumbled. "I'm still a very young man; the idea of a bunch of meaningless sex with four well-trained and lovely women is not the kind of thing that's easy to walk away from, I'll have you know." 
 
    "Then why are you?" Rachel asked, looking serious for a change. 
 
    "Because I'm married, for cryin out loud! Why the hell would I be out 'drinking beer' when I have 'champagne' at home?" 
 
    Rachel smiled brightly at that, then suddenly frowned. "Uh-oh, predator alert straight ahead!" 
 
    Looking up, Stewart sighed, there were a bunch of guys hitting on some poor girl sitting on a bench. What made it worse was they were just a stone's throw from the local jail. Then again, half of the guys looked like they'd just gotten out. 
 
    Shaking his head, Stewart altered his course. "Great, just what I need, another responsibility." 
 
    "No one's telling you that you have to do this," Rachel reminded him. 
 
    "What would Sean do?" 
 
    "Kick ass, take names. Exactly in that order," April said with a laugh. 
 
    "Yup, and he's both my boss and my teacher. Besides, even my step-dad wouldn't be able to just walk on by. 
 
    "Guys, leave the lady alone," Stewart said, walking up to the bench. 
 
    "Hey, who do you think you are?" one of them said. 
 
    "Yeah, you don't look like no po-po," a second man said. 
 
    "Look, the lady's had a bad day, she's crying, just leave her alone. Go pick on someone else for a change." 
 
    "Maybe you should mind your own business before someone minds it for you!" the first one to speak said. 
 
    "Hell, man, you got all those fine ladies already! You don't need another one!" 
 
    "Maybe we should take some of them for ourselves!" a third one spoke up. 
 
    Shaking his head, Stewart sighed. "Look, I'm perfectly fine with kicking your ass. If that's what you want, fine. I'll do it." 
 
    "You shouldn't argue with the voice," Steff said. 
 
    "Yeah, bad things happen to people who argue with the voice," Julia agreed, while Kate and Elliana nodded emphatically. 
 
    "Oh, I think somebody's about to lose his damn voice!" The first speaker laughed and walked up to Stewart, pulling out a knife. 
 
    "Don't kill him, Stew," Rachel hissed. 
 
    The first one laughed. "Kill me? Bitch, I'm gonna..." 
 
    Stewart stepped forward, grabbed the hand with the knife with his right hand, and bitch-slapped the man across the face with his left, stunning him. Twisting and bending his hand, Stewart forced him to drop the knife, then he twisted the man's arm behind his back.  
 
    "Okay," Stewart whispered as he cast a minor mind control spell. "You're going to go inside the sheriff's office, you're going to confess to every single crime you've ever committed and gotten away with, and then you'll sign a written statement when they're done typing it up for you. Got it?" 
 
    Letting go of the man, he pushed him in the direction of the jail, then he looked at the other two.  
 
    "I think you should run while you still can," Elliana said. "I think the voice is angry with you!" 
 
    The second man, who was a fair deal larger than Stewart, charged him. Stewart timed the man's approach and stepped forward into his punch, ducking slightly to the side, and then brought his knee up into the man's chest. He actually felt several of the man's ribs break as he crumpled up around Stewart's knee, then went flying backwards a good ten feet. 
 
    Stewart smiled as the remaining men took off without a look back as their first friend marched off to do Stewart's bidding, and the second one lay on the ground, moaning in pain. 
 
    "Thank you," the girl sitting on the bench said, still sniffling, "I kept asking them to leave me alone, but they wouldn't go!" 
 
    Stewart looked down at her; even with her eyes puffy and bloodshot from crying, she was still a very lovely young woman. 
 
    He also recognized her immediately. 
 
    "Betty? What are you doing here?" 
 
    Betty blinked and looked up at him. "Do I know you?" 
 
    Stewart shook his head, "No, I guess you wouldn't remember me. I'm one of the people who took care of you after you were shot. You told me your name and what happened while our doctor was treating your wound, before we sent you to the hospital." 
 
    Betty flinched back from him. "You're a werewolf!" 
 
    Stewart chuckled. "No, actually I'm a werefox. So is my wife April there. But my other wife, Rachel here, she's a werewolf. Now, why don't you tell me what happened?" 
 
    "What about those other girls? Why... who are they? Why are they with you? What are you doing with them?" 
 
    "He saved them from a terrible fate, and now he has to take care of them," Rachel interrupted. "Just like he saved your dumb ass. Though why he wants to save someone who was trying to kill us a couple of weeks ago is beyond me!" 
 
    "Rachel," Stewart said, looking back at her, "that was uncalled for, and you know it." 
 
    "Sorry, Hon," Rachel said with a sigh. 
 
    Betty looked down at her shoes. "She's right. Thank you for saving me. Again. I won't trouble you anymore." 
 
    Stewart watched as she started to get up, and he shook his head as he saw her wince. 
 
    "You're still not healed, are you?" 
 
    "Don't worry, I'll be fine," Betty told him. 
 
    "Come on, there's a restaurant just around the corner, we can all go there and you can eat." 
 
    "You don't have to do that," Betty said, edging away. 
 
    "It's a public place, what are you worried about? Now quit being silly, and let's go get some lunch." 
 
    Getting in and seated wasn't as difficult as Stewart had feared; for all that there were eight of them, it was far enough past noon that they'd missed the lunch rush. 
 
    "So how bad is the wound?" Stewart asked while they were eating. He'd made sure he'd ended up sitting next to Betty, even though she seemed a bit uncomfortable with him. 
 
    "They said they'd take the stitches out next week." 
 
    "I could heal it for you now, if you'd like." 
 
    "What?" Betty said, giving him a frightened look. 
 
    "I'm not just a lycan—a lycanthrope, that is. I'm also a magic user. I could heal you up right now, but I won't do it unless you're okay with me doing it." 
 
    "Why would you do such a thing?" Betty said nervously, trying to move away from him and pressing up against April. 
 
    "Because he likes helping people," April said. "He saved my life, and Rachel's. That's why we married him." 
 
    "Well, you saved my life as well, April," Stewart said with a smile. 
 
    "How'd she do that?" Betty asked, looking from Stewart back to April, who she had to admit was the best-looking woman in the entire restaurant. 
 
    "She made me a werefox," Stewart said. "I was dying, and she bit me." 
 
    Betty looked back and forth between the two of them nervously. 
 
    "Betty, no one's going to force you to do anything beyond eating your dinner," Rachel said with a sigh. "Right now you look like you haven't got a friend in the world. Trust me, I know that feeling. So why don't you eat your food and relax. When you're done, we'll take you back to your family or wherever it is you need to go." 
 
    Betty broke down in tears again, causing Rachel, April, and Stewart to exchange glances, while the other four told Betty that everything was okay, she didn't have to cry, the voice would fix everything! 
 
    April put her arms around Betty and comforted her until she got herself under control again. 
 
    "I, I don't have anybody," Betty said, looking forlorn. "My mother left us years ago, and my father, he just disowned me when I went to visit him in jail." 
 
    "Why'd he do that?" 
 
    "Because I told him about what Pastor Cross had done to me, and he said I was lying!" Betty said the last with a sob. 
 
    "He took that bastard's word over his own daughter's?" Rachel grumbled. "I'd sure like to sink my teeth into his ass!" 
 
    "If I remember right, her father was one of Cross' leaders," April said. 
 
    Betty nodded. "My father has been helping him for almost a year now. That's how I met Pastor Cross. When my dad brought me to hear his preaching at his church." 
 
    "Why aren't you still in the hospital?" Stewart asked. 
 
    "Why aren't you in jail?" April added. 
 
    "They dismissed charges against all the women. The DA felt we'd suffered enough, and the public defender we had said there wasn't a jury that would indict us, much less find us guilty. So once the charges were dropped, if you didn't have money or insurance, you got booted out.  
 
    "I went to see my dad to see if he could help me find a place to stay. I don't have any money, I don't even have a change of clothes, I lost my backpack, I don't have anything!" 
 
    Stewart shook his head. "Well, first things first. Let me heal you. Then we can take you to the airport and put you on the next flight to Los Angeles." 
 
    "But I don't have any money!" 
 
    "That's okay, I'll pay for it. Now this is gonna feel strange, so take a deep breath and try not to make any noise." 
 
    "Wait, what?" 
 
    Turning in his seat, Stewart cast a moderate healing spell. Putting his hands on her sides, he sent the energy into her body. 
 
    Betty's eyes got wide and she opened her mouth, but any noise she might have made was muffled by the roll April shoved in there. 
 
    "Better?" Stewart asked. 
 
    Betty mumbled something, so April pulled the roll out. 
 
    "What about the stitches?" 
 
    "Oh, right. You can run into the bathroom after dinner, and either April or Rachel can remove them." 
 
    "Umm..." Betty said, looking back and forth between the girls. 
 
    "Eat your dinner before it get cold," Rachel said with a sigh as she picked up her own fork. 
 
      
 
    "You know," April said as they left the restaurant, "if you don't have any other clothes to wear, why don't you come with us to the stores first and let us buy you a new outfit or two?" 
 
    "Oh, no, I couldn't..." 
 
    "Betty," Rachel interrupted with a smile, "we're already making him pay for the six of us, one more isn't going to hurt!" 
 
    "Well, I ummm..." 
 
    "It'll be fine," Stewart said. "Besides, Elliana, Steff, Julia, and Kate all wanted to do some shopping before we headed back up to the ranch." 
 
    "Well, if it's not a bother," Betty said, blushing. "I'm, I'm just not used to relying on the kindness of strangers." 
 
    "That's 'cause you live in LA," Stewart said with a snort. 
 
    "Besides, we've saved you twice now, that hardly makes us strangers, now does it?" April said, taking Betty's arm in hers. 
 
    Stewart and Rachel spent the next couple of hours riding herd on Elliana, Steff, Julia, and Kate, while April spent her time making friends with Betty. Stewart had no idea why she was doing it, but he figured she'd tell him eventually. Besides, keeping the four girls out of trouble was occupying all his time and attention. 
 
    Especially when they put on a little 'fashion show' for him at the lingerie store. Well, all of them but Betty. She was far too red in the face for that. 
 
      
 
    "So, airport?" Stewart asked when they all got back into the van. 
 
    "Umm," Betty said and, looking back at her, he saw April give her a nudge. "Can I come with you?" 
 
    "If that's what you want, sure. But you know almost everyone up there is a lycan, right?" 
 
    Betty nodded and looked down at the floor of the van shyly. 
 
    "Well, April told me no one would be mad at me about what happened. She also told me I'd be safe there, and to be honest, if everything Pastor Cross said was true, you wouldn't have saved me up there, and you certainly wouldn't be helping me now." 
 
    "The only thing I would suggest is that you apologize to Sean when I introduce you to him." 
 
    "Sean? Who's he?" 
 
    "He's the guy in charge of everything. He also happens to be my teacher." 
 
    "You mean the lion?" Betty gulped. 
 
    "Yes," he said as he pulled out from the curb and headed back home, "he's the lion. I wouldn't worry about that, though. It's not like he goes around hurting women or children." 
 
    "But," Betty looked around a moment, then continued in a voice so soft, if Stewart's hearing hadn't been enhanced he would never have heard it, "doesn't he claim to be god? I don't know if I want to leave one, well, you know, for another!" 
 
    "Lions are the gods of the lycans," Rachel told her. "They made us. They don't claim to be any more than that." 
 
    "Yeah, it's a little weird," Stewart admitted, "but if you're not thinking of becoming one of us, I wouldn't worry about it." 
 
    The rest of the trip was just the girls making small talk. Stewart got some enjoyment over Elliana, Steff, Julia, and Kate talking with Rachel, April, and even Betty about boring and mundane girl stuff for most of the ride. It was the first really normal conversation he'd heard those four have. 
 
    When he finally turned the van off, some of the conversation drifted towards sex. There were a lot of attractive men around, and Rachel was right, sooner or later he'd have to figure out what he was going to do about the girls' sex lives.  
 
    Maybe if he was lucky he could push that little task off on Jolene. 
 
    "Just what are you up to, anyway?" he asked April, while Rachel had taken Betty off to find her a place to stay. 
 
    "You saw her, she's hot! I bet within a few weeks she'll have found herself a man, seen the error of her ways, and be one of us!" 
 
    "Just as long as you're not trying to set her up with me," Stewart told her. 
 
    "What, don't you like her?" 
 
    "I've already got two lovely women in my life, and that's enough. I'm not a lion!" 
 
    "I don't know," April said coyly, "you sure are a tiger in bed!" 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
     "Rox, got a minute?" Roberta said, coming into her office. 
 
    Looking up, Roxy could see that Roberta didn't look quite right. Normally Roberta was the most sedate and laid back of all of them; she definitely acted the most mature, even compared to Estrella. 
 
    But the last few days she'd seemed a bit subdued and definitely didn't look happy right now. 
 
    "Always, Rob," Roxy said. Getting up and coming around her desk, she took Roberta's hand and led her over to a couch by a coffee table. Sitting her down, Roxy sat down next to her, turning to face her and not letting go of her hand the whole time. 
 
    "What's wrong?" 
 
    "Well…" Roberta sighed and shook her head. "It's about what happened with John back in Washington." 
 
    "That was pretty rough, losing John like that," Roxy said, nodding slowly and looking at Roberta's face. Roberta was shying away from eye contact, and Roxy knew enough realize that wasn't a good thing. 
 
    "It's not just that." Roberta sighed. "You know he died almost instantly, right?" she continued with a confusing shift of direction. 
 
    "No, I didn't. I thought he bled to death or something?" 
 
    Roberta shook her head. "I asked one of the doctors. The metal shard that killed him went in through his back, right through his kidney. It's always fatal, and it's always quick. The only way anyone could have saved him would have been with a massive amount of magic cast right then and there. Even then, that might not have worked." 
 
    Roxy nodded slowly, not exactly sure where this was going. 
 
    "You did your best, Rob," she offered, cautiously. 
 
    "That's not it, Rox, that's not it at all..." Roberta said and suddenly started to cry quietly. 
 
    "What's wrong, Rob, tell me, please tell me." 
 
    Roberta sniffed a moment. "There were only two people in that car who could have been killed by it. John was one, I was the other. Everyone else there, everyone was a lycan, so it wouldn't have killed them." 
 
    "Cali's not a lycan, she was there too, Rob." 
 
    "But Cali wasn't sitting right next to John! That's the problem," Roberta said, looking up at Roxy, tears streaming down her cheeks. "It could have been me! I could have been the one who died! And for all my magic, there wouldn't have been anything I could have done about it! And when, and when I realized that, and that John had died instead of me..." 
 
    Roberta broke down and sobbed as Roxy shifted on the couch. Wrapping her arms around Roberta, she hugged her close. 
 
    "You felt relieved," Roxy told her. "You felt happy that you were still alive, that John was dead instead of you, and now you feel guilty about it." 
 
    Roberta nodded her head, clinging to Roxy. 
 
    "I feel like a monster," Roberta said between sobs. "Sean lost one of his best friends and went into a complete rage, and I wasn't crying because John died, but because of how close it had been to me dying." 
 
    Roxy took a deep breath and gave Roberta another hug. "Sean didn't go into a rage just because John died." 
 
    "How can you say that? I was there, I saw it!" 
 
    "I was there, too," Roxy replied. "Killing John lit his fuse, alright, but he saw you there with John's blood on you, he knew it could have been you who was killed, and that was what pushed him over the edge. 
 
    "You have to remember, Rob, no matter how near and dear any of Sean's friends may be to him, you're his wife, and you mean more to him than anything else in the world. Everything is about family for Sean because he never had one, because what little he had was taken away when he was a child." 
 
    "Still... I felt, I felt relieved, almost... almost happy," Roberta said, sniffing. 
 
    "Survivor's guilt." Roxy sighed. "Something terrible happens, and you're just happy to still be alive. Then you see your friend didn't make it, and suddenly you feel guilty. Guilty for your happiness, guilty to be the one who walked away, all of that." 
 
    "But what'll I tell Sean?" Roberta sobbed. "How do I tell him about this, about any of this?" 
 
    "You don't have to; he already knows," Roxy said and gave her a hug. 
 
    "He does? How..." 
 
    "Why do you think he was sitting with your head in his lap on the plane? He knows you're troubled over what happened. Deep down, where it counts, he knows. Trust me on that." 
 
    "O... Okay," Roberta said, nodding her head. 
 
    "So, does this mean we get Peg here to do her tricks and have someone infect you?" 
 
    "Huh?" Roberta said and, pulling back slightly, she looked up at Roxy, blinking. 
 
    "Well, you said the problem was you weren't a lycan like the rest of the people in the car. Does that mean you want to become one?" 
 
    Roberta blushed and shook her head. "No, Rox. I'm happy being who and what I am, though I admit, for the first time, I'm scared. I know it was different for you and Jo, and even Dae. That you guys got attacked, more than once. It's just, I've never gone through it before." 
 
    "What about the attack at the airport?" 
 
    "That wasn't against us, that was against Sean; we just rode in to rescue him." 
 
    "The attack on the Sorceress Guild?" 
 
    "Again, that wasn't aimed directly at us, at me, that was at everybody. I guess..." Roberta sighed. "I guess I'm just not as brave as I thought I was." 
 
    Roxy smiled and hugged Roberta close. 
 
    "I'll tell you a secret," Roxy whispered. "Neither am I." 
 
    "But you're fearless!" 
 
    Roxy snorted. "I think Daelyn's the only one among us who's really 'fearless', and that's only because she was raised around a bunch of crazy, drunken dwarves. All of us, even Cali, have been afraid at one time or another, especially this last year." 
 
    "Thanks, Rox," Roberta said with a tired smile. 
 
    "Just be there for me when the time comes I need a shoulder to cry on," Roxy said and gave her a kiss on the forehead. "Why don't you lie down on the couch here and take a nap? I'll wake you when it's time for lunch." 
 
    Roberta smiled shyly, and Roxy gave her another hug. Getting up, she helped Roberta lie down on the couch, and sat with her as Roberta settled down and took a nap. She chided herself for missing it; she should have realized Roberta was struggling with what happened. Because they all were. 
 
    She'd be sure to talk with Sean later tonight. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "So what do you think?" Sean asked, looking around the table. 
 
    "It's a set up," Chad said. "It's just too damn obvious. 
 
    "While they've acknowledged everything we claimed, I have to admit it feels too pat," Bill agreed. 
 
    "They had no choice but to acknowledge our claims," Carl said, "we've seen the video evidence that was recorded with their own systems." 
 
    "Have they replied to my demands yet?" Sean asked. 
 
    "No, they're still hedging." 
 
    "So what are we going to do?" Maitland asked. 
 
    "Well, Sean's not going," Chad said and gave Sean a scowl. "Right, Sean?" 
 
    Sean laughed. "No, even if I trusted them, I wouldn't be the one going. This is where I'm needed the most. But Maitland is right, what are we going to do?" 
 
    "The lion in charge really thinks they're going to hit Europe, then?" Bill asked. 
 
    Sean nodded. "Yup, and I think he's right. So we have to do something, but what exactly?" 
 
    "Let's build up in the surrounding countries," Maitland suggested. "I can talk to my cousins for a start, while you talk to the lions about organizing some sort of preparations." 
 
    "And then what? Stage raids into Germany to attack the demons?" Chad said. "Until they ask for help, there's not really anything anyone can do that won't be seen as an act of war." 
 
    "I think I need to talk to my boss," Jack said. "That goes for you too, Carl. Sean, you need to call Steven as well." 
 
    "Why?" Sean asked as they all looked at Jack, who had pretty much been keeping quiet during this little impromptu meeting to discuss what Carl had told Sean last night. 
 
    "We've got a couple of military bases in Germany, and over thirty thousand troops there. I don't think the president or the joint chiefs are going to be happy to find out all of those service members are now in peril."  
 
    Jack looked around the table. 
 
    "I think our 'recruiting team' may find itself on a C-17 to Germany here before the end of the week." 
 
    "So how will this affect our chances of stopping the permanent gateway from forming?" Bill asked. 
 
    "The First doesn't think it'll have too much of an impact," Sean said. "The roving gateways move around too much, and they're too small to haul a lot of people through. However, if we don't go after them, we may find ourselves facing the same kind of war here that the race who let them into the Onderwereld ended up with." 
 
    "So win the battle and lose the war?" Chad said. 
 
    Sean nodded. "I'm afraid so." 
 
    "Well, we won't know for sure until those gates start forming, but still, we need to warn folks about the risk and prepare for it." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Another Day 
 
      
 
    Sean sighed as he dropped onto the couch in the living room; this last gate must have opened in someone else's territory, because even though it was a small one, a lot of demons had come out of it. 
 
    "We got another request to help them in Germany." Roxy sighed. 
 
    "Let me guess, they still haven't repealed that law?" 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    "What worries me is there have been three gate cycles since they asked for help, and nobody has yet figured where these 'off location' gates are opening." 
 
    "From what I heard when I was on the other side, they don't know where they'll open over there either. But once they find it, it doesn't move much," Estrella said. 
 
    "So either they haven't found them yet…?" 
 
    "Or they haven't done enough damage to stand out." 
 
    "How are Stew's girls doing, Jo?" 
 
    "Oh, now they're 'Stew's girls'?" Jolene asked with a smile. 
 
    "You know what I mean," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "Well, he finally cut them loose a few days ago." 
 
    "Cut them loose? Please don't tell me they're wandering around Reno on their own!" 
 
    Jo laughed. "Hardly. They're not allowed off the property without an escort, but they're free to do whatever..." 
 
    "Or whoever!" Peg interrupted, laughing. 
 
    "... they want," Jolene finished. 
 
    "So they're...?" Sean asked, looking from Peg to Jolene. 
 
    "Engaging in their favorite pastime," Jolene said with a shrug. "They're old enough, and despite what Stewart may think, mature enough as well. I think they're growing and maturing, mentally, but I don't think they're going to settle down with anybody for a long time yet." 
 
    "And the girl who was part of the raid group?" 
 
    "She disappeared into the Marine barracks two days ago and hasn't been seen since!" Peg said, laughing. 
 
    "Wait, what?" 
 
    "Apparently she's very popular," Cali said with a nod.  
 
    "They're not keeping her there against her will, are they?" Sean asked. "The last thing I want to do right now is break any heads." 
 
    "Oh no, she's there quite willingly, from what I saw," Peg said. "I think she's discovered a liking for big, tough men and big, tough cats." 
 
    "Any idea why?" 
 
    "She's looking for someone to infect her," Cali said, causing his eyebrows to rise. 
 
    "She's doing what?" 
 
    "She's afraid of being alone, being vulnerable, being taken advantage of, all of the very things that happened to her. She's looking for the right man, then she's gonna shack up with him while he teaches her how to care for herself, and of course infects her." 
 
    "Wow, how'd you find all that out, Cali?" Peg asked, looking impressed. 
 
    Cali smiled. "I asked her." 
 
    "What! And she told you?" 
 
    "She still hasn't learned how to lie," Cali said with a laugh. 
 
    Sean just shook his head. "Any word from our 'recruiting' team the government sent to Germany?" 
 
    "They started processing people today. I hear they're also sending all the dependents and civilian workers home, unless they agree to be infected. Apparently the top brass has the same sneaking suspicion we do." 
 
    "Well, it's not our problem," Sean said and shrugged. 
 
    "You mean it ain't our problem yet," Daelyn corrected. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Karl looked around the farmhouse; he'd already seen a dozen like it this week. Dead bodies everywhere. Some looked like an animal had ripped them apart. Some had large bites taken out of them, as if they'd been eaten.  
 
    And some didn't have a single mark on them. 
 
    "What kind of a person, or animal, does something like this?" Hannah, the lead investigator on the case, asked him. 
 
    "I don't know, Investigator, isn't that why they sent you here?" Karl grumbled. 
 
    "Do you have a problem with female officers, Chief Inspector?" Hannah asked him. 
 
    "No, I have a problem with a federal officer taking over this case instead of the local state investigators. I also have a problem with the complete secrecy that's been assigned to these crimes! How are we supposed to protect people if we're not allowed to warn them?" 
 
    "I heard the previous state inspector was removed from this case for those very same sentiments," Hannah said, looking at him. "Would you like to be removed as well?" 
 
    "And have an adjoining jail cell?" Karl shook his head. "No thank you, Madam Investigator." 
 
    "Better." Hannah sighed and turned away to look at the carnage once more. "All I know is I have my orders, and they come straight from Berlin. We are to investigate, learn who or what is committing these murders, and report to them. We are not to tell anyone, not even our spouses." 
 
    "And you don't find that peculiar?" 
 
    "I find it most peculiar; however, I also find that I like my job, I like my pay check, and I most specifically do not like actions that will put a premature end to my career. Now, let the rest of your team in. I want the bodies bagged immediately. We'll bury them before the sun has set." 
 
    "What about evidence?" Karl asked, surprised. 
 
    "I've been told we have enough evidence." Hannah sighed, frowning.  
 
    "And doesn't that bother you?" Karl asked her. 
 
    "Unlike you, I have faith in my superiors. Now, I would suggest you follow orders. Unless, of course, you'd like to end up in my report as well?" 
 
    Karl shook his head. "No, Ma'am. I'll take care of it immediately." 
 
    Turning on his heel, Karl went outside to alert the medical examiner's workers. They were all very experienced men and women, and they'd seen this very scene too many times in the last week. 
 
    "All yours," Karl said and gave a nod to the front door. 
 
    For the next hour, Karl sat there and watched as they hauled out the remains of the family. He'd known them in passing, just as he knew many of the families in this town.  
 
    When the last of the bodies had been removed and loaded into the vans, Hannah came out, closed the door, and put an official seal over it. 
 
    "Will you be needing me for anything else, Madam Investigator?" Karl inquired politely. 
 
    "Trying to butter me up won't work, Chief Inspector." 
 
    Karl shrugged. "As I see it, there's no gain here for either of us. It's out of our hands now." 
 
    "I see you've adopted a much wiser attitude, and no, I will not be needing you again. Good day." 
 
    Karl tipped his hat and walked back to his car. He'd seen a lot of things in the last few days, and a lot of it hadn't sat well with him. Several well established families had suddenly moved out in the middle of the night without telling a soul, and now this. 
 
    Well, as long as he was thinking about those families, he might as well drop by their homes to make sure no one was taking advantage of their absence. Climbing into his car, he drove over to the home of the Von Graffs' first. A quick tour of the property showed nothing amiss, so then it was on to the Hoffners' place.  
 
    The back door was ajar when he got there, so pulling out his flashlight, he shined it inside. Not seeing anything, he quietly made his way through the house. As he got to the den, he saw a flickering light in the walls. Stepping carefully, he peeked around the doorway.  
 
    The Hoffners' computer was on, and a young boy was sitting at it with his back turned to the door. 
 
    "What do you think you're doing there!" 
 
    "Ahhh!" the boy yelped and jumped to his feet. Turning around, he saw Karl and stopped, looking more relieved than frightened, to Karl's surprise. 
 
    "Chief Weber! What are you doing here?" 
 
    "Checking on the Hoffners' house, now what are you doing in here, Peter?" 
 
    "Otto said I could use their computer while they were gone as long as I watered the plants!" Peter said in a rush. 
 
    "What's wrong with your own computer then?" 
 
    Peter looked guilty. "I didn't want anyone to see what I was looking at?" 
 
    "Aren't you a bit too young to be looking at those kinds of things? Honestly, Peter, I don't want to have a talk with your parents over this!" 
 
    "No, Sir! It's not that! Not anything like that at all!" 
 
    "Then what is it?" 
 
    "Well, all of those things that have been going on at the farmhouses outside of town, the things we're not supposed to talk about…" 
 
    "What do you know about that?" Karl asked, looking at Peter a bit more closely. 
 
    "Well, I remembered something Otto told me about, something that happened in America last month, and well, the site's being blocked by my parents' ISP at home, but Otto's dad, he's got a special connection for work, and I found it!" 
 
    "Found what?" 
 
    "This," Peter said and pointed to the screen. 
 
    Karl looked at the screen; it was a news report, he could read the captioning in English scrolling along the bottom. In it there were people being slaughtered by a bunch of horrendous monsters. Just like the dead bodies he'd found in the farmhouses. 
 
    "They're here now, aren't they?" Peter asked. 
 
    Karl felt the blood draining from his face. "Yes, Peter, I'm afraid they are." 
 
      
 
    End Book Fourteen 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Afterword 
 
      
 
    Hello everyone, I'd like to start by saying, 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. 
 
    Now, as much as I hate to talk about it, I'm currently embroiled in a bit of a fight with someone who is pirating all of my books. I won't mention their site or their name here, however I'd like to let you know, if you got this book for free, it's most likely stolen. Now normally I don't bother with pirate sites, though the few I have run into in the past were always polite and took stuff down when asked. Also, they weren't making money off of me. 
 
    This gentleman not only refuses to take down my works, even when my lawyer contacted him, but he is making money off of me. Think about that, he doesn't want ME to make money off of my hard work, but he sure wants to! (And he has made a lot of money off of me and the other people he's stealing from, a LOT of money). Further, his website makes it look like he has permission to host my works, which he definitely does not.  
 
    The only place this ebook can be bought and downloaded from is Amazon, no place else. So please, don't go giving money to someone who is stealing from others. This has made a significant dent in my income and is hurting me financially. Remember, I only make money off of books I actually sell. I'm not with a publishing house. 
 
    For those of you who have been supporting me by buying my books, again, THANK YOU ALL for reading and enjoying my work. I do it all for you, and you all mean so much to me. Hopefully I will be able to continue to do so. 
 
      
 
    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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