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    Thursday 
 
      
 
      
 
    "So, Goff, how was he?" Carmine asked Godfrey as they sat down to breakfast. 
 
    "Completely under her control." 
 
    "Do you think he knows it?" 
 
    "I'm not sure it matters. He's a young man with five gorgeous women paying him the kind of attention young men like." 
 
    "So you think she's just leading him around by his cock, then?" Terry asked with a snicker. 
 
    "It could be. I mean, why would you waste the power to mentally dominate someone when you've already got them in your pocket?" Godfrey replied as he started in on his eggs. "She did let him carry the conversation at first, until the things she and the others were most interested came up. Then she pressed up against him and started off slow, until it was just me and her who were really talking." 
 
    "Do you think she realizes you know she's in control?" Carmine asked. 
 
    Godfrey shrugged and chewed on his eggs a moment before swallowing and replying. 
 
    "I'm not sure it really matters if she knows. It's only important that we know." 
 
    "What about her being the succubus from Slovakia?" Terry asked. 
 
    Godfrey frowned and picked up his coffee. "I'm not positive it's her, but I'm sure enough that we need to proceed with caution." He took a sip of his coffee before continuing, "She only corrected me on the name, she didn't protest at all." 
 
    "Wouldn't she have protested if she was Hana?" Carmine asked. 
 
    "Maybe she doesn't know about Hana?" Terry added. 
 
    Carmine shook her head. "Oh, they all know about Hana. She was like the rockstar of the succubi world. She ran that city for years." 
 
    "And she was far too calm when correcting me about it," Godfrey said. "Which makes me think either she is Hana or likes the idea of being associated with Hana." 
 
    "Which means we need to proceed as if she is," Terry said with a nod. "Got it." 
 
    "I guess the real question then becomes," Carmine said with a thoughtful look, "do we go after them first? Or is Weson still our primary concern?" 
 
    "That's what I've been thinking about all night," Godfrey confessed. "I've come to the decision that we need to constrain our operations against Weson and prepare to take on the succubus and her friends." 
 
    "So cut back, but don't stop," Terry said with a nod. 
 
    "No, we don't want them to think we're suspicious. Maybe that we're easing off a bit to give them a clear shot." 
 
    "And then once they take it, we go after them." 
 
    "Exactly." 
 
    "What did they say about Dale?" Carmine asked. 
 
    Godfrey frowned again. "That was curious. She said their 'business with Dale was completely unrelated to the matter at hand'." 
 
    "Well, that's cryptic." 
 
    "Yes, and I don't like it. We know so little about Dale. He's been able to keep us from learning anything about him and has successfully resisted every attempt to suborn any of his people." 
 
    "Well, we know he's not as powerful as you are, or Weson," Terry said. "The few times we've come up against his people, they've lost badly. Maybe she made a deal with him and is just trying to misdirect you?" 
 
    "Then why not make a deal with me as well?" Godfrey said, trying to think it through. "That would definitely make it easier to play us off against each other and makes it easier to take either of us off the playing field after Weson is gone.  
 
    "In fact, it would have made the inevitable betrayal of my agreement with her a lot easier if Dale was on her side. That's really the only way she'll be able to take us on." 
 
    Godfrey shook his head. "No, something else is going on between them and Dale." 
 
    "Or has gone on," Carmine suggested. "Remember, they were in there for two whole hours." 
 
    "Maybe we should be attacking Dale while they're attacking Weson?" Terry said. "I mean, if they're in cahoots with Dale, they won't be able to help him." 
 
    "And if they're not, Dale will be expecting us to either backstab them or help them with Weson, and he won't be expecting us at all," Godfrey said with a smile. "You know, I like that idea.  
 
    "I want both of you to prepare people for an all-out attack on Dale. Once Weson is tied up with the succubus and the Westridge boy's attack, we'll be able to roll up Dale without having to worry about Weson taking advantage of the situation." 
 
    "Then all we have to do is deal with the succubus, and the town's yours," Terry said with a smile. 
 
    "Assuming they stay," Carmine pointed out. "If the succubus isn't Hana, once they've settled their score with Weson, they may very well decide to go elsewhere. Hell, they may even kill the boy and just be done with all of this." 
 
    "That would be nice," Godfrey agreed. "But we shouldn't count on it." 
 
    "No, of course not. But one can always hope!" Carmine said with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "So what happened last night? What was that phone call about?" Miles asked Weson as they sat down to discuss his 'oath' situation. Miles was the only person he'd confided in. As Miles was on the list of people he was planning to keep around after he'd consolidated his hold over Sacramento, he was willing to use this as a test of his trust, to make sure he'd made the right decision. 
 
    "They want a flat-fee buyout," Weson told him. "Five point two million by this Saturday, and all the oaths get waved..." 
 
    "Well, that sounds good." 
 
    "But the energy-drain won't go away until twenty-one days after the financial deal is complete." 
 
    "Shrewd," Miles said with a shake of his head. 
 
    "Yes, very. Dave and I went around every financial trick he knows to see if we could pull the money back somehow. Fourteen business days was really the best he could come up with, but twenty-one days works out to fifteen business days." 
 
    "But the money goes in on a Saturday, so shouldn't that..." 
 
    "We checked banking regulations. Unless we hand over cash, the starting date of the transaction is the following Monday." 
 
    "So what does that mean? You do have the money, right?" 
 
    Weson grimaced and nodded. "Yes, I have the money, though I'll have to borrow to get most of it by Saturday. I've already been contacted by two different banks that are more than willing to float me a ninety day note if I put up most of my properties." 
 
    "Is that long enough?" 
 
    "To come up with the money? Yes. I've already got my financial guy working on a refinance, but that's not the problem." 
 
    "What is the problem then?" 
 
    "That I've got until Saturday to kill that bastard and his covey of bitches, or I'm going to have to fork out five million dollars!" Weson snarled. "Also, if we kill them before I pay, the drain goes away immediately instead of three weeks from now!" 
 
    "That doesn't give us a lot of time." Miles sighed. "I talked with Rafferty this morning before he went to bed." 
 
    "Oh, what did he have to say?" 
 
    "That the kid and his demons were seen at the demon bar last night, the 'Zoo', I believe it's called." 
 
    "Really? What were they doing?" 
 
    "Celebrating, apparently." 
 
    "What could he possibly be celebrating?" 
 
    "Oh, I can think of five point two million things," Miles said with a snort as Weson frowned. "But that's not all." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "Guess who showed up?" 
 
    "Wait, you're kidding, aren't you? Surely Godfrey wouldn't..." 
 
    "Yup, he showed up and went and talked with the kid." 
 
    "Son-of-a-bitch!" Weson said, swearing loudly. "Just what I need, those two to join forces!" 
 
    Miles shook his head, smiling. "That's just the thing, they sent him packing with his hat in his hands. He wanted to make a deal, but they turned him down. Something about 'not wanting to wait that long'." 
 
    "Wait that long for, what?" 
 
    "I wasn't sure until you just told me about the deal they offered you. Obviously they don't want to wait around until your powers fully come back. They're not staying." 
 
    "Why…" Weson started and then stopped. "That's why they're looking to settle! They're leaving town!" 
 
    "I would guess so. Everyone knows they went away for a month. I guess they remembered the oath and came back to hit you up for whatever they could get, then they'll leave again as soon as they get it." 
 
    "Damn! And here I was hoping that if we didn't kill them in the next two days, I could just kill them later and get my money back then." 
 
    "Well, sadly, it doesn't look that way." 
 
    Weson nodded and thought about that. On the one hand, after Saturday he'd have one less problem. 
 
    But on the other, he'd still be out one hell of a lot of money. 
 
    "We need to find out where they are and launch an all-out, no-holds-barred attack. Either tonight or sometime tomorrow. We need to call in every favor we can to find out where they're staying and get ready to move on it." 
 
    Miles nodded. "Should I call a meeting?" 
 
    Weson shook his head. "It'd only waste our time. Call everyone, and I do mean everyone, and tell them to start preparing for it. I'll follow up with Dave and Yvette personally." 
 
    "I'll get right on it." 
 
    "Oh, and if you have any special items or weapons you've been holding onto for a rainy day, it looks like now's the time to bring them out. I'm definitely going to be raiding my own special collection for this. We're only going to get the one shot, after all." 
 
    Miles nodded, suddenly realizing this could very well be the turning point if they lost. He'd be going through his personal collection as soon as he got finished here. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Dan stretched and yawned. He was still sore, but now he was sore from overexerting himself, not because of the beating he'd taken from that minotaur yesterday. He almost had to laugh at that. Five horny demons equaled one very pissed minotaur! 
 
    Well, six if he counted himself!  
 
    Snorting, he got up and looked around the hideout. Fawn was at her computer, doing who knows what. Lofn and Wrath were in the shower, and Aella and Olivia were eating. 
 
    "Welcome back to the world of the living," Olivia said with a grin. 
 
    "So what's the plan for today?" he asked, getting up and trying to decide between eating or getting clean. 
 
    "We're going to the DMV and then the county records office," Fawn called out. 
 
    "We are?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "Yes, we are." 
 
    "Why?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Because we have to file for a new license for you, and I seem to recall something about changing your birth certificate?" 
 
    "Oh, right. You know I was born in Placer County and not Sacramento, right?" 
 
    "Actually, no. But that'll make it easier! We can hit a DMV up there, too; they're never as busy." 
 
    "So why are we doing this today?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "Because if we don't, there'll be problems transferring the house into Dan's name. Besides," she said with a shrug, "what else are we going to do? We can't go after Weson until after he's paid us our Dane Geld." 
 
    "But he can sure go after us!" Wrath called from the shower as the water turned off. "So being scarce around town might be a good idea." 
 
    "There are some really nice hotels up there," Aella said with a smile. "We could spend a few days relaxing." 
 
    Dan decided to wash first and walked towards the shower as Wrath and Lofn got out. 
 
    "I'd rather be scouting Weson's place again so we can attack him come Sunday," he grumbled. 
 
    "Sorry, we have to wait until Monday night," Fawn called back across the room. 
 
    "We do?" 
 
    "That's when all the agreements and money will post. We kill him before that, there's a chance we won't get the money or be able to take over all the property we're making him hock when the loans default because he's dead." 
 
    "Fine," Dan grumbled and stepped into the shower, turning on the water. "But keep Tuesday open!" he called back as he picked up the soap and started washing himself. It was going to be a long and boring day; he was sure of it. No one ever looked forward to going to the DMV. 
 
      
 
    Seven hours later, Dan sighed, dropped face-first onto the hotel room bed, and just laid there for a few moments. They'd gone to the county records office first and gotten his birth certificate changed. That had been a surprisingly straightforward process. Fill out the paperwork, attach a copy of the judge's ruling, pay the fee, and submit it.  
 
    Sometime in the next week or so, the clerks would update all the records, and that was that. 
 
    But then they'd gone to the DMV, and unfortunately, that had taken all day. Apparently changing one's name involved 'special' processes, and he'd been bounced from line to line and spent five hours just waiting. He'd finally resorted to casting a charm spell on the lady he was working with and persuaded her to do the job. 
 
    It had taken her fifteen minutes once she'd been convinced to do it. The hardest part was she'd had to get the office supervisor's time, but a second charm spell had solved that little bottleneck once he knew it was there. 
 
    "I still think the average DMV worker could teach Hell a thing or two about suffering," Fawn grumbled, dropping onto the bed next to him. 
 
    "Hell? I'm thinking of writing it all up and sending it to my dad!" Wrath said with a laugh. "You just know there's gotta be a great curse in there somewhere!" 
 
    "That whole place is a curse," he grumbled. "A curse on civilization." 
 
    "Well, going in on a Thursday afternoon probably wasn't the best idea," Olivia said with a shrug. "Tomorrow will probably be worse." 
 
    "So, what about dinner?" Aella asked. "There's a whole slew of places on the other side of the freeway. Seein' as we're not in hiding, and we're well outta town, why don't we go someplace nice and take it easy for a while?" 
 
    Dan's stomach growled, and he was fairly certain his wasn't the only one. 
 
    "Yeah, I like that idea," he said, rolling over and sitting up as he gave Fawn's ass a smack. "Food sounds good right about now, and being able to sit back and not worry about Weson or the other assholes for a few hours would be nice. Just pretend I'm a normal guy again, doing normal things." 
 
    "Right, with his five girlfriends," Lofn teased. 
 
    "I'm just an overachiever!" he replied with a grin. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Tell me why we're driving around Auburn again?" Andrey asked. 
 
    "Because Mika told us too," Victor told him. 
 
    "Yeah, but what the hell are we supposed to do? This guy could be anywhere!" 
 
    "That's why there's like a hundred of us out here tonight," Victor growled. "Look, all I know is, Mika told me they got someone working at the DMV, and the guy filed for a new license today." 
 
    "Well, that explains the shitty picture!" Andrey said with a laugh. "But still, how are we supposed to pick him out?" 
 
    "He's with five hot women, that's how." 
 
    "Damn, that's reason enough to kill him right there! Didn't anybody ever teach the guy to share?" 
 
    "Just shut up and turn down Lincoln, okay?" 
 
    "You know, sooner or later people are gonna notice that we're driving down this street a lot." 
 
    "Slow down! I think I got something!" 
 
    "What? Where?" 
 
    "The Indian place, take that parking spot! Right there!" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Do it!"  
 
    Andrey pulled the car in and put it in park, then he looked up just in time to see a young man in a duster walk up to the door, hold it open as five hot little ladies went inside, then close it behind him. 
 
    "Holy shit! Now what?" 
 
    "Now I call Mika and tell him what we found! That's what," Victor said as he pulled out his cellphone and dialed his boss.  
 
    "Should we go in and keep an eye on him?" 
 
    "Fuck, no! Weren't you paying attention?" 
 
    "Paying attention to what?" 
 
    "They're a team of assassins, you idiot! These are the ones who killed Leo and Anatoly and took down Woller's people in that big firefight at that warehouse a couple months back." 
 
    "Woller? Isn't he the guy who got blown up in the high school?" 
 
    "Yeah, and Mika thinks this group was behind that, too. So no, we're not…Hello, Mika? Yeah, we found 'em. They're in that Indian restaurant on Lincoln." 
 
    "What? No, we're not going in, we're sitting out front in a parked car. What's that? You want us to drive down to the south end of the street and keep watch. Got it. Follow them when they come out but hang back and don't be seen. Alright, Mika. Whatever you say." 
 
    "I'm going, I'm going," Andrey said. He put the car in reverse, backed out, and drove down to the end of the block. 
 
    "So that's the plan? We just wait for them?" 
 
    "Mika said he'd call us back and tell us more once he got everyone else organized. For now, keep your eyes open, and if they come out and come back this way, we follow them. He's gonna have the rest of the crew staking out the entire area. Got it?" 
 
    Andrey nodded. "Got it." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Godfrey looked at the number on his phone and blinked in surprise. 
 
    "Alice! Is everything okay?" he asked as he answered the phone. 
 
    "Goff! They found the kid! He's at some hotel up in Auburn, and they're sending out damn near everyone! Yvette came in, grabbed all her muscle, and told them to grab their guns and meet her up by the In-N-Out!" 
 
    "What! They're going to attack him in a hotel? In public?" 
 
    "Yeah! Something about he's blackmailing Weson, and Weson wants him dead before he can collect this weekend!" 
 
    Godfrey swore. 
 
    "Thanks, Alice. Bye," he said, killing the call. He hit the speed dial for Terry. 
 
    "Yes, Goff?" Terry answered immediately. 
 
    "Call your sister; we're hitting Dale tonight, and she needs to be ready in two hours. Full out, hold nothing back." 
 
    "I'm on it! Anything I need to know?" 
 
    "Weson's hitting a hotel up in Auburn. The kid's there, and he'd gonna take him down in public." Godfrey looked at his watch. "Have someone listen to the police radio; when the call goes out, we'll give it fifteen minutes to draw everyone out, and we'll attack." 
 
    "Understood. Will you be joining us?" 
 
    "As soon as I can get there. I need to prepare for this first." 
 
    "See you there!" Terry said. Godfrey hung up and immediately went to the safe where he stored his more deadly weapons. The kid was blackmailing Weson? How? Was that why they'd stopped by Dale's? Did they have something on him as well?  
 
    He'd have to think about this. Maybe after they killed Dale, they could figure out what was going on. Hana was known for being crafty and devious—it would be just like her to get some sort of hold over Weson, drain him dry, and then kill him. That was the only thing he could think of that would explain why Weson was willing to do something like this right out in public. 
 
    A lot of people were going to die tonight. A lot of people. He'd have to make sure he warned Terry and Carmine to keep the mundane body count to zero. The more heat focused on Weson after tonight, the better. 
 
    Opening the safe, he pulled out the special robe he used when going into a fight and put it on. He filled the pockets with the things he'd need. He wondered briefly if he should try to warn Daniel. It wasn't like he had any way to get in touch with him, and any warnings made probably wouldn't arrive until it was too late. But, should the kid survive, it might win him a few points. 
 
    On the other hand, if Weson found out about it, it might expose Alice, since Weson would know he had a leak and start looking. For all that a witch-hunt and the inevitable purge that always followed one would help him, Godfrey wasn't sure he wanted to lose Alice's help just yet. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Surprise Party 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan was on his back on the bed, with Fawn riding his mouth, and Olivia riding his shaft, when the first explosion went off.  
 
    "Someone's attacking the ward on the door!" Wrath yelled as both of the girls jumped off of him, and he reached over and grabbed for his pants. He was just pulling them on when another explosion went off, taking down the ward on the door. A second explosion blew out the windows, peppering them all with glass. Buckling his belt, he quickly incanted a wall of steel tied into the walls in front of the door as it suddenly disintegrated. 
 
    The girls were mostly dressed and had their weapons out. 
 
    "Shit, I can't believe they found us!" Olivia bitched. 
 
    "We need to get out of here!" Aella said. "This isn't a good place to hold them off." 
 
    Dan noticed that Lofn had put a magical shield over the open windows, and it was already deflecting a fireball. 
 
    "Dan! Blow a hole in the ceiling!" Wrath yelled. 
 
    Nodding, he ran through a quick disintegration spell and channeled it straight up, creating a ten-foot-wide hole above him. He grabbed his duster and donned it, then grabbed his mace as the room shook again, the steel barrier he put up creasing down the center as it bent. 
 
    Aella jumped up and grabbed the edge of the hole with her tentacles, pulling herself up and through. Lofn grabbed Fawn and flew up through it, followed by Olivia, who jumped up, grabbed one of Aella's tentacles, and was pulled through the hole. 
 
    Another explosion shook the room as the metal blockade shattered and fell to the floor, and he cast a shield spell over Wrath, who had the Browning A5 in her hands and blew some large holes in a surprised man, who immediately dropped to the floor, dead. Dan then drew his pistol and shot the man behind him.  
 
    Wrath managed to kill one more before someone raised a shield over the rest of the people who were trying to enter the room. 
 
    "Time to go!" Wrath said, running towards him. She grabbed him and jumped up through the hole, using her wings to push them through the opening. Turning back, Dan cast an 'improved' acid ball into the room, a spell Wrath's father Nicitel had taught him. It would quickly eat through the floor, dropping anyone in the room to the level below. It also tended to ooze under most people's shields and take off their feet if they weren't careful. From the sounds of the screams that soon came up through the hole, it must have worked. 
 
    Lofn was by the roof access, doing something magical to block it, while Aella and Olivia were lying prone, looking over the edge of the room, and taking shots of opportunity with their pistols. 
 
    "I can't believe they're doing this in public!" Fawn said loudly as she did something with her cellphone. 
 
    "How long until they figure out we're up on the roof?" he asked, looking around. 
 
    "Oh, I think they've already guessed," Lofn said. "Better put up a shield, and quick!" 
 
    Nodding he started another incantation and threw up a dome over the roof, covering them from any attacks from the outside. Just in time too as magical attacks started to hit it. 
 
    "Suddenly I'm no longer regretting all of that shit your dad put me through to learn how to quickly cast those combat spells he taught me," Dan mumbled to Wrath. 
 
    "Now what?" Olivia asked as she stopped to reload. "I'm almost out of ammo." 
 
    "We need to get out of here," Wrath said, looking around. "I can carry two of you, and Lofn can carry one, but that still leaves us one shy." 
 
    "I'm trying to find somebody with a helicopter who's willing to pick us up in the middle of a firefight!" Fawn said as she continued working her phone. 
 
    "Unless it's a magical helicopter, don't bother," Lofn said. "They're seriously loaded for bear down there." 
 
    Another explosion went off then, and a section of the roof near where they'd come up themselves disappeared. 
 
    "Shit, we gotta do something!" Dan said, looking around. 
 
    "Might I suggest killing our enemies?" Wrath growled, and as he watched, she threw some kind of spell down through the new hole in the roof. 
 
    Putting his gun away, Dan began a curse that would set all the walls on the top floor ablaze. 
 
    "Fire's not going to stop them!" Wrath grumbled when he finished. 
 
    "No, but a complete lack of oxygen will!" he said with a frown. "I just hope there aren't any innocent people left alive on the top floor." 
 
    "That was the executive suite floor; most of the rooms were empty," Fawn said, growling, and put her phone away. "We're not getting any help." 
 
    "What about the police?" Aella said and motioned to the convoy of red and blue flashing lights headed their way. 
 
    "We need to get off this building before they destroy it and kill everyone in it!" Lofn said. 
 
    "I'm open to suggestions," Wrath said, looking around. "Lofn, how far could you glide if you took Fawn and Olivia? They're the two lightest." 
 
    "I think I could make it to the other side of the highway, but not much farther." 
 
    "Let me cast one more spell to give us cover," Dan said, "then let's get out of here before we're trapped." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "The call just went out, Goff! They're lighting up the hotel with everything they've got, and it's right in the middle of downtown!" Terry said, shaking his head. "The police are screaming for the National Guard!" 
 
    Godfrey shook his head and looked at his watch. It was just after one in the morning. "Weson is a fool. Let's be about it then!" Picking up his phone, he called Carmine, who answered immediately. 
 
    "We starting?" 
 
    "Yes. Are you ready?" 
 
    "Of course I am!" 
 
    "Wonderful." Godfrey began to invoke a sound shielding spell, with Carmine's help, the two of them using their cellphones to synchronize their casting. Unlike Weson, Godfrey knew the costs of alerting too many people to what he was doing.  
 
    While he was doing that, Terry advanced all of their men into their attack positions. As soon as Godfrey and Carmine finished their spell, Terry gave the word to attack, then began work on a spell to breach the first ward around the property, while Godfrey and Carmine caught their breath. 
 
    By the time Godfrey was ready to get back into action, the fighting had begun in earnest. Magical combat was still something that intrigued Godfrey. He'd grown up in England during the 'times of trouble', as people often referred to the struggles in Northern Ireland. As a young man, he'd been caught up in more of that than he'd liked, and the one thing that had always made an impression on him was the noise. Firefights were loud, because of all the guns and the explosions. 
 
    But magical combat was different. It was, by comparison, quiet. Most spells didn't make much noise, if any at all. Spells cast from wands were especially quiet. Even magical explosions, like the one that blew the iron gates off of the stone pillars at the end of the driveway, wasn't half as loud as the clang the gates made when they landed on the concrete. 
 
    Godfrey set to attacking the ward that was set around the house. This was the first time he'd really had the opportunity to examine it; the ward that had been placed on the fence had prevented him from doing so in the past. It really was an impressive piece of work; Dale obviously knew a lot about warding, and it took him a good ten minutes to figure it out. By then, all the defenders had retreated into the house and were attacking from behind the ward's shielding effects. 
 
    Taking down the ward proved difficult, but not impossible. He was about halfway through its removal when he noticed… 
 
    Dale wasn't opposing him. 
 
    "Damnation," he swore under his breath as he continued to work. 
 
    "What's wrong, Goff?" Terry asked. He'd recovered from taking down the first ward and was now supporting their fighters with shielding spells. 
 
    "Dale's not fighting me on the shield!" 
 
    "What! I better warn Carmine! This may be a trap!" 
 
    "Do that," Godfrey agreed as he continued to take down the ward, a bit more cautiously now, just in case Dale had something up his sleeve he wasn't prepared for. Dale had proven to be a very secretive foe, and Godfrey knew better than to make assumptions when in battle. 
 
    When he'd finally drained off the last of the ward, he turned back to Terry. 
 
    "What did Carmine say?" 
 
    "That she doesn't think Dale is here. They're fighting a purely defensive battle, and no one's taking any chances." 
 
    "If Dale's not here, then why are they all still here?" Godfrey asked with a sigh, waving his hand at the estate in question. 
 
    "We discussed it, and we both think if Hana killed him or convinced him to leave, it would make sense to keep it a secret—for a little while at least." 
 
    Godfrey had a sudden thought and then sighed heavily. "Like until Weson paid off on his blackmail." 
 
    "Exactly. If you were to discover that you didn't have to worry about Dale anymore, you'd be free to start your final attack on Weson." 
 
    "Weson, who's currently launching an all-out attack on Hana and her friends." 
 
    "Which means he probably suspects Dale is gone." 
 
    "Or that we'd involve ourselves in attacking Dale while he tried to kill them," Terry pointed out. 
 
    Godfrey shook his head and sighed again. "If that's the case, he's smarter than I've given him credit for. Still, we need to know for sure whether Dale's in there or not." 
 
    "True. But do we really want to destroy the place in the process?" Terry said, looking thoughtful. 
 
    "I'm not sure I follow," Godfrey admitted. 
 
    "If Weson doesn't know Dale's gone, don't you think it'd be best for us if he didn't find out?" 
 
    Godfrey bit his lip and nodded slowly as he thought about that. "I see your point, and it's a good one, nephew. However, we still need to learn the truth." 
 
    "Now that their wards are down, the three of us could join together and cast a major sleep or paralyzation spell. Then we send everyone in to mop up those not affected, search the grounds, maybe question one or two of them." 
 
    Godfrey considered that. On the one hand, casting such a massive spell after everything else they'd already done would leave them tired and vulnerable. However, Weson's forces and Weson himself were already heavily engaged tonight and probably wouldn't be launching any attacks of their own for several days. 
 
    And finding out what had happened here would go a long way toward determining what he was up against. 
 
    "You're right," he said, looking over at Terry. "Get Carmine over here and tell our people to pull back." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Miles Brown groaned as he regained consciousness. Thankfully one of his people had dragged him out of the building after the floor had collapsed beneath him. He hurt all over, but his legs and feet were the worst of it. Looking down to examine himself, he saw why; his shoes were gone, as well as most of his pants. From the chemical burns all over his feet and legs, he could tell they'd been destroyed by some sort of magical acid his protection spells hadn't been able to deal with. 
 
    Pulling out one of his more powerful items, he used it to cast a major healing spell on himself, as he kicked off the remaining pieces of his shoes, then quickly shed what was left of his pants.  
 
    At that moment the building shook again. 
 
    "Where are we?" he asked the people standing around him. 
 
    "Third floor, on the other side of the building." 
 
    "Is the attack still going on?" 
 
    "Yes, Weson's leading it himself now." 
 
    "Help me up. We need to get out of here," Miles said. "How long was I out?" 
 
    "Two, maybe three minutes," his man told him as they helped him to his feet, then led him to the stairs. 
 
    "They obviously have a lot more magical gear than we suspected," Miles grumbled, weighing their options. "Have the police shown up yet?" 
 
    "They're showing up now. The barriers are keeping them out, but we don't know how long that'll last."' 
 
    "Great, just great," Miles said and followed his man out the fire door that led outside. 
 
    "Where's Weson?" he asked Dave Schroeder as he came over to their little 'command post', which was just a large panel truck. 
 
    "He's on the roof, on the other side of the hotel complex on the other tower." 
 
    "We need to do something quick. This is getting out of our control," Miles said, looking up at the top of the southern tower of the hotel. A fire had broken out on the top two floors and was gaining in power. 
 
    "Steve wants to keep them pinned down up there until the fire gets to them," Dave said. 
 
    "What about the police? The witnesses?"  
 
    "He said he's got an artifact that'll deal with them. Oh, shit! There they go!" Looking up, Miles saw that the kid and his demons had jumped off the building, but the succubus and one of the other demons had wings, and they were flying away, diving towards the other side of the highway. 
 
    "Fuck!" Miles swore. "With all the police, there's no way we can get over there!" 
 
    "Isn't there anything you can do?" Dave said, clearly starting to panic. "If they get away, I think Steve'll lose it for sure." 
 
    Reaching into his jacket pocket, Miles pulled out his prized possession, a short metal rod made out of bronze with a series of sigils drawn along its length, yellowed with age. It was an artifact reputed to have been created for one of the earliest demon hunters, over a thousand years ago, 'The Rod of Dismissal'. 
 
    "I can banish the demons," he said, pointing it at them, "back to their home planes." 
 
    "The kid isn't a demon, Miles." 
 
    "No, so he'll just fall to his death." 
 
    Dave smiled. "Do it! Quickly! Before they're out of range!"  
 
    Miles uttered the triggering phrase while holding the two pressure points on the rod and pointed it at the group as they dived over the highway. If the fall didn't kill the kid, getting run over would probably do it. 
 
    And then, just like that, they vanished. All of them. 
 
    "What happened to the kid?" Dave said as Miles looked on in surprise. "Did he fall? I didn't see him fall!" 
 
    "He must have gone with them!" 
 
    "Don't you know?" 
 
    "It takes a month and several thousand dollars of gems to recharge this thing! I've only used it once before! On a demon!" He stopped a moment. "If that kid just got sent to the demon planes…" 
 
    "He's as good as dead anyway," Dave said, and then stopped and laughed. "Oh, I'm sure Steve is gonna be happy when he hears about this! How long until they can come back?" 
 
    Miles shook his head. "I don't think they can come back. It's cursed." 
 
    "Better still. We better start calling everyone back." 
 
    "But what about…" Miles waved his free hand towards the sea of red and blue lights. 
 
    "Like I said, Steve has an artifact of mass charm. This wasn't a terrorist attack, it was a fire, just a really bad fire." 
 
    "I sure hope it works," Miles said as he put his artifact away and began casting the spell that would tell his people to withdraw from the attack and clear the area. 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure it'll work well enough for us to get out of here. They're just mundanes." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Banished 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan woke up slowly. The first thing he realized was that he was lying on his back. But he wasn't lying in a bed; no, the surface under him was firm—not hard, but firm—and it wasn't flat. Also, he smelled…he smelled the outdoors… 
 
    Opening his eyes, he saw the sky above him. It was blue, very blue, and there were even some clouds floating in it. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    Closing his eyes, he concentrated a moment. They'd been in bed, having sex…and then…and then they'd been attacked! He remembered now. Wrath had been carrying him and Aella, and they'd been gliding across the freeway, and… 
 
    And then nothing. 
 
    Opening his eyes again, he sat up suddenly. He was still wearing his duster, his pants, and the sneakers he'd crammed on quickly, sans socks.  
 
    Had she dropped him? 
 
    Looking around, he realized immediately that he wasn't in Auburn anymore. There wasn't a single sign of civilization. He couldn't hear any cars, busses, motors, people, nothing. Well, nothing other than the insects and the occasional sound of an animal. 
 
    Wait…was that a house? 
 
    Getting to his feet carefully, he saw a house several hundred feet away. Brushing his pants off with his hands, he looked around for his shirt, but didn't see it. He must have dropped it when…well, when whatever had happened to him had happened. 
 
    Looking around further, he couldn't see any sign of the girls. Fearing the worst, he closed his eyes again and concentrated a moment. He'd tested his ability to pull magic from them enough times that if he concentrated hard enough, he could feel them.  
 
    It took a couple of minutes, but just as he was starting to panic, he felt them—only they felt…they felt far away. Very far away! 
 
    Opening his eyes, he frowned at that a moment. What the hell had happened? One moment they were gliding away from the fight and the fire, and then suddenly…suddenly he was here?  
 
    But it had been late at night when they were attacked, and it was daytime here. Late morning or late afternoon, judging by the position of the sun. So either he'd been out for a long time, or wherever he was now, time wasn't the same. 
 
    It was at times like this he really wished he wore a watch.  
 
    "Well, standing here isn't going to answer any of my questions," he grumbled to himself, and taking one last look around to make sure he hadn't dropped anything, he checked his pockets, made sure his gun was in its hidden holster, and his mace was still on his belt, and struck off for the house off in the distance. 
 
    The place looked oddly familiar, though he wasn't able to place it right away. Same for the open field surrounded by trees in which it sat. It was a small house, made of adobe and painted in bright blues and greens, with an open tower of sorts set on top… 
 
    "Shit," he swore and stopped dead in his tracks as he remembered where he'd seen this place before. 
 
    It was the house he'd seen in his dreams.  
 
    The house where his father, his real father, had…had knocked up his mother, while the man he'd always thought was his father had waited downstairs.  
 
    The place where the deal had been made that had resulted in both his birth and his father's powers.  
 
    He started to walk again, faster and with bigger strides, as he made his way directly to the house, eyes focused on the front door as he recalled what he could from those dreams. Why was he here? Hell, how had he even gotten here?  
 
    When he got to the door, he opened it and went inside, and started to look around, going room to room. It all looked almost exactly like he remembered it. Going upstairs, he came to the open room that was on the roof. There was a cover over the bed to protect it from the elements, but the shutters that surrounded each of the open, floor to ceiling—well, he couldn't call them windows, as there wasn't any glass in them—doorways perhaps? All the shutters were open.  
 
    He stared at the bed.  
 
    That was where he'd been 'made'…where he'd been conceived. 
 
    "That's all I am," he said with a sigh after a long while. "Just the result of another cold-blooded deal made for power." 
 
    "Oh, I wouldn't say it was 'cold-blooded'," a man's voice said from behind him. "Your mother was quite excited, very much into the whole affair—well, at least once she'd gotten over her initial embarrassment." 
 
    Dan whipped around to see a man in a robe standing before him. The same man he'd seen in those dreams. 
 
    "I believe she thought she was going to have to sleep with a crocodile-man or something," he said with a chuckle. "To be honest, I was impressed that she loved your father enough to be willing to do that. Much less allow another man to plant his child in her womb." 
 
    Dan looked at him, dumbfounded. He had no idea of what to say.  
 
    "Who, who are you?" he finally spit out after a couple of minutes of just working his mouth and trying to think of something, anything to say. 
 
    "Your father, obviously. Or at least the male who sired you. I don't know that I can actually claim to be your father, seeing as I wasn't there to raise you. 
 
    "Which leads to the question, what are you doing here?" the other man asked with a frown. "I can tell you've got all your powers—which means either your father is dead, or he reneged on our deal." 
 
    "He's dead," Dan grumbled, scowling back at him. "Is that all you have to say for yourself? 'How's your father?' How's the man who spent my entire life ignoring me while my mother became more and more ashamed of what she'd done?" 
 
    The man just shook his head and shrugged. "What do you want me to say? That I'm sorry I wasn't there for you? That I should have made things better for you?" He snorted. "Sorry, but I don't care." 
 
    "What!" Dan said, looking at him in shock. 
 
    "Son, I don't even know your name. I'd hoped your mother would call out to me if there were problems, but the deal was clear: you were his son, and he got your powers because of that. He was supposed to take care of you, not me.  
 
    "Now, what are you doing here in my territory? Somehow I don't see you as the type to be looking for any kind of family reunion." 
 
    "Dan. My name's Dan. Short for Daniel." He stopped and shook his head. "You don't care? Not at all? I mean, I'm your son, your flesh and blood, and none of that matters?" 
 
    The other man snorted. "No. Why should it? I'm pleased to see that you were raised well, that you're alive, that another of my children has survived into adulthood. But I don't know you, Daniel. Just because your mother and I had sex, that's not enough of a reason for me to give a damn. 
 
    "So again, why are you here?" 
 
    "I don't know!" Dan blurted out, holding his arms spread out, palms open in confusion. "One moment we were fleeing an ambush, and the next moment I wake up here! I didn't want to come here, and I sure as hell don't want to be here!" 
 
    Dan noticed the other man relaxed, just a little, as he said that. 
 
    "What's your name?" Dan asked. 
 
    "'Father' would work," the other said with a grin. 
 
    "You just told me you don't give a flying fuck about me! So why the hell would I call you that?" 
 
    "Well, that does beg the question, now doesn't it?" the other said with a thoughtful expression. 
 
    "Which question?" 
 
    "Do you want me to be your father? While I've had many children, I've had very few actual sons and daughters. Yes, I can tell you my name, if that's what you wish, but then you can't call me 'father', can you?" 
 
    Dan dropped down to sit on the edge of the bed and stared up at his father in disbelief, then suddenly it came him. 
 
    "Can I call you dad?" 
 
    His father suddenly smiled at him. Really smiled at him. Smiled at him like his adopted father had never smiled at him, not once, not ever in his entire life. 
 
    "Of course you can, my son. In fact, I think I'd like that. 'Father' always sounds so formal, distant even. Now come, let's go downstairs; I set the pool to heat before I came up here. You can tell me about yourself while we soak." 
 
    Dan blinked and shook his head at the sudden change in his father's attitude. 
 
    "Don't you want to know why I came here?" 
 
    "Oh, I already know that." 
 
    "You do?" 
 
    His father laughed. "Of course I do! I felt it when you arrived. That's why I came here. You were banished." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "When a demon is banished, they're sent back to where they were created." 
 
    "What? Then why wasn't I sent back to the hospital where I was born?" 
 
    His father shook his head. "Daniel, you were created right there," he said, pointing at the bed. "That's where you came into being. 
 
    "Now, come. I've found a nice hot soak helps one think." 
 
    "But, but my women! I need to find them! They might be in trouble!" 
 
    "Ah! So you have a harem already! Good for you, my son! Are they demons as well?" 
 
    Daniel nodded, then got up and followed his father back down to the first floor, feeling a little numb. 
 
    "Yes, Dad. All five of them are. But they're not the same type." 
 
    "Oh, of course not! That would be boring! I'm sure they're all okay; they were sent back to their starting points just as you were. So they're all among family and friends." 
 
    Dan nodded numbly and followed his father into the room he'd thought was a bathroom in his dreams, but now noticed was more of a pool room with a large hot tub. His father shed his robe and shifted into his aspect, then stepped into the pool. Dan took off his duster and hung it on a hook by the robe, then shed his sneakers and his pants. He shifted and got into the tub as well. 
 
    He had to admit, he found the heat comforting, and there were seats carved out of the sides that made it both easy and comfortable to relax in. 
 
    "Now, tell me about yourself, my son. As your dad, I'd like to get to know you." 
 
      
 
    Dan lost all track of time as they sat there and talked. Mainly it was him recounting his life to his father, who was quick to point out that while he may have been subjected to a lot of neglect in his life, at least it was benign neglect. His brother had obviously cared about him, and, to a lesser extent, his sister as well.  
 
    He expressed sorrow over Dan losing his brother, but agreed that it was merely poor fortune, and not magic. He even expressed anger over what Weson had done to him with his curse, but again he was quick to point out how Dan had grown from that trial and found his women. 
 
    "Life is full of challenges and problems, my son," he told Dan when he'd finished telling him of his latest encounter. "Without them, we would become stagnant, and unchallenged, we would wither and die. These things not only help us to grow and prosper, they shape who we are and who we become. So treasure your enemies; in the end, they help you more than they hurt you." 
 
    "Treasure them?" Dan asked, surprised. 
 
    "Yes, treasure them," his father said with a smile. "Of course you should also kill them at the first opportunity; that is only wise, lest they kill you first. Look at your current problem; you waited too long to deal with your enemy, which gave him the opportunity to ambush you and banish you." 
 
    "We wanted to bleed him dry first!" Dan protested, wondering why he still felt like an embarrassed child being schooled for misbehaving. 
 
    His father laughed. "That's what most demons will tell you. They all have a weak spot, and that weak spot is greed. If you'd just gone out and killed him, none of this would have happened. Material things are not what matters in this existence, this life, Daniel. The only things that matter are your women, your mates, your harem. Threats to them, their well-being, you must deal with those quickly and harshly." 
 
    "Wait, aren't we demons, too?" 
 
    "We used to be thought of as such, but not so much anymore." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "The humans used to worship us, my son. They worshiped us as gods, because of our abilities and what we were able to do for so many of them through our ability to interbreed. This set us apart from the others—that, and our rarity. 
 
    "While most demons share a good many traits, greed was one we never quite shared with the rest. Perhaps because of our harems?" His father shrugged and shook his head. "I honestly never thought much on it. The word 'demon' comes from the Greek daimonion, which meant many different things then than what it has come to mean today. For us, we were considered lords, as our behavior was much more benevolent than most of the others, who let their greed rule them more often than not. 
 
    "Three millennia ago, the word 'demon' was quite unknown, and we had not yet been lumped together into a single 'group' by the humans. Many of the different 'spirits' you find in human mythology were simply different kinds of demons being demons." 
 
    Dan nodded and pondered that a moment.  
 
    "So what do I do now?" he asked after a few minutes. 
 
    "Gather your women, then go back to Earth and kill Weson, of course!" his father said with a chuckle. 
 
    "But how do I do that? Can I even do that? I was just banished!" 
 
    "Because of who you are, banishment sent you here. But it cannot keep you from returning because of your connections to the place where you were born, as well as your mother's heritage. Banishment is the combination of a magical act, sending you to your point of creation, and a curse that keeps you from returning to the place you were banished from." 
 
    "I have protections from curses." 
 
    "Yes, I noticed. They're quite well done. You have a good friend somewhere, I take it?" 
 
    "Father-in-law." 
 
    "Ah! One that likes you too, I see! You should treasure that relationship. Such as that among the demon races are rare." 
 
    "I know, but he's evil." 
 
    "You do not strike me as a bastion of good, my son." 
 
    "Umm…" Dan blushed. "Maybe. But I'm not evil." 
 
    "Son, you are a Sobek. You have even named yourself as such. That means whatever you do, it is right. Good, evil, those are terms that are meaningless to all Sobek. The humans may like you, or they may hate you, but humans are like that. We simply do as we will. We understand that actions have consequences, and we accept that and deal with them as we must.  
 
    "But we were gods once, and who knows? Perhaps we will be again someday. Gods do not let the feelings of their followers sway them. That's why they are called 'followers'; they follow." 
 
    "You know, that sounds very entitled," Dan said, thinking about the way things often were back home. 
 
    "Because we are entitled, Daniel, my son! Sobek are respected, if not downright feared. By all of demonkind. You will discover that there is not a single male of any species other than Sobek here in all of our realm." 
 
    "But what about those who say might doesn't make right?" 
 
    His father guffawed loudly at that. 
 
    "Ah, yes, the weak are full of such things! They say that because they are weak! If they were strong, you would quickly see them change their song! Human history is full of weak men and women gaining power and going on to wreak the kinds of havoc they previously disclaimed."  
 
    He smiled. "Do not fall for any of that, my son, or you will be living a lie. You are powerful; you were given that power to use it, just as the leopard was given the power to kill and eat the gazelle." 
 
    "So I should be a despot then?" 
 
    "Is the leopard a despot?" his father asked, frowning at him. "No, of course not. Rule your place and your people firmly, and take your due when it is due. Do not foul your own bed. Understand that the rewards of benevolent and just rule aren't happy subjects, but complacent subjects. Ones who will not protest your occasional rash or harsh action, because they know that they are safe, that those others, well, those others obviously deserved what they got." 
 
    Dan struggled with that a moment. It all seemed a bit too pat, but then again…  
 
    "Are you sure?" he asked as he turned the idea over in his head. 
 
    "Your women are all strong, yet they let you lead them, do they not?" 
 
    "Well, yeah…" 
 
    "All of the world is weak, and all look to others to lead them, to direct them, to set their lives in order for them. Only a handful of us truly have the power to lead them. Take this Weson and this Wiles of yours. Neither is capable of truly leading, or they would have quickly disposed of the other. True leaders strike quickly and take what is theirs without fear or hesitation." 
 
    Dan thought about that for a while as well. He began to realize that there was a certain wisdom in his father's words. It wasn't quite human wisdom, but his father wasn't human, and for that matter, neither was he anymore. 
 
    "So the curse part of this banishment, how does it work?" 
 
    "Not at all, if you are a part of the place they are trying to banish you from, my son. As I said before, the ties you have to the Earth through your mother renders that meaningless. The curse only works on those who have no claim on the place they are banished from. You see, it is easier to cast someone out of a place they do not belong than to cast someone out of their own home." 
 
    Dan remembered his lessons with Nicitel, as well as his own studies. "Because demons are never from Earth, that makes the curse easier to invoke." 
 
    "Ah! I see you understand! Very good, my son." 
 
    "But what about my wives? What about them?" 
 
    "They are yours, are they not?" 
 
    "Of course they are!" Dan said with a growl. 
 
    "Then wherever you go, they have a right to go as well. Whatever you claim as yours is theirs, too. I don't think you'll have any problem taking them home." 
 
    "Once I find them." 
 
    "Yes, once you find them. But it sounds to me as if you already have a connection to each of them. So let us rest, and when we are ready, I will show you the path to whichever of your wives you wish to recover first." 
 
    Dan nodded and yawned. "Thanks, Dad." 
 
    His father smiled at him. It was so rare that he got to see his offspring—few lived to adulthood, as many were killed in attacks on their foster fathers to take their power away. Those who survived were rarely so well inclined towards him. But then, that was the way of things, after all. 
 
    People came to him looking for power, and rarely had one balked at the price. He made deals with them because he enjoyed it, because it pleased him to do so. Because sometimes one such as his new son came along and made it all worthwhile.  
 
    After all, what good was it to be a god if you did not at times indulge yourself? 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Fawn groaned and opened her eyes. She was sore everywhere she could be sore. Well, not everywhere, there was one place she definitely wasn't sore and wished she was. 
 
    Getting to her feet, she looked around and groaned.  
 
    She was home. Back on Bovera. Back where she'd grown up. 
 
    "Fawn? Is that you? What are you doing here?" 
 
    "Hi, Mom," Fawn grumbled, looking at her mother as she trotted over to her. Her mom was still something to look at, as fit and trim as Fawn was, if perhaps a little wider in the hips, and with a more generous bosom. She also had white wool where Fawn's was black, something Fawn had gotten from her father.  
 
    Her mother was the one who had taught Fawn to dance, and while Fawn could ensnare most people with her dancing and enthrall them for a little while, her mother could take down even the most powerful of demons and keep them enthralled for hours.  
 
    Fawn had often wondered how her father had managed to corral such a lively, talented, and intelligent ewe as her mother. Her father was about as base as base could be. 
 
    "As for what I'm doing here, well, what normally causes one of us to suddenly pop back home, flat on our backs, sore as hell, and without a clue?" 
 
    Her mother laughed and clapped her hands. "You got banished! Oh, I bet your father is going to have a long and hearty laugh at your expense over that! Now he'll finally be able to marry you off to a decent ram!" 
 
    "Mother," Fawn growled, "I have no desire to be married off to anyone Dad thinks is good for me. For that matter, where is his lordship, so I can immediately head in the opposite direction?" 
 
    "Oh really now, honey, he only wants what's best for you. Besides, now that you've been banished, what else are you going to do? You can't go back to Earth anymore." 
 
    "I can, and I will. I just need to find everybody first." 
 
    "You mean you're still with that cerberus? I thought you'd have grown out of that by now," her mother said with a sigh as she shook her head. 
 
    Fawn just rolled her eyes and snorted. "She has a name, mother. Why can't you use it?" 
 
    "It's just…" her mother shook her head, "I mean, really, taking up with a cerberus! It's just not right!" 
 
    "I notice that it was perfectly fine when Clement took up with one; you didn't complain much about him." 
 
    "Umm, well…" Fawn was surprised to see her mother actually blush. "It's not often that one of us gets to rule over one of them." 
 
    "Uh-huh, sure he is," Fawn said with a snicker. "I can assure you who's getting on top in that relationship each night!" 
 
    "Fawn! Please! That's your older brother you're talking about!" her mother said, still blushing. "So what caused you to get banished?" she asked, changing the subject. 
 
    "Oh, you know, the usual. Big turf war, some wizard is getting his ass handed to him, so he breaks out the artifact to get rid of the competition." 
 
    "You were fighting a wizard? Fawn! Why?" 
 
    "Because we're going to kill him, Mom, that's why. But first we're going to bleed him dry of everything he's got! I mean, that's what you do, right?" 
 
    Her mother sighed and shook her head. 
 
    "And you wonder why you always get in trouble," a big ram with jet-black wool said, coming into the room. "I thought I felt something different." 
 
    "Hi, Dad," Fawn grumbled. Her father was ripped and had arms about as thick as her thighs. He was without a doubt the biggest and strongest ram around, and the scars on his body made it clear how tough he was, as well. The problem, as Fawn saw it, was that he wasn't half as smart as her mother, and he was bull-headed and stubborn to boot. 
 
    "Well, now that you're back, I've got just the male for you! Roefort's son Zoroke should be able to tame that wild streak of yours!" he said with a smirk. 
 
    "Sorry, but no. I'm not looking for anyone, and honestly if I know Olivia, she's probably already on her way here. Then there's the others, who I'm sure will all show up." 
 
    "Others?" her mother asked. 
 
    Fawn nodded. "Yeah, there's Wrath, Aella, and Lofn." 
 
    "More girls, big whoop," her father said with a chuckle. "Maybe I can find a nice ram to deal with that Olivia and the rest of 'em, just like your brother did!" 
 
    Fawn laughed. "Oh, I would love to see you try! Wrath's a felish, Aella's a displacera, and Lofn's a succubus!" 
 
    "Fawn! I thought I raised you better than that!" her mother said, looking shocked. 
 
    "Lofn's not like that anymore, Mother," Fawn said, looking a little embarrassed. 
 
    "Falling sway to a succubus," her father grumbled. "Now I'm definitely seeing you get a proper husband, and soon!" 
 
    Fawn looked over at her father and frowned. "I already have a husband!" 
 
    "A succubus is not a husband!" he retorted angrily. 
 
    "No, but my Dan sure is!" she replied just as angrily. "You may be the biggest ram around these parts, Daddy, but..." she stopped as it suddenly sank in what Dan might do. She might not see eye-to-eye with him, but she didn't want to see him eaten. 
 
    "But what?" He laughed. "Even the cerberus around here won't butt heads with me one-on-one!" 
 
    "Daddy," Fawn said in a much softer voice, looking as worried as she suddenly felt. "I don't want anything bad to happen to you. Please don't try to set me up with one of your friends or one of their sons. Dan's got a bit of a temper when it comes to anyone messing with his women." 
 
    "One of his women? What's that supposed to mean?" her mother asked. 
 
    "Oh, I doubt any husband of yours will be standing up to the likes of me!" her father boasted. 
 
    "I'm in a harem, mom." 
 
    "You're what!" her mother exclaimed, looking surprised. "With other races?" 
 
    Fawn shrugged a little guiltily. "It just kinda happened." 
 
    "And this Dan is your husband?" 
 
    "Yup," Fawn said looking a little embarrassed. 
 
    "And the others…" 
 
    "Uh-huh." 
 
    "Even the succubus?" 
 
    Fawn grinned. "She never stood a chance. When Dan wants you and decides that he loves you, it's kinda hard to not want to be his right back." 
 
    "And where is this Dan of yours from?" 
 
    "He's from Earth…" 
 
    "You're in thrall to a human!" her father said loudly, and then guffawed, slapping his leg. "He won't last long against me!" 
 
    "He'd not human!" Fawn yelled back at him. "By the God of the Glade, Father! He's a Sobek!" 
 
    "You married a Sobek!" her mother said and clapped her hands with a laugh.  
 
    "Sobeks don't exist! They're just myths!" her father growled. 
 
    From the look her mother shot her father, Fawn suddenly got an insight into why her mother was with him, and suddenly worried her mother might be considering setting her father up for a trip down Dan's throat. 
 
    Her father was the power that ruled the valley, and even she had to admit that Dan's strength and power, even when it was only his strength of will, had a lot to do with why she was attracted to him. 
 
    "Honey?" her mother said in a saccharine sweet voice to her father, who scowled, but immediately turned to look at her.  
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Don't make me trade up. I haven't invested this much of my life in you just to watch you end up in somebody's gullet." 
 
    Her father snorted. "I ain't anybody's dinner, and that's just a myth." 
 
    Fawn shook her head. "Daddy? For the first time in my life, I'm gonna beg you not to do this. They exist. They eat demons. I've seen it. A felish tried to grab one of us, and Dan ate him." Fawn shivered remembering it. 
 
    "It was hot," she said, looking back at her mother. 
 
    "Your daughter is married, and that's that," her mother said, still looking at her father. "Right, Jonas?" 
 
    "Tanci!" her father said, looking surprised. 
 
    "I said, Right Jonas? Or by god, I'll talk him into eating you myself, and I'll see if he wants two ewes in his harem!" 
 
    Fawn blinked at the forcefulness of her mother's words. 
 
    Her father drew himself up and let out a heavy sigh. "Fine. It will be as you wish, Tanci." 
 
    Her mother smiled, then literally danced over to her father and shamelessly rubbed up against him. 
 
    "Now, how about we go tell everyone that our daughter has come home to visit, and then I can entertain you for the rest of the day in our bed?" 
 
    Her father brightened up considerably at that. "Of course, whatever makes you happy, Tanci!" 
 
    Her mother turned and winked at her with a grin as her father led the way out of the house. For the first time ever, she realized where the power really lay in her old home. 
 
    

  

 
   
    What is Life 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan looked around as he stepped out of the gateway portal. His father had told him this morning that, after due consideration, the wife in his harem who would be most in need of immediate attention would be Lofn. 
 
    "Why?" Dan had asked him, and his response had been just as cryptic. 
 
    "This is something you must learn, and it is important that you learn it for yourself." 
 
    And with that, he'd led Dan around to the woods behind the house and gave him a firm push through a gateway portal that just happened to be there. 
 
    There were definitely questions he'd have to come back and ask his father one of these days. But first he had his women to think about. 
 
    "Who are you?" a succubus asked as Dan looked around to gain his bearings. 
 
    Dan looked her over; she was very comely. Hot, even. She was also armed and armored. Obviously expecting a fight, something he really didn't have time for, he was sure. 
 
    "I'm Dan. I'm here for my wife, Lofn." 
 
    "There is no one here by that name, human. I would suggest you turn around and leave immediately." 
 
    Dan smiled at her. "Yeah, no. Is there someone here I can talk to? Someone in charge?" 
 
    "Do not trifle with me, human! Your wife is not here; humans do not survive here for longer than it takes one of us to eat them!" 
 
    Dan looked around as she spoke. Oddly enough, the place reminded him of that college up in the mountains to the south east of Sacramento. There were a lot of artfully designed and tranquil buildings all over the place, interspersed with quite a few trees and other such things. 
 
    "Are you listening to me, human?" 
 
    "You know, this really is a nice place," Dan said, smiling, and gave her a little wave. "And yes, I was listening. Don't worry, I promise not to let anybody eat me."  
 
    With that, he struck off towards the buildings. 
 
    "Hey! Where do you think you're going?"  
 
    "That way," he said and pointed. 
 
    "Get back here! I didn't say you could leave!" 
 
    "That's okay, I didn't ask," he replied, turning his back on her, and heading towards the largest of the buildings he could see. Usually big buildings meant important people, and someone there could probably point him in the right direction. He had a sneaking suspicion the gateway his father had pushed him through led to wherever Lofn had ended up. 
 
    That realization gave him an uncomfortable feeling; however, it would have to wait, as he could hear the sounds of armor jostling, approaching quickly from behind. 
 
    "Aren't you supposed to be guarding something?" he asked, looking over his shoulder at the now angry succubus. 
 
    "Stop right there!" she said and waved her spear at him. 
 
    He grinned at her; for some reason, he was finding this whole thing to be funny. 
 
    "No." 
 
    "What do you mean 'no'!" she yelled at him. 
 
    "No. N.O. No." 
 
    She tried to jab at him half-heartedly with her spear, but didn't have much success, as he was still walking away from her. 
 
    "Dammit! I order you to stop! You're not allowed to walk around here! Especially not by yourself! We have rules!" 
 
    "But I'm not by myself!" he said with a laugh. 
 
    "I don't see anyone else!" she growled. 
 
    "You're here, aren't you? And you're accompanying me. So I'm not walking around by myself, am I?" 
 
    The look of confusion on her face was priceless, then she frowned, and the look on her face was decidedly not friendly. 
 
    "Listen, you…" 
 
    He held up his hand. "What's your name? I told you, I'm Dan. Who are you?" 
 
    "Althaia. Now you better stop, or I..." 
 
    "Come, Althaia, I need to speak to whomever is in charge of your fair city, and I've been given to understand that I need to do it soon. You can either come with me and be good company, or…" He stopped and pivoted on his foot, catching her off guard. Knocking her spear aside with his right hand as she continued moving forward, he put his left hand out, the force of his palm stopping her dead in her tracks as he placed it dead center on her chest. 
 
    "Or I'll leave you lying here in the dirt, one very unhappy succubus. I don't have time to squabble, and I can guarantee you're fighting way out of your weight class. Now tell me, who is in charge, and can I find them in that building over there?" he asked while pointing. 
 
    "Why I'm going to…" 
 
    "Tell me where I need to go," Dan growled back. Grabbing her arm, he turned and strode off quickly towards the building, pulling her off balance and causing her to stumble as she tried to keep from falling over. 
 
    "Has it occurred to you that my wife is a succubus? And that she's most likely going to be very unhappy with you?" 
 
    "The only succubus who's shown up here in the last day is Hana, and I doubt she's your wife!" 
 
    "And where would I find her?" 
 
    Althaia snorted at him. "I should kill you myself. I'd be doing you a favor! You won't last ten seconds with her!" 
 
    "We have a saying back where I come from," Dan said, continuing to drag her along. 
 
    "Fools rush in?" She snickered. 
 
    "Don't let your mouth write checks your ass can't cover," he growled. "Now I'm quickly running out of patience, so make yourself useful! Where," he growled, "is my wife?" 
 
    Dan missed the shocked look that momentarily passed over Althaia's face, because he was threading his way through a number of succubi, and what he guessed was incubi, who all seemed to be looking at him in surprise or suspicion as he entered the courtyards surrounding the buildings. 
 
    "She's in that building," she said, pointing at the one he'd been heading for.  
 
    "Great, thank you." He let go of her hand. "You can go back to your job if you want." 
 
    "I think it might be better if I stay," she said between pants as he continued to stride quickly while dodging through the crowd. 
 
    For his part, Dan continued to observe. He noticed very few of the people around him were armed.  
 
    Very few. 
 
    The few who were armed were almost all dressed like Althaia. Obviously they were guards of some sort. But still, if succubi and incubi were as tough and deadly as people proclaimed, surely they wouldn't have much need of weapons? 
 
    Still, the beauty and the relative calm—a calm which he was apparently disturbing—wasn't what he would have expected from the home of these two groups. Everything he'd picked up about succubi from the interactions he'd witnessed between Lofn and many of the others, as well as what he'd picked up about her life when she was known as Hana, had led him to believe this would be a place of conflict and strife. 
 
    "I feel like I'm walking through a bunch of hippies," he muttered. "Well, hippies who know about showers at least!" he added with a snicker. 
 
    "What's a hippy?"  
 
    "Harmless people who claim to love everything and everybody. Except perhaps regular bathing." 
 
    "Succubi are not harmless!" 
 
    "Harmless is a choice, not a condition," he said, and as they came around a smaller building that had been between him and his goal, he made a beeline for the doors that were now in view. 
 
    "What is this place, anyway?" he asked her as they neared the doors. Even from here, he could feel the magic that radiated from them. There were also several guards standing about each of the entrances. 
 
    "It's the Hall of Life. All succubi begin here, and many end here, as well." 
 
    Dan blinked. "It's a breeding ground?" 
 
    Althaia's tail whacked him across the butt. "It's where we begin! It is nothing so crass and crude as a breeding ground!" 
 
    Dan snorted. "Oh, of course. And this from a race that loves to do nothing more than fuck…you know, I haven't the slightest idea how you reproduce." He looked at her, and she turned away, making him suspect she was embarrassed. He was about to push it and ask when he realized he was getting off track.  
 
    "Halt!" the succubus guard at the doors said, lowering her spear to block his way. There was a matching incubus guard on the other side of the doorway who had lowered his spear as well, the two spears crossed before the entryway. 
 
    "I'm here to claim my wife," Dan said, trying not to scowl. "I would appreciate it if you'd let me pass." 
 
    "And who would your wife be? There are no humans inside!" 
 
    "Hana," Althaia said. "He said his wife is Hana." 
 
    "Oh, really now?" the incubus said, looking him over with a smirk. 
 
    "I don't think so! What would Hana be doing with a mere man?" The succubus snickered. 
 
    Sighing, he thrust out his hands, grabbed each of their spears, and started to cast. 
 
    "I hereby curse the two of you with curiosity. An incurable curiosity that will not be sated until you've taken me to Hana to discover the truth for yourselves!"  
 
    "Why you son of a bitch!" the incubus yelled, while the succubus blinked, and Althaia suddenly started to laugh. 
 
    "Now would you please show me to Hana, or do I need to curse you a second time?" he growled at the two of them. 
 
    "Once was more than enough!" the incubus grumbled as he lowered his spear and glared at Dan. 
 
    "Come, Forsythe," the succubus said as she shouldered her spear, "at least now we have an excuse to find out what in the twenty-nine is going on in there today." 
 
    "Where'd you learn to curse like that?" Althaia asked as the two guards opened the doors. 
 
    "From my father-in-law." 
 
    "You know Hana's father?" 
 
    "Hana is not my only wife," he told her. "Nicitel, you may have heard of him? He lives on Varmal." 
 
    Dan noticed the two guards turned back to look at him, and then they carefully took a step to the side to get farther away from him as they led him into the building. 
 
    "Never heard of him," Althaia admitted. 
 
    "They have," Dan said with a grin and nodded to the other two, who were looking a bit uncomfortable now. 
 
    "She's still young," the succubus guard offered by way of explanation. 
 
    As they headed down the hallway, he noticed that everyone was making way for the four of them. Getting the guards to lead him inside had obviously been a good idea.  
 
    Even more so when he started to notice how many side corridors they went by as they walked. The inside of the building was different from what he'd expected. The lighting was soft, and the walls were done with colorful and detailed frescos that showed all manner of scenes. He wasn't able to take the time to stop and examine any of the scenes, but he could see that there were more people—or perhaps he should say demons—than just succubi or incubi.  
 
    Several times they turned down different corridors, and twice they went upstairs. 
 
    They finally walked through a set of double doors into what he could only describe as a vestibule. They then came to another set of doors, where they stopped, and the succubus guard knocked lightly on them. 
 
    One of the doors opened slightly, and someone inside whispered, "What? They're conducting the final hearing." 
 
    "We, umm, have someone who needs to be heard," Forsythe replied. 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "Apparently her husband." 
 
    "Oh, really now?" the voice said. "Then come in, by all means!" 
 
    Dan headed for the door as soon as he heard the voice admitting to Lofn's presence inside the room. Grabbing it, he pulled it open, startling the succubus on the other side, who looked—well, he wouldn't say old, but definitely experienced. 
 
    The room he walked into was enormous, more of an amphitheater than a room. There were seats all around the sides, and there were a lot of people in those seats, focused on the open floor in the center. To the right as he walked in, there was what he could only describe as a dais, behind which sat thirteen people. A serious-looking succubus was in the middle, with six more succubi and six incubi sitting to either side of her. They also had the look of many years to them, for all that not a single one of them looked aged or unattractive.  
 
    And standing there before them was Lofn. He didn't even hesitate; he strode quickly to her as everyone in the room turned to look at him. 
 
    "Who is that?" the succubus in the center asked. 
 
    "This is Daniel, my husband," Lofn said with a smile as he reached her. Pulling her into his arms and holding her close, he kissed her. 
 
    And took his time with it, too.  
 
    After about the third time the succubus in charge cleared her throat, he came up for air and smiled at Lofn. 
 
    "Are you well? Do you need to feed?" 
 
    "Um, I don't think this is the time or the place, Daniel," Lofn said, smiling up at him. 
 
    "Nonsense! If I say it's okay, it's okay." 
 
    "Young man…" the succubus began, and Dan held up his hand and looked at her.  
 
    "Excuse me, I don't wish to appear rude, however the welfare of my women comes first." He turned back to Lofn. "Now, we've all been through a lot these last twenty-four hours, so please, love, take a little." 
 
    "Young man! She's not allowed!" 
 
    Dan sighed and looked back at the head succubus. "If I say she is, she is. You're being rude." 
 
    Lofn gave a small laugh and shook her head. "You're not going to win this one, grandmother." 
 
    Pulling her back against him, Dan kissed her again, and this time he felt that little electric sensation on his lips. It felt as pleasant as it always did, but for a change he didn't feel the slightest bit tired when she stopped. 
 
    "Better." He smiled at her, keeping his left arm around her and her body pressed against his, he turned to face the members on the dais, or perhaps it was a bench. 
 
    "Now I apologize for being curt," he said looking them over, "but would you please be so kind as to tell me the meaning of all this," he said, waving his right hand to take in the chamber at large, "and what it has to do with my Lofn?" 
 
    "Hana," the one Lofn had addressed as 'grandmother' said, "was judged to have been in violation of our rules and ethics and was barred from ever setting foot in our fair city again, much less our world, on pain of death. 
 
    "Yet here she is, having returned." 
 
    "We were banished. It wasn't intentional, I assure you," Dan said. "And now that I'm here, we will be departing shortly, as I have to see to the rest of my women." 
 
    "Be that as it may," another succubus on the panel said, "she's here now, and judgment must be passed." 
 
    Dan looked over at Lofn. "What's this all about, anyway?" 
 
    Lofn grimaced. "My behavior in Slovakia." 
 
    Dan blinked. "Wait, what? I thought that was supposed to be…" He turned and looked back at the others on the bench. "Okay, now I'm confused. I admit that Lofn here—" 
 
    "Hana," one of the incubi corrected him. 
 
    "Lofn," Dan growled back at him. "Hana is the past. As I was about to say, Lofn here is the only succubus I've ever known. I thought the things that happened in the past were normal for your race! Expected, even! And that what she's now become was the exception?" 
 
    "While it is true that we live off the lives of others," the leader said, "here in our realm, all things are in balance. But Hana…" 
 
    "Lofn," Dan corrected. 
 
    "…was not happy with that state of existence and wanted more. She wanted power, and she was quite prepared to do whatever she had to do to get it." 
 
    Dan could feel that Lofn was getting uncomfortable beside him. So he gave her a hug as the other continued. 
 
    "We exiled her before she could do any real damage here. She then went to your world and did incalculable damage, killing and destroying many in her reign of terror." 
 
    Dan looked at her in complete shock. "Wait, so you're telling me the things done by 'Hana'," he carefully said the name, "aren't the kinds of things succubi normally do?" 
 
    "No, Daniel, it's not," Lofn said in a soft voice. 
 
    "Then why does everyone think so?" he asked, looking at Lofn. 
 
    "Because we have found it to our benefit to let them," the succubus in charge replied. "We may be powerful, but we prefer peace to conflict. It's not just lust and sex we live off of, but love is also a powerful force that we chose many millennia ago. Those who are exiled do not hold to those beliefs." 
 
    "Is that why everyone's so afraid of succubi?" Dan asked, looking at Lofn, who nodded. 
 
    "Yes, Daniel," she said, still speaking softly. "Everyone knows if you're not living here on Rakkys, you've been exiled for being a life drainer; you're evil." 
 
    "Of course, most don't know that," the leader continued, "they just believe all succubi and incubi are evil." 
 
    "Which you encourage," Daniel said, turning his attention back to her. 
 
    "It has its uses," she admitted. "Most believe if they come here, they will be consumed. So they tend to leave us be." 
 
    "Well, that's kind of two-faced, now isn't it?" 
 
    "What!" the incubus who'd spoken up earlier said. 
 
    "You let folks like the late Hana do the dirty work, then you benefit from their reputation." 
 
    "I will not be lectured by a human!" 
 
    "Yeah, well, suck it up, because I'm not human," he said and turned back to the one who was obviously in charge. "Grandmother?" he asked. "That is the correct term, is it not?" 
 
    "Oh, so now you wish to pay me respect!" she said with a laugh. 
 
    "Hana is dead. There is no more Hana. This is Lofn. She is my wife, and she answers to me." 
 
    "Oh, does she now?" 
 
    "Umm," Lofn said, fidgeting a little bit and looking embarrassed. "He's awfully hard to disagree with. As for being Hana…" She sighed. "I gave up being Hana a long, long time ago. I learned the error of my ways and changed." 
 
    "And this young man is the reason for that?" 
 
    "No," Lofn said, shaking her head. "I changed before Daniel came along. But Daniel loves me. He doesn't fear me; he doesn't fear any of us. He should be afraid, or at least I thought so at first, but he's not. He shouldn't love me, especially not after all I've done, all I've been, yet he does." 
 
    "I've forgiven her; the past is the past," Dan said. "You should, too." 
 
    "I don't think we're going to be swayed by the words of a young and easily-controlled human," the succubus sitting at the right hand of the leader said.  
 
    "Okay, then," Dan said, and with a smile he assumed his aspect. "My name, my full name, is Daniel Sobek. As I'm sure you're all quite aware, we Sobek do not like it when someone messes with one of our women. Lofn is my woman, and no you can't have her, and you can't kill her. You will let her go. You will forgive her." 
 
    He could see the surprise on all of their faces, and while none of them appeared afraid of him, he could see there was caution on many of their faces now. 
 
    "And why should we do that?" 
 
    "Because Hana is no more. Hana died. Hana is gone. There is only Lofn now, who stands in her place, and I love her, and I will not give her over to you.  
 
    "Because I stand between you and her, and I'll make you regret it if you don't!" 
 
    "We don't fear you!" the one on the right continued. 
 
    Dan scowled at her. "You know what I am. Understand, I can destroy this tower and all who are in it."  
 
    Grandmother, the succubus in charge, put her hand on the arm of the one beside her before she could respond again. 
 
    "Lofn," she said, causing Dan to relax, "could he truly do such a thing?" 
 
    "Wrath, the daughter of Nicitel, is another of Daniel's wives, and," Lofn smiled warmly, "he likes Daniel and taught him. While I would normally doubt most demons' boasts of their ability to do such a thing, I'm not so sure I would doubt my Daniel's claims. Like most Sobek, he has a temper when it comes to protecting those he has claimed as his." 
 
    The one called Grandmother nodded and looked at Daniel. 
 
    "You know, young man, threatening us isn't the best way to convince us to see things your way." 
 
    He sighed. "Yes, I know this, Grandmother. However, I'd be remiss not to inform you of the consequences of your actions, wouldn't I? Besides, there is one important lesson that's recently been made clear to me." 
 
    "Oh? What lesson would that be?" 
 
    "That leaders lead, and power dictates. Yes, I would like to see you forgive Lofn her past, as I have. But regardless of whether you do or not, I will take her, and we will leave. Peacefully and with respect, I hope. On good terms, I pray." 
 
    "But you will be leaving regardless, right?" she said with a smile. 
 
    "Grandmother," one of the succubi who was seated on the very end of the dais spoke up. 
 
    "Yes, Jaeus?" 
 
    "The problem is the current presence of Lofn, formerly known as Hana, is it not?" 
 
    "Yes, that is the problem." 
 
    "As he has promised to remove her, the problem is solved." 
 
    "The problem," the incubus from earlier spoke up, looking angry, "isn't her removal, it's her returning here in the first place!" 
 
    "She didn't return here of her own free will," Jaeus pointed out. 
 
    "That's hardly the issue here!" 
 
    "Perhaps it should be. Everyone thought Hana had died because it's been decades since we've heard anything, anything at all. Now we have someone named Lofn standing in the place Hana once stood. It's time to move on, Kuan." 
 
    "Jaeus' point is valid," Grandmother said, looking at the ones seated to either side of her. "The fact that some of us can change is something we should observe and acknowledge. Perhaps even reward." 
 
    "But what of all those humans she killed?" Kuan protested. 
 
    Grandmother sighed. "Oh, please, Kuan. While we dislike it, all of us, let's be honest about how little that bothers us now that it's well and truly in the past. You're all dismissed. Lofn, get your things and go. If your peace continues, the forbearance of our rules shall continue as well. As for you, young Sobek," she said looking down at Dan, "while I commend your loyalty and devotion to your women, you need to work on your diplomacy." 
 
    "I promise to try," Dan said with a grin. "I'm still coming to terms with just how protective I am." 
 
    "Yes, we've all heard the stories." 
 
    She got up from her seat, and all the others did, too. 
 
    Dan suddenly found himself with an armful of happy Lofn, who was now plastering herself against him and smothering him with kisses, as well as grinding against him in a most suggestive way. 
 
    "Where'd you come from? How'd you get here?" Lofn asked him breathlessly. "I felt you touch my power yesterday. I was worried you might have fallen when we were all banished!" 
 
    "I was sent back to where I was conceived, just like everyone else," he admitted. 
 
    "So you were in the lands of the Sobek?"  
 
    He nodded. 
 
    "How'd you get here, then?" 
 
    "My father sent me. He said I needed to get you first." 
 
    Lofn shivered against him. "He was right…wait, your father? Your real father?" 
 
    Dan smiled. "I met him. It was…interesting. He was pretty interesting, too. I think I like him, and I guess he must like me, too. He sent me here first, after all." 
 
    "Lofn?"  
 
    "Yes, Grandmother?" 
 
    Dan turned, and sure enough, Grandmother had come up behind him. 
 
    "Did Nicitel really take a liking to your Daniel here?" 
 
    "Yes, very much so. They spent a lot of time together, and Nicitel tutored him personally." 
 
    "I don't know if I should be impressed or concerned," Grandmother said with a smile. 
 
    "Relieved is my personal choice," Dan said with a happy smile. 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "I prefer to get on well with my in-laws, and to be honest, Wrath loves her father very much, even if she's afraid of him." 
 
    "So where will you be going next?" 
 
    "I'm not sure. Olivia and Fawn are in the same realm, aren't they, Lofn?" Dan asked, turning back to her. 
 
    "Yes, and Fawn is probably the one who's going to have the most problems now." 
 
    "Then off to the bovera home world, I guess." 
 
    "Ah, good," Grandmother said. "If I could make one suggestion?" 
 
    "Of course you can, Grandmother," Lofn said. 
 
    "Don't linger." With that she smiled and turned away. 
 
    "I think we better get your stuff and get a move on," Dan said. "Which way?" 
 
    "Come, I'll show you," Lofn said and they headed off, arm in arm. 
 
    Dan waited until they'd left the room, which was still emptying, and were alone in the hallways to continue. 
 
    "So, succubi and incubi aren't the dangerous scourge everybody believes?" he asked with a grin. 
 
    "Oh, I wouldn't go that far!" Lofn said with a chuckle. "Not a single one of those who were judging me would have a problem with any of us killing somebody. We're predators, after all. I'm quite sure each of them has probably killed several times over the course of their existence." 
 
    "Then why were they mad at you? Why were you exiled?" 
 
    "Because I was indiscriminate. I wasn't doing it for need, or what our rules would consider a just cause. I was wasteful, spiteful, I was doing it solely because I could, and I was doing it to excess. I wasn't just being bad, Daniel, I was evil. Most of those who live here are either neutral in their behavior or aligned more towards the good. Greed is our biggest sin, and I was greedy. I was very greedy." 
 
    Dan nodded slowly as they walked along. "A month ago, even a week ago, I'm not sure I would have understood that. But now, now I do. My father made it clear that it was greed that got us into this mess, and greed is a demon's biggest weakness."  
 
    He stopped and looked at her, then taking her head his hands, he leaned in and kissed her. "Please let me know when I'm being greedy, Lofn. I'm sure there'll be a time and a place for us all to indulge ourselves, but I think I need to remember not to put things off—important things—just for greed's sake. We should have killed Weson immediately." 
 
    Lofn sighed and smiled. "I agree. But resisting temptation is still something I'm working on." 
 
    "Then we can work on it together!" Dan said with a laugh as they continued to the room she'd been staying in. 
 
    "By the way, do you have any idea where on Bovera we need to go?" he asked her. 
 
    Lofn nodded. "Yes, and there's a gateway portal not far from here that should take us to the area. We should be there in a day. Aella will be the hardest to find." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "Because I have no idea where she's from. Displacera never tell you where their homes are. It has to do with their instinctual aversion to being pinned down. It's part of their displacement abilities." 
 
    "You know, I still need to see if she can teach me how to do that." 
 
    "Yes, you do," Lofn said and smiled, "and you really should get Fawn to teach you how to dance." 
 
    Dan looked surprised at that. "What? Do you think I'll be able to mesmerize people?" 
 
    Lofn laughed and shook her head. "No, of course not. But Fawn loves to dance, and she loves it even more when she has a partner." 
 
    Dan made an 'oh' with his mouth and gave a short nod. "I'll make sure I do that. What about Olivia?" 
 
    "Make her sing for you, and not just in bed," Lofn said with a snicker. "She loves to sing for people." 
 
    "And Wrath needs to fly," he nodded. "What do you need?" 
 
    Lofn blushed. "You've already been giving me what I need, Daniel my love. Now," she said as they stopped at a door, "let me get my things and we'll be on our way." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Bovera 
 
      
 
      
 
    The miles passed as Olivia jogged across the open fields. Bovera didn't have the kind of magic or technology that allowed for fast transport to a specific place—unlike, say, Earth. And she didn't have wings like Wrath or Lofn.  
 
    So she was reduced to running. She could have gotten one of the many beasts of burden to pull a cart for her. Her people, as the rulers of Bovera, and all the species here did employ—or perhaps enslave might be a better word for it—many of the native species of demons that lived here to work for them. 
 
    But no one could outrun a cerberus. Oh, they could run faster—for a little while. But a cerberus could run all day long at that steady, ground-eating pace and drop every other species of bovera to the ground from exhaustion.  
 
    She gave a moment's thought then to all the many races of bovera that existed. Honestly, the place tended to look like 'Zeus gone wild'. Folks used to tell stories about how that idiot demon would screw damn near anything, and she wouldn't be surprised to find out that more than half of the species of demon here on Bovera had their roots in that demon's very loins. 
 
    To be honest, though, she was enjoying herself; she hadn't had the time or space to run like this in more years than she could remember. Her father had sent several of his pack members to run with her, because when you dealt with one cerberus, you dealt with all cerberus, and sometimes that point needed to be made to some of the bovera, lest they do something stupid. 
 
    She was thankful for the support. While she didn't doubt her abilities to kick Fawn's father's balls up around his chin if push came to shove, if she had to kill any of them, it would stir up the flocks and annoy the hell out of the local pack that managed that area. 
 
    She also wanted to deal with the entire Fawn situation before Dan showed up. Having dealt with Fawn's father in the past, she had no doubt about the trouble he might get into, and Dan would most likely go all sobek on that ram's ass, and that would definitely stir up the flocks when they heard there was a sobek running around eating bovera. 
 
    She was just happy to know he was okay. When she'd felt his touch on her magic, the joy at knowing he was alive had been one of the most rewarding feelings she'd had in a long time.  
 
    Knowing he would soon be coming to find her had also been a deep and very satisfying feeling. Both of her parents had been quite impressed that their daughter had managed to snag a sobek. They were high on the food chain, and definitely strong alphas in the opinion of any cerberus. Neither of them had ever minded her relationship with Fawn—she was dominant, after all—and that was what mattered most.  
 
    "How much farther until we get there, Sirus?" one of the others, Geani, asked the scout her father had tasked to go with her. 
 
    "Not much, a few miles and we'll be in Jonas's valley. His town isn't far along after that." 
 
    "Think we'll beat your mate there?" Geani asked Olivia next. 
 
    She shook her head. "I don't know. It depends on who he decides to go to first. He knows how to get to Varmal, where Wrath lives. So he might go there first. He's never been here, so I'm not sure he'd find it without someone to guide him." 
 
    "I think Geani just wants to see him eat somebody," Sirus said with a snort. 
 
    Olivia looked at Geani, who nodded and laughed as she trotted along to her left. 
 
    "I get so tired of their attitude all the time, especially some of those rams. So it's always good fun when you see one of 'em get what's coming to them!" 
 
    "Just try not to cheer if he does eat somebody," Sirus said nonchalantly, "we wouldn't want them to think we're enjoying it too much." 
 
    "Have you seen him do it?" Geani asked her. 
 
    Olivia nodded. "Yup, sure have." She paused a moment and then grinned. "It was hot! I think we kept him up all night after that one." 
 
    Sirus sighed and shook his head. "Stop giving her ideas, Olivia." 
 
    Olivia laughed as Geani shrugged. The other two in the small group, Koen and Wilk, also shook their heads as they ran on. It really wasn't much longer before they entered the valley and started down into it, but even from up here, Olivia could see there were a lot more sheep-folk around than was normal for the town. 
 
    "Trouble?" she asked. 
 
    "Isn't there always?" Sirus grumbled. "I swear, if they didn't have us around to settle their fights, they would have exterminated each another by now." 
 
    They picked up speed then, and Olivia hoped whatever it was, they got there before anything bad happened to Fawn. Because if it did, Dan wouldn't be the only one laying waste to the place. 
 
      
 
    "Shift back to your human form; I think I should be able to carry you," Lofn said as they stepped out of the gateway portal. 
 
    Nodding, Dan dropped his sobek aspect and became the human he'd been born once more. He was finding the more time he spent in his aspect, the more comfortable he was becoming with it. He was also learning things about it as well. One of which was that he definitely was heavier in his aspect. How much he didn't know; he'd have to weigh himself when they all got back home. 
 
    Lofn came up behind him and wrapped her arms around him, then spread her wings and took off. She wasn't as strong as Wrath was, and her wings were a little smaller.  
 
    "Would this be easier if I turned around and wrapped my arms around you?" he asked as she slowly gained altitude. 
 
    "Yes," she said between breaths, so he shifted in her arms and wrapped his arms around her as well as his legs, being carefully not to press too hard against her heaving chest, as much as he might enjoy that feeling. 
 
    "Better," Lofn panted again. 
 
    Dan nodded but didn't say anything. It was almost a day's walk to get where they needed to go; apparently Lofn had been here once a long time ago. Flying, however, made it a much shorter journey. Lofn had figured it would take about an hour, and she was trying to gain as much altitude as she could, as there were a fair number of hills and valleys they needed to cross along the way. 
 
    Turning his head, he watched as the ground passed below them. It was mostly rolling plains, though there were a fair number of small woods scattered about. The most obvious part of it was how green it was. The larger valleys had small towns in them, while almost all of the smaller valleys were devoid of anything in the way of buildings.  
 
    It looked very pastoral, but from what he'd heard about the species that had evolved and existed here, he'd expected as much. Of all the demons he'd seen so far, the ones from Bovera were probably the least menacing. Which made the stories of their constant attacks on—and out and out slaughters of—each other seem all the more bizarre.  
 
    For all that they might look like many of Earth's herbivores, apparently many of them had a taste for meat and were more than happy to kill neighboring tribes—or he guessed 'flocks'—to get it. 
 
    "I'm going to land on the edge of town to give myself some time to recover," Lofn said after they'd been flying for quite a while. He'd noticed that she'd simply been gliding for several minutes now.  
 
    Dan nodded and got ready to let go. When she pulled up and dropped down to her feet, he let go and stumbled a moment before he got his balance. Lofn, he could see, was just standing there, panting, her wings still out but drooping. 
 
    "You okay?" 
 
    "Just tired. And sore," she grumbled. "I haven't flown like that in an awfully long time. You're not exactly light, Daniel." 
 
    "Here, let me help," he said, walking over to her and laying a nice long kiss on her. He could feel that slight electric sensation as she drained him a little. Shrugging out of his duster, he unbuttoned the blouse she was wearing. 
 
    "Umm, Daniel, what are you doing?" 
 
    "Taking care of my girl, that's what I'm doing," he said as he slowly kissed his way down her body. They'd given her back her dragon skin armor, but she hadn't put it back on yet, as they'd been in a rush to leave. Dropping down to his knees, he unfastened the pants she was wearing. 
 
    "Daniel, we're in the middle of a field. In broad daylight," she complained, but he noticed her fingers twined in his hair. 
 
    "You can be on top!" He snickered, pulling her pants down, then grabbed her ass and pulled her forward until he could bury his lips and his tongue in her sex. From the moans she made and the death grip her hands now had on his head, he didn't expect to hear any more complaints.  
 
    He teased her until she came on his tongue, then pulled her down on top of him as he laid back on the ground. Her fingers made quick work of unbuckling his belt and pulling his pants down enough for her to slide back and capture his erection with her sex. Giving a groan of his own as her tight heat surrounded him, he grabbed her hips, moving his own in time to her motions as she moved up and down on him, riding him like a horse at a canter.  
 
    When she leaned forward over him, he raised his head up enough to nip and nibble at her nipples with his teeth, as her full, lush breasts jiggled and bounced above his head. With the way her vaginal muscles were grabbing and squeezing him, he didn't think she was going to last much longer, and the familiar tingle deep down in his balls made it clear he was almost there, as well. 
 
    When she arched her back and moaned loudly, coating his shaft with her fluids, the electric tickle that surrounded his shaft as she drew more energy out of him and fed drove him over the edge with her. Sinking his fingers into her hips, he pulled her down hard and lost himself in the moment. 
 
    "You're mine," he whispered as he ground up into her. 
 
    "I know," she moaned softly as she collapsed on top of him. "And I'll never be anyone else's." 
 
    Dan held her close and enjoyed the moment as she snuggled into him. 
 
    "The old me would have wanted to kill you for making me love you," she sighed after a while. 
 
    "Sounds like the old you wasn't very smart," Dan observed with a kiss placed on the side of her head. 
 
    "No. I was stupid, and I was vain." 
 
    "What caused you to change?" 
 
    "A woman came to me one day and asked me to kill her husband. She said she would reward me with everything she had if I would only screw him to death in bed." 
 
    "And what, you didn't do it?" 
 
    Lofn snorted. "Oh no, I did it. She was a well-dressed and obviously wealthy young woman. It turned out her husband, an older man than her, was dying of a nasty and painful disease. Cancer. She loved him more than I'd ever seen anyone love another. So much so that after I'd fucked her husband to death before her and left him with a smile on his face, dead in their bed, she offered her own life to me as well, then and there." 
 
    "What did you do?" 
 
    "Oh, I took it of course. I did to her what I'd done to him, and where he'd been ill and dying, she was so full of life and power that it was one of the better meals I'd ever had back then. Her last words were thanking me for not only easing him out of this life, but sending her off to join him." 
 
    Lofn sighed and shook her head. "I didn't understand. I didn't understand at all what she'd done or why she'd done it. Not at first. 
 
    "She had been true to her word of course, and I inherited all they had owned. Their house—mansion, actually—was so much nicer than my own that I moved in immediately and lived there for years. 
 
    "But every night when I laid down to sleep in the very bed I'd killed them both in, I thought about those words. I'd learned their marriage had been an arranged one, and he was a good twenty years her senior. But they'd been happy, and they'd doted on each other. They'd actually loved one another, and over time became inseparable.  
 
    "The idea that two people could be so devoted to each other, that they could feel so strongly about someone other than themselves?" Lofn snorted again. "It was insidious. I couldn't get the idea out of my head. I started to wonder what it would be like to find someone, that special someone.  
 
    "After a couple of years, what I was doing, how I was living, seemed pointless, empty, vapid. I wasn't evil, I was just a spoiled child, and nothing I did would ever bring me happiness, could ever bring me the fulfillment that young lady had so obviously had. Oh, I got so angry at that! I felt cheated! Robbed!" 
 
    "So you left?" 
 
    "After burning the place to the ground and destroying everything in it." Lofn looked at him with a sad smile. "Seems I had one last childish snit left in me. But after that? I left and just traveled. Changed my name, changed my ways, and decided it was time to grow up and not be a self-centered child." 
 
    "Well, I'm glad you did," Dan said and kissed her again, this time on the lips. 
 
    "So am I," Lofn said with a happy sigh. "Because I met you. I thought I had it good when I met the others, but you, Daniel, you're everything a succubus could want." 
 
    "Oh? And what does a succubus want?" 
 
    "Unconditional love." 
 
    "That's it?" 
 
    "Weeeellll, the ability to make me heel when I need to be reined in helps a little as well," Lofn admitted with a blush. 
 
    "I love you, Lofn. You're a unique jewel, and regardless of your past, who you are now is an amazing person, and we're going to spend the rest of our lives together." 
 
    Lofn sighed happily and hugged him again. 
 
    "Now as much as I'd like to enjoy this moment for a few more hours, I think we need to collect Fawn," Dan said and gave her another hug. 
 
    "Yes, I believe we do," Lofn agreed and carefully got up off of him, folding her wings in the process. "There's a clear stream not far from here; let's clean up a little first." 
 
    Dan laughed. "Yes, lets." 
 
      
 
    The town was less than half a mile from where they'd landed, so the walk in wasn't a long one, but as they drew closer, Dan could hear the sounds of some sort of conflict, and getting worried, he grabbed his mace and picked up the pace. 
 
    It wasn't hard to find the center of the small town; he just had to follow the noise. The biggest problem was pushing people—sheep people, he noticed—out of the way as he got closer, as everyone was apparently trying to push their way into the town center as well. But unlike them, he had a mace and wasn't afraid to use it. 
 
    When he finally got close enough to see what was going on, what he saw made him angry. There was a male, he guessed he'd be called a 'ram', who was manhandling a pissed off Fawn. Several cerberus, one of whom he noticed was Olivia, were trying to push their way through a group of younger rams who were blocking them. Nobody had drawn a weapon yet, but he could see the wolves had hands on the pommels of the swords they were wearing.  
 
    They were, however, heavily outnumbered. 
 
    Looking back at Fawn, he saw another much older ram, with a woman who looked very much like Fawn, who was arguing with the ram who had a hold of Fawn. He was, however, being held back by a number of rams, who Dan had the distinct impression were trying to stop things from getting worse than they already were. 
 
    "This doesn't look good," Lofn said from behind him. 
 
    "Well, it's about to get a whole lot worse," Dan growled ,and then cast a simple spell to amplify his voice for a moment and shouted out, "JUST WHAT IS GOING ON HERE?" as he used his mace to clear a path towards Fawn, not really caring anymore whose heads got bashed. At least he hadn't released the blades yet. 
 
    Everyone turned and looked at him, and the mixed crowd of ewes and rams quickly got out of his way. 
 
    "Who in the name of the Glade God are you?" the one manhandling Fawn yelled back. 
 
    "I'm Daniel Sobek, and that is my wife you've got your hands on there. If you let her go now, I promise to only break two of your limbs!" he snarled back, continuing to stride closer as he held up his mace. 
 
    "Your wife! Bah! Our people don't marry humans!" 
 
    "You're as stupid as you are ugly, aren't you?" Dan growled as he drew near, twisting the base of his mace to reveal the blades. 
 
    "I warned you, Bulbul," Fawn yelled, kicking him in the shin as she tried to pull away from him. 
 
    "You're not getting away that easy, my little dancing ewe!" Bulbul snarled and yanked Fawn back as he dodged Dan's first blow. But when Dan skipped forward and thrust hard with the mace, following up the first swing, he caught Bulbul in the side, opening up five stab wounds from the tips of the blades. 
 
    "You will die!" Bulbul said, releasing Fawn. He turned and took a wild swing at Dan, missing him, but he immediately came back with a second one and started to wildly pummel at Dan with his fists. 
 
    Dan slowly backpeddled. Bulbul wasn't as tall as he was, but he was built like a fireplug and must have something on the ball if he had this many followers. The wool on his arms and legs was more of a gray color than white or a black, which Dan now noticed matched that of several of the rams blocking Olivia's party. The horns on his head were different as well; they were curled around into a circle on either side of his head, more for butting, Dan guessed. 
 
    Fawn, now free, dashed back to where her mother was, and the ram he guessed was her father moved to stand in front of her. The rams who were blocking Olivia and the others weren't paying as much attention to them now, their eyes on their leader. 
 
    Dan realized no matter what he did, he was going to get hit. The guy was a berserker, and Dan wasn't as experienced as he'd like to be. Shifting to assume his aspect, he waded in and smashed at Bulbul as hard as he could with his mace, mostly hitting him in the arms as the ram blocked. 
 
    Meanwhile he was getting hit—mostly in the shoulders and the arms—Bulbul apparently wasn't all that much better than Dan was. Then again, back when Dan had been merely human, any one of those hits would probably have knocked him down, if not broken a bone. Now it simply hurt, but not enough to make him stop what he was doing. 
 
    They slugged it out for another minute until Dan saw his opening and kicked Bulbul in the balls, causing the other to gasp and drop his guard for a moment as his eyes went wide. Dan took advantage of the lapse to smash Bulbul in the side of the head, rocking his head to the side, but the horn on that side stopped him from taking any real damage. Dan hit him again a second time, stunning him momentarily. 
 
    "Aw, fuck it!" Dan growled, dropping the mace. He jumped forward, seized Bulbul by the shoulders, opened his mouth wide, and crammed Bulbul's head past his crocodile jaws and down his throat. 
 
    The collective gasp that went through the crowd made him think of a football game where the quarterback had just thrown a long bomb. 
 
    Bulbul of course immediately freaked out and tried to pull away while punching Dan in the body, his hooves dancing on the ground as Dan forced his shoulders into his mouth. With his own demonic strength, he tightened his grip on Bulbul and lifted him off the ground. 
 
    Bulbul made a keening noise then, his whole body thrashing, but Dan had him now, and the damn ram was going to pay for fucking with one of his women.  
 
    The keening noise got weaker as Bulbul's head went deeper, lack of oxygen no doubt setting in, his hands now pinned to his sides as his legs thrashed. Dan crammed more of him down while swallowing, pushing the hips past his open jaws. After that, it was only two more swallows. The thrashing legs disappeared, and Dan snapped his jaws closed. 
 
    He looked around at the crowd, and everyone went silent as he surveyed them. He paused a moment to belch loudly and then pat his belly as the still squirming Bulbul got balled up. Dan snorted as he looked down at himself. His stomach was bulging a little, but not enough to explain the huge boveran ram he'd just swallowed. 
 
    "My boy! What did you do to my son!" 
 
    Bending over to pick up his mace, Dan turned around to look at the source of the wailing. 
 
    Standing there with a weird-looking sword in one hand and a look of anguish and hate in his eyes was another, older ram. 
 
    "You! You spit him out this minute! Before he dies! I want my boy back! You monster!" 
 
    Dan blinked, "Your boy was going to rape my wife, and you're calling me a monster? Besides, he's not your boy anymore! He's my dinner!" 
 
    "I'll kill you! I'll cut him out of your…" 
 
    Dan cast a quick spell and pointed at the father. "Paralyze," he invoked, freezing the ram in place. 
 
    "It occurs to me how rude I was, eating all that myself and not sharing," Dan said, striding forward. Stopping in front of the ram who was now glaring at him, he wound up with his mace and brought it straight down on top of his head between the horns, smashing his skull and killing him instantly. 
 
    "There, now we have dinner for everyone else." 
 
    There was a sudden cry from behind him, and turning, Dan saw that the wolves had cut down the rams who had been blocking them, killing all of them. 
 
    "Another lesson!" Sirus yelled, while Olivia made a beeline for Fawn. "Disobeying orders from a cerberus is a deadly mistake. These will be slaughtered and taken back to the pack." 
 
    Twisting the handle on his mace, Dan withdrew the blades, then turned towards Fawn, whom Lofn had joined, as well as Olivia, and made his way over to the three of them. 
 
    "So what was that all about?" Dan grumbled and burped again. "Damn, I wish he'd just settle down and digest already," he added with a mutter that earned him a look of total lust from Fawn, and a look from her mother that made him wonder if he'd have to make sure she didn't get him alone, or he might be eating Fawn's father as well. 
 
    Fawn grabbed him and hugged him, making sure to rub against his belly as he picked her up and kissed her warmly. 
 
    "My father came out and announced to everyone last night that I was married and no longer available to wed. Bulbul's father over there," she pointed at the body that was already being stripped of clothing, "decided that wasn't good enough because his son wanted me." 
 
    "And they were?" 
 
    "The leaders of the next valley over," the big ram standing by her said. "I'm Jonas, Fawn's father. This is Tanci, her mother, and I'm guessing you're Daniel, my daughter's new husband?" 
 
    Dan gave a brief nod. "I believe you know Olivia, and this is Lofn, two of my other wives as well." 
 
    "I told you I was married, asshole!" Fawn yelled, her mouth only an inch from Dan's belly now. "Welcome to the bottom of the food chain!" She smacked Dan on the belly. 
 
    "Really now, Fawn, was that necessary?" Jonas asked. 
 
    "Apparently," Dan said with a chuckle. "Now can we go someplace private before your daughter tries to rape me out here in the town square?" 
 
    "She would, too," Jonas said with a snort. "Fawn, take him and the others to the guest room. We'll let you know when Roenig's ready to eat." Jonas looked up then, turning to face the other cerberus. "Sirus, do you wish to stay for dinner? And would you like me to send a few of my people with a cart to help you with that?" he asked, pointing towards the line of dead bodies that were also quickly being stripped and butchered. 
 
    "We'll be leaving as soon as these are ready for travel, wouldn't want them to spoil, after all," Sirus said with a very toothy grin that almost made Dan laugh. "We would very much appreciate the use of a cart and some to pull it." 
 
    "Then it will be so." 
 
    Daniel pulled Olivia over and gave her a warm kiss as well. "Nice to see you again, puppy! Now, how about we go abuse a bad little sheep girl?" 
 
    "You know, I could use a little abuse, too," Olivia whispered, blushing. "She's not the only one creaming her pants right now." 
 
    "Oh, I can promise you more than just a little!" Dan snickered and let Fawn pull him off towards the building they were standing in front of, while Olivia and Lofn followed close behind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    After Action Reports 
 
      
 
      
 
    "So Dale's dead, and Hana and the rest killed her," Godfrey said, shaking his head. "I never even suspected Dale was a woman. I wonder why she hid that?" 
 
    "I'm just impressed they went in there and killed her with none of us being the wiser," Carmine said. "I'm also glad we listened to Terry and held back." 
 
    "So am I," Godfrey said, nodding to Terry, who held up his hands. 
 
    "Hey, Carmine is the one who put the bug in my ear with her suspicions about Dale not being there. No way I would have ever thought of it without her help." 
 
    "I am continually impressed by just how good a team the two of you make," Godfrey said with a warm smile.  
 
    "That's cause we're cousins and not siblings," Carmine said with a grin. 
 
    "So what's our next step?" Terry asked. "Do we know for sure what happened with Weson?" 
 
    "Weson appears to be happy, from what Alice told me this morning, however," he said, looking at the other two in turn, "Yvette is worried." 
 
    "Did she say why?" 
 
    "They weren't killed; they were in the process of getting away when Miles used an artifact to banish them." 
 
    "Isn't banishment supposed to be permanent?" Carmine asked. 
 
    "Normally, no. Banishment would just send you back to your home plane. But this is where it gets confusing," Godfrey said with a sigh. "Miles used an artifact to banish them. Most artifacts combine the banishing effect with a curse that keeps the demon from ever being able to return." 
 
    "All right, now I'm curious. What's confusing about it?" 
 
    "Dan, the kid, it banished him, too." 
 
    "Wait! What?" Carmine exclaimed. 
 
    "Exactly! What?" Terry added. 
 
    "And that's what's got Yvette worried. Weson's happy because he doesn't believe the kid will survive." 
 
    "Which, if Hana is true to form, he won't," Terry pointed out. 
 
    "Yeah, but here's the thing, if that curse isn't on the artifact, or if it's not powerful enough, Hana might be able to use the kid to get back here." 
 
    "Wow," Carmine said and thought about that. "If that's the case, she's gonna come back here pissed as all hell and loaded for bear." 
 
    "Which means," Terry continued with a heavy sigh, "we need to hold off our attack on Weson, right Goff?" 
 
    Godfrey nodded. "I'm afraid so. If we take Weson out and Hana shows up, we'll probably still be licking our wounds, which will leave us easy prey." 
 
    "Yeah, but if we wait and she doesn't show up, Weson will be able to rebuild his own strength," Carmine pointed out. 
 
    "If she was blackmailing Weson, and she can come back, she'll be back," Godfrey said with a shake of his head. "Hana is a vicious and vindictive bitch." 
 
    "Well, if she's coming back," Terry said, looking thoughtful, "we just let her and Weson slug it out and kill whoever's left over. Remember, no one knows Dale's gone." 
 
    "And how does that help us?" Carmine asked, giving him a curious look. 
 
    Terry grinned, "Next week we stage a big ass attack on Dale's compound and get our asses kicked—that's how." 
 
    "But there's no…" Carmine stopped suddenly and laughed. "Oh! I love it." 
 
    Godfrey smiled and laughed as well. "Terry, that's a stroke of genius. Yes, by all means, let's get to work setting that up. We'll do it the moment we think Hana's returned." 
 
    "I'll get right on it!" Terry said with a grin, getting up and leaving the room. 
 
    Godfrey waited until Terry had left and turned to Carmine. "How are the two of you getting on?" 
 
    "Worried?" Carmine asked, looking surprised. 
 
    "A little. When I come to power, I don't want to see the two of you fighting. Not now, not ever. You're a good couple, and an even better team. When my time comes, I want both of you to replace me. Not one or the other, but the two of you together." 
 
    Carmine smiled. "Thanks, Goff. But aren't you worried we might decide when it's your time to go?" 
 
    Godfrey laughed. "If it ever comes to that, and I haven't already retired in favor of you two, I'll deserve it! You two are my legacy. In fact, I think it's time I taught you both how to do the more advanced forms of magic." 
 
    Carmine nodded and smiled again. "Things are well between the two of us. Like you said, we complement each other. Honestly, we don't even take other lovers anymore; no one can do for us what we can do for each other." 
 
    Godfrey nodded and smiled. "Thanks, Carmine." 
 
    "I guess I better go help Terry," she said with a smile, getting up. 
 
    Godfrey smiled as he watched her go. There were times he regretted having had to kill his own son, but after seeing how much better these two had turned out, this wasn't one of them.  
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "How many did we lose?" Weson asked, looking around the table. 
 
    "I lost twelve men, but they weren't really that important," Mika Bykov said with a shrug. "That's why they were on the front lines." 
 
    "I lost just as many," John Warren said. "They suffocated in that fire." 
 
    "Five to the acid attack," Miles said with a grumble. 
 
    "I lost four," Yvette said. "One of them I'm gonna miss, too. Some sort of magical attack got 'em while they were trying to pick the girls off on the roof." 
 
    Weson nodded; he'd lost six of his own when the floor collapsed on top of them unexpectedly.  
 
    "So we lost thirty-nine of our own." He shook his head. "I must admit, I didn't expect it to be as rough as it was, but what's done is done, and at least we got rid of them." 
 
    "Are we sure they're gone?" Yvette asked, looking pensive. 
 
    "Banishment is permanent," Weson said with a smile. "Especially from something as powerful as an artifact. No, they're gone, and they won't be coming back." 
 
    "What about that bastard kid?" Rafferty said from the other end of the table, the flush of his face and the bloodshot eyes showing the ravages of his ongoing attempt to drink himself to death. 
 
    "While I hoped he'd be dropped and fall to his death," Miles grumbled, "apparently he got pulled along by one of them." 
 
    "Which means he's as good as dead," Weson said, grinning. "Humans don't last long in the demon realms, and let's face it, his usefulness to them is over now. I wouldn't be surprised to learn whichever demon he got stuck with killed him." 
 
    "Just as long as you're sure," Yvette said, looking down the table at Miles, who nodded. "Dealing with the other wizards and their ilk, I can understand that because they're all human. But dealing with these demons—well, they're not human, so I don't understand them." 
 
    "You mean you don't know how to bend them to your will," Dave said with a chuckle. 
 
    "Same thing," Yvette replied, causing several of the others to smile. "My whole career is based on soft coercion. So I'm just glad they're gone." 
 
    "I guess the next question is, when do we go after Wiles?" Mika asked. 
 
    "We need to replace the men we lost, and we need to recharge or replace the weapons we used," Weson said with a thoughtful frown. "I'm still worried about Dale sniping us while we deal with Wiles, but I think your suggestion that we kill him next is a good one." Weson paused and thought about the tasks involved. 
 
    "Let's aim for three weeks from now." 
 
    "Three weeks?" Miles said, looking shocked. "I don't know if I can replace my losses that quickly!" 
 
    "I can loan you a few, Miles," Mika said with a shrug. "For something like this, I'll bring out my personal A Team." 
 
    "If you don't have a problem with females," Yvette said with a thoughtful look, "I've got this one gal who's hella smart and a fast learner. Normally she's not someone I'd want to risk, but Mika's right. This isn't the time to hold anything back." 
 
    "I'm all in!" Rafferty growled. "I really want to kill that bastard myself!" 
 
    Weson smiled. It seemed his staff was finally pulling itself together as a team. 
 
    "Dave? John?" Weson asked. 
 
    "I'll do whatever you need me to, Steve," Dave said. "If we need more bodies, I'm certain I can get my hands on as many as you'll need. They won't be well trained, but cannon fodder is cannon fodder, right?" 
 
    Weson smiled and nodded. 
 
    "I don't have the resources when it comes to manpower that the rest of you do," John Warren admitted, "but what I do have are pretty deep pockets. If we need to replace a lot of weapons, I'm sure I can help ease those costs." 
 
    "Excellent!" Weson said and clapped his hands. "Dave and I will sit down and work on the logistics of everything tonight. Tomorrow we'll make plans and work on what we'll need to bring to this final confrontation. 
 
    "All right?" 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    "Until tomorrow, then! Get a good look at your resources so Dave and I know what we've got to work with." 
 
    Miles watched as everyone but Dave got up and left.  
 
    "Steve, got a minute?" Miles asked, glancing at Dave. 
 
    "Of course! Dave, I'll meet you in my office in a minute." 
 
    Dave nodded, got up, and left the room, closing the door behind him. 
 
    "What's on your mind?" Weson asked him. 
 
    Miles sighed. "The blackmail. That's what's on my mind. I'm worried you may still have to pay it." 
 
    "Whatever for?" Weson said with a laugh. "The energy drain disappeared as soon as those bitches were banished." 
 
    Miles blinked in surprise. "It did?" 
 
    Weson nodded. "That's why I'm not worried." 
 
    "But the oath…" 
 
    "Can't be an oath-breaker if there's no one around to collect, now can I?" 
 
    "Still…" 
 
    Weson laughed. "Relax. If, and I do mean if they somehow manage to come back, I can still buy them off I'm sure. But we both know they're not coming back, so it's not like I have to worry about anything." 
 
    Miles hesitated a moment. "Well, if you're sure…" 
 
    "Of course I'm sure!" Weson said, all smiles. "Look, you made the right call at the right time and saved us all a fortune. Sure I'd rather be looking at dead bodies right now, but sometimes you gotta take what you get and move forward.  
 
    "now I can admit that wanting to see the kid dead was petty. He wasn't a threat to me. Never was, never will be, he's just a powerless mundane. The demons? Well, seeing them dead would be nice, but having them gone for good is good enough. The time has come for me to take what's rightfully mine, and to stop letting myself be distracted by minor events." 
 
    Miles nodded and stood up. "I just wanted to be sure, Steve." 
 
    "Worrying is what I pay you for, right? I'm just happy you had that wand!" 
 
    Miles smiled and nodded. "Me, too. And I'm going to take Yvette and Mika up on their offers. I figure if I work hard enough at it, I'll have the people I lost replaced by the time you're ready for us to move." 
 
    "Great! See you tomorrow, Miles!" 
 
    Miles smiled and nodded, and left the office feeling a lot better about everything. 
 
    Getting up, Weson joined Dave in his office. 
 
    "What'd Miles want?" 
 
    "Oh, I think he's just nervous that he banished those demons instead of killing them. I guess he's afraid I'm mad at him." 
 
    "Are you?" 
 
    Weson nodded. "A little. I really did want to see them all dead. But if he hadn't had done what he did, they would have gotten away, and then everything from last night would have been pointless." 
 
    "True. So keeping him or killing him?" 
 
    Weson shrugged. "I guess it'll depend on how he does when we take on Wiles. I like the idea that leaving him feeling he owes me will make him fight harder. Trust me, if he makes a good showing when we take on that bastard Wiles, I'll definitely be keeping him." 
 
    "And the others?" 
 
    "As for the others, we'll have to wait and see. If Wiles doesn't kill Rafferty, though…" He sighed. "I think we'll just have to kill him ourselves. That man is quickly becoming a liability." 
 
    "I want to be there when you kill Yvette," Dave said suddenly, surprising him. 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    Dave nodded. "I've always hated that bitch. I know you have a soft spot for her, but the moment we get rid of Wiles and Dale, you know she's going to turn on you." 
 
    Weson smiled and nodded slowly. "Okay, I'll be sure to make sure you're there to see it. What about Mika and John?" 
 
    "Mika's all into that whole 'honor your boss' kinda thing. I don't think he'll turn on you." 
 
    "But John will?" 
 
    "He might, but I think he knows you're too much for him to handle, and with all the money he stands to make once you're in charge, I think he might have all the power he wants." 
 
    "And what about you?" 
 
    Dave smiled. "I think once things are settled, I'd like to sail around the world. It was never about the power for me. It was about the building. Getting even richer in the process is just the icing on the cake!" 
 
    Weson laughed along with Dave. He'd be keeping Dave, though up until this moment he'd been considering keeping Yvette as well.  
 
    But maybe not anymore. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Passage 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan was surprised to awaken before the other three, especially after Lofn had stung him with her tail. They'd all skipped dinner, seeing as they had much more enjoyable things to do—or at least Dan had more enjoyable things to do to them.  
 
    Looking down at his belly, he saw he was still a bit 'thicker' than normal, but oddly enough, he also felt a little stronger as well. Bulbul had definitely given up the ghost sometime early on during the evening's activities, and the look of pure lust on Fawn's face when it had happened, as he was mounting her at the time, was still imprinted in his mind. 
 
    "That girl has some serious kinks," he muttered to himself as he headed for the shower. 
 
    "Yes, she does, doesn't she?" Fawn's mother said, coming into the bathroom wearing only a towel and giving him a good looking over. 
 
    For his part, he looked her over as well. Her mother may have a few more curves than her daughter, but Tanci was definitely something to look at, and apparently those parts of his anatomy south of the waistline were as impressed with what he was seeing as he was. 
 
    "Is that all that's left of him?" she asked, moving closer into his personal space and putting a hand on his belly. 
 
    "I'm not eating your husband," Dan said in a soft growl. "I don't think your daughter would appreciate that very much." 
 
    She looked up at him and smiled. "Neither would I, Daniel. But it would seem my husband had to leave early this morning for the valley that his father," she patted Dan's belly again, "used to run. You see, you killed Jonas's biggest enemy, and now he's taking our eldest son and several of our men to take it over." 
 
    "Oh, is he now?" Dan said, smiling down at her. He couldn't help it; he was starting to get ideas. 
 
    "Oh, he did," Tanci replied, letting the towel slide off of her body as she pressed up against him. "Would you mind if this little ewe were to help you get clean?" 
 
    Laughing, Dan pulled her into the shower stall. "Only if you help me get really dirty first!" 
 
    "Oh, I like the sound of that!" she said, wrapping her hand around his shaft as he turned on the water, pulled her into his arms, and kissed her. Tanci, he found, tasted of strawberries and cream. Her body had the same firm muscles underneath the pleasing softness that Fawn's had. He recalled Fawn telling him at some point that her mother was also a gifted dancer. 
 
    Pushing her back against the wall, he let his kisses trail down her neck to her chest, as he slid his hands lower to cup that nice, generous ass of hers. Sinking his fingers in, he lifted her up, letting her feet dangle slightly above the floor of the shower stall as he buried his fact in her lush tits, going to work with his lips and teeth.  
 
    Tanci responded by wrapping her legs around his hips and grabbing the back of his head, pulling him in against her chest with one hand, while the other slowly traced lines up and down his shaft with her fingernails. It wasn't long until she started to tug on his shaft while rolling her hips suggestively at him.  
 
    Looking up at her, he smiled and slowly lowered her body back down, as she guided him into her slit. Once he was deep inside her, she freed her arm from between them, wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed him as she ground her hips against him again. 
 
    Dan gave a soft growl as he began working himself in and out of her. The first thing he noted was that she had amazing muscle control. The second was that she was definitely stronger than she looked. 
 
    And a lot more demanding. 
 
    "Harder! Harder!" she panted as he did just that. "I want to feel your full belly pressing into mine! Oh, that was so hot watching you eat him! Fuck me, take me and fill me! Breed this little ewe, you big fucking bovera-eating monster!" 
 
    Dan growled a little louder and did just that. At least he knew where Fawn got her kinks from…then again, maybe all the sheep gals liked big, strong, dominating men who just might eat them? 
 
    "Better watch out I don't eat you!" he whispered in her ear as he pounded her hard against the tiles, and from the way she quaked and shivered on his shaft, he'd obviously set something off.  
 
    When he finally came inside her, she gave a soft cry that almost sounded like the bleat of a sheep as he filled her, holding himself deep inside her as her sex milked him. 
 
    When they finally separated, she dropped to her knees and teased him erect a second time using her hands and mouth, then turned around, braced herself against the back of the stall, and wiggled her butt at him. 
 
    He sighed and shook his head, but he took her all the same. Hard. Fast. And with a few threats of showing her the inside of this throat, which set her off all over again. 
 
    That done, he cleaned up quickly and left her there under the warm water, eyes closed and panting, looking quite sated. 
 
    "My mom's in there, isn't she?" Fawn said with a smirk as he came out of the bathroom, still drying himself off. 
 
    "Don't worry, I told her I wouldn't eat your father." 
 
    Fawn snorted. "Honestly? Up until a couple of days ago, I would have cheered if you did. But once Mom lowered the boom on him, he just accepted it, and even backed me on us being together.  
 
    "I mean, I still find him annoying at times, but I think Mom would be upset if anything happened to him." 
 
    "Well, right now I think I could use something to drink," Dan said with a yawn, tossing the towel onto the back of a chair. "Have you seen my pants?" 
 
    "I had someone take them off to be cleaned." 
 
    "Oh." Dan shrugged and walked towards the door. 
 
    "Daaaaniel," Fawn said. 
 
    "What?" he asked, turning to look at her. 
 
    "Every single gal in the village is probably just as hot for you as my mom is, after seeing you eat that guy. You're not walking around with your dong hanging out. Not unless you want to spend the entire day lining them up and banging 'em." 
 
    Dan grinned. "Maybe I want to spend the entire day banging them." 
 
    "No, no you don't," Olivia growled sleepily from the bed. "And just to make it clear, if you ever try to screw my mother, we will be having words." 
 
    Dan grinned and laughed. "So, pants?" he asked, looking around. 
 
    "I'll go get you something," Fawn said. "Right after I roust my mother from the shower so I can take one myself." 
 
      
 
    "So, where to next?" Dan asked as he sat at the table with the girls. Lofn and Olivia were sitting close on either side of him, while Fawn was playing footsie with him under the table. "Wrath's or Aella's?" 
 
    "Wrath's," Olivia said. 
 
    "Yes, Wrath's," Lofn agreed with a nod. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because Aella's home is pretty much a jungle," Olivia said. "It's either rainforest, tropical jungle, temperate jungle, or very heavy forest." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    Olivia nodded. "I've been there. The only places there are any open fields are where somebody cut all the trees down to make one. And if you don't keep it clear, ten, fifteen years and it'll be trees again." 
 
    "That's one reason they have the tentacles," Lofn said. "To make it easier to hunt while climbing through everything." 
 
    "Same reason they can displace—both to hunt, and to not be hunted," Olivia added. 
 
    "Wait, something hunts displacera?" he asked, surprised. 
 
    "Used to, not anymore," Olivia said with a grin. 
 
    "And why not?" 
 
    "They killed them all." 
 
    "It happened all a very long time ago, Daniel," Lofn said. "It's just a legend to Aella's people. I think only the oldest of the old races have any records of it." 
 
    "Do you think Wrath will know how to find her?" he asked, picking up his drink to take another sip. 
 
    "Probably. They've been friends and lovers for a long time, but knowing Aella, she's probably heading for Wrath's father's home. We all know where her father's house is, so it's only logical that we all go there—and if nothing else, Aella's logical." 
 
    Dan nodded; it made sense. "And how do we get there from here?" 
 
    "There's a gateway portal one or two days' walk from here," Olivia said. "That's where we should start." 
 
    "Is there a faster way than walking?" 
 
    "Well, we could jog," Olivia said with a grin. 
 
    "Bovera is a tech-poor world," Fawn said with a sigh. "So unless you know some sort of traveling spell, then no. We're walking." 
 
    Dan looked at Lofn, who shook her head. "I usually fly when I have to travel any distance." 
 
    Dan sighed. "Walking it is. So will the portal take us to Varmal?" 
 
    "No, it'll take us to Zavaeni, and from there we'll go to Innsjo, and then I think there's a portal that will take us to Varmal, if I remember right." 
 
    He frowned. "I thought there were gateway portals from everywhere to everywhere?" 
 
    Olivia shook her head. "Not really. Oh, I'm sure there's a gateway to Varmal on this plane. In fact, I'm sure there's more than one. But there aren't any around here, at all. 
 
    "You see, the planes are laid out in some sort of mish-mash of order. Some planes are easy to connect to; some aren't. Some link to others easily; some don't. Some gateways can be used to travel to several planes, while some can only get to one, and maybe even only one place on that one plane. Here on Maidaanon, there aren't many portals, and they're spread out. It's easier to get here than it is to leave. 
 
    "Now we could go to Hediya, the home realm of the cerberus, and I think there's a portal from there to Varmal, but that would be a longer trip." 
 
    "So what are these places like?" 
 
    "Zavaeni is the Twilight realm," Lofn said. "It's not as bad as Amisra, the realm of darkness, but it is the home of vampires and other such things that can't stand the full light of day." 
 
    "And the other one?" 
 
    "Innsjo is more of a water world," Olivia said. 
 
    "Like that bad Costner movie?" Dan asked with a scowl. 
 
    Olivia and Fawn both laughed at that one. "No, that would be Kostvatn! It's like ninety-five percent water, with a scattering of small islands. Innsjo is just covered in lakes. They're everywhere. All different sizes. There aren't any oceans on Innsjo, but some of the lakes are huge. Things that like fresh water, or swamps, humidity, rain, that's what you'll find there." 
 
    "To think that a place like that connects to Varmal," Dan said, thinking of the deserts and the heat of Varmal. 
 
    "Actually, Innsjo is one of those places that has gateway portals to everywhere," Olivia continued. "It's supposed to be one of the easier realms to open gates from." 
 
    He nodded. "So when do we leave?" 
 
    "I'll talk to my mother about packing some supplies for us as soon as we're done eating," Fawn said. "Once that's done, we can go." 
 
    "Umm, yeah. Your mother…" he said, feeling embarrassed. 
 
    Fawn laughed. "I think it'd be best if you didn't cross her path again. I'm figuring out how manipulative she can be, and who the real power is in the family." 
 
    "Yeah, I think that'd be for the best," he agreed.  
 
    "Don't worry, Olivia and I will be sure to keep her and the others at bay," Lofn said with a chuckle. 
 
    "I just don't want to have to end up eating anybody else," Dan said with a crooked smile. "I don't know if I'd be able to fit them!" 
 
      
 
    They left around noon, on foot. A pair of youngsters, a boy and a girl, came along to tow the small cart that was carrying the bulk of their supplies. When they got to the gateway, they'd be sent back with the cart, and Dan and the girls carry everything from there.  
 
    As they wouldn't arrive at the gateway before tomorrow evening, that would make the first part of the trip easier, at least. 
 
    "You should reach out with your magic and touch them again," Olivia said after they'd left the village behind. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "So they'll know you're okay, and they'll know you're checking on them," Fawn said.  
 
    "Also, Wrath might be able to tell you're getting closer," Lofn added. 
 
    Dan nodded. That made sense. Putting a hand on Olivia as he walked along, he closed his eyes a moment and reached out, touching all of them, not just Wrath and Aella. 
 
    "Oh!" Fawn said, and Olivia started a moment under his hand. 
 
    "That feels…okay," Olivia said after a moment. "I think I'm getting used to it." 
 
    "I wasn't trying to pull any power; that might be why?" he said with a shrug. "I do need to practice with that one of these days. So we can both get used to it." 
 
    "You might as well start now with both of them," Lofn said, motioning towards Fawn and Olivia. "Not like we're going to be doing anything other than walking today." 
 
    "Good point. Plus I could use the practice casting spells," he agreed and worked his way through the combat spells he'd learned, though in this case he cast them on whatever bush or tree they happened to be passing. Once he got his power down to half, he took little bits from Fawn or Olivia. That not only gave them experience with what it would feel like, but enabled him to see how it affected them.  
 
    Other than Fawn getting horny, which was probably just Fawn and not the spells, it really didn't seem to do much of anything to either of them, until they got really low, then it made them feel hungry. But that was really about the extent of it. 
 
    The trip was otherwise uneventful. They had a small tent they'd borrowed to sleep in that night, which would go back with the cart. The gateway portal, when they got to it early the next day, was unoccupied. 
 
    "Before we go through," Olivia said, looking at Dan, "remember, it's twilight there; it's always twilight. You can see the stars, and when the moon is up, it's brighter. When it's down, it's darker, but never completely black." 
 
    "So there's no sun?" 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    "At all?" 
 
    "None." 
 
    "Then what makes the moon shine?" Dan paused a moment, then looked at Fawn. "And don't say 'rednecks'." 
 
    "Aww!" Fawn pouted. 
 
    Olivia shrugged. "No idea. Remember, physics, magic, all that stuff may be mostly the same from plane to plane, but they're all different from each other in some very obvious ways. The point I want to make is this: anything that hunts in the darkness, or lives in it, will be there. It's not as bad as the darkness realm, where pretty much only the really nasty stuff lives, but there will still be predators. So keep your wits about you, and don't freak the first time we run into a vampire. If they're not bothering us, we don't bother them." 
 
    Dan nodded. "Got it." 
 
    "Now close your eyes. It's going to be dark there, and we need to be ready for it." 
 
    He nodded again, and everyone grabbed each other's hands; they all closed their eyes and waited a minute. 
 
    "Now, let's go through." 
 
    They walked forward together and stepped through at once. Opening his eyes immediately, he could see it was dark, and there were several people standing around, who turned to look at them. He grabbed his mace, and Olivia already had her sword out. 
 
    "There's a toll," one of them said. 
 
    "And how much is this toll?" Lofn asked. 
 
    One of them started to point at him, so he shifted into his aspect. 
 
    "Don't make the mistake of thinking I'm human," he said in a soft voice. 
 
    One of the people laughed. He could now see clearly, having shifted, that he was someone who looked very much like a human as well, though from the size of his canines, Dan was pretty sure he wasn't. 
 
    "Normally we ask for blood, a little from each of you," said the man who'd laughed. "Most bovera don't seem to mind. However, I don't think that's going to work today, as three of you are definitely not bovera and don't appear to be anyone I'd wish to tangle with." 
 
    "How about five kolik?" Fawn asked, speaking up. "One for each of us, and one for blood?" 
 
    "That would be acceptable." 
 
    Fawn got out the money, but Dan took it from her and stepped forward to pay the man. 
 
    "You know, I've heard rumors of ones like you, but never seen one before," he said as Dan paid him. 
 
    "Visiting my in-laws," Dan said with a shrug. 
 
    "Oh? Which one?" 
 
    "All of them," Dan said and slowly smiled. "Rakkys was particularly nice. I personally recommend it." 
 
    Dan noticed the other man's eyes widen just a little. 
 
    "Now I'm glad we didn't press matters. In fact, I'm surprised you offered to pay at all!" 
 
    "Somebody has to keep the riffraff out," Dan said with a smile and, motioning to the girls to lead the way, he followed, bringing up the rear. 
 
    "Damn, a sobek!" he heard one of them mutter. 
 
    "And a succubus!" another one said. 
 
    "At least they were polite," the man Dan had interacted with said. 
 
    "The God of the Night really favored us," the first voice replied. "He's for damn sure getting his coin when we get back to town!" 
 
    "What did they mean by that last comment?" he asked the girls when they'd gotten further away. 
 
    "It's traditional to add a tip for the God of the Night, which is typically referred to as 'one for blood'. You're supposed to give that one as an offering at one of the temples, and some do," Fawn told him. 
 
    "Tradition has it that when you make an offer to 'Blood' at a transaction, you're asking the God of the Night to bear witness to the good faith of your transaction," Olivia said. "Breaking such a transaction is rumored to bring the wrath of the god down upon you," Olivia added. 
 
    "Does it?" he asked. 
 
    "There sure are a lot of songs and tales about it," Olivia said with a chuckle. "I know I sure wouldn't want to break such a deal. Some of the gods take more active roles than others in their home realm. I think the reason for it in this realm is, without something to enforce the rules, things would quickly devolve into complete chaos." 
 
    "I'm surprised it hasn't already." 
 
    "There's only so long complete chaos can rule until someone or something comes along and makes some sort of order out of it," Lofn said. "It just has to be someone strong." 
 
    "Like a god?" 
 
    "When you're talking about an entire realm, I don't believe anything less could do it." Lofn looked over at him and smiled. "You're not thinking of taking over the entire world, now, are you Daniel?" 
 
    He laughed. "Just Sacramento," he paused a moment and then added, "and some of the surrounding area." 
 
    "You know, I bet Weson didn't go through with paying us," Fawn grumbled suddenly. 
 
    "He probably thinks I'm dead," Dan said with a smile. "I mean, what else could possibly have happened to me? Right?" 
 
    "More than likely," Lofn agreed. 
 
    "So we go home, label him an oathbreaker, and attack him outright. He had his chance to make good with us, and his refusal to do so when he knew we were still alive should make it stick, right?" 
 
    The girls nodded. 
 
    "Great!" Dan smiled. "Just one question." 
 
    "Hmmm?" Lofn asked. 
 
    "What happens to an oathbreaker?" 
 
    "All the oaths made to them break." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    The girls nodded. 
 
    "How does that work exactly? In this case, you think?" 
 
    "All the oaths his people swore to him? If they just walk away, there won't be any consequences to them." 
 
    "I wonder if they know that?" 
 
    "I wonder if we can pick up one of his men," Olivia mused. "I mean, after all, three of us are entitled to ten percent of his stuff, right? So that's a fair chunk of his organization." 
 
    "That would be a trick, all right," he said, pondering that. "So how long is it to the next portal?" 
 
    "Two, maybe three days," Olivia told them. "However, in the next realm, we can buy horses." 
 
    "So it'll be what, a week before we get to Wrath's father's house?" 
 
    "About that." 
 
    "I think I need to learn some travel spells." He sighed. 
 
    "Definitely wouldn't hurt," Fawn agreed. "Because while Lofn can fly, and Olivia can run you into the ground, this little sheep is not all that fond of walking." 
 
    "I thought you could dance for hours?" Olivia teased. 
 
    "Dancing is not walking. Walking is boring." 
 
    "Getting back to walking, where does this path we're following go, anyway?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Onlasku," Olivia said. "It's a good place for us to stop and rest." 
 
    "How does anyone keep track of the time here? I mean, there's no daytime, so how do you know when a day has passed?" 
 
    "The moon. That's how. It rises and sets every 'night'." 
 
    "That's just weird." 
 
    "There are places where it just gets lighter and darker, and there's no sun or moon at all." 
 
    "That doesn't sound like much fun." 
 
    "Why do you think so many demons want to go to Earth?" Olivia said, chuckling. "A lot of the realms really aren't great places to live." 
 
    "Or they're boring as hell," Fawn grumbled. "Like where we just left." 
 
    He nodded. He could most definitely see that. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Wrath grumbled as she cleaned up the mess from breakfast. Her father hadn't even had to ask her to 'take care of things' after she'd woken up on the ground outside. She had to do something to ease her mind, or she'd go crazy.  
 
    "Has he reached out to you again yet?" her mother asked coming into the kitchen and sitting down at the table. 
 
    Wrath sighed. "No. But it's only been a day. I'm just happy he's done it once so I know he's okay." 
 
    "At least he felt closer than last time, so that means he's headed this way." 
 
    "I hope," Wrath said and sighed again. "I'm just worried. This is the first time we've been apart since we met. I have no idea if any of the others are with him, and the last time he was on his own, he didn't do so well." 
 
    Her mother, Glas, chuckled. "But that was before he met you, now wasn't it?" 
 
    "What does that have to do with anything?" Wrath demanded. 
 
    "According to Nici, everything. He's been telling me how you really changed that boy's life. Made him into a real man. Not one of those whiny humans." 
 
    Wrath scowled. "Have you ever been to Earth, Mother?" 
 
    "No, but I'm not wrong, am I now? 
 
    "Not really," she said with a shake of her head. "Most of the human men I've ended up involved with were pretty weak. Then again, I was preying on them, so it's not like I would have taken on someone who'd be able to resist me." 
 
    "You'd be surprised how many felish men, or demon men of any stripe, are weak like that," Glas said with a sigh. 
 
    "Is that why you keep coming back to Dad?" Wrath asked, putting the last dish up to dry and coming over to sit at the table. 
 
    Glas sighed and smiled happily. "Yeah, pretty much. Eventually he'll breed me again, and sometime after your next brother or sister is born, he'll throw me out, and I'll go back home and return to my hedonistic lifestyle." 
 
    Wrath frowned. "Why does he throw you out? How come you can't stay?" 
 
    "Because we fight. Because he hates kids. Because I really like being a complete and utter slut at times." Glas shrugged. "Your mother likes to party and get laid a lot, Wrath. But your father," she smiled and gave a small shiver, "your father does things to me. 
 
    "It's just that we start to wear on each other after a while. You may have noticed that your father is not long-term-relationship material. Not that I'm any better, of course," she added with a shrug. 
 
    "Then why do you let him knock you up? I mean, I'm glad you did, or I wouldn't be here. But doesn't that kinda get in the way of your fucking around?" 
 
    "That's the price of admission," Glas said with a shrug. "Oh, I suspect I could refuse to have his kids, and he'd probably still fuck me. But let's be honest here, there isn't another felish out there I'd ever let put a cub in me." Glas snorted. "Hell, at this point, there isn't a felish out there who's got the 'nads to even try, as your father would probably kill them." 
 
    "I'm surprised he even lets you fuck around," Wrath admitted. 
 
    "If he didn't let us have our heads when we're not living with him, he'd suddenly find himself with about a dozen felish women living in this house and demanding his constant attention." 
 
    Wrath smirked, and then laughed. "Oh, I would pay to see that!" 
 
    "Pay to see what?" Nicitel asked as he came into the kitchen. 
 
    "You with a harem!" 
 
    "Can you imagine a dozen or two felish like your mother not only trying to live together, but trying share the same man?" Nicitel asked, getting a drink. "I'd spend so much of my time healing wounds and enforcing the peace between them that I wouldn't get any peace at all. Much less laid. Dan has no idea how lucky he is that you all get along already." 
 
    "Nici has a point," Glas said with a nod. "While I get on well with a few of the others, most of them I don't. Plus," she said with a smirk, "I wouldn't be able to do the things I do when we're apart." 
 
    Wrath shook her head. "I don't know, Mom. There's something about knowing he'll kill any man who lays a hand on you. I never thought I'd say it, but there's a lot to be said for being possessed." She sighed, smiling. "But I can see Dad's point about you all fighting." 
 
    "What I have works for me," Nicitel said, finishing his drink. "So I have no desire to change it. When do you think Aella will show up here?" 
 
    Wrath shook her head. "I'm not sure. I know it's a long trip from where she was born to the gateway portal. I'm thinking maybe I should go to Ceriden, where we met, as that's where the gateway she'll be taking is." 
 
    Nicitel nodded. "That's probably the wisest course. I suspect Dan will probably be coming here from Innsjo, and that gateway is a good distance from here. So once you gather up Aella, you could both go there." 
 
    Wrath frowned and looked at him. "What makes you think he'll be coming from there?" 
 
    "Because that's the shortest path here from Maidaanon, where your Fawn and Olivia are from. Also, it's most likely Lofn has joined them, rather than coming here first, because let's be honest, Wrath, Fawn is the one who needs the most protecting of all of you." 
 
    "You did an augury last night, didn't you?" Wrath grumbled. 
 
    Nicitel smiled showing his fangs. "When you've got it, you must use it. Is that not right?" 
 
    "I think the proper term is 'flaunt it'," Glas said with a smirk. 
 
    "I am well beyond the need to flaunt that which I do," Nicitel replied. He turned back to Wrath. "You know where I keep my money. Help yourself, but do not overdo it. Same for anything else you might need." 
 
    "What are you going to be doing?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "Your mom," Nicitel said with an evil grin as he grabbed Glas, pulled her out of the chair she was sitting in, and tossed her over his shoulder, giving her ass a swat. 
 
    Wrath snorted and smiled as they left the room. There was a time when she would have wondered why her mother wasn't putting up more of a fight. 
 
    But now she knew better.  
 
    Looking at the clock, she figured she had a few hours to get to the dock and take the ship to Ceriden. That would be a lot easier than flying the trip herself. Once she got there, she might even pop through to Keskimaailma, Aella's home realm. While she might prefer flying over climbing through trees, she still had enough feline traits to find the thick forests of Aella's home attractive. 
 
    Besides, the next time Dan reached out to them, she wanted to see if she could get some kind of indication of where everyone else was. Though from the sounds of her father's smugness, Fawn, Olivia, and Lofn were all now with Dan. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Onlasku 
 
      
 
      
 
    The town wasn't like anything Dan had been expecting. It was a crossroads—and not the kind where just two roads crossed, but five. All five crossed at the very center of town, at a huge traffic circle surrounding an equally large tower in the center that looked to be about six stories tall, with a beacon light set on the top of it. 
 
    There were a lot of shops near the center of town, but because the spaces between that many roads were small, the shops got smaller the closer you got to the center. The larger buildings—inns, lodgings, homes—were all much farther out, where there was more space, and there were no buildings within a couple hundred yards of the tower, as there just wasn't enough space between the roads. 
 
    The people he saw in town were a mixed bunch. A lot of them weren't human. Actually, he suspected none of them were human, but there were enough who looked human. He figured they were probably vampires or some other type of demon who'd decided they liked living in the perpetual twilight. 
 
    He did see a few bovera running around. They either tended to be big and male, or slender and female. The rest of the demons were really just a mix. He saw one who looked like Vondro, whom they'd bought all that stuff from back in Sacramento, quite a few felish, as well as more regular demons like the one in that pawn shop, and even a couple of harpies. But most of them he couldn't make heads nor tails of. 
 
    "I'm surprised there are bovera here," Dan said when he noticed yet another one. 
 
    "Why's that?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "Well, from the way the guys back at the gateway were talking, I thought everyone viewed them as food here?" 
 
    "We get viewed as food in a lot of places," Fawn said with a frown. "At least here, they don't have to kill you. Well, the vampires don't. They just suck a little blood, and they're good. That's why you see all these big males walking around. I bet they're selling their blood, or if not they're bonded to somebody who taps them regularly." 
 
    "Oh? Then what about the girls?" he asked. 
 
    Fawn snickered as Olivia laughed. 
 
    "Even demons don't live on blood alone, Daniel," Lofn said with a smirk. "They're either whores, girlfriends, or slaves." 
 
    "Oh!" Dan said and decided to change the subject. "Where are we staying? And why is there a light on top of that tower, anyway?" 
 
    "The light is so everyone knows who rules the town and the surrounding area," Olivia supplied. "If you cast a shadow, you're in their realm. It also helps folks navigate. As for where we're staying, there's an inn on the far side of town, along the road we're taking. I've stayed there before; it's nice and not expensive." 
 
    He nodded. "Is there anywhere around here that sells any kind of paper or parchment?" 
 
    "What do you want that for?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "Because it's become apparent to me that I need to prepare for killing Weson," he replied. 
 
    "How is paper going to help you with that?" 
 
    "I need to practice writing down my curses. In fact, I may need some other supplies, too." 
 
    "If you need to write them down, how have you been casting the ones you've already been casting?" Fawn asked, scowling. 
 
    "Because they were simple ones. Short, simple curses don't have to be written; you can just say them. You can try to cast the harder or the more involved ones without writing them down, but there's less of a chance of them sticking or working properly. It also takes a lot more time to cast one if it's complicated, and you could make a mistake. There's really only one time you can utter a major curse and expect it to stick." 
 
    "Oh? When's that." 
 
    "When you're doing it with your last breath," Dan told her.  
 
    "Oh!" 
 
    "Also, if you've written the curse down and done the proper preparations, you don't have to read it to the person you're cursing. You can just slap it on them, and it'll take effect. In the most severe cases, like the one that was cast on my family, there are methods you can use to get around the requirement to touch them—you just need something that connects strongly to them." 
 
    "Then how do you know you've been cursed?" 
 
    "You don't, unless you have some sort of spell that will tell you. Remember, I didn't know I was cursed until Wrath told me." 
 
    "Does that mean your father didn't know?" Olivia asked, then quickly added, "Your stepfather, I mean." 
 
    Dan shrugged and shook his head. "I don't know. I'm still not even sure when he was cursed by Weson, because events ramped up so slowly. From the time Kevin died, he started changing. So he may not have ever realized it, as his paranoia had gotten pretty bad." 
 
    "Sounds scary," Fawn said with a shiver. 
 
    Dan nodded. "Yeah, I know. The big, ritual curses are the worse. Nicitel spent a week going over those and warning me in great detail of the dangers involved. Especially if you're casting it with the help of several other mages." 
 
    "Why would you want to involve others?" 
 
    "Power. You have to put all the power up when you close the curse. I wouldn't be surprised to find out that Weson had help from at least one wizard working for him when he cast the one on my family." 
 
    "Do you have a scribing wand?" Lofn asked. 
 
    Dan nodded and patted his duster. "I put the one I got from my stepfather's things in my coat some time ago. I just wish I hadn't left his book sitting in the hotel back in Placerville." 
 
    "Well, I think I know a store," Olivia said. "It's not far from the inn, so we can stop there on the way." 
 
    "Cool," he said, mulling over what kinds of curses he might want to prepare. Having one that put the victim in a piece of paper, as had been done to his women, wouldn't be a bad idea. Though he didn't like making it one where you had to kill the poor slob who found it. Just being trapped in the slip of paper would be enough. 
 
    But there were other, simpler curses he could think of, like say a curse of paralyzation. Or perhaps a curse that bound you in chains? The counters to such curses wouldn't be the same as the counters to spells that were the same, so they could definitely come in handy during any kind of combat situation.  
 
    Sure, you had to close with your target to put the curse on them, as the paper had to physically touch them. But that meant there was almost no time at all to counter it, unlike a spell that had to be cast. 
 
    Still, he really needed something special. Several things special. Something he could drop on Weson, or at least several of his 'staff', to keep them out of his hair. Then of course there was Godfrey Wiles. Dan knew for a fact he'd have to face Wiles down at some point. He wasn't looking forward to it—he didn't hate Wiles, or bear him any ill will, unlike Weson. But he knew, deep down, that Wiles would have to go, one way or the other, the minute he was done with Weson. Hell, his father, his real father, had even told him so. 
 
    By the time they'd gotten to the inn they'd be staying at tonight, he had a pad of sorts. It was twenty small sheets of paper, folded in half, with a seam stitched up the center holding it together, making it into a small book. He could write his curses on those, though he'd have to cut them out before he imbued them with any power.  
 
    When he got out his stylus, he was shocked to find it wasn't the one he'd put in his pocket weeks ago. This one was green, a little rough in texture, and written down the side in tiny print, it said, 'from your father'. 
 
    When had he given him that? 
 
    Shaking his head, he sat down and opened up the pad, then started to scribe the simplest curse he knew—the curse of a fortnight's bad luck. It was one he'd read in the book, and he discovered that the inscribing wand left a thin, clean, green line. He also discovered that he'd need to write quite small if he wanted to fit the curse onto a small piece of paper.  
 
    There was a lot more to a written curse than just what you told the person you were cursing. Assuming you decided to tell them anything, of course. There were lines and sigils and other shapes, along with the words, usually written in Skarvat, but not always. So if you wanted it to be on a small piece of paper, you had to write in fine, tiny script. 
 
    He spent the next several hours trying to do just that, getting more and more frustrated each time he failed. 
 
    That was another problem with writing curses—you couldn't erase anything. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Lofn asked, coming over to him. "And before you say nothing," she said with a smirk, throwing a leg over his lap as she moved between him and the desk, "remember I can still read your emotions as well as I used to read your mind." 
 
    Then she dropped down into his lap, smiling at him. 
 
    "In order to get these curses onto small pieces of paper, I'm having to write so fine, so tiny, that I keep making mistakes!" he grumbled. 
 
    Lofn laughed and leaning forward she kissed him. 
 
    "It's not funny," he grumbled. 
 
    "If I tell you a trick, will you put the wand down and come to bed?" 
 
    Dan took a deep breath and sighed. "If you want me to come to bed, I'll come to bed. All you have to do is ask." 
 
    "Yes, but I don't want my Daniel upset and pouting when we're looking to get our asses pounded into the bedding!" she said with a giggle. Leaning forward, she nibbled on his ear, getting a rise out of him immediately. 
 
    "What am I doing wrong?" he asked, setting the wand down and putting his hands on her sides. 
 
    "You're writing it too small, obviously." 
 
    "That's not helpful, Lofn. I need these to be small." 
 
    "So use a shrinking spell on the paper, after you write it and before you imbue any power into it," she said and kissed him. 
 
    Dan blinked, grabbed Lofn tight, and kissed her long and hard. Why hadn't he thought of that? 
 
    "Because you're inexperienced. Also, you don't know how to cheat." 
 
    Sliding his hands under her blouse and cupping those marvelous breasts of hers, he kissed her again. It was so obvious now. He'd work on a spell specifically made to shrink the paper to the size he wanted. 
 
    "Tomorrow," Lofn purred. 
 
    "Yes, tomorrow," he said.  
 
      
 
    The next morning, after they left, he took a moment to reach out to everyone and touch their power. He then spent the rest of the day practicing his magic, then touching Fawn, Lofn, and Olivia separately, drawing a little power from each of them to replace some of what he'd used while practicing his magic. He also tapped Wrath and Aella, but only once each, and only for a small amount of power, to see if he could get any information about them when he did.  
 
    He wasn't able to, unfortunately, but maybe over time, as he got better and more experienced, he might be able to.  
 
    That night when they settled down, he spent an hour working on a simple spell to do what Lofn had suggested before calling it a night. Tomorrow they'd be moving through to Innsjo, and he didn't want to be tired, as he had no idea what to expect. 
 
    Of course the girls still did their best to wear him out. 
 
    "Is it just me, or am I stronger now than I was back home?" he asked no one in particular when they set out the next morning. 
 
    "That's your demon side showing through," Fawn said with a grin. 
 
    He bit his lip and shook his head. "No, I don't think that's it." 
 
    "You probably absorbed some of the strength from that ram you ate," Olivia said with a shrug and looked over at Lofn. "Isn't that how it's supposed to work? You eat somebody, and you gain their power?" 
 
    Dan noticed Lofn looked embarrassed. 
 
    "Umm," she said looking down at her feet. "I don't know if it works the same for a sobek as it does for a succubus." 
 
    "Wait," Dan said thinking about that. "I know you get power from feeding, but I thought that was like, well, just eating food?" 
 
    Lofn shook her head. "I get energy when I feed off of you or one of the others. That's like eating food. But if a succubus consumes somebody, takes all they have and kills them, they get a small fraction of their powers. But that's only temporary." 
 
    "Huh." 
 
    "Something to think about," Olivia said, handing him his pack as she grabbed her own. "You took everything he had, and," she looked at him and smiled lustfully, "digested him. He's a part of you now, Dan. So I'm sure you got some of his strength. The question is only how long that lasts." 
 
    "Ooh!" Fawn said, perking up. "We need him to eat Weson!" 
 
    "What!" Dan said, looking a little shocked. But part of him liked the idea. 
 
    "She's right, you know," Olivia agreed. 
 
    "She always is," Lofn said with a nod. 
 
    Dan made a face—in the heat of the moment, maybe. But planning to do it? He wasn't sure he could do that. 
 
    "It would help in our confrontation with Mr. Wiles after Weson is gone," Lofn said in a soft voice, "as much as I hate to suggest it." 
 
    "Lofn, we've already condemned him to death for what he's done; you shouldn't be feeling remorse over it," Olivia said, coming over and giving her a hug. 
 
    "I don't know if I can do it," Dan admitted, looking down at the ground himself. 
 
    "What do you mean you can't do it?" Fawn said exasperatedly. "You've done it twice already!" 
 
    "But those were in the heat of the moment! Someone was hurting you! I can't just go around eating people!" 
 
    "Of course…" Fawn started but suddenly stopped. Looking up, he saw that Olivia had put a finger over Fawn's mouth and was shaking her head. 
 
    "We can discuss this later," Olivia said. "For now, we need to reach the gateway portal and get through it. I want to get to Innsjo early enough that we can get a ride to the next portal before sunset over there." 
 
    Fawn sighed and nodded, coming over to give Lofn and then him a hug. 
 
    "Fine, let's get moving. We'll talk about it later, after we've gotten Wrath and Aella back." 
 
    The rest of the trip to the gateway portal wasn't a long one; they got there well before noon local time without any trouble. But Dan couldn't stop thinking about what they'd said. When he'd eaten the sobek in his dream, when he was dying, the power he'd gained was permanent—it hadn't gone away. He'd thought that had just been a psychic metaphor—accepting what he was and embracing it. 
 
    When he'd eaten the felish, he hadn't noticed any difference, but then, he was still learning his powers and his abilities, so maybe he'd missed it? Or maybe the felish hadn't had a lot to give? 
 
    The ram he'd eaten had been strong, probably stronger than he was, and looking back, he'd definitely gotten a little stronger. But the reason for it hadn't hit him. Now it had.  
 
    The logic of it was plain to see. Even if the power gain was only temporary, eating Weson was something he needed to consider and probably do. Because it would help in dealing with Wiles. The name of this game was power. He was coming to realize that now. True, he had more than the average mage, because not only was he part demon now, he could tap the girls. But Weson had a ring that let him tap seven people to his five.  
 
    Who knew what Wiles had? 
 
    He wished he could ask his father about it, but again, he had to face the facts and figure this out on his own. It was his decision. He was sure his father would tell him to eat whoever he wished and not worry about it. That's what a god would do after all, right? A demon also wouldn't think twice about it. 
 
    Then again, there were his women. His girls. His wives. When it came to them, he'd do whatever he had to without thinking twice about it. They were his, and he would do anything, absolutely anything to protect them and make them happy. 
 
      
 
    When they got to the gateway, it was unguarded, just like the last one they'd gone through, and it didn't appear as if anyone normally lived there. 
 
    "I thought most gates had a toll of some sort?" Dan asked, looking at Olivia. 
 
    "The more traveled ones tend to, because people can make money by extorting those coming through it, or by taking care of it and providing some sort of service to those using it." 
 
    "The guys at the last one were pretty much extorting folks," Fawn grumbled.  
 
    "That guy in California seemed okay," he replied. 
 
    "That's cause the types who extort people don't last long if it's a portal with a lot of powerful people coming through it." Olivia told him. "Also, those who provide services and keep the mundanes away on Earth tend to make a lot just in tips." 
 
    "Yeah, no one wants the mundanes stumbling into things," Fawn agreed with a nod. "Because when enough of them get killed, it always leads to problems." 
 
    Dan remembered the comments about how humankind outnumbered all the demons combined and nodded. 
 
    "So I take it this isn't a popular portal, then?" 
 
    "Not on this side, but the other side is different. There was someone on the other side the last time I came through here," Olivia said. "It's rare to find somebody on both sides of a gateway." 
 
    "What category did they fall into? Extortion or helpful?" 
 
    "Helpful. They're the ones who'll sell us the mounts we'll be riding. Most of the people heading in this direction don't care much for extortion." 
 
    "Mounts? Like horses?" he asked as they got ready to step through. 
 
    "Well, not exactly, but they're close enough to call them that if you want." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Dan!" Wrath said, and he suddenly found himself being kissed and hugged by Wrath and Aella within moments of stepping out of the gateway portal. The trip across Innsjo had been as quick as Olivia had said it would be, and the mounts, while not horses, were close enough. Plus they could swim quickly, so they didn't have to bother detouring around any of the lakes. 
 
    He hugged them both back and kissed them, letting them drag him away from the gateway to keep from blocking anyone else as Fawn, Olivia, and Lofn joined them. 
 
    "So now what?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "We've got a room at a nearby inn," Aella growled. 
 
    "And we fully intend to use it!" Wrath growled along with her. 
 
    "What about Weson?"  
 
    "Weson," Dan said with an arm around Wrath and another around Aella, "can wait!" 
 
      
 
    The moment they got into the room, Dan was mobbed by both Aella and Wrath, not that he minded. He immediately grabbed the base of Aella's shirt and pulled it up over her head and off of her as Wrath's fingers undid his belt from behind and quickly divested him of his pants. He went after Aella's pants next as her own hands helped him push them down and off of her, while her tentacles quickly stripped him of his shirt. 
 
    Naked, he stepped out of his pants and walked her now equally nude body backwards until he had her pressed up against the wall. Grabbing her ass as she started kissing him passionately, he lifted her up off the ground as he felt Wrath reaching between his legs and grabbing his stiff cock to guide it into Aella's sex as he lowered her back down, filling her tight wet heat with his shaft. 
 
    Spreading his feet for balance, he continued to kiss Aella, their tongues dueling, while he began to fuck her as hard as he could. He'd missed his little black kitty demon and he not only needed to show her just how much he loved her, but he needed to claim her once again for himself. 
 
    To remind her just who she belonged to. 
 
    Aella responded by wrapping her legs tightly around his hips, while her tentacles wrapped around tightly his body, as she ground and bucked back against him, pressing her full chest against his hard body. She had her hands to either side of his head, holding her man, her lover, her mate, as she felt the complete and utter love he had for her, as she delved once more into his mind, enthralled once again by the absolute depth and sincerity of his feelings for her, for all of them. 
 
    Dan gave a little growl of lust as he suddenly felt Wrath's hands on his ass, then her tongue on his balls as she pulled herself between his legs. Letting go of Aella's ass, she wasn't going anywhere with the way she was wrapped around him, he reached down and grabbing Wrath's horns he pulled her head up, forcing her to put that long tongue of hers to work on the base of his shaft as he plunged it in and out of Aella's dripping sex.  
 
    When she started curling it around his shaft as he plunged in to Aella, he was impressed, but she was now using the fingers of one of her hands to tease at Aella's clit, while the other was massaging and tickling his balls. It didn't take Aella much longer to go off on his shaft, as she growled, purred, and bucked back against him, her sleeve tightly squeezing and milking at his plunging shaft. 
 
    Dan didn't last much longer himself, and when he finally came into Aella, he hilted himself inside of her letting the first few shots of his essence fill her. He pulled out then and rammed his shaft between Wrath's lips and forced it in to the root, feeding her the rest of his cream as her tongue laved his pulsing length. 
 
    When he pulled out, Wrath put her tongue to good use on Aella, teasing a few more shudders out of her as she panted, still pinned to the wall by Dan's body. 
 
    Catching his breath, he untangled from the two of them, and then dragged them over to the large bed in the center of the room, pushing both of their naked bodies down on to it. Smiling he looked at them a moment, sprawled sensuously on the covers, then turned to look at Fawn, Olivia, and Lofn. 
 
    "Why are you still dressed? Aren't you going to join us?" 
 
    He laughed at the explosion of clothes that suddenly went flying all over the room as he turned his attentions to Wrath, who was now being teased by Aella's tongue and tentacles. 
 
    "Have I told you lately how much I love you?" he asked Wrath. 
 
    "Yes," she panted, smiling. 
 
    "Well, then let me tell you all about it some more!" 
 
    

  

 
   
    Almost Home 
 
      
 
      
 
    "So where do we go from here?" Dan asked Wrath the next morning as they were showering.  
 
    "Why are you asking me?" she replied. 
 
    "Because I don't know where the gate to Earth is?" he said. "Also, I didn't know if there was anything we needed to take care of before we go home." He shrugged then. "I think the first thing we need to do when we get back is get our gear together, then go kill Weson." 
 
    Wrath smiled at him but shook her head. "The first thing we need to do is move into our new house—you know, the one we just bought? Then replace all our gear, because whatever didn't get destroyed in that fire was in our van, and I don't think we'll be seeing that again." 
 
    Dan grumbled a little but nodded. 
 
    "Also, a trip to the Zoo is in order, so we can find out what's been going on while we were gone." 
 
    "I just don't want to lose our surprise advantage," he said with a sigh. 
 
    Wrath snorted. "The moment we're back on Earth, our oaths kick back in, and he'll be losing magic to us again. Oh, he's gonna realize we're back." 
 
    "Do you think he gave us the money we were asking for?" 
 
    "If he hasn't, I'm going to spread the word that he's an oath-breaker," Wrath said with a growl.  
 
    "There's one thing I'd like to do before we leave," Lofn called from outside the shower. 
 
    "What?" Wrath called back. 
 
    "Get some decent magical gems set in my whips and Daniel's mace!" 
 
    "And who's gonna pay for that?" Fawn's voice called out. "I didn't have any cash on me when we got booted!" 
 
    "Well, there goes that idea." Dan sighed. "So, how far is the gate back home from here?" 
 
    "A day's travel," said Wrath. "We can be home by sunset." 
 
    "I guess we need to dry off, then, and get started." 
 
    "I guess," she said turning off the water. "I've been meaning to ask, where did you end up?" 
 
    "Where do you think? Where I was conceived, just like the rest of you." 
 
    "So how'd you find your way to where Lofn was?" 
 
    "My dad sent me." 
 
    "Your dad?" 
 
    Dan nodded. "He felt it when I arrived there. He was…" Dan shook his head. "He wasn't exactly what I expected. He really didn't give a damn about me at first, and he said as much." 
 
    "So why'd he send you, then? To get you out of his territory?" 
 
    Dan grabbed a towel to dry off. "Once we'd cleared the air between us and I told him I wasn't really mad at him, we started talking, and I ended up calling him 'Dad' once he'd acknowledged that he was my father. After that, we settled down and really got to talking, and it turns out we really got on well with each other. He even expressed a little remorse that my mother had never called out to him and asked him for help, especially at the end there." 
 
    "Would he have?" 
 
    "Helped her?" 
 
    Wrath nodded. 
 
    "Yeah," Dan said with a thoughtful look, "I believe he would have. He was actually happy to see me, once I'd made it clear I wasn't there on purpose or to give him any grief. He was actually quite happy to learn about all of you." Dan motioned to the girls in general. "We sat and talked for hours. He even taught me a few things that I'm still trying to wrap my head around." 
 
    "Such as?" 
 
    "Such as, I need to take what's mine and not second guess myself. He wants me to kill Weson, then lay down the law with Wiles, and kill him if he doesn't agree. He told me we're not demons, we're gods, and I need to act that way." 
 
    "Gods?" Olivia snorted. "Now I know why you didn't turn Fawn's mom down!" 
 
    "What happened with Fawn's mom?" Wrath asked, looking over at Olivia. 
 
    "She came onto Dan pretty hard the morning after he ate that asshole who was trying to take Fawn. Apparently watching someone go down our Dan's throat gets sheep-girls really horny." 
 
    "And your father didn't complain about this?" Wrath asked, looking at Fawn in surprise. 
 
    "He was off putting my brother in charge of the village the idiot had come from. You see, Dan killed the father after eating his son." Fawn shrugged and then grinned. "I suspect Mom told him to do it. I have a newfound understanding of where the power lies back home." 
 
    Wrath just shook her head and looked back at Dan. "Gods? He said you were gods?" 
 
    Dan tossed the towel onto the bed and got dressed as he talked. 
 
    "He said we're not like the rest, we really aren't demons, we were worshipped as gods once, and a bunch of stuff along those lines." 
 
    Wrath stopped and stared at him a moment. 
 
    "Why'd he send you to Lofn first?" 
 
    "He said she needed me the most, and that she needed me right away." Dan paused a moment, "Huh, wonder how he knew? You don't think he was right? That sobek are gods?" Dan asked with a goofy grin. 
 
    Wrath snorted. "Of course not! While there's lots of gods among each of the demonic races, there's only one from the sobek, and HOLY FUCKING… What in the name of the twenty-nine did your father say his name was?" 
 
    Dan shrugged. "He didn't. Once I agreed to call him 'Dad', he never once told me his name. Said he'd rather I kept calling him that. Otherwise it would change our relationship. Why?" 
 
    Wrath dropped into one of the chairs, letting go of the towel. 
 
    "Damn, damn, damn…by the gods of the twenty-nine, or maybe I should say 'other twenty-eight'! Why the fuck didn't it occur to me?" 
 
    "Why didn't what occur?" 
 
    "There's probably only one sobek still around who can do what your father did!" She hesitated a moment. "Well, maybe some of his sons could do it, too, but after this many millennia, I doubt any of them are still around…" 
 
    "So wait, you're telling us…" Fawn trailed off, looking at Dan along with all the others. 
 
    "I'm telling you I think our Dan's father is the actual god of the sobek! The Lord of Faiyum!"  
 
    "Well, shit," Dan said and gave an exaggerated sigh, "and I didn't even ask him for a favor." 
 
    "Dan!" Wrath growled, "I'm being serious here!" 
 
    Dan laughed as he buckled the belt on his pants. "Wrath, love, light of my life, and the cutest, hottest, red-furred winged demon that I love to fuck?" 
 
    "What!" she said, still growling softly. 
 
    "If there's one thing my dad isn't, it's serious." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    Dan shrugged. "I can't say it any better than that. He's just not serious. He's very relaxed and laid back. Has a good sense of humor, and just has this, this air about him. He knows he's powerful, but he doesn't seem to care." He shrugged again. "He's also really good at explaining things. 
 
    "I mean, if he was really a god, wouldn't he be a lot more strict, uptight, and demanding?" Dan asked, looking around at the others, all of whom shrugged.  
 
    "We can look into this later, a lot later," Aella said. "For now, let's get going. We have a lot of work to do when we get home." 
 
    "Buying new clothes and weapons hardly constitutes as 'a lot of work'," said Olivia. 
 
    "Need I remind everybody we bought a mansion? An unfurnished one at that?" 
 
    "Oh! Right!" Olivia replied, blushing. 
 
    "There's also Dale's old house," added Fawn. "That should be in Dan's name by now as well." 
 
    "Exactly," Aella agreed. "We've got a lot to do besides killing Weson. So grab your shit and let's get a move on!" 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Weson swore and sat up straight, looking around his office. "Gods dammit!" he swore to the empty room. He felt the energy drain hit him, just like that. That could only mean one thing. 
 
    They were back!  
 
    Shuffling through the stacks on his desk quickly, he found the paperwork that had been delivered to him last Friday; thankfully, he hadn't thrown it out yet. Grabbing a pen, he continued swearing as he signed each of the documents, one after the other, writing in last week's date. He'd had a long discussion with Miles over the whole thing. The fallout from being labeled an oathbreaker would mean all the oaths that had been sworn to him would become void, ring or no ring; his staff could possibly turn on him. 
 
    Hitting the intercom button, he called his secretary as he made his way through the documents. 
 
    "Yes, Mr. Weson?" 
 
    "Call that guy from the bank. Jorgan, I think his name was. Ask him when he's coming over to pick up the papers! I've been waiting for days now!" 
 
    "I thought you didn't want to talk to him?" his new secretary said, sounding confused. 
 
    "I never said that. Someone else must have! Tell him I've got the documents, and I need them executed already!" 
 
    "I'm calling him now, sir!" she replied, properly abashed.  
 
    Finishing up the documents, he opened up the drawer on his desk. "And get the notary across the street up here, ASAP. I need her to notarize my signatures." 
 
    "Will do, Mr. Weson!" 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, the woman from the notary business across the street walked into his office. 
 
    "Yes, Mr. Weson?" 
 
    "I need these notarized. And I need the date to read last Friday." 
 
    "Umm, I don't know if I can…" 
 
    Weson picked up ten stacks of hundred-dollar bills from his desk and set it on the end. "Just do it," he growled. 
 
    He watched as she picked up the bundles and stuck them in her purse, then got out her stamp and book and went to work. She'd just finished up when his secretary buzzed him again. 
 
    "Mr. Weson, Mr. Jorgan is here, himself, to pick up the papers." 
 
    "One minute!" he said, releasing the switch. He looked at the notary. "Finished?" 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "Use that door," he said, pointing. As soon she left, he told his secretary to show Jorgan in. 
 
    "Mr. Weson," Jorgan said, coming in, "this is highly unusual." 
 
    Weson sighed and shook his head. "I had these signed and notarized last week. I thought my secretary had called you to pick them up! Imagine my surprise when I found them still sitting here!" 
 
    Jorgan gave him a skeptical look. "I find that story hard to believe, Mr. Weson. This is a major financial document, after all. Irregularities like this, well, getting them dealt with is never cheap. There will be sticky wheels that will need to be lubricated." 
 
    Weson grumbled a moment, then shook his head, "Fine! It's my fault; I guess I shouldn't expect you to take it out of your commission! How much?" 
 
    "Oh, I'd say five hundred thousand would take care of it." 
 
    "Five Hundred Thousand?" Weson stormed. 
 
    "I can get the recording date set to Monday, as it should have been. Otherwise," Jorgan shrugged, "it won't be until tomorrow." 
 
    "Fine! How do you want it?" 
 
    "Cash." 
 
    "I have gold. Will that work?" 
 
    Jorgan smiled. "Of course it will." 
 
    Weson buzzed his secretary. "Have Dave send eight bars of gold up, and tell him to hurry." 
 
    "Immediately." 
 
    "Now, let me examine the papers. Just to be sure nothing was missed," Jorgan said with a smile, sitting down and going through all of them. When he was done, he opened his briefcase and put them inside.  
 
    One of Dave's people showed up, lugging a heavy canvas bag. 
 
    "Ah, good. If you would be so kind as to follow me down to my car," Jorgan said to the guy carrying the bag, who looked at Weson, then sighed as Weson nodded. 
 
    "Now I need to be on my way quickly if I'm going to get these all nice and legal before everyone goes home for the day. It was a pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Weson." 
 
    Weson scowled and watched as Jorgan left. Still, the deal was done, and it had been accepted. He'd have to reschedule the attack on Wiles; the tap on his powers wouldn't go away until they either left, or the terms of the contract, which was now only sixteen days away, were fulfilled. Knowing those demon bitches, they'd probably stay right up to the end to pay him back for attacking them. 
 
    If nothing else, at least Shannon's bastard kid was dead. Picking up his phone, he called Dave; he might as well set up a meeting for later tonight, to let everyone know those demon bitches were back in town, and they'd need to hold off dealing with Wiles until after they were gone. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Carmine, Terry," Godfrey said over the phone. "Change in plans. Weson has just called off his attack on us!" 
 
    "Any idea why?" Terry asked over the phone. 
 
    "No, Alice didn't know. All she was told was that he called everyone in for a meeting, and when Yvette came back, she told them the attack wouldn't be until next month." 
 
    "That's…odd," Carmine said. 
 
    "Hana and her friends are back, aren't they?" Terry asked. 
 
    Godfrey nodded to himself. "Yes, I think that's most likely the cause of this." 
 
    "So when do we start our diversion attack?" 
 
    "Saturday, late Saturday. Spread the word tomorrow night that we spotted Daniel and we know he's going after Weson. Make sure some of his people hear. Then we can go all out without worrying." 
 
    "Today's only Wednesday; shouldn't we wait until Sunday?" Carmine asked. 
 
    Terry shook his head. "No, if we wait until then, they may have already attacked. We want Weson to commit everything he's got to going after them. Which he won't do if he's worried about us, so the sooner the better. 
 
    "Honestly, you sure we shouldn't launch on Friday, Goff?" 
 
    "No," Godfrey said. "We want Weson feeling a little worried, a bit desperate. He sees us go off on Dale, he'll feel like the pressure's off, and he's free to commit. Like you said, Terry, he'll see it as us taking advantage of the situation. That we felt safe committing elsewhere." 
 
    "Okay," Carmine agreed. "I'll get everyone ready." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "So when are we moving into the house?" Dan asked as he sat down on the bed in their Walmart hideout, drying his hair. It was nice to have fresh clothes again. 
 
    "Tomorrow," Fawn replied from her computer. "I'm checking with our realtor to make sure she'll be there with the keys. According to my finance guys, the contracts went through yesterday, so it's ours now." 
 
    "What's the story on Weson? Did he pay?" 
 
    "Yeah, he did," Fawn growled. 
 
    "I thought you'd be happy about that?" 
 
    "Something about it looks suspicious," Olivia told him.  
 
    "What? I thought this was all going through one of Fawn's people?" 
 
    "The deal was recorded Monday, from the looks of things, and the date on all the paperwork was last Friday, but it wasn't entered into the system until sometime today." 
 
    He shrugged. "Maybe there was a problem at the bank?" 
 
    "Daniel," Fawn grumbled, using his full name, "do you really think he signed the papers and had them ready to go after banishing us the night before? That he filed them with my people? What's the point?" 
 
    "I don't know, maybe in case we came back?" 
 
    "If that's the case, they should have been filed today." 
 
    "They couldn't be filed today," Wrath said, reminding her as she came out of the shower with Aella, toweling herself dry. "Remember, the deal had to be signed by Saturday." 
 
    "Most likely he just filled it all out when he found out we were back and bribed everyone to say it was turned over on time," Aella said with a shrug. 
 
    "He shouldn't have been able to do that!" Fawn growled. "That would mean he bribed my guy!" 
 
    "What's the big deal? You got your money, right?" Dan said. 
 
    "The problem is, we can't accuse him of being an oathbreaker now," she said with a sigh. "Part of the deal was, we'd waive all his oaths as long as he met our conditions." 
 
    "Well, call your guy and ask him why he did it, then. Most likely he thought he was doing you a favor. But there's no point crying over spilt milk. Now, hit the shower and get cleaned up; I want to hit the Zoo tonight and see what happened while we were gone." 
 
    "I'm still ordering stuff to be delivered to the house tomorrow!"  
 
    Sighing, Dan got up, walked up behind Fawn, and grabbed her by the shoulders, pulling her up out of the seat as she was typing. 
 
    "Hey! What are you doing!" 
 
    "Enforcing my will on my disobedient little sheep-gal. What's it look like I'm doing?" he said with a chuckle. "Now, don't make me spank you, or we'll never get out to the Zoo tonight." 
 
    "You were so much easier to control when you were human," Fawn grumbled softly. 
 
    "No he wasn't!" Aella laughed. "Now, hurry up. You're the last one, and I'd like to stop for some dinner along the way." 
 
    "Fine, fine! I'll go shower! Just don't blame me if we're all sleeping on the floor tomorrow night!" 
 
    Everyone laughed at her as she stepped into the shower with a snort. After the water came on, Dan walked over to her computer and sat down at it, looking over the screen. 
 
    "You think that's safe?" Olivia asked in a soft voice, coming over to join him. 
 
    He snorted. "I've been special ordering stuff online for years for my stepfather's businesses. Besides, the order's half finished. Wrath, you know what goes into a kitchen; how about coming over here and helping me finish this?" 
 
      
 
      
 
    They made it to the Zoo by eleven, which, according to the girls, was normally when things there would pick up anyway. As Dan understood it, demons liked to stay out later than humans. Usually because they were out preying on humans during the early evening at the mundane bars and clubs.  
 
    Then again, the Zoo was a 24/7 kind of a bar—which, seeing as it was unlicensed by the state and few mundanes knew about it, it didn't surprise him that most demons wouldn't show up there until the regular establishments were closing down for the night. 
 
    "Lofn! Wrath! Girls! You're still here!" Estaca called to them from behind the bar as they came inside. "Grab a table! I'll be over in a minute!" 
 
    The girls looked at each other, shrugged, then walked over to what was becoming their usual table, and Dan followed along. The place looked to be about as busy as the last time they were here, which wasn't very. There were maybe twenty people in the place. But he recognized Firreiro and nodded to him. He also saw that Vondro was here, too. 
 
    A waitress came over, and the girls ordered some sort of beer. He ordered the one mixed drink his brother had introduced him to. He noticed a couple of raised eyebrows, but honestly, he just wanted something to help him relax. The last week of worrying about his girls had been stressful. 
 
    Estaca came over not long after the waitress had left. 
 
    "I heard you'd all been banished!" she said, looking them over. "What happened?" 
 
    "We came back, obviously," Wrath said with a shrug. 
 
    "So it's true then? You were banished?" 
 
    "Yes, Estaca, it's true," Lofn said with a smile. "Weson attacked us up in Auburn in full view of the public." 
 
    Dan was surprised by the look of disbelief on Estaca's face. 
 
    "He must really be getting desperate! The news said it was some sort of fire! That there was a crazed bomber hiding out in the hotel who accidentally blew himself up, and that's what started it…I mean, we all heard the rumors, but no one was sure, and then all of you disappeared! 
 
    "How'd you get back?" 
 
    Dan made a small wave with his hand. "That was me." 
 
    "You summoned them?" 
 
    Dan shook his head, "No, I went and got them." 
 
    "You went and got them? You?" Estaca's eyes were wide now. 
 
    "Of course I did. They're my women, my mates. What kind of man would I be if I didn't take care of them?" 
 
    Estaca looked at Lofn and the others, back at him, then looked at them again. 
 
    "Is he serious?" she asked in a soft voice. 
 
    "Deadly serious," Wrath said with a nod. 
 
    Fawn giggled and bounced in her seat. "He even killed an idiot back home who had the nerve to put his hands on me." 
 
    Estaca looked at Dan again, not quite believing what she was hearing. 
 
    Dan shrugged, then looked up at the waitress, who was returning with his drink and a couple of pitchers of beer for the girls. 
 
    "You don't think we'd have tied ourselves to him if he wasn't dangerous, do you?" Aella said with a laugh as Estaca looked back at her. 
 
    "Ah! Thank you," Dan said to the waitress, grabbing his glass and taking a drink. She passed the mugs around, then set the pitchers on the table after filling the girls' mugs.  
 
    "But I thought…" Estaca blinked and frowned. "I thought you were all using him, and that he was just some human boy who'd gotten lucky!" 
 
    "Oh, I got lucky all right," Dan said and hoisted his glass up with a grin, "to the best and most beautiful women in the world, all of whom belong to me!" 
 
    The girls smiled and gave him one of those 'dawww' looks he enjoyed so much, then raised their mugs to him and took a drink. 
 
    "Daniel's a mage—actually, more of a wizard," Lofn said, looking up at Estaca again. "In time, I suspect he'll be quite powerful, and as we've told you before, he's not quite human." 
 
    "He's part demon," Wrath said. 
 
    "The best parts!" Fawn said with another giggle. 
 
    "So what has the competition been up to while we were gone?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "Well, there was the attack on you up in Auburn," Estaca said, shaking her head. "I still can't believe Weson would do such a thing." 
 
    "Weson's an idiot," Dan said. "What about the other two? Wiles and that Dale person?" 
 
    "My sources tell me Wiles went after Dale while Weson was occupied with…well, with you." 
 
    "Oh? What happened?" Wrath asked. 
 
    Estaca shrugged. "I don't know the details, but Dale's still there. Wiles is pretty careful about keeping a low profile." 
 
    Dan and the girls looked at each other. 
 
    "How do you know they attacked Dale?" Dan asked. 
 
    Estaca snorted. "All of us have a vested interest in who wins this fight, and ever since Wiles felt the need to actually show up here, of all places, I've got someone keeping an eye on him. We know who his lieutenants are now, and we're figuring out where he's getting his people from. Dale's never bothered us, so we've been ignoring him." 
 
    "Do you keep an eye on Weson, too?" 
 
    "Not closely. Too many have disappeared around him. And let's be honest here, I don't have a lot of resources or power," she said with a heavy sigh. "Up until now, none of them have ever come here, even though I'm sure they know this place exists." 
 
    "I'm surprised more of the local demons don't want to get involved. This is their home now," Dan said, looking around and taking another sip of his drink. 
 
    "Demons aren't the best when it comes to working together; you know that, Dan," Aella said. 
 
    "Unless they're either forced to…" Olivia started. 
 
    "Or they have a strong common interest!" Fawn finished, winking at him. 
 
    "Well, I'm not gonna screw 'em all," Dan said with a laugh. "So maybe I just need to force 'em?" 
 
    "Force them to do what?" Estaca asked. 
 
    "Help us take down Weson and then Wiles, of course," he said with a smile. "This is going to be our town." 
 
    "Our town?" 
 
    "Well, mine and the girls. But really, think about it, don't you think everybody would be a lot happier if they knew someone who liked demons was running the show?" 
 
    "Ummm…" 
 
    "His father was a demon, Estaca," Lofn said in a soft voice. "He only looks human. The human mages will all think he's human, because they think Shannon, his stepfather, was his real father. So they'll accept him." 
 
    "Look," Wrath added with a growl, "anyone who helps us gets a blind eye turned to what they're doing, and our help when they need it." 
 
    "As long as they're not going around indiscriminately killing people," Dan interjected. 
 
    "And anyone who doesn't help us doesn't get shit," Wrath continued. "No consideration, no help when they need it, and they have to kick back twenty percent to us for the right to live here. Anyone who opposes us—not that I expect anyone here to take the side of one of those human mages—either gets out of town or gets dead.  
 
    "We're serious about this, Estaca. We're taking over, and we're going to run this town." 
 
    "Do you really think you can get the mages to back you?" Estaca asked as she looked them over. 
 
    Dan set his drink down and looked her in the eye.  
 
    "I don't have any problem killing to keep what's mine," he said with a hint of a growl to his voice, "and this town is going to belong to me before the month is finished! There'll be none of this flailing around these losers have been doing for the last three years." 
 
    Estaca noticed the others gave a small nod in agreement as Dan finished. This wasn't the typical idle boast of your average demon. 
 
    "So what do you want from me?" she asked cautiously. 
 
    "Two things. First, I want you to keep doing what you're doing. I'm sure keeping this place going hasn't been easy during all of this." 
 
    "And second?" 
 
    Dan smiled and relaxed a little. "Keep us up to date on whatever you learn. Oh, and this table is ours from now on. I don't think that's too much to ask." 
 
    Estaca shook her head. "No, it's not, and okay, I'll help." She smiled widely, and he had to admit, she really was beautiful, as she continued, "The idea of one of us running this town is too tempting to not want to help! Besides, that bastard Weson has got to go! If he wins, he'll drive all of us out." 
 
    "Welcome aboard, Estaca," Dan said, extended his hand, and smiled as she shook hands with him. 
 
    "You know, there are better ways to seal a deal," she all but purred and winked at him. 
 
    "I'll be sure to keep that in mind," he replied, smiling back at her. "Though I don't think this is the right time for that." 
 
    Estaca pouted and bit her lip. "Well, don't keep me waiting too long, hon." 
 
    "Oh, we'll be sure to send him by after he's worn us out," Fawn teased. 
 
    "As for now," Lofn said while rolling her eyes, "perhaps you might want to spread the word for us? Just to the other demons for now. We'll deal with the local mages." 
 
    Estaca nodded and slowly let go of Dan's hand, smiling at him and the others, then turned and strutted back to the bar. He watched as she slinked across the floor. 
 
    "She really does have a nice ass," he commented, then turned to the look at the girls. "I'm gonna have to bed her eventually, aren't I?" 
 
    Olivia, Fawn, and Aella giggled and nodded. 
 
    "I'm surprised you aren't already dragging her off to bed," Wrath grumbled. 
 
    He put a hand on her thigh. "Yeah, I want to fuck her, why wouldn't I? She's cute. But I don't see myself loving her, Wrath. You I love. Same for the rest of you," he said, looking around the table. "Why do you think I'm not dragging her off to bed? I have better plans for tonight!" 
 
    Wrath sighed and leaned into him. "Just don't bring anyone into our harem without thinking about us first, okay?" 
 
    "You're saying you don't mind me sleeping with her?" 
 
    "I mind," Wrath grumbled, "but I don't think you're going to give me a choice." 
 
    He almost told her otherwise, but the words of his father suddenly came to mind, about the powerful doing what they wanted, and the rest just accepting it because it was their nature. A sobek, a real sobek wouldn't have any problems nailing Estaca, and if he thought she'd fit into his harem, he'd put her in it.  
 
    Looking around at his women, he was reminded they were just that: his women. It might be chauvinistic or old fashioned, but he was definitely demonic in the way he acted towards them. The way they expected him to act towards them. They were attracted to him because he ruled them, because of his power over them. That was how they knew he loved them, because he cared enough to do it. Especially now that they couldn't read his mind all the time. 
 
    "Just remember," he warned them with a serious look, "any of you even think of messing with another male, I will punish your ass in ways that will be neither fun nor enjoyable, after I kill him. I don't share. Ever." 
 
    They suddenly smiled and gave him that 'dawww' look once again, and he knew he'd said the right thing. He also knew he hadn't been lying, just as when he'd told Estaca this was his town now and he meant to rule it.  
 
    He really was a sobek now. 
 
    "We need to find out which of the mages who've been waiting for all this to blow over will support us," he said. 
 
    "The problem is, how do we find them?" Fawn asked. 
 
    He smiled. "I bet Madura knows." 
 
    "Assuming, of course, she'll tell you," Wrath said. 
 
    "Only one way to find out, now, isn't there? Besides, she was right about your father." 
 
    "I'm not looking forward to her saying, 'I told you so'," she grumbled. 
 
    "I'd rather hear that than, 'I warned you'," Aella said with a grin. 
 
    "True," Dan agreed with a nod. "Now, how about we go home so I can spend the rest of the night abusing each of you?" 
 
    "Shouldn't we wait around a while and see if any of the rest want to talk to us?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "They wait on us now, hon," Olivia said with a feral grin. "Not the other way round." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Old Homes and Old Crones 
 
      
 
    It felt weird to him, pulling into the driveway of his old home, which was now his home. Fawn had her attorneys looking to see if there was anything left of the other van, which had been left in the parking lot of the hotel, mainly because they didn't want any of the mayhem Weson had unleashed to be traced back to them. 
 
    He was driving one of the other cars they'd bought during their shopping spree a couple of weeks ago, while Aella followed in the remaining van. Wrath was sitting next to him, while Fawn was in the back seat, on the phone to her guy at the bank. 
 
    "No, no, you did fine," Fawn told him in an exasperated voice. "Yes, we wanted the money, and we wanted the liens on all his properties. What, why? Why do you think! Yes, of course we're going to kill him! Just make sure you get all the paperwork filed so we can seize the properties after he's dead! And don't worry; I'll give you a nice, fat commission for looking after my interests, okay?"  
 
    Fawn paused a moment. "Um, sorry, I'm married now, and my husband is not the sharing kind. In fact," Fawn giggled, "he's pretty quick to kill people who put their hands where they don't belong. Right. Thanks again, Jorgan." 
 
    Fawn hung up and sighed. "You were right, Dan. He thought he was doing us a favor." 
 
    Dan shrugged as he pulled the car up in front of the garage and put it into park. He could see the realtor standing there, waiting for them. 
 
    "No harm, no foul. It's in the past. Let's get the keys to the house, make sure nothing's changed, then we can all pile into the van and head off to Madura's." 
 
    "Aren't you forgetting something?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "I don't think so?" he said, turning off the car and looking back at her. 
 
    "We have a bunch of furniture being delivered today, remember?" 
 
    "Oh," he nodded, "right." 
 
    They got out of the car and went over to greet the realtor, who kept looking at him, then the other girls as they walked over to join them, giving him little PDAs as they arrived, then looking back at him again. 
 
    "I'll take those," Fawn said, all but dancing over to the woman and grabbing the keys. 
 
    "What is it you do, anyway…" the woman asked, slowly looking around at the group. 
 
    "Porn," Dan said, coming over and smiling as he gave Fawn a squeeze. "I'm very big in South America." 
 
    "We don't do porn!" a blushing Olivia said loudly as she came over from the van. 
 
    "Only 'cause we don't livestream it!" Dan said with a snicker. "Yet!" 
 
    "Oh!" Fawn said and did a little dance in place. "I bet we could make a fortune if we did that!" 
 
    "Ummm…" the realtor said, looking around and taking a step back, looking very embarrassed. 
 
    "Oh, don't worry; I'm not looking for any more wives," Dan said, then added with a wink, "unless you're looking for a guest star role?" 
 
    "Wives?" she said, still looking nervous. 
 
    "Don't worry about him, he's just got a strange sense of humor," Wrath said, taking her by the elbow and leading her back to her car. 
 
    "Oh, so you're not…?" 
 
    "No, we're not making porn," Wrath said with a snicker. 
 
    "Spoilsport!" Fawn yelled. 
 
    "Don't mind her; she's just pulling your leg. Now, thanks for the help with buying the place." 
 
    "So you're not all…?" she asked, looking around as she got into her Lexus. 
 
    "Married? Oh, yeah, we are," Wrath said with a chuckle. "That part was true. 
 
    "Oh! If you hear about any of our neighbors putting their houses up, let us know and we'll buy 'em. Now, have a good day!" 
 
    "But he's so…so young!" 
 
    "How do you think he's able to keep up with us?" Aella said with a smirk. 
 
    Wrath grinned and helped the realtor the rest of the way into the car, carefully closed the door, then waved as she started the car and slowly drove off. 
 
    "What'd you do that for? I was hoping we could have her deal with the furniture delivery," said Dan. 
 
    "Madura's not going anywhere, and we really need to make sure this place is safe and well warded." 
 
    "How are we going to ward it?" he asked, a little confused. 
 
    "Not we, dork, you!" Wrath said and laughed at the look on his face. 
 
    "But I don't know that much about wards!" 
 
    "No, but Fawn over there does. She's an expert on 'em." 
 
    "You are?" he asked, looking over at Fawn. 
 
    "How do you think I'm able to bypass them?" Fawn said, dancing over and giving him a hug.  
 
    "What's got you all excited?" 
 
    "I've never had a real home before! Just an apartment downtown." 
 
    "Well, let's get inside and check everything out," Lofn said, getting them all back on track. "Once we've done that, Daniel and Fawn can start on the wards, and the rest of us can deal with the delivery trucks." 
 
    "I think I see one now," Olivia said, looking down the driveway towards the road. 
 
    "Then we better get started, hadn't we?" 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "So, I see you survived, Daniel," Madura said as they stepped through the doorway. 
 
    "You had doubts?" Dan asked with a grin. 
 
    "No one can see the future, young man; not even the gods of the twenty-nine have that power." 
 
    "Then how did you know Wrath's father could help me?" 
 
    Madura smiled. "When you can see the past, if you're smart enough, young man, you can make a well-educated guess. 
 
    "So what brings you back to me this time?" 
 
    "We were hoping you might know which mages and wizards might be willing to side with us," Wrath said, looking at her. 
 
    "And why would any of them wish to do that?" 
 
    "Because we're going to kill Weson and take over Sacramento, with or without their help," Aella said, grinning. 
 
    "Then why ask for their help if you don't need it?" 
 
    "Because of what might happen if we don't ask," Lofn said in a serious tone of voice. 
 
    Madura smiled and nodded. "I see you've thought this through." 
 
    "What might happen if we don't?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "The mundanes, the mages, the wizards, they'll all think we're controlling Daniel. Even if they don't, they'll still see one human and five demons. They may not like the idea of a human city being run by demons." Lofn said, looking over at Fawn. 
 
    "And you think asking will change that perception?" 
 
    "They don't believe demons would ask humans for help, so it shows them Daniel is either in charge or has enough sway with the five of you that you'll listen to him," Madura said.  
 
    "And of course, any who do join will soon learn how powerful Dan really is," Wrath added. 
 
    "And exactly who's in charge," Madura said with a laugh. 
 
    Dan noticed Olivia and Wrath both looked a little embarrassed by that, but Fawn and Aella just grinned, while Lofn smirked. 
 
    "I think the biggest shock will be when they find out I'm not who they think I am," Lofn said. "Wiles is positive I'm the one in charge." 
 
    Madura nodded. "Yes, he believes you're Hana. It's nice that he's wrong, of course. Neither he nor Weson believes young Daniel is long for this world." 
 
    "So which of the mages do we ask?" said Dan. 
 
    "I think Royce, Takett, and Stidham would be the most interested. Layton you might ask after the others have either joined or turned you down. If any of them should join your side, I suspect you'll see a flood of lesser mages and mundanes seeking to join as well. Things have been going on for far too long back there. There are a lot of people who just want to go home." 
 
    "I take it you girls know where to find them?" Dan asked, looking at them. 
 
    "Estaca will know," Wrath said. 
 
    "Any words of wisdom I should heed?" he said, turning back to Madura. 
 
    "I think your father gave you more than enough of those," Madura replied, smiling back at him. 
 
    "Is his father, his real father, a god?" Wrath asked suddenly. 
 
    "If he was, do you think I'd want to annoy him by telling you?" Madura laughed. 
 
    "Probably not," Wrath said with a dejected sigh. 
 
    "Oh! Oh! I have a question!" Fawn said, dancing on her hooves suddenly. "Do you have any magical gems for weapons? Cause Dan's mace there definitely needs one. Same for Lofn's whips." 
 
    "Aella, would you be a doll and please get that small wooden box from the bottom shelf and bring it over here?" said Madura. 
 
    Aella nodded and picked it up, then brought it over and handed it to Madura.  
 
    "I've got three. One that that does electrical damage, another that will cause damage similar to acid, and a third which simply increases the damage of the weapon. None of them are really all that powerful; I don't normally deal in weapons." 
 
    "They're better than nothing," Lofn said with a shrug. "Fawn, pay her." 
 
    "Why do I have to pay her?" Fawn complained. 
 
    "Because you asked. Also, I don't have any money on me." 
 
    "Fine," Fawn said and pulled out her phone. Dan wasn't surprised she'd already gotten it replaced. "How much?" 
 
    "Ten thousand." 
 
    "Say, you wouldn't have anything that would keep us from getting banished again, would you?" Dan asked. 
 
    Madura shook her head. "Sadly, that's not something I have anything to prevent. You might, however, wish to learn how to open portal gateways of your own." 
 
    "I can do that?" he asked with a surprised look. 
 
    "With the proper preparation, yes, you could." 
 
    "How do I learn?" 
 
    "See that book with the blue binding on the shelf over there?" Madura asked, pointing. "It should teach you what you need to know." 
 
    "How much?" Fawn asked with a resigned sigh. 
 
    "A hundred thousand," Madura said with a smile. 
 
    "A hundred…!" Fawn started off, stopping as Dan put his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    "Hon?" he asked in a soft voice. 
 
    "Fine," she grumbled. "But you owe me, mister!" 
 
    He goosed her with his other hand, and she squeaked, then blushed furiously. 
 
    "You mean I own you," Dan teased, then got the book while Fawn rubbed her bottom and the others snickered. 
 
    Retrieving the book, Dan put it into one of the pockets in his duster. He'd definitely be reading it later tonight…or maybe tomorrow, as he remembered he needed to go over all the wards again soon to make sure that they were set up right. He'd recalled what little he'd learned from Nicitel about wards while Fawn had been telling him what she wanted each ward to do, and how to set it up. 
 
    Apparently, sneaking through wards was something of a bovera sheep specialty, not unlike her dancing. Apparently sheep could be very sneaky. However, Fawn was also smart enough to have figured out a few little tricks the average sheep wouldn't be able to sneak past. 
 
    "Any parting words of wisdom before we leave?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "Or even a few hints?" Aella asked with a grin. 
 
    "Oh, I think you used those up the last time you were here," Madura said with a smile. 
 
    "Then I guess we'll take our leave," Lofn said. "Thank you, once again, Madura. You've been very helpful and we're all very thankful for that." 
 
    "You're all more than welcome." 
 
    They all left, and the moment the door closed, Wrath sighed. 
 
    "Well, at least she didn't…" Wrath started to say, then they all heard Madura shout from the other side of the door, "I told you so!" and laugh manically. 
 
    Wrath growled and stomped off to the van as the rest of them snickered. 
 
      
 
    "So, where do these guys live?" Daniel asked as they took the turnoff for Granite Bay a couple of hours later. 
 
    "Royce used to be in Folsom, Takett was in Gold River, and Stidham was in Granite Bay—we can ask Estaca, I'm sure she'll know where they're all hiding out now." 
 
    "Wait…Stidham is in Granite Bay?" 
 
    "Oh! I wonder if he's still here!" Fawn asked. 
 
    "I don't know," Wrath started saying. "It's still pretty…" 
 
    "Wait!" Dan interrupted. "Are you talking about Herman Stidham?" 
 
    Wrath looked back at him from the front seat, where she was sitting next to Fawn, who was driving. "You know him?" 
 
    "Yes, I know him! His son George is one of my best friends!" Dan exclaimed in surprise, almost yelling it out. 
 
    "Well, that's handy," Olivia said, grinning. 
 
    "I need to go by there." 
 
    "It's after nine, Daniel," Lofn pointed out. 
 
    "You just told me my best friend's father is a powerful mage, and you think I'm not going to head over there tonight?" Dan snorted. "He had to have known about my father. Hell, I wonder if George knows!" 
 
    "How far are they from the house?" 
 
    "Walking distance. It's the next block over," he said, giving Fawn the address. "But if you cut through the woods, it's just a few houses over." 
 
    Wrath shrugged. "I guess we can all walk over there with you after we get home." 
 
    Daniel shook his head, "No. Drop me off out front. I'll catch up with you later." 
 
    "Wait, what?" Wrath asked, frowning. 
 
    "This is a friend of mine, one of my oldest. The last thing I want to do is walk into his house with a group of demons in my wake." 
 
    "But…" 
 
    "No," Daniel said, cutting her off. 
 
    "Daniel's right," Lofn said. 
 
    "What?" Wrath said, looking at her like she was crazy. 
 
    "If Daniel shows up on his own, it proves we don't control him. When he comes home, it shows he's with us willingly." 
 
    "Wasn't part of this whole recruitment thing to show those mages that Dan's in charge?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "Of course," Lofn said in agreement. "But first they have to see we don't control him. Stidham will figure that out very quickly when Daniel shows up at his front door, alone." 
 
    Wrath grumbled, and he could see that even Aella was looking a little antsy over it from the way her tentacles were dancing. Then again, he hadn't gone many places without the two of them for a while now, and he hadn't gone anywhere without Wrath since this had all begun.  
 
    "I'll be fine," he said and gave each of them a hug in turn, giving Wrath an extra squeeze. "George's dad is an okay guy. Honestly, finding out he's a mage like my stepdad is a bit of a shock. He didn't seem like the type." 
 
    "Oh? Why's that?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "Because he was always nice to everybody." 
 
    "Well, we're here," Fawn said. 
 
    "If you're going to be there past ten, you better call us, or Wrath and I are gonna come looking for ya," Olivia said. 
 
    "Sure, I'll call. Don't worry," he said with a smile. "I hope George is still here and not like off to college or something. Man, I haven't seen him in months." 
 
    Getting out of the van, he closed the door, waved to the girls, then started up the driveway. He felt the ward when he stepped through it, but it didn't do anything to him. Then again, he'd been coming here for years, so there'd probably been an exception put in it for him. 
 
    When he got to the front door, he rang the doorbell, and then took a step back and smiled. He knew they had one of those camera doorbells. It only took a minute, and then George whipped open the door. 
 
    "Dan! What are you doing here?" 
 
    "I bought my parent's old house! I just moved in," Dan said with a smile. 
 
    "You bought the house? Where'd you get the money for that?" 
 
    "Long story. Can I come in?" 
 
    "Of course you can!" 
 
    Dan stepped in and saw George's father Herman standing behind him with an interesting expression on his face. 
 
    "Mr. Stidham," Dan said with a smile, "after George and I have caught up, do you think you'd have a few minutes? I was hoping to ask you if you'd like to help me with a little something." 
 
    "Getting rid of Weson isn't a 'little something'," Herman said with a rueful snort. 
 
    "Dad, you and Dan can talk shop later; first I want to hear what's been happening to him! The rumors have been driving me crazy!" 
 
    "You know about, well, about all this?" Dan asked George, looking back at him. 
 
    "I know some. I mean, I've known about magic for a couple of years now. Dad here started teaching me a year ago. But he only recently told me about what you've been going through." 
 
    "Come on," Herman said to them. "Let's go sit in the den. I think I'd like to hear about all of this as well. The stories I've been hearing…" Herman shook his head, but then suddenly smiled. "I suspect the truth is going to be a lot stranger than the rumors!" 
 
    "Just warn me when it's almost ten," Dan said as he followed George and his father to the den. 
 
    "What happens at ten?" George asked. 
 
    "My girlfriends are gonna stop by looking for me if I don't call 'em." 
 
    "Girlfriends as in plural?" 
 
    Dan nodded. 
 
    "Damn! You've really been doing good!" 
 
    "As I understand it, Dan there now has five girlfriends," Herman said. 
 
    "Five?" George looked over at Dan in disbelief as they walked into the den. 
 
    Dan nodded. "Yup. Five. But…" he gave George a sheepish look, "they're all demons." 
 
    "Whoa! No way!" 
 
    "Yes, way!" Dan replied, laughing. 
 
    "A lot of people think they're just using you, you know," Herman said. 
 
    "Actually, it's more like I'm using them," Dan said, then laughed at the expressions on both of their faces. "Seriously," he continued, "because of the curse, we all had to work together, and I learned pretty quickly, if you fall in love with a demon girl, you damn well better run her life, or she's not going to respect you or love you back. Demons mainly respect strength, and while I may be inexperienced, it turns out I'm more than strong enough." 
 
    "Still, five of them?" Herman asked with a look of disbelief. 
 
    "And one of them is a succubus, too!" Dan said, grinning again. 
 
    "Whoa! A succubus? Are they anything like the stories?" George wanted to know. 
 
    "Yes, and no. Most of the ones who end up here on Earth aren't the type you want anything to do with. Cause they'll probably kill you. But some? Like my Lofn? She's a treat." 
 
    "There's some nasty rumors about her," Herman pointed out. 
 
    Dan nodded, "I know. Wiles thinks she's Hana, and I'm going to let him keep thinking it for now." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because he thinks she's in charge, not me. So he expects me to do what Hana would do." 
 
    "Ah, I see," Herman said slowly with a nod. 
 
    "Who's Hana?" George asked. 
 
    "A succubus from the fifties who did a lot of bad things in Europe." 
 
    "How'd you all meet, anyways?" George asked him. 
 
    "Well, it started with Wrath. The curse I was under caused me to trip the trap she'd been cursed into, and we accidentally became bound together. It was both funny and annoying. She wanted me dead, but couldn't kill me." 
 
    "Why'd she want you dead?" 
 
    "Because killing me would break her curse. But she couldn't, because of the way my curse was done. Of course, if I killed her, it would've broken my curse." 
 
    "So why didn't you?" Herman asked with a frown. 
 
    "Honestly?" Dan said and gave an embarrassed smile, "As I got to know her, I really liked her. Something about her just clicked, if you know what I mean. So we made a pact and swore a blood oath. After that, I found out about her friends, and I promised I'd free them as well." 
 
    "And they were very grateful, right?" George said laughing. 
 
    "Oh, maybe not at first," Dan said with a chuckle, "but they all came around eventually." 
 
    "Is it true you've been to the demon realms?" Herman asked. 
 
    Dan nodded. "Yup! Let's see, I've been to Varmal, Rakkys, Maidaanon, Zavaeni, Innsjo," Dan ticked them off on his fingers, noticing the shocked look on Herman's face, "and another one or two I forget the names of," he said, making sure not to mention the plane his father lived on. 
 
    "Seriously!" George said looking impressed. "I thought those places were like, instant death to a human!" 
 
    Dan shrugged. "First time I went to Varmal with the girls, it was a little strange. It turns out most humans who go there tend to get themselves in trouble pretty quickly because they don't understand how things work there." 
 
    "Why'd you even go?" Herman asked. 
 
    Dan smiled. "Wrath wanted me to meet her dad. He's a pretty powerful demon with a lot of magic, and he's good at teaching." 
 
    "You were taught by a demon?" George asked, eyes boggling. 
 
    Dan nodded. "So when that whole banishing thing happened—I got sucked in with one of them, by the way—I already knew what to expect and how to handle myself. That made it easy for me, as I then had to go find the others. 
 
    "It helps that I've gotten powerful enough to protect myself, and," Dan grinned again, trying not to look embarrassed, "I've kinda figured out how to deal with most demons. I mean it's not really that bad, if you know the culture, and honestly? Some of the places I've been to, I sorta like and wouldn't mind visiting again someday. But some of the others were just too, well, too different to really enjoy." 
 
    "Well with those girls of yours, I'm sure they can help deflect a lot of problems just by using their charms on people," Herman said. "I've heard they're quite lovely." 
 
    Dan shook his head sharply. "Anyone lays a finger on them, and they'll be lucky if I don't kill them." 
 
    Dan noticed the shocked look on Herman's face. "I never pictured you as the jealous type, Danny." 
 
    Dan snorted. "Oh, trust me. When I say they're my women, I'm not joking. I've killed more than one demon who thought he could get away with it, and more than enough of Weson's people who got in the way. The last six months have been something of an eyeopener for how the world works. How it really works.  
 
    "There are some hard and fast rules in my life now, and taking care of my women and what's mine? Protecting them and taking care of everything for them? Yeah, I'll do whatever it takes, and I'll do it immediately. The girls? They like that. They're pretty big on commitment." 
 
    "Demons are into commitment?" George asked, looking surprised. 
 
    "Mine sure are," Dan said with a warm smile, thinking about it. 
 
    "You blew up that van in Placerville, didn't you?" Herman asked. 
 
    Dan nodded. "Yeah, that was me. I kinda lose it when somebody attacks one of my women, you know?" 
 
    "Weson thinks you're dead, you know," George said. 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    George nodded. "He didn't think you'd survive being in the demon realms." 
 
    "What about Wiles?" 
 
    Herman spoke up, "Wiles thinks the succubus is just using you to get her way." 
 
    "Oh, I know that!" Dan said with a chuckle. "Even in the demon realms, everybody's afraid of succubi! Same for Wrath's dad, once they find out he's my father-in-law. I take advantage of that every chance I get. So when I saw how Godfrey kept looking at her, I had her play into it." 
 
    Dan watched as Herman shook his head, and then sighed. 
 
    "Dan, she's a succubus, and…" 
 
    "You want proof." 
 
    Herman nodded. 
 
    "So if I show you that I'm the one in charge, and not them, you'll help?" 
 
    "Help with what?" George asked. 
 
    "Removing Weson," Herman said. 
 
    Dan shook his head. "Killing Weson. I'm not just removing him; I'm going to kill him." 
 
    He noticed the shocked expressions on both of their faces. 
 
    "Look," he continued, "my father, my mother, they both died because of Weson. I could almost, almost forgive him for my father, because he did go off the deep end after Kevin died.  
 
    "But driving my mother to suicide? Cursing me? Cursing my women? Trying to kill us? No. None of that is forgivable. Weson is dying, and I'm going to be the one who does it." 
 
    George gulped. "Did he kill Kevin too? The rumors are saying he did." 
 
    Dan shook his head. "No, I don't think he killed Kevin. It was just too fucking random. I've talked to a lot of wizards, and they all agree there was no way Weson could have done it." 
 
    "So after you get rid of Weson, then what?" Herman asked. 
 
    "Sacramento is mine," Dan said, looking Herman in the eye. "This is my town. I own it, and I'm going to run it. After Weson's gone, I'm going to tell Godfrey he either bends the knee, or he gets the hell out of town." 
 
    "And Dale?" 
 
    "I already talked with Dale about this." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "I own her house now. Dale's people are going to be gone soon enough." 
 
    "Wait! What about Wiles' attack on them when Weson was going after you in Auburn?" 
 
    Dan sighed. "Yeah, we were hoping to keep both Godfrey and Weson from finding out she isn't there anymore. Right now, you and Godfrey are the only people who know about it." 
 
    "That's a lot to take in," Herman said, looking at him. 
 
    "Dad?" George said. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "We have to back him." 
 
    "That's a lot to be taking on, George! This isn't going to be some small or easy fight. Weson's powerful. And he's dug in. Wiles isn't a pushover, either." 
 
    "Dad, we know Dan! We've known him all his life! Hell, he's my best friend! Why the hell wouldn't we?" 
 
    "I'm still worried about those girlfriends of his," Herman admitted. 
 
    "How about I have them come over?" Dan asked. 
 
    "You want me to invite five powerful demons into my home?" Herman asked, looking at him like he was crazy. 
 
    "Look," Dan said with a frown, "setting aside the fact that you're my friends and I've known you my entire life, if I do anything to hurt you, do you really think I'll be able to get people like Royce, Takett, or any of the other mages around here to side with me?  
 
    "The simple truth is, if people think demons are running this town, I'll be fighting off people coming from all over to 'stop the demon hordes' and all that kinda crap. Hell, after I get rid of Weson, you might even join up with Wiles, figuring he's the lesser of two evils!" 
 
    "He's got you there, Dad," George said with a grin. 
 
    "Still…" Herman said, looking concerned. 
 
    "I have a question for you, Mr. Stidham," Dan said, causing Herman to look up at him with an even more concerned expression now. 
 
    "You knew about the curse Weson put on my family, right?" 
 
    "Yes, I knew about the curse," Herman said with a sad expression on his face. "Not at first. I didn't learn about it until much later, until after your mother died." 
 
    Dan took a moment to think about that. 
 
    "And I'm sorry for not helping you, but you have to understand, I couldn't risk setting foot in Sacramento. Going against Weson. Weson has been ignoring me, and I'd rather keep it that way. It may sound cold-blooded, but I wasn't going to risk my family to try to save you, Dan." 
 
    Dan nodded in agreement. Sure, back when it was all happening, he might have been upset about it. But the truth of it was clear to see: if his own stepfather hadn't been able to protect his family, Dan sincerely doubted Herman could have protected his, either. 
 
    "You're right, after what Weson did to me, it wouldn't have been safe. He would have destroyed you, George, your wife, the rest of your family, everybody. 
 
    "But do you really think he's going to continue to ignore you once he's in power? Weson's a greedy bastard. In a lot of ways, he's not all that different from the demons he hates. Who knows? Maybe that's why he hates them so much, because he's too much like them. 
 
    "In any case, you're my friends, and even if you don't help me, I'm not going to punish you for it. Yes, I want your help—if nothing else, to prove to everybody that I'm not the spearhead for some stupid demon invasion. 
 
    "And look on the bright side," Dan said and suddenly smiled. 
 
    "There's a bright side?" 
 
    "Of course there is! You get to be my most trusted advisors! You're getting in on the ground floor!" 
 
    "What kind of a deal, exactly, are you offering?" 
 
    "Pretty much what Umber did. But that's just one of the things I need help with. I want to be sure I'm not being too greedy." 
 
    "Why would you, of all people, be worrying about that?" George asked. 
 
    "Because right now my only advisors are my wives. And they're all demons." 
 
    "And demons can be greedy," Herman agreed, and then sighed. "Fine, I can't ignore your argument, Danny. Call them up, but we'll meet out on the back porch, if that's okay?" 
 
    "Sure, can borrow your phone?" 
 
    "What happened to yours?" 
 
    "I haven't had a phone in months, and honestly? I don't miss it." 
 
    "Sure, go right ahead." 
 
    Getting up, Dan followed George into the kitchen, where the phone was. 
 
    "I do feel really bad about what happened," George said to him. "I think Dad's embarrassed that he wasn't able to do anything about it." 
 
    "Before I met the girls, I might have been upset about it, but honestly? It was worth going through all that shit just to find them," Dan admitted. "I really do love them, and I'm continually amazed they feel the same way about me." 
 
    "Still, man, five women? That's pretty impressive!" George said with a snicker. 
 
    Dan snorted. "It just kinda happened. Demons are sorta weird. In some ways, they're just like us, and in others, they're most definitely not. And they're all a little different. But they all carry a certain amount of attitude, because of where they came from. Once you get past that, though, everything's fine." 
 
    "So, like New Yorkers?" George asked. 
 
    Dan had to smile. "Well, maybe not that bad…" 
 
      
 
    Dan gave each of the girls a hug and a kiss as they walked up onto the porch; he didn't just want to show each of them that he cared, as he always made sure to do—no, this time he wanted to make sure both his friend George and George's father Herman saw it, too.  
 
    "Girls, that's my friend George, and that's George's father, Herman," he said, motioning to the two. 
 
    "George, Herman, allow me to introduce my wives, and no, I'm not joking about that. In order, this is Wrath," he said, bringing Wrath forward to shake hands with each of them. Herman almost hesitated. George just boggled. 
 
    "She's a felish. This is Aella; she's a displacera," he said, introducing her next, and then moving on as she shook hands. 
 
    "This is Fawn; she's a bovera, of the sheep variety, if you hadn't guessed," he said with a grin, then moved on. "This is Olivia; she's a cerberus. Then last but definitely not least is Lofn, who, as I've told you, is a succubus." 
 
    Dan just stood there and smiled as he watched George and Herman react to them. Herman was a little wary, but George was impressed and wasn't just looking at their chests. 
 
    "I have to admit, I'm jealous of the wings," George said after everyone had been introduced and they all sat down. "The idea of being able to fly…" He shook his head and smiled. "Yeah, sorry, but I'm jealous of the wings." 
 
    "You know there are magic spells that'll let you fly, don't you?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "Yeah, but that'd be cheating!" George said with a goofy grin.  
 
    Dan couldn't help but notice that both Wrath and Lofn smiled a little at that.  
 
    "So," Dan said, looking around at the girls, "Herman is worried that you're controlling me. How do we prove him wrong?" 
 
    "I'm not sure you can," Olivia said. 
 
    "Why's that?" Fawn asked immediately. 
 
    "Because he does listen to us." Olivia sighed. "At least some of the time." 
 
    "When it suits him," Aella agreed with a smile. 
 
    "Or when we're right," Wrath added. 
 
    Dan pondered that a moment. 
 
    "What, you don't threaten him?" George teased. 
 
    "Umm…" Olivia blushed. "That's not exactly safe." 
 
    "Dan spanked her the last time she tried that!" Fawn said with a snicker. 
 
    "And what makes it worse was, he was wounded at the time, too!" Wrath said, smirking. 
 
    " I seem to recall a certain felish getting put in her place!" Olivia retorted, and now it was Wrath's turn to look embarrassed. 
 
    "I notice you're being awfully quiet over there, Lofn," George said with a grin. 
 
    "I don't like being embarrassed in front of strangers," Lofn said with a smile. "But yes, Daniel has shown—more than once, I might add—that he has no fear of me. Which is quite refreshing, as he knows exactly what a succubus is capable of." 
 
    "Was capable of," Dan said and leaned over and gave her a hug. 
 
    Lofn smiled softly and leaned into him a little before continuing. 
 
    "But Olivia's right. We're his wives; we're all bonded to him, and he to us. He listens to us when we advise him, if he thinks we're right." 
 
    "And he tells us when he thinks we're wrong," Fawn grumbled. 
 
    "And does stuff that either scares the shit out of us or drives us all crazy," Wrath said with a sigh. 
 
    "Ah, it's good to be king," Dan said with a grin and immediately got a couch cushion in the face from Aella. 
 
    "You said you're all bonded?" Herman asked as George laughed, and the girls snickered at Dan as he pulled the cushion away from his face. 
 
    "Yes. We're all bonded to Daniel," Lofn said. 
 
    "Why?" Herman asked, looking confused. 
 
    "Because he's human, and we're demons," Lofn said matter-of-factly. 
 
    "Because that's the way we all wanted it," Wrath said, giving Dan a look that was pure lust. 
 
    Dan gave her a predatory grin of his own back. 
 
    "Look," he said, "demons and humans hooking up like we have isn't exactly normal, and it can be complicated. The curse had some unexpected side effects that forced each of them to become really close with me, and vice-versa." He shrugged then. "And we found we liked it." 
 
    "A lot!" Aella said with a big grin of her own. 
 
    "That's how we all ended up falling in love with him," Olivia admitted, looking a little abashed. "I mean, we're demons, right? We're not supposed to fall in love with humans." 
 
    Dan chuckled and reached over to give her a hug. "So we went to Varmal, and Wrath's father did the honors of putting us all together." 
 
    Herman nodded slowly, then suddenly stopped, his eyes widening slightly. 
 
    "I bet that's why you got pulled into the banishment with whoever you were touching!" 
 
    Dan nodded. "And it's also why they can't be permanently banished from Earth. They're a part of me, and I can't be banished from my home." 
 
    "Weson is going to be in for a shock when he finds out you're back, that's for sure." 
 
    "He already knows." 
 
    "Oh? Why, did you tell him?" 
 
    Dan shook his head. "He swore an oath to Wrath, Aella, and Fawn, which he then broke when he stuck them into those cursed traps." 
 
    "Really? So he's an oathbreaker then!" 
 
    "Not exactly…" Fawn sighed. 
 
    "What? But if he broke his oath..." 
 
    "The girls got a little greedy," Dan said with a grin, looking each of them over and almost laughing as they flinched. "So we let him buy his way out of it. Of course, that's why he went after us in Auburn so heavily; he thought if he killed us or got rid of us, he wouldn't have to pay." 
 
    "But when we came back, he had to pay up immediately, or he'd have been fucked," Wrath said with a smirk. 
 
    "Why'd you do that? Him being an oathbreaker would have made killing him easier." 
 
    "Money, power," Dan said with a shrug. "Weson had to take out a slew of short-term secured loans against all his properties to pay us off. If he dies before he pays them back, everything he owned will be seized to cover his debts." 
 
    "And that helps you how?" 
 
    They all looked at Fawn, who both blushed and preened at the same time. 
 
    "Umm, I own the bank that loaned him the money…" she said. 
 
    Herman blinked. "You own a bank?" 
 
    "Oh, I'm sorry," Dan said, giving his best innocent look, "didn't I mention that they're all rich? And Fawn's the richest of them?" 
 
    George started laughing loudly. 
 
    "Dad! I think you should be more worried that Dan's obviously controlling them!" 
 
    "He is not!" Fawn protested, then eeped! as Dan leaned over, grabbed one of her horns, dragged her over and kissed her. 
 
    "What was that?" Dan said. 
 
    "Umm…well, maybe a little," she said in a small voice. 
 
    "Better." 
 
    "Does he do this often?" George asked as he went from laughing to snickering. 
 
    "Yeah," Wrath said with a grin, "like Lofn said, he's got zero fear of any of us, not even me or Aella, and we're warriors through and through." 
 
    "You've changed, Dan," Herman said with a thoughtful look. 
 
    Dan sat up and shrugged. "I grew up is all. I went from a spoiled kid who was just passing through life with no worries to a man who had to deal with the harsh realities of it. I'm just lucky I found Wrath, Aella, Fawn, Olivia, and Lofn. Sure it was rough, and I almost died a few times. Yeah, it hurt." He shrugged again. "It was worth it. They were worth it. All of it." 
 
    All the girls gave him that 'Dawww' look, and he couldn't help but smile. 
 
    "Look," he continued, "I'm going after Weson in a couple of days. I want you to help, and yeah, I want your advice. But it's happening with or without you. Then Godfrey either falls in line, leaves town, or he's going down as well. 
 
    "That is what's going to happen. I'm not going to pussyfoot around for three years and cower in fear while second-guessing everything. This is my town, and I mean to put an end to all this bullshit and rule it. 
 
    "And I mean to do it now," he finished with a growl. 
 
    "I don't know…" Herman started off. 
 
    Olivia cut him off, "Alphas rule, betas dither, and gammas whine." 
 
    "If either Weson or Wiles could win this, they would have already," Wrath agreed. 
 
    "Fortune favors the bold," George agreed and turned to his father. "I'm with them, Dad. Come on, you've done nothing but bitch about the situation since you started teaching me magic. Well, there's our solution," he said and gestured at Dan. 
 
    "Besides, we know him! Yeah, he's changed a little, so what? Do we really need that asshole Weson blowing up more hotels in the middle of town in front of everybody? How long before he brings in the kind of attention everyone claims we don't need? Besides, the only way you're ever going to know who's in charge, him or them," George said while gesturing again, "is by being there.  
 
    "How many times have you lamented about not being able to do something? Well, now we can!" 
 
    Herman sighed heavily and shook his head. "Fine. You're right, son. I just hope I don't regret this." He turned towards Dan, stood up, and stuck out his hand. "I give you my word. I'm your man." 
 
    Dan stood and shook hands with him. "Thank you, Herman, George. I promise to do my best and try to not make you regret it." 
 
    "So now what?" George asked. 
 
    "Now?" Dan said and glanced out towards the lake. It was getting late. "Now I think we should call it a night and go to bed. Tomorrow we can pay Royce and Takett each a visit and see if they're willing to help us or not." 
 
    "When are you planning to take Weson on?" Herman asked. 
 
    "Soon," Dan said with a nasty smile. "Very soon." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Grand Designs 
 
      
 
      
 
    "So what are our goals for today?" Aella asked as they sat around the table eating another microwaved breakfast. 
 
    "First, I think we need to find out if Dale's house has been transferred over to Dan or not," Wrath said. 
 
    "Why wouldn't it be?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "Because that Wiles guy attacked it?" 
 
    "Oh! Right. I'll get on it right away," she said with a nod. 
 
    "See if you can find out what went on there as well," Olivia said. "He obviously knows Dale is either dead or gone. Let's see which it is." 
 
    "And then what?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "Cut them all loose," Dan said. 
 
    "What!" 
 
    "Tell them they've fulfilled their obligation, and we want them out of town ASAP." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Isn't it obvious?" Wrath said. "Why would Wiles be hiding Dale's death?" 
 
    "Oh, right! For the same reason we are." Fawn nodded. 
 
    "And we don't want to give him any advantages," Aella said with a nod. "If he knows, we need to be sure he can't use it to his advantage against us." 
 
    "You know, everyone will think he killed Dale." 
 
    "Better still," Dan said, "because maybe Weson'll be paying more attention to him than us." 
 
    "Okay, so we got that, what next?" Aella continued. 
 
    "Trying to recruit Royce and Takett, of course. I'll grab George and his dad, and we'll go talk to them." 
 
    "Not alone, I hope!" Wrath growled. 
 
    Dan laughed. "No, of course not. They need to see exactly what they're getting into. But I'm not taking all of you." 
 
    "I think it would be best, Daniel, if I stay home," Lofn said. 
 
    He nodded in agreement. "Yeah, hopefully that'll help convince Herman I'm not under your control." 
 
    "I was thinking more of the other two. Herman knows you, they do not." 
 
    "True," he replied with a nod. 
 
    "I need to stay here to work on these things, as well as finish getting the house furnished and put together," Fawn said. 
 
    "How about seeing if you can find us a cook while you're doing that?" Olivia asked. "I'm getting awfully tired of microwaved meals." 
 
    Fawn looked at Wrath and batted her eyes. "I was hoping…" 
 
    Wrath's sword slammed into the table, just inches from Fawn's nose, the length of it buried in the tabletop. 
 
    "No. I'll cook for my father, but that's IT!" she growled. "Either you learn to cook, or you hire somebody who can!" 
 
    Fawn pouted and let her lower lip tremble, making doe eyes. 
 
    "And I'm not falling for that again!" Wrath added as she pulled her sword out of the table, leaving an inch deep cut across the top. 
 
    "Dammit!" Fawn grumbled. "I'm losing my touch!" 
 
    "I'm going," Wrath said, as she sheathed her sword. 
 
    "Of course, and I want Aella to come as well," Dan said. 
 
    "Why?" Aella asked. 
 
    "Because I need you to teach me how to displace—that is, assuming I can do it?" 
 
    "Umm, that has to be done in private, Dan." 
 
    "It does?" 
 
    She nodded. "Yeah. It's kinda secret, the way we do it. If George and Herman are there, I won't be able to show you. I'll also need to set up a few things first." 
 
    Dan nodded; that made sense. "Well, in that case, keep some time open later tonight, because it's definitely something I want to learn. Along with dancing," he said, smiling over at Fawn, who suddenly beamed and bounced in her chair. 
 
    "Next you'll want me to teach you to sing," Olivia grumbled. 
 
    Dan smiled at her. "Why, Olivia! What a wonderful idea!" He smirked at her as he was rewarded with a truly remarkable blush. "Maybe you can even do that in the van today. If Aella can't teach me until later, you can come instead." 
 
    "I'm thinking maybe I should take Aella, go down to the Zoo, and see if we've gained any allies," Lofn said, looking thoughtful. 
 
    "Take Fawn with you when you go," Dan said. "I don't want anyone left alone." 
 
    "Maybe we need to Boris up here to patrol the grounds," Wrath said. "He might even be able to summon some of his friends to help." 
 
    Dan shook his head slowly. "I don't know, Marion seemed pretty attached to him." 
 
    "And him to her!" Aella joked. 
 
    "I wonder if she can cook?" Fawn mused. 
 
    "What?" Dan said, looking at her. 
 
    "Well, that would solve the problem, wouldn't it? I mean, the house has servant's quarters. So we move them into it." 
 
    "And what happens when she learns the truth about all of you?" Dan asked with a frown. 
 
    "Dan, she's living with a hellhound, and they're pretty notorious when it comes to reputations. I'm sure she's figured out a whole lot of things since we saw her last," she said with a wink. 
 
    "Fine, take care of it," Dan said with a heavy sigh, not wanting to even think about it. "Wrath, Olivia, get your things, we'll take the van." 
 
    "Why not take the car?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "Because one of us is driving, and I don't know that Herman and George are going to want to sit crammed in the back with a demon." 
 
    "Oh, I bet George wouldn't mind!" Wrath snickered. 
 
    "Actually, he'd be more worried about the fact that you're my girlfriend than you being a demon," Dan admitted.  
 
    "Maybe we should see about getting him laid?" Olivia asked with a chuckle. 
 
    "Just make sure people understand that if they hurt him, I'll have their heads," Dan paused, then added, "literally." 
 
      
 
    "So you know where Royce and Takett are now?" Dan asked Herman as they piled into the van. Surprisingly, Herman took the passenger's seat up front. Wrath was driving of course, so that left George in the back with him and Olivia, whom Dan could tell he was trying really hard not to stare at. Or more succinctly, it was her chest he was trying not to stare at. The thin fabric of the t-shirt she was wearing, along with the total lack of a bra, made for a tempting view, Dan had to admit. 
 
    He knew he sure enjoyed looking at it. 
 
    "Royce is up in Grass Valley," Herman said. "Takett's in Yuba City. I called them this morning to let them know we were on our way." 
 
    "You shouldn't have done that," Wrath said. 
 
    "Why not?" Herman asked, glancing over at her and giving her a look. 
 
    "Because what if one of them tells Weson? This gives them all day to set up an ambush." 
 
    "Oh, they wouldn't do that!" 
 
    "They might," Dan said from the back. "Or they might call Wiles. Selling me out to either one of them would be a guaranteed in with either of those men. And don't think you wouldn't get killed in the crossfire. These are ruthless men, Herman. I've killed more than enough of them in the last couple of months." 
 
    "Have you? Have you really?" Herman asked, looking at Dan with a frown. "Or was it one of the others that killed them?" 
 
    "Oh, they've killed a lot of people, too, don't doubt that. But so have I. You have to realize, Weson sent assassins after me when I tried to leave Sacramento, and that was before he knew about Wrath, and before I decided to try to free the others. This isn't just me being pissed because he killed my parents. This is a fight to the death; one of us is going to die. That's what he wanted, so that's what he's going to get. 
 
    "When we get to Grass Valley, we'll find a good place to meet, and you can call Royce and tell him we're going to meet him there instead. We'll do the same when we get to Yuba City for Takett, as well." 
 
    Dan frowned as Herman turned back to face forward. He didn't like rebuking him, but he was in charge, dammit, and his father's words about ruling ran through his head once again. Of course Herman was going to view him as a child; he was only nineteen, after all. Still, after the last few months, he was starting to feel positively ancient. 
 
    "George, stop worrying about it," Olivia said in a soft voice, drawing his attention back to the little drama going on in the back. "If you want to stare at my tits, stare at them. I wouldn't dress like this if I didn't want people to admire 'em." 
 
    "But you're Dan's girlfriend," George hissed back in an equally soft voice. 
 
    "Look, but don't touch," Dan said, rolling his eyes, happy for the distraction. "Hell, stare all you want. Aren't you seeing anybody? I thought you were dating Cynthia?" 
 
    "We broke up about a year ago." George sighed. 
 
    "Want me to set you up with somebody?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "Umm, I don't know if that would be safe," he said with a gulp. 
 
    Olivia snorted. "You're Dan's friend. I wouldn't set you up with anybody nasty." 
 
    Dan noticed George glance at the back of his father's head. 
 
    "Ah, no thanks," he said, then looked back at Olivia and winked at her. 
 
    Olivia glanced up at his father for a moment, then back at George, and gave him a small nod and winked back. 
 
    Dan would have laughed if he wasn't worried about George's dad's reaction, especially after that last conversation. 
 
    He pulled out the book on portal gateways and started reading it. It was going to be a long ride. 
 
    "What's that?" George asked. 
 
    "Portal magic," Dan said, looking over the first page. 
 
    "You know how to open gateways?"  
 
    Dan laughed. "Not yet. That's why I'm reading it." 
 
    "It takes a lot of power to open a portal," Herman said from the front. "It's not something a single person can do." 
 
    "Dad did it once," Dan said with a shrug. 
 
    "What? When?" Herman said surprised and Dan swore inwardly. 
 
    "Before I was born, if I read his notebook right," Dan lied. Well not exactly lied; his stepfather had to have opened a portal of some kind to have gotten to where he'd met Dan's father. Unless of course Wrath was right about his father being a god, in which case he'd probably opened it for his stepfather. 
 
    "I had no idea he was that strong," Herman said. 
 
    "Yeah, I've gotten the impression he was a lot stronger than anybody realized. Sadly, when Kevin died, he went crazy. Then of course Weson cursed us, and that made it even worse." 
 
    "You don't sound too broken up about it." 
 
    Dan shrugged and turned to the next page in the book. "I stopped mourning him after I had to sell all I owned to give Mom a proper burial beside him. She was dedicated to him, you know. Completely. Losing him killed her. It was tough to watch." 
 
    "I'm sorry," Herman said with a sigh. 
 
    "Not your fault," Dan replied. "But that has a lot to do with where we find ourselves today. We have a bunch of weak and vacillating wannabes who are trying to run this city and are flailing around killing everybody in their path as they fail miserably at it. Like him or hate him, Umber at least kept the peace. 
 
    "Hell, as I understand it, even the demons respected him." 
 
    "Umber knew the truth about demons, the one most mages ignore," Wrath said from behind the wheel. 
 
    "Oh? And what would that be?" George asked. 
 
    "That we're not all the same. Different races of demons have different biases. Yeah, I'm a fighter. I like fighting and partying, and I have a wild streak. I came here for adventure and money. Olivia there, she's a singer, an artist; she came here to sing and learn new songs." 
 
    "Really?" George asked and looked back at Olivia, who nodded. "I'm really into heavy metal." 
 
    "Yeah, I noticed!" he said and motioned to her tattoos. 
 
    "Then why is she carrying that weapon?" Herman asked. 
 
    "Cause Weson came after us while we were all just sitting up in Placerville minding our own business," Wrath replied. 
 
    Dan listened with half an ear as he continued reading. Wrath was mostly spinning the tale of how they'd figured if they stayed out of Sacramento, they'd be safe. George and Olivia, meanwhile, were discussing heavy metal. Apparently there was a lot Olivia was still catching up on after being gone for almost a decade, and George was more than happy to chat with her about it. 
 
    At least they were all talking. 
 
    The book itself was fascinating, as well as written completely in demonic—or rather Skarvat. The key to opening portals, it seemed, was to prepare the receiving, or portal terminus, beforehand. You could create one without doing that, though the power needed was a couple of orders of magnitude higher. Which was why it took several people, or a god, to do it. 
 
    But if you prepared the terminus for one, you could open a portal to it a lot more easily, and you could do it from almost anywhere. Especially if it was only a temporary portal and not a permanent one. 
 
    Oh, it still took a lot of power, more than most mages or even a lot of the most powerful of wizards had. But Dan was starting to realize that he had a lot, and that was before he even needed to draw on the girls. 
 
    The opening spell was easy enough to learn, and he quickly committed that one to his store of spells. 
 
    The one for creating the terminus, however, that one was a lot more involved. It was a combination of spells, cast in order, some of them requiring a number of material components. It involved wards, surface preparation, drawings to be inscribed on the surface, even an incantation. It looked like it took days to do it, and memorizing all of it wasn't going to be an easy task, especially as he'd have to understand how it all worked together first. 
 
    But none of it looked hard. It was just time consuming, and you had to be prepared. 
 
    He wondered why the book had been so expensive if everything in it was so easy? 
 
    "We're here," Wrath said. "Where do we want to do this?" 
 
    Dan put the book away. He'd figure that out later. 
 
    "That McDonald's looks good," he said, looking out the window. 
 
    "You want to have a meeting of mages in a McDonald's? Herman asked with a bemused expression on his face. 
 
    "It's got lots of windows, clear lines of view, and it's very public," Dan said with a shrug. "Makes it hard to sneak up on anybody, and hopefully it'll encourage everyone to behave themselves." 
 
    "You're not as trusting as you used to be, you know that?" 
 
    "Yeah, I've been finding out a lot of people aren't trustworthy. Hasn't been a lot of fun learning that, either. So call him up and let's see who shows." 
 
    Herman nodded and pulled out his cellphone, and they all listened in as he asked Royce to meet them at the McDonalds. 
 
    "He'll be here in five minutes," Herman said. "He's at a diner down the street. Apparently the address he gave me wasn't for his home," he finished with a sigh. 
 
    "I like him already!" Olivia said with a chuckle. 
 
    "I guess I'll stand outside so he sees me." Herman shook his head. "Maybe I'm the one who's too trusting." 
 
    "You have changed some, Dan," George said after his father closed the door. "But with all you've been through, I don't see how I can blame you. I mean, if it'd been me? I'd be dead." 
 
    "I hope I didn't upset your dad," Dan said, giving a small shake of his head. "I'm not a kid anymore. It's been a tough year." 
 
    "Yeah, well, it couldn't have been all bad! I've been noticing how Olivia here leans into you and Wrath keeps checking on you in the mirror!" 
 
    Dan smiled. "Yeah, it was worth it. They were worth it." 
 
    "I think that's him," Wrath said as a man waved at Herman, who started walking over towards him. 
 
    "Well, let's go meet this Royce, and hopefully nobody kills anybody," Olivia said. 
 
    "Yeah, I really have been getting tired of that shit," Dan agreed. 
 
    Getting out of the van, he looked Royce over as they walked up to him. He looked older than Herman, probably late 50s or early 60s. He was clean-shaven, with gray hair, an average build, slightly ruddy skin that made him look like an outdoorsman, and green eyes. 
 
    "So you must be Daniel," Royce said, holding out his hand. 
 
    "Dan's fine," Dan said shaking it. "Is it just Royce?" 
 
    Royce nodded. "Yup. That's all I go by in the magic circles. Aren't you a little young to be taking on Weson?" 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure they're going to be bitching about that for years to come after I take over Sacramento as well," Dan said with a smile. 
 
    "So, introduce me to your women there." 
 
    "This is Wrath; she's a felish, as I'm sure you can see," Dan said, bringing Wrath forward and noticing that Royce wasn't afraid to shake hands with her.  
 
    "I've heard of you," Royce said. "Seems you had quite the shakedown going on downtown up until about a decade ago?" 
 
    Wrath nodded. "Then Weson asked me for help, and screwed me over after I was done." 
 
    "Sounds about his speed." 
 
    "And this is Olivia," Dan said next. After they shook hands, he added, "The rest of my wives are at home. 
 
    "Yeah, Stidham here mentioned you'd taken on five demon lovers. Wives, huh? Didn't know they went in for that kind of commitment." 
 
    "For the right man, we will," Olivia said with a smile. 
 
    "This is my son, George," Herman said then, introducing him. 
 
    "Ah, yes. Good to meet you George. Longtime friend of Dan's, I take it?" 
 
    George nodded. 
 
    "Tell me, do you still trust him?" 
 
    George looked surprised. "Of course I still trust him! I mean, he's changed—you all know what Weson did to his father and his family—but he's still my friend." 
 
    Royce smiled. "That's all I wanted to hear." He turned back to Dan then. "Okay, I'm in." 
 
    "Just like that?" Dan asked, a little surprised. 
 
    "Weson's a jackal, and Wiles isn't much better. After so many years of chaos, we could use a headstrong young man. What we need now is continuity. It'll take a decade or two to undo the mess those idiots have caused with their constant fighting.  
 
    "So just tell me when and where to show up to start planning, and I'll be there." 
 
    "Do you swear to support me to the best of your ability and not to betray us?" 
 
    "Do I get to live in peace, and will you swear to treat me as an ally and never betray me?" 
 
    "Of course. I so swear, in return for your oath." 
 
    "Then I swear as well," Royce said, and he and Dan shook hands. 
 
    "I guess I need to move down closer to the action. I'll get a room in Roseville somewhere. Can't wait to move back into my old house. Here's my cell," he said and rattled off a number, which Dan memorized. They'd need to get new phones soon. 
 
    "Any advice on Takett?" Dan asked. 
 
    "He's a lot younger than me, so he's gonna want a piece of the action." 
 
    "I'm giving everybody what Umber gave his people. It kept them happy, so I don't think anybody will complain." 
 
    "Perceptive! I like it. Well, I'm going inside to get a shake, and then I've got work to do. How soon should I expect a call?" 
 
    "Sunday at the latest." 
 
    "Oh! Then I really need to get moving! Bye!" 
 
    With that, Royce went back to his car and got in, then pulled out of the lot. 
 
    "Sunday?" Herman asked, sounding a little surprised. 
 
    "I want to attack him on Monday if we can. Definitely sometime this coming week." 
 
    "That's too soon!" 
 
    "Yeah, and that's what Weson and Wiles will both be thinking. I don't think it's gonna be over in a day or two; I know he's got a lot of resources. But we just killed a bunch of them last week, and the longer we wait, the more he'll get back." 
 
      
 
      
 
    "So you're Daniel?" Takett said, walking up to them outside the Jack in the Box, giving Dan the once over. 
 
    "Yup, that'd be me," Dan said with a nod as he looked Takett over. Takett was somewhere between late twenties and early thirties, best Dan could tell. He was wearing a nice pair of slacks with a dress shirt and a sport coat. He was also sporting a fair amount of jewelry, which Dan figured were probably magic items. 
 
    "So why the last-minute change of location?" 
 
    "That's my fault," Herman said with a sigh. "I made the arrangements without checking with Dan first." 
 
    "So you like fast food or something?" 
 
    Dan shook his head. "No, I just don't like giving folks a chance to set up an ambush." 
 
    "Why would I do that?" Takett said with an angry look. 
 
    "Because neither of us know each other?" Dan replied with a shrug. "Nobody's agreed to anything yet, and I know the rumors claim that I'm being controlled by a succubus." 
 
    "Where is she, anyway?" Takett asked, looking around. 
 
    "I left her at home," Dan said. "I didn't want people to think she really is controlling me. Plus I've noticed a lot of people seem to be afraid of succubi for some reason." 
 
    Takett scowled. "Of course they are! They're supposed to be evil!" 
 
    Both Wrath and Olivia snorted at that. 
 
    "Hardly," Dan said, noticing the look Takett gave the two of them. "Especially not compared to Weson, and before we continue, this is Wrath," he said, putting a hand on her elbow, "and this is Olivia. They're both my wives, just as the other three are. I believe you know Herman, and that's his son, George." 
 
    "Wives? You married them?" Takett said, giving him a suspicious look. 
 
    "Yes, Takett," Herman said, speaking up. "He did. He's got a pretty solid claim on them, too." 
 
    "You've met them?" 
 
    Herman nodded. "Yes, all of them, including the succubus—and no, she's not controlling him." 
 
    "You sure? Wiles says she is." 
 
    "She's not." 
 
    "Then why is he saying that?" 
 
    "Because I wanted him to believe it," Dan said. 
 
    "Why?" Takett asked, looking back at him. 
 
    "Because it's a lot easier for him to believe that I'm being controlled by an evil, powerful succubus than it is for him to realize that a nineteen-year-old kid has a bevy of demons at his beck and call, isn't it?" 
 
    Takett snorted. "Yeah, which is why I'm finding it hard to believe as well." 
 
    "You know about the curse Weson put on my father, all my family, right?" 
 
    Takett frowned, but he nodded. "Yeah, he made sure we all knew about it. What's that got to do with anything?" 
 
    "It's got everything to do with it. I buried my father, then I had to bury my mother, and I spent months living on the street with everyone and their brother trying to kill me. I've had to fend off assassins, even teams of assassins. Hell, Weson blew up a hotel in Auburn trying to kill me! 
 
    "You don't survive that without growing up and learning how to be strong." 
 
    "I thought your demons took care of that for you?" 
 
    "They helped a little," Dan admitted with a smile. "Though I think they helped a lot more with making a man out of me than with anything else." 
 
    Dan almost laughed as Takett grumbled at that. 
 
    "So if you're so strong now, whaddya need me for?" 
 
    "It'll be easier for me to rule Sacramento if I have you on my side before I take it, won't it?" 
 
    "Wait, rule Sacramento?" 
 
    "Of course! You don't think I'm just gonna walk away after I kill Weson, do you?" Dan gave him a look. "Why would I do all that work and then just walk away?" 
 
    "But what about Wiles?" 
 
    "Do you think I'm going to let a weakling like that just mosey in and take over after I've done all the heavy lifting?" 
 
    "Weakling? I don't know that I'd say Godfrey is exactly weak." 
 
    "Then how come he hasn't been able to win against Weson? Against Dale?" 
 
    "Maybe because he knew whichever one he took on, the other would come after him next?" 
 
    "Yeah, we call that weak," Wrath said with a snort. 
 
    "Oh? Well, I don't see you going after either of them." 
 
    "We already did," Olivia said with a grin. "Dale's gone." 
 
    "What! But Wiles attacked him just last week!"  
 
    "And discovered she was no longer there," Dan said. 
 
    "I don't believe you!" 
 
    "Look up whose name the house is in," Wrath said. "It's Dan's." 
 
    "I didn't know that," Herman said. 
 
    Dan shrugged. "The paperwork only just went through. Oh, and I changed my last name; it's no longer Westridge." 
 
    "Why'd you do that?" 
 
    "To get out of being cursed," Olivia said with a snicker. "Dan here figured out that was all he needed to do to beat it." 
 
    Now it was Herman's turn to look shocked. "What?" 
 
    Dan smiled. "Weson isn't as smart as he thinks he is." 
 
    "Okay, now this I gotta see," Takett said, pulling out his cellphone. He tapped and swiped on it while they all watched. 
 
    "Son of a…" Takett looked up at him. "What did you change your last name to?" 
 
    "Sobek." 
 
    Takett swore, then laughed, shaking his head as he put his phone away. "Christ on a cracker, but that's impressive! Okay, I'm interested. But what's in it for me?" 
 
    "I'm giving everyone who helps me the same deal Umber gave his people." 
 
    "Okay, but why?" 
 
    "Huh?" Dan blinked. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "If you took Dale out under everybody's nose, without any of us knowing, what do you need me for? You already have Herman there, and I suspect Royce signed on as well, right?" 
 
    "Oh, right. Well, it's like this. I don't want people to think I'm just a figurehead, that demons are running Sacramento. Yeah, they're my wives, and they give me advice, but I need guys like you, Herman here, and Royce giving me advice as well. I mean, I love 'em and all, but," Dan looked at Wrath and then Olivia with a smile on his face, "their advice for dealing with people isn't always the kind I'd want to unleash on the populace." 
 
    Takett smiled and laughed. "Well at least you're honest about what they are." 
 
    "Course I am, and I love 'em for it, too. But I'm not stupid." 
 
    "Well, it's not hard to see which way the wind is blowing, and I'm not stupid, either. Offers like yours only come around once in a lifetime. So yeah, I'm on board." 
 
    "Do you swear to support me to the best of your ability and not to betray us?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Do you swear to at least hear my advice when I give it, to support me when I need it, and never betray me as well?" 
 
    "Yes, I swear it, in return for your oath." 
 
    "Then I swear it as well." 
 
    They both shook hands then. 
 
    "So, when do we start?" Takett asked. 
 
    "We'll meet on Sunday to discuss our attack." 
 
    "Good, I hate waiting around. What about my people?" 
 
    "You have people?" George said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Course I do! I don't trust Weson or Wiles a single iota. Those bastards would kill me if they knew where I lived, I'm sure. I figured if I ended up stuck here in Yuba City, there was no reason not to enjoy it!" 
 
    Dan had to smile at that. "Bring whomever you need to feel safe. I'm not sure yet where I'm gonna set this up, maybe Roseville or Lincoln, or someplace like that." 
 
    Takett nodded and gave Dan his cellphone number. 
 
      
 
    "Well, that was easy," George said after they'd gotten back into the van. 
 
    "We appealed to his self-interest," Wrath said. 
 
    "How's that?" 
 
    "He knows, with him or without him, we're going to win. So now he not only gets to be on the winning team, but he gets to have influence with us afterwards." 
 
    "Which reminds me," Dan said. "From this point on, anybody who joins doesn't necessarily become one of my advisors. I think four's enough." 
 
    "Four?" Herman said. "But there's only me, Royce, and Takett." 
 
    "And George," Dan said with a nod towards George, who looked surprised. 
 
    "But George is only nineteen!" Herman said, causing his son to roll his eyes. 
 
    "Yeah, but he's still my best friend. So he gets to have a say," Dan said with a grin. "Besides, I think I'm done with going door to door. If any of the others are interested, they can come to me." 
 
    "But you only picked up two more! You're going to need a lot more than that. Weson's got like a hundred people working for him!" 
 
    "How many of them are magic users?"  
 
    "Umm…not that many. He's only got three…I think?" 
 
    "Yeah, and we've got that and then some," Dan said. "Also, we have something else you're not counting on." 
 
    "What? I took your wives into account." 
 
    "Demons," Dan said with a smile. "I've already told all the demons in Sacramento that if they help me, I'll treat fairly with them." 
 
    "You didn't!" 
 
    "Course I did," Dan said with a snort. "I plan on ruling them, too! Why wouldn't I? Umber did, after all." 
 
    "But Umber was a lot more experienced than you!" 
 
    "Umber didn't have five of the most powerful demons in town as his mates," Wrath said from the driver's seat. "Now did he?" 
 
    "Unnn." 
 
    "She's got you there," Dan said with a laugh. "Trust me; none of them are going to be pulling any wool over my eyes!" 
 
    "Honestly, you're not thinking this through," Olivia said. 
 
    "How do you mean?" Herman asked. 
 
    "Any demons who live here or come here are going to see our Dan and realize he obviously knows demons and is strong enough to make us mind him. So they'll follow his rules and won't want to fall afoul of him.  
 
    "Then of course they'll all want to curry favor with him." 
 
    "Why would they want to do that?" 
 
    "Because that's just how most demons are," Wrath replied. "The strong rule, and the rest fall in line." 
 
    "And the weak protect themselves by being in league with the boss," Olivia said with a grin. 
 
    "So, what, you're going to raise a demon army?" Herman asked, looking concerned. 
 
    "Hardly," Dan said with a shake of his head. "Right now I'm just hoping I can get enough of them onboard to make dealing with Weson easy." 
 
    "But then you'd be invincible, right?" George asked. 
 
    "Yeah, no. Don't want to go there," Dan said, thinking about what he'd been told before about what demons feared the most these days. 
 
    "What about Layton, do you want to recruit him?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "I don't know; what do you think, Herman?" 
 
    "I can call him when I get home," Herman said in a thoughtful voice. "He might be interested." 
 
    "Well, maybe we can set up something for tomorrow," Dan said, thinking for a moment. "Just don't tell anybody where we live. Last thing I want to do is scare the neighbors." 
 
    "Do you really think you'll be ready to take Weson on by next week?" 
 
    "I don't see why not. I'm fairly sure he took a beating in the hotel last week, so I see no reason to let him rebuild before we attack." 
 
    Turning to George, Dan smiled. "So, what's been going on the last year with everybody?" 
 
    George spent the rest of the trip catching him up on their friends. It wasn't the most fascinating of conversations, and some of it seemed kind of childish now, but it was nice to hear about mundane things for a while. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Aella led the way into the bar, with Fawn following, and Lofn bringing up the rear. As they came in the door, they made a beeline for their table as Estaca came over, intercepting them halfway across the floor of the bar. 
 
    "Lofn! Fawn! Aella! It's so nice to see you! Where're the others?" she asked, looking towards the door. 
 
    "Daniel is out recruiting other mages to help us with Weson," Lofn said with a smile as they continued to their table, though at a slower pace now. 
 
    "He is?" 
 
    "Yup," Fawn said, "we saw Madura, and she advised us on who we should ask." 
 
    "Turns out one of them Dan already knew, so getting them onboard wasn't a problem." 
 
    "How's everyone down here taking it?" Aella asked. 
 
    Estaca smiled and shook her head. "A lot better than I thought they would. I've already got eighteen who are willing to commit, and there's more who keep stopping by every couple of hours to ask about it." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    Estaca nodded. "You said put the word out, and I did." 
 
    "Any idea why everyone is so interested?" Lofn asked as they reached the table. 
 
    "Yeah, actually. Everyone knows what happened to you gals, and let's face it, you're pretty strong, all of you. If Weson managed to imprison you, then once he's in charge, what's to stop him from going after all of us? Then there're the demons we know he's killed, as well as the ones we all suspect." 
 
    "So self-preservation, then?" Fawn said with a laugh. 
 
    "Well, that, and wouldn't it be nice if demons were running this town?" 
 
    "Dan's going to be running this town," Aella said. 
 
    Estaca laughed. "And you all run Dan," she said with a smirk. "I've seen the way he looks at you all." 
 
    "Well, there is that," Fawn agreed with a grin. 
 
    "Don't forget that he's part demon, as well," Lofn pointed out. 
 
    "And a pretty damn powerful one as well," Fawn agreed. 
 
    "How can he be that powerful if he's only a half-breed?" 
 
    "It's like this," Aella said, lowering her voice and looking around to make sure no one was eavesdropping on them before continuing, "He's a sobek." 
 
    "Wait, a sobek? I thought there weren't any of them around anymore?" 
 
    "Oh, no, they're still out there, and trust me when I say you don't want to mess with them. The stories are true." 
 
    "That they eat people?" 
 
    "Swallow them whole," Fawn said with a grin. "It's hot!"  
 
    "You've seen him do it?" 
 
    "Twice!" 
 
    "But he's part human! How does that even work?" 
 
    Lofn sighed. "His father, his real father, is the Lord of Faiyum!" 
 
    Estaca's eyes got wide then. "By the fates of the twenty-nine! You're lying, you've got to be! How could that even…" 
 
    Lofn gave a short laugh and shook her head. "Yeah, that's how we reacted. I'd suggest not telling anybody about that, or they'll think you're insane." 
 
    "How do you think a boy like Dan is able to handle us?" Aella said with grin. "All five of us, and leave us panting for more?" 
 
    Estaca bit her lip, crossed her legs, and rocked back and forth a little. 
 
    "Do you think I could get him in bed?" she said in a soft voice. 
 
    "Oh, trust me, he's got plans for you!" Fawn said with a giggle. "Fun plans." 
 
    "Umm," Estaca said, blushing. "Are, umm, you going to be here for a while?" 
 
    "I thought we'd eat lunch here, and maybe you could ask everyone to stop by so we can talk with those who are interested?" 
 
    "Umm, yeah, right. Right away." She looked at Fawn. "He does?" 
 
    "Oh, yeah, he does," Fawn grinned. 
 
    "He likes your ass," Aella said, also grinning. "He really likes looking at it." 
 
    Estaca giggled, surprising all of them, then all but ran to her office. 
 
    "Why the hell is she so hot for Dan?" Fawn asked, looking at the other two as they sat down. 
 
    "Probably because he's got the five of us on the hook," Aella said. 
 
    "His father being a god probably has a little to do with it," Lofn said with a smile. 
 
    "Yeah, why'd you tell her that? We're not sure Wrath's right." 
 
    "What's the one thing all gods do?" Lofn asked Fawn. 
 
    Fawn shrugged. "I don't know, what?" 
 
    "The impossible. They all do the impossible." 
 
    "And rescuing all five of us was definitely impossible," Aella said with a laugh.  
 
    "And he did it twice," Fawn said after a minute. "Well, me and you that is, Lofn." 
 
    "Let's get a pitcher and order some lunch, as long as we're going to be here a while." 
 
    They'd barely gotten through their first mug of beer when Adestrar, or 'Hank', showed up. 
 
    "Hank!" Aella said with a smile and waved at one of the open chairs. "Have a seat! What are you doing here?" 
 
    "I heard you're looking for help taking down Weson. Where's Wrath and that boy of yours?" 
 
    "They're off recruiting mages." 
 
    "Mages? Why would they want to help?" 
 
    "Because Dan's father was a well-known mage whom Weson murdered." 
 
    "We're taking over," Lofn said, setting her beer down. "Daniel's going to be the new head of Sacramento." 
 
    Hank nodded slowly. "That's what Estaca said. That if we helped, we'd pretty much be left alone to do as we please, as long as we weren't killing anybody." 
 
    "If you're not stirring up the mundanes and risking the rest of us, yup, that's pretty much the way of it," Lofn agreed. 
 
    "Come on, you met him," Fawn said. "He's got no problems with demons; truth is, he's part demon himself." 
 
    "Well, I guess that explains what you all see in him," Hank said with a nod. "To be honest, I like the idea of someone who's got no problems with us being in charge of things. If Weson gains control, I'll have to leave my trains; probably be the same if either of the other two take charge." 
 
    "One, other one," Aella said. 
 
    "Huh? What's that mean?" 
 
    "We got rid of Dale a couple of weeks ago. It's just Weson and Wiles, and once Weson is gone, Dan's gonna send Wiles packing." 
 
    "Huh," Hank said, and then looked down at the table a moment before looking back up at Aella, Fawn, and then Lofn. "I think I should talk to some of my friends. If you've already dealt with one of them, that means this is going to be easier than I thought." 
 
    "Estaca will let you know when we'll need you," Lofn said. "Make sure she knows how to get in touch with you." 
 
    Hank nodded and, getting up, he walked away. 
 
    "That was a surprise," Aella said. 
 
    "Well, you know how Adestrar feels about those trains at the museum," Fawn said with a grin. "I wonder how many friends he has." 
 
    "Guess we'll find out, won't we?" 
 
      
 
    Over the next four hours, more than fifty of the local demons stopped by and talked to them; the number of different races that came by was impressive. Forty-one of them said they wanted in, and six more were seriously considering it. 
 
    "Estaca was right, there really is a lot of interest," Aella said.  
 
    "I wonder how much more we're gonna get?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "Hopefully more than we need," Lofn said. "Did you call the people over at Dale's and tell them to clear out?" 
 
    "Yup, took care of it right after Dan, Wrath, and Olivia left." 
 
    Lofn smiled slowly. "I'd love to see what kind of stir that's causing." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Terry set down the phone, a frown on his face. 
 
    "What happened?" Carmine asked, looking up at him from the other side of the table. They'd been planning tomorrow's attack for a couple of hours now. 
 
    "Everyone's clearing out of Dale's house." 
 
    "Everyone?" 
 
    "Everyone left alive. Like their tails are on fire, too! They're streaming out the front door, and either getting in their cars, or catching Uber rides." 
 
    "We've got to stop them! How the hell can we do any of this," she motioned to their plans, "if they're not there?" 
 
    "I think that's the point," Terry said and then swore, "Fuck me! They didn't!" 
 
    "Didn't what?" 
 
    "Remember what the guy in charge there told us? The head butler, what was his name?" 
 
    "That's beside the point." Carmine sighed. "What did he say?" 
 
    "That they were under oath to Hana not to leave until they were released." 
 
    Carmine blinked and then shook her head. "Oh, fuck, Hana found out we know about Dale." 
 
    "And with them all leaving in the middle of the day, at once…there's no way Weson isn't going to find out about this. We need to call Goff and let him know." 
 
    "What I want to know is, how did they figure out what we were going to do?" Carmine said, glaring down at the plans. "Who talked?" 
 
    "It may just be coincidence," Terry said while shaking his head. "They only just got back; they obviously have better intel than we thought. They heard about the fight we had. Maybe they called the folks at Dale's and heard about it? So what's the point of continuing the charade if somebody already knows?" 
 
    "Unless they want to make sure Weson knows so he worries about us," Carmine said, looking back up at him. "This means Weson has to go back to worrying about us, which reduces the number of people he can go after Hana with." 
 
    Carmine's eyes got wide for a moment. "What if…what if Hana and them come after us first instead?" 
 
    "Why would she do that?" 
 
    "Because if Weson is worried about an attack from them, he won't be watching us? She could come in here and snipe us without fear of Weson launching an attack on them once they've taken us out?" 
 
    "I doubt Hana could take us out," Terry said with a smirk. 
 
    "Probably not. But the damage she could do would give Weson something to capitalize on, wouldn't it?" 
 
    Terry thought about that a moment. "I don't know, it makes more sense to go after Weson first, because Weson's been attacking Hana and her friends for years now. He's the bigger threat to her!"  
 
    "Okay, but then why'd she take Dale out?" Carmine asked. "Dale was the least threat of the three of us to her, to any of us! Hana obviously kept it a secret to keep any of us from figuring out what her real plans were. I mean, look at the blackmail! Why'd she do that if she was planning to stay? I mean, that's what we all thought, right? She wanted everyone to think she was going to take the money and run!" 
 
    Terry frowned as he considered that. It was pure luck they'd discovered the truth about Dale. Why had she taken Dale out first? Maybe Carmine was right; Hana was working her way up. If she came after them and took them out, it would leave her with a clear playing field to go after Weson without having to watch her back… 
 
    "It almost makes sense," Terry said, shaking his head. "But then why release Dale's people? She could have hit us while we were staging the fake attack! That would have made things even easier for her!" 
 
    "Because she didn't know! That has to be the answer!" Carmine said excitedly. "She didn't know about our plans and did this to throw us off track! We go back to worrying about Weson, focusing on him, and she hits us when we least expect it! We all think she's going after him first because she's mad at him!" 
 
    "That's…that's some sneaky shit right there." 
 
    "Yeah, well, didn't Goff say she was a completely underhanded, nasty bitch?" 
 
    "How long do you think we've got?" Terry asked, looking up at her. 
 
    "I don't know. We need to talk with Goff about this. That trip to Auburn must have been to throw us off while they were building up. A few days?" She shook her head. 
 
    "Get your things. I'll call him and let him know we're coming. We can reset our defenses from his place." Terry sighed and shook his head again, then looked up at Carmine. "And I think we better stick together and keep our gear handy. I don't want to lose you, hon. She probably knows about us, and will come after us the first chance she gets." 
 
    Carmine nodded and came around the table to give him a hug. "Yeah, if she's taking a bottom up approach, killing us before taking on Goff would only make sense." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Still Learning 
 
      
 
      
 
    They dropped George and his dad off at their house and then went home. 
 
    "So, how'd it go? Aella asked as they walked into the den, where Fawn was setting up some computer gear. 
 
    "Well, it went well," Dan said. "Both Royce and Takett signed up, and I told Herman to call Layton and see whether he's interested or not. Where's Lofn?" 
 
    "Oh, she's showing Boris and Marion their new rooms." 
 
    "You're kidding, right?" Dan asked, surprised. 
 
    "Nope! Marion knows how to cook quite well, and when Fawn here dangled the obscenely high salary, she took it in a heartbeat." 
 
    "Why'd she do that? Other than it being a lot of money," Wrath asked. 
 
    Fawn snickered. "Because I think a lot of her friends and coworkers didn't exactly approve of her new pet?" 
 
    "I don't think I want to know," Dan said with a shake of his head. 
 
    "Oh, it's probably worse than you think," Fawn said, still snickering. "But I think what they objected to the most was that Boris was pretty much running her life. Apparently he's talking to her, and I guess her friends thought she was going crazy when she told them things like, 'Well, Boris told me I can't do that.'" 
 
    "Are we just going to have him?" Olivia asked. "Or did he manage to get some friends to come help us as well?" 
 
    "I think we're going to end up with one or two more." 
 
    A buzzer sounded, and Dan felt something tickling at the outermost ward. 
 
    "What's that?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "Someone's at the back gate," Dan said. 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    Dan shrugged. "I'll go look. Might be George, or might be some of my old friends. Depends on whether George told them I'm back here." 
 
    "We'd better put up some 'beware of dog' signs," Aella said. "Wouldn't want Boris to kill any of the locals by accident." 
 
    "I'll talk to him," Dan said. "We definitely don't want any accidents, but signs would be a good idea, too." 
 
    "I'll go with you," Aella said as Dan headed to the back of the house. Going outside, he skirted the pool, and sure enough, George was on the other side of the fence. 
 
    "I'm surprised your dad let you come over," Aella said. 
 
    George laughed. "I just told him I was going out; I didn't say where." 
 
    "He call Layton yet?" Dan asked. 
 
    "He was on the phone to him when I left. I think you might want to call Royce and Takett and ask them to talk with folks as well." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    George snorted. "I think my father has issues with you telling him what to do." 
 
    "Is that because of us?" Aella asked. 
 
    "No, it's more because of Dan's age. Dad's in his forties, and Dan and I aren't even twenty yet. I mean, from the looks of things, Dan's doing way better than dad ever did. He's got a number of hot and powerful women at his beck and call, he's got money, and he's obviously got power." 
 
    "Beck and call?" Aella asked with a slight growl. 
 
    George grinned. "Am I wrong?" 
 
    "Not really," Dan said with a laugh and hip checked Aella lightly. "But they're my partners, not my slaves." 
 
    "Well, maybe Fawn is," Aella snickered. 
 
    "TMI!" George said waving a hand.  
 
    "So what's up?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Eh, honestly, I just wanted to hang out. Scott and Greg don't know about magic at all, so I can't really talk to them about any of this. Plus they're both off at college now, anyway." 
 
    Dan nodded. "I can only imagine. I gotta go talk to our new security, might as well introduce you so you don't get bit." 
 
    "What, getting guard dogs?" 
 
    "Hellhound," Aella said. 
 
    "No way!" 
 
    "Yes, way!" Dan replied with a laugh. 
 
    "If you two start playing air guitar, I'm gonna smack you both," Aella grumbled. 
 
    "Ah, not a Bill & Ted fan," George said with a chuckle. 
 
    "More like that was so '90s, and we're about twenty plus years beyond it." 
 
    "Yeah, but it's still funny. So how'd you end up with a hellhound?" 
 
    Dan shrugged. "My father had it in a trap or something, and one of Weson's goons triggered it and got eaten. So he sort of works for me. That reminds me." Dan sighed. "I still need to read through my father's notes so I can figure out what the spell is that's binding Boris." 
 
    "Boris?" 
 
    "Had to call him something." 
 
    They came around to the servant's quarters behind the large garage. When Dan had grown up here, they'd been more of a business office for his father, but the last owner must have converted it. 
 
    "Boris, Marion?" Dan said, knocking on the door. 
 
    "Hi, Daniel," Lofn said opening the door. "What brings you down here?" 
 
    "I wanted to talk about a few things with Boris. Mainly warn him not to bite George here, and to warn him that I do have a couple of mundane friends in the area who might show up unannounced. How's Marion?" 
 
    "We're going over recipes and her duties," Lofn said with a smile. "I'm also helping her settle in." 
 
    Boris padded up then and gave a soft woof at Dan. 
 
    "Hey, Boris! This is George, don't bite him, and if you need anything, let one of the girls know, or have Marion ask one of us, and I'm sure it'll get taken care of." 
 
    "Got it!" Boris growled in a surprisingly deep voice, then turned and padded back inside. 
 
    "Wow, he can talk, too! Awesome!" George said. 
 
    "First time I've heard it," Dan said with a shrug. "You coming up to the house soon, Lofn?" 
 
    "In a bit, Daniel. Is something up?" 
 
    "I want to start making plans for Weson soon. I also want to hear from you, Aella, and Fawn about how things went at the Zoo." 
 
    "They went well," Lofn said. 
 
    "That's for sure," Aella said with a grin. "Oh, we need to stop by Firreiro's soon so he can set that gem in the hilt of your mace." 
 
    "Oh, right," Dan said with a nod. 
 
    "So you're really thinking of taking Weson on in a few days?" George asked after Dan gave Lofn a hug and a kiss and they walked back towards the pool. 
 
    "Not like we have much of a choice," Dan replied with a shrug. 
 
    "I've never been in any kind of a fight like this before," George said shaking his head. "The idea of it is kind of scary, to be honest." 
 
    "Yeah, I know. I got shot my first time, and trust me, that sucked," Dan said with a sigh. 
 
    "You got shot?" George asked, eyes wide. 
 
    "Yup, and I got shot when they attacked us in Placerville." 
 
    "How are you even still alive!" 
 
    "Magic," Dan said with a grin. "Lofn and the others helped fix it, and there's a healer south of here that Olivia knows." 
 
    "Damn!" 
 
    "Yeah, but now I've got armor. So that helps. Plus better spells." 
 
    "Still, I can't quite get my head around it. I don't think dad's ever really been in magical combat before, either. Royce has, I heard dad mention it, and from the way Takett acted, I bet he has, too." 
 
    Dan nodded, filing that knowledge away. 
 
    "Well, I wouldn't worry about it too much. You're not going to be on the front lines, not for your first experience," Aella said as they walked. 
 
    "Though maybe when this is done, I can teach you some combat spells," Dan said. "Unless your father has?" 
 
    George shook his head. "Dad's big thing is augury, and that's mostly focused on business and the markets. I think he's been trying to keep from looking like a threat so Weson leaves him alone. I'm sure you've noticed he's not a wizard, just a really good mage." 
 
    "Have you learned Skarvat yet?" Aella asked. 
 
    "Skarvat? What's that?" 
 
    "Demonic," Dan said. 
 
    "No. Why would he teach me that?" 
 
    "Cause a lot of magic is done in it," Aella said. 
 
    George shook his head. "I'd be surprised if dad knew it. That doesn't sound like the kind of thing he'd do." 
 
    "Well, if you want to learn," Dan said, "I have a book here that'll teach it to you—but! Not until after this mess is over. Demonic primers are pretty hard on humans, so we'd need to make sure you're ready for it." 
 
    "You read it and survived," George said with a grin. "So excuse me if I'm not all that worried." 
 
    "I had Wrath watching over me the whole time," Dan told him. "Trust me, you're going to be getting the same treatment. Once you start, you can't stop until you're done, and it took me like three days." 
 
    They chatted a little while longer, then George's phone pinged, and he looked at it. 
 
    "Oh, I gotta head home for dinner. Message me if you want to go out tonight or do something." 
 
    Dan nodded. "Probably not tonight, but maybe next week." 
 
    George waved, and headed to the back gate, letting himself out. 
 
    "Good! Now that he's gone, I got some stuff set up in the garage," Aella said, smiling at him. 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "You wanted me to teach you how to displace, right?" 
 
    "Oh!" Dan said, getting up to his feet. "Right! Let's go!" he said and followed her to the garage, keeping an eye on her ass. 
 
    "So how does this work?" he asked as they stepped inside. 
 
    "I'll hold onto you like I did when we tricked Weson back in the park. Then I'll displace a short distance. Then you get to try." 
 
    "That's it? Why all the secrecy?" 
 
    "Because no one who can't do it is allowed to see it. Once you can do it, there's a lot of coaching on the technique. Also, it's not easy to learn if you're distracted." 
 
    Closing the door, Aella turned the lights off, and it got very dark. 
 
    "It also helps to do this in the dark." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "Because you can't do it at first if you can see yourself. It's best to do it with your eyes closed the first few times." 
 
    "Then how do I know if I'm doing it?" 
 
    "Oh, you'll know, trust me. Plus, I'll be coaching you. Now take my hand." 
 
    "Oh, that's not all I'm gonna take," Dan teased. 
 
    Aella sighed, a smile on her face. "Close your eyes." 
 
    Dan closed his eyes and did his best to relax. The last time they'd done this, he'd been too keyed up to notice anything, and he didn't feel anything now. 
 
    "I'm not feeling it," he told her. 
 
    He felt her tentacles wrap around him, pulling her up against him. He put his own arms around her, making sure to grab a nice handful of her butt with each hand. 
 
    "Daniel…" Aella sighed. 
 
    "Oh, come on, you know I can't help myself," he whispered back, holding her just as tight as she held him. "Think by now you'd all realize I can't keep my hands off you." 
 
    He felt something then, but not from him, from her. 
 
    "I didn't feel that." 
 
    "Then how did you know I did it?" Aella asked. 
 
    "What I felt was you." 
 
    "Okay, let me stop and start again." 
 
    Dan felt something from her, then after a moment he felt something else. 
 
    "Did you feel that?" 
 
    "Yeah, I think I did." 
 
    "Think you can copy what you felt me do?" 
 
    Dan shook his head after thinking about it a minute. "No. I can feel that you're doing something, but it's like when you wave your tail or your tentacles. I can feel you doing it, but I don't have them myself, so I can't understand it." 
 
    "What are you feeling? Can you describe it?" 
 
    "Well, your whole body seems to…twitch, I guess you'd say." 
 
    "What about the link?" 
 
    "The link?" Dan said, and he would have facepalmed if he hadn't had his hands full of something else. 
 
    Aella snickered. "You forgot to use the link, didn't you?" 
 
    "Yes, I forgot to use the link," he grumbled. "I was distracted by that tight ass of yours." 
 
    "Riiiiight," Aella said with a purr. "Now how about opening the link from our bond, and we'll try it again?" 
 
    Feeling embarrassed, he did just that, and this time when Aella did it, he could feel it in ways he didn't have the words to describe. 
 
    "Umm…we're about three feet in front of where we are?" 
 
    "Very good! Now, you try." 
 
    "Wait, what?" 
 
    "You learn by doing, Dan." 
 
    "But I don't know how!" 
 
    "You also learn by failing a lot. Now, give it a try." 
 
    Dan flailed around in his head a bit, trying to recreate that feeling. 
 
    "More like this," Aella said, and he felt a pressure though their bond, and tried to follow it. 
 
    "How'd you do that?" 
 
    "The bond isn't one-way. At least not for this it isn't." 
 
    Dan hmmed a moment and thought about that. That was interesting. Aella pinched his butt then, making him jump slightly. 
 
    "Stop wool-gathering and pay attention to your teacher!" She laughed. 
 
    "Oh, I always pay attention to my teacher," he said, giving her ass a squeeze. 
 
    "Uh-uh. No rewards until you've managed to do something deserving one! Now, back to work!" 
 
    Dan sighed and tried to recreate what he was feeling through their mutual bond as Aella gave him guidance. It was a lot harder to learn than he'd expected, but it was a lot easier to do once he finally caught on. 
 
    "Open your eyes," Aella said in a soft voice. They were no longer pressed tightly  against each other, but he still had an arm around her, and she was leaning into him. 
 
    Opening his eyes and looking into the near darkness of the garage, he saw himself a few feet away. He was in the same position he was in now. 
 
    "Stand up straight." 
 
    He tried to do so, but she grabbed him. 
 
    "Not you, your image." 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "Just think about it. That's your little marionette out there. Go ahead and pull its strings." 
 
    "Unnn…" he said to himself as he tried to make the image move. The first few attempts just didn't feel right, as things didn't move naturally.  
 
    "Don't overthink it. Your head knows how your body should move. Just think 'stand up straight', and let your mind take care of it. It already knows how things work." 
 
    Nodding, he did, and was surprised when his image straightened up next to Aella's. 
 
    "Now let's walk." 
 
    He nodded again and walked slowly beside Aella as she did, too. 
 
    "Just be careful not to walk in place, or they'll figure it out." 
 
    "Got it," he said and looked down at his own feet. Which weren't there. 
 
    "Hey! What happened to my…" he started, then suddenly he could see himself again! Looking up however, he saw that his image was gone. 
 
    "What happened?" he asked, looking over at Aella, whom he couldn't see, though he was still touching her. 
 
    "What happened," her image said, walking over to him, "is the whole reason you practice with your eyes closed at first. Your body has to disappear for the whole thing to work." 
 
    "Disappear?" 
 
    Aella's image nodded. "It's like an illusion. But for the illusion to work, folks have to believe it. If they can see your real body, they won't believe it, so they can't see you, and the same thing applies to you as the one generating and controlling it. You can 'be' in one place or the other, but not both." 
 
    "So I become invisible." he said. 
 
    "No, you become displaced." Aella's image grinned and poked him, confusing him a moment. "If people believe in the illusion, it's real. It not only looks real, it feels real, and behaves as if it's real." 
 
    "Hmm, so I can get two Aellas for the price of one?" he said with a grin. 
 
    Aella laughed. "That would take a stunning combination of belief and disbelief. Not that it hasn't been tried before, I'm sure!" 
 
    "And what happens if I don't believe in it?" 
 
    "Then it's simply an illusion, a displacement. It can't hurt you, and you can't really hurt it. But you still can't see the source—in this case me—for all that you know where I am and can touch me, and I can touch you!" She laughed and gave him a pinch on the side. 
 
    "Hey! I thought attacks made invisible things become visible!" 
 
    "Yeah, well, there's two things wrong with that," Aella said, dropping her displacement. "The first is that I'm not invisible, my image is just displaced." 
 
    "And the second?" 
 
    "D&D rules don't apply to real life. If you're invisible and you attack somebody, it doesn't necessarily cause you to become visible." 
 
    "That," Dan said pulling her up against him and kissing her, "sounds nice." 
 
    "Oh, it does now, does it?" Aella said, slipping her hands under his shirt and running them up and down his chest. 
 
    "Of course it is, it means I can do all sorts of nasty things to you in public, and no one would ever know!" he said with a snicker as he removed her top. 
 
    "I think that might make concentrating on what your image is supposed to be doing a tad bit difficult," she replied, pushing his shirt up. 
 
    "What happens then?" he asked, letting his hands cup her breasts as he walked her backwards towards the small counter in the back of the garage. 
 
    "You'll find your image is copying what you're doing." 
 
    Dan removed his hands from Aella's lovely tits for a moment, shucked his duster, letting it fall to the floor, then pulled off his shirt. Smiling down at Aella, he gave her a kiss, then spun her around so she was facing away from him. Pressing up against her back, he ran his hands up and down her chest and stomach while he nibbled on her neck. 
 
    Aella's response was to use her hands to brace herself against the countertop as her tentacles wrapped around Dan's back and slowly massaged their way down it, slipping under his belt and rubbing his ass as he ground his hips into her ass, letting her feel his erection through the material of their pants. 
 
    Reaching between them, Dan undid his pants with one hand, while his left grabbed one of Aella's breasts tightly, sinking his fingers into the pliant flesh and making her moan. As soon as he had his pants undone, her tentacles forced them down, freeing his shaft. His free hand now went to work on her pants, the only sound in the garage being the clink of his belt buckle hitting the floor. 
 
    Stepping out of his pants as he continued to nibble on Aella's neck, Dan got her pants undone and pushed them down, exposing her ass as her tail flicked up and over his shoulder to curl loosely around his neck. He had his sexy little displacer exactly where he wanted her, he thought loudly, knowing she would hear him, as the fingers of his right hand dipped down to tease her sex, finding her to be as excited as he was.  
 
    Kicking his right leg free of his pants, he spread his legs to lower his own hips as he slipped his shaft between her legs, letting the length of it slide back and forth over the lips of her now slick sex. 
 
    "Somebody want something?" Aella purred huskily. 
 
    "Yes, you always want something," Dan teased as he slipped a finger inside her, making her gasp. "I love you so much, Aella. I wish you were still in my head so you'd always know just how much I love you and need you," he whispered. 
 
    Aella shivered against him; she could hear his thoughts now that they were getting intimate, and she knew he was telling the truth. Bending over and arching her back, she spread her legs just enough to reach between them and guide him into her body, needing to feel him inside her as much as he needed to feel her wrapped around him. 
 
    Dan groaned in pleasure as he was once again deep into his hot, sexy little kitty girl. Moving both of his hands around to her back, he seized her tentacles where they joined her body, and pulled his hands roughly down their length. The way Aella suddenly moaned and pressed back hard against him, taking him to the root, made him smile. Even her tail shivered and curled a little tighter around his neck as he grabbed her tentacles tighter and used them to pull her body back against him so he could grind in even deeper. 
 
    He pulled out then, until only the head of his shaft was buried inside her, then using his grip, he pulled her back as he thrust in once more, and suddenly he heard her moaning not only in his ears, but inside his head as well. 
 
    He was in her mind! Just like she was inside his. 
 
    Aella felt his shock as he made this discovery, but rather than question it, she heard the wicked thoughts going through his head as he decided to take complete and unmerciful advantage of her and her body. 
 
    Dan actually heard Aella's eep as the thought crossed his mind that if he could feel her responses and needs, then he could go after each and every single one of them.  
 
    And he did. 
 
    Dan had been completely inexperienced when he'd first laid with Wrath, but she'd taught him what she liked, and he'd been an apt pupil, because nothing made you feel more like a man than to please your lover. Especially when your lover was a strong, kick-ass demon who looked sexy as hell when she was moaning in lust beneath you. 
 
    He'd taken the time to learn all he could about each of them, to find out what got them off, what made them pant, what made them moan. He never worried about his pleasure, because they knew his mind and always made sure he got it. Now, now he was in Aella's mind, and he was going to do whatever it took to leave her a limp, panting mess on the floor of the garage. 
 
    Aella moaned loudly as Dan's hands attacked all the right places. One moment he was yanking on a tentacle, hard, another moment he was pinching a nipple, then the next he was sinking his teeth into her shoulder. When he suddenly pulled out and dragged her down to the floor, he rolled her onto her back moved between her legs, put her legs over his shoulders, and fell on her like a ton of bricks, roughly bending her back as he entered her again, causing her to cry out loudly from the sheer shock and pleasure of it. 
 
    He seized her arms and pinned them above her head with one hand, shocking her again as he physically overpowered her, then attacked her ears with his teeth and tongue as his other hand slid between their bodies and went after her clit. 
 
    She flailed under him, at times trying to pull him deeper and tighter, and at others trying to push him back as he overstimulated her and drove her to a number of intense orgasms. 
 
    But he was in her head, and he reacted to everything she did before she could do it.  
 
    And through it all, she could feel the pleasure, the sense of joy, and the deep satisfaction he was getting as he was showing her, once and for all, just how much he loved her, and how he was going to prove that there was no one on Earth or in all of the twenty-nine who could ever love her as much as he did. 
 
    When he finally came inside her—they'd both lost all track of time, and she was a panting, sweating mess on the floor, the two of them tangled in a position that probably could only be found in some sort of demon Kama Sutra—she was barely conscious. 
 
    At first she thought she was imagining the applause. 
 
    "Damn, what the hell did you do to her, Dan?" he heard Fawn ask. 
 
    "Looks like he fucked her into a coma!" Wrath snickered. 
 
    "I'm not so sure he's still conscious himself!" Olivia laughed. 
 
    "It was impressive, if I do say so myself," Lofn said with a touch of humor to her voice. 
 
    Aella sighed but still had to smile. She could feel Dan's thoughts running down; he was falling asleep, and she was more than happy to join him. 
 
    "When he wakes up, I hope I'm next!" was the last thing she heard a giggling Fawn say as she nodded off to join Dan in sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Ugh, what time is it?" Dan asked as someone shook him awake. "And where am I?" he said as the last he remembered, he was lying on concrete with Aella. 
 
    "It's nine," Wrath's voice replied as he opened his eyes to see her standing over him with a bemused expression on her face. "You're in our bed. We carried you and Aella up here a few hours ago." 
 
    "Oh." Dan stretched and yawned. He felt…good. In fact, he felt better than good. Smiling, he looked up at Wrath and thought about what had happened with Aella. He'd been in her mind. How'd that happen? It wasn't uncommon for them to be able to read his thoughts during sex; it had to do with their nature and his human heritage. But he'd never been able to do the same with them. 
 
    "So what happened with the two of you? I mean, you've never failed to please, but damn if you didn't go above and beyond!" Wrath laughed. 
 
    "I got into her head," Dan said. "You know, like you all do to me?" 
 
    Wrath looked surprised at that. "You're not supposed to be able to do that." 
 
    "But I'm part demon." 
 
    "Demons can do it to humans, not to each other. You're still part human, so we can do it to you." 
 
    He thought about that. Since he'd embraced his heritage and become a sobek, he hadn't been able to do what he'd done with Aella a few hours ago. And on top of that, he wasn't tired, he was actually feeling quite fine… 
 
    He noticed it he was still drawing slightly off of Aella, who was all but snoring in the bed next to him. He stopped drawing from her, and he felt the connection break as they did.  
 
    Looking back up at Wrath, he suddenly had an idea. 
 
    "Why are you smiling at me like that?" Wrath said, suddenly a little nervous. 
 
    Grinning widely, he opened a tap into Wrath's power as he had earlier with Aella so he could use her displacement abilities. 
 
    "Because I'm going to love you into a coma!" Dan said, seizing her wrist, and he dragged her on top of his naked body. 
 
    "Wait! What?" Wrath exclaimed. Dan grabbed her head and laid an incredibly passionate kiss on her as he rolled over on top of her and pinned her to the bed. 
 
    "Don't worry, it's all in the name of science!" he teased and, ripping her shirt off, he immediately started in on those wonderful tits of hers. 
 
    "Dan! What are you…" she started, but suddenly she felt it, he was in her mind! Reaching down, she undid her pants as she slipped into his head, as she had so many other times before while they'd had sex. She didn't know how he was doing it, only that he was, and dammit if she didn't want to be fucked unconscious by him like he'd done with Aella. 
 
    Dan heard her thoughts and all but purred as he redoubled his efforts. Wrath was his first love, and he was definitely going to show her, once and for all, how much she meant to him by loving every inch of her body in ways she'd never been loved before! 
 
      
 
    "I don't think we're going to get any planning done tonight." Olivia sighed as she came down to the dining room where Lofn and Fawn were waiting. 
 
    "Why's that?" Lofn asked. 
 
    "Because whatever he did to Aella, he's now doing to Wrath," Olivia said with a sudden grin. "I mean, really, it's impressive. It's even worse than when you use your tail on him, Lofn." 
 
    "How can it be better than that?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "Because he's all but turning Wrath into a ball of furry putty! I mean, we all know how much she's into him, but now? Wow. I just can't wait until it's my turn!" 
 
    "How do you know you'll even get a turn?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "Because he glanced at me and told me I was next!" Olivia snickered. 
 
    "Dammit, I wanted to be next!" Fawn said, pouting. 
 
    "This is Dan we're talking about; I'm sure he'll get to you soon enough!" 
 
    "I wonder if this has anything to do with Aella teaching him how to use her displacement abilities?" Lofn asked with a thoughtful expression on her face. 
 
    "If it does, that girl has been holding out on us!" Fawn said with a frown. 
 
    Lofn shook her head, then smiled. "More likely our Daniel discovered something we've all overlooked and is now using it ruthlessly to our advantage." 
 
    "And now I can't wait even more," Fawn complained, shaking her head. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Morning Sun 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan sat at the table in the kitchen, eating breakfast about as fast as Marion could cook it and set it in front of him. He was famished. The girls may have had dinner—well, maybe not Aella, who was sitting next to him and destroying a stack of pancakes—but he hadn't eaten since lunch, and he'd gotten little in the way of sleep last night. The sun had just started to rise when he'd finished up with Lofn a little over an hour ago. The scent of breakfast cooking was pretty much the only thing that could have gotten him out of bed. 
 
    Wrath came into the kitchen, yawning and stretching. Unlike Aella, who'd grabbed a pair of shorts, Wrath wasn't wearing a stitch of clothing. Dragging a chair over, she sat down beside him, then plopped her head onto his shoulder and purred loudly. 
 
    He turned, gave her a kiss on the top of her head, and went back to eating. Aella still had one of her tentacles curled around his hips. 
 
    "What the hell got into you last night, my most favorite half-breed human who can fuck the ever-loving daylights out of his little red cat-demon whenever he wants to?" Wrath asked with a chuckle, causing Aella to snort and almost choke on her food. 
 
    "I figured out how to read your minds during sex," Dan said with a grin between forkfuls of food. 
 
    "Obviously. I think Fawn is planning to get Lofn to sting you next time so you actually leave us in a coma!" 
 
    "Oh? Is she awake already?" 
 
    "Hardly," Wrath said with a smile and kissed the side of his face. "I just know how that little sheep of ours thinks." 
 
    "And if she doesn't, you'll be sure to suggest it to her, right?" Aella teased. 
 
    "Hells yeah! That was wonderful. I told you he was worth it, didn't I?" 
 
    Aella nodded. "That you did. I think I can finally forgive you for that time in Isleton." 
 
    Dan couldn't miss the smile on Wrath's face when Aella said that. 
 
    "So, love of our lives, how did you manage to do what you're not supposed to be able to do?" 
 
    "What, read your minds?" he asked. 
 
    Wrath gave a small nod. "Not that I'm complaining, mind you, but demons aren't supposed to be able to read each other's minds during sex. Just human ones." 
 
    "I was still attached to Aella's power when we had sex yesterday, and suddenly, there it was." 
 
    "Why were you attached to her power?" 
 
    "He needed to be in order to use my abilities," Aella said. 
 
    "Ah. Okay." 
 
    Dan smiled, setting his fork down, and leaned back in the chair. "So I decided to try it with you, and sure enough, it worked." 
 
    "Oh did it ever, lover-boy," Wrath said with a sigh and smiled again, then rubbed the side of her face into his. " I think I'm going to eat something, then, as much as I'd like to drag you back upstairs and do it all over again, I think we have an attack we need to plan out." 
 
    "What about the others?" 
 
    "I think it's safe to say it's going to be a few hours before they show up," Aella said with a smile, setting her own fork down, leaning over, kissing the side of his face, and rubbing her cheek against his. 
 
    Marion set a plate of food down in front of Wrath, then turned to Dan. 
 
    "So you really are demons, aren't you? I'm not just hallucinating." 
 
    "I'm only half-demon—ok, technically, I think I'm pretty much all demon when it comes to the parts that count—" Dan said to her, "but yeah, the girls are all full-blooded demons, and Boris is a hellhound, if he hasn't told you already. 
 
    "Course I didn't know I was part demon until after we'd met you." 
 
    "But you knew about her?" she asked, motioning towards Wrath. 
 
    Dan nodded. "I knew what she was when we first met." 
 
    "Weren't you scared? I mean, when Boris first started talking to me, I thought I was going crazy or something." 
 
    Dan chuckled and shook his head. "I was too overwhelmed by how lovely she was and how pissed I was to be afraid of her," he said and gave Wrath, who was now eating, a hug. 
 
    Marion nodded slowly. "I was a little worried because of everything that was going on with Boris. I mean, he took complete control of my life, and he wasn't at all shy about anything…but," Marion blushed a bright red, "but darn if he didn't make things—my life, everything—better." 
 
    "Hellhounds can be like that, after they've served their penance," Wrath said between bites. 
 
    "Penance?" Marion asked. 
 
    "Boris obviously wasn't a good person in his last life, and his punishment was to become a hellhound. Most, when they've paid their debt, go on to reincarnation. But some…" Wrath shrugged. "Some decide to become—I guess you'd call them 'free agents'—and stay as what they've become. You got lucky; you got one of the better ones." 
 
    Marion smiled. "Oh, yes, I definitely got one of the better ones!"  
 
    She picked up Dan's empty plate as Dan got up. 
 
    "I'm gonna shower, then I guess we can meet in the den and start making plans. 
 
    Aella started to get up too, but Wrath snagged her tail and pulled her over. 
 
    "Don't, or we'll all end up in bed again," Wrath chided Aella, who blushed, then took the seat beside Wrath and snuggled up against her.  
 
    Wrath snuggled back, still eating. Dan had to smile. Wrath and Aella were blatant about their affection for each other. Olivia and Fawn also often showed their fondness for one another as well, but they usually didn't do it in public. Olivia was actually the more restrained one. Fawn was a slut when it came to attention and affection and was more than happy to hang off of you and show her affections publicly. 
 
    Lofn, of course, was the most restrained of all, but after last night, he figured a lot of that had to do with her history as Hana. That when she'd been Hana, she'd erected a lot of walls to hide her emotions from others, pretending she didn't have any of the softer ones. While those walls might finally be coming down so many years later, he suspected changes like that were never easy. 
 
      
 
    Dan sat at the table in the den, with Aella on his left and Wrath on his right. There was a large pad on the table, and they were drawing out what they remembered of Weson's place from the last time they'd been there. 
 
    "We really need a whiteboard." Aella sighed. 
 
    "We really need something bigger than a pad of paper," Dan replied. 
 
    "Yeah, who knew we'd need all this stuff, right?" Wrath agreed. 
 
    "So, what's the basic plan?" 
 
    "I think a lot of that is going to depend on how many people we get." 
 
    "What happened at the Zoo?" Dan asked, looking to Aella. 
 
    "Oh, right! Forgot all about that," she said with a bit of a leer. 
 
    "I wonder why?" Wrath said with an exaggerated sigh. 
 
    Aella laughed. "There's a lot of interest. There're a lot of people out there with scores to settle against Weson, and not having to pay for the right to live here and do business? Oh, yeah, they loved that!" 
 
    "How many?" 
 
    "Almost fifty, as of yesterday." 
 
    "Damn, that's pretty good," Wrath said, looking surprised. "I was hoping for like, twenty." 
 
    "I wonder how many people Takett will bring?" Dan mused. "Or Royce, for that matter." 
 
    "I just wonder how useful your friend's dad is going to be. From the sound of it, he's not much on combat." 
 
    Dan shrugged. "Hard to say, but if he can tie up one of Weson's people, that's worth it right there, I'd guess." 
 
    "What are you all up to?" Olivia asked, coming into the room. Putting her arms around Dan's neck from behind, she kissed him on the top of the head, then leaned into him, pressing her breasts into the back of his head. 
 
    "What we were supposed to do last night," Wrath said. 
 
    "Oh, I don't know, I think what we did last night was so much more fun!" 
 
    Dan grinned and reached around behind him to pat Olivia on the ass. 
 
    "You won't hear me complaining!" Wrath said with a laugh. 
 
    Olivia nodded and rubbed her hands up and down Dan's chest a few times as she pressed into the back of his chair. "Doesn't Fawn have a computer here somewhere with a screen attached to it you can use?" 
 
    "Probably, but isn't she still passed out in bed?" Dan asked. 
 
    "I'll go wake her up," Olivia said. "Then I think I'll get some food." She sighed for a moment. "As soon as I can stop touching you." 
 
    Both Aella and Wrath snickered. 
 
    "You know, it just isn't fair," Olivia complained. 
 
    "Oh? Why not?" 
 
    "Because I'm a needy, greedy wolf-bitch, that's why not!" Olivia said with another sigh, leaning over and kissing him on the side of the neck and pressing her head against his for a moment. "Last night was amazing for all of us, I know. I think I finally found something to write a song about." 
 
    "A song?" Dan said, blushing a little. 
 
    "Finally!" Olivia crowed. "I made him blush! Oh, the twenty-nine! That was almost as good as sex!" 
 
    "Seriously?" Aella asked. 
 
    Olivia snickered. "Okay, no, it wasn't even close. But still, finally." 
 
    "Go wake Fawn and get something to eat," Dan said and patted her on her naked butt. 
 
    "Umm-hmm…" 
 
    "Now, where were we?" 
 
      
 
    Five minutes later, a nude Fawn came dancing into the room, vaulted over the back of the chair while twisting in the air, landed lightly in Dan's lap, and engaged in serious amounts of lip-lock. 
 
    "Yes, I love you, but we're trying to plan a battle here?" Dan said with a smile when she finally came up for air. 
 
    "Why aren't you using my computer?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "Because we don't know where it is or how it works?" Wrath said. 
 
    "Oh!" Fawn said and smiled. "Right!" Then she wrapped her arms around Dan and hugged him. 
 
    "Do you think you could show it to us?" Wrath asked after it became apparent that Fawn wasn't going to move. 
 
    "Do I have to?" 
 
    "Yes, Fawn," Dan said. "You have to. And no, I'm not going to screw you in the chair right now, otherwise none of us are going to get anything done today." 
 
    "I can't help it. While I thought the sex was good before, last night was really something special. I mean, you were in our heads, and you didn't run away screaming!" 
 
    "Why would I do that?" 
 
    "Weeeelllll, maybe not from me, but I'm sure those two have enough stuff to make anybody panic!" Fawn teased, grinning. 
 
    "Oh, really now?" Aella growled, looking over at Fawn. 
 
    "This from my little sheep who has vivid fantasies about me swallowing her, feet first, while she's going down on me?" Dan asked. 
 
    For the first time ever, Dan saw Fawn blush, deep enough that she almost matched Wrath's fur. 
 
    "ItsintheofficeupstairsfollowmeI'llsetituprightnow!" Fawn quickly babbled and launched herself out of the chair, over his head, and zipped out of the room. 
 
    "Sure are a lot of red faces going around today," Aella said with a snicker. 
 
    "Fortunately for me, mine's always red," Wrath replied with a snicker of her own. "But honestly, she thought we didn't know about that fantasy?" 
 
    "Oh, it gets worse, a lot worse," Dan said with a grin. 
 
    "Oooh! Gonna share?" Wrath and Aella both asked together. 
 
    "Actually, I was thinking maybe we could act out some of the safer ones. But not until after I've taken care of a few of yours…" Dan replied with a smirk of his own as he got up to follow Fawn. 
 
    "Good thing I embrace all my kinks!" Wrath said, getting up as well, and Aella looked a little embarrassed. 
 
    Moving upstairs to the bedroom Fawn had turned into her office, they saw a large monitor mounted on the wall, upon which she'd displayed a picture of Weson's place she'd taken using her drone, back before their last attack on it. 
 
    Olivia came up and joined them with a large plate of food, and Fawn zipped off to get her own. Olivia parked herself in a chair next to him after politely asking Wrath to move. Dan was surprised Wrath didn't complain, she just sat next to Aella. Olivia then leaned into him like Wrath had done at the kitchen table as she ate. 
 
    "Sorry, but I just really need to touch you right now, and I thought sitting in your lap might be a bit distracting." 
 
    "I'm just surprised how much you're all affected by it," Dan said. "I mean, don't get me wrong, I'd be lying if I said I wasn't enjoying the affection. I love you all so much that just touching you makes me happy." 
 
    "You have to understand, no one has ever been in our heads before," Olivia told him. 
 
    "Yeah, but you were all in my head—constantly, I might add—and it didn't have this effect on me." 
 
    "Dan, the most amazing thing about being in your head was seeing how much you cared, how much you wanted us, needed us, loved us, day after day, constantly, no matter what, and now…" She shivered up against him. 
 
    "Now?" he prompted. 
 
    "You went into our heads, saw everything there, and used it to love us even more." 
 
    Dan frowned. "Why wouldn't I?" 
 
    "You wouldn't do anything else," Lofn said, all but dancing into the room and looking quite radiant, "and we're all happy because you saw the core of us, the truth of us, each of us. You saw all the bad, the dark, the hidden…and all you did was love us all the more because of it."  
 
    She leaned around the side of the chair and kissed him, all but wrapping herself around him. After a minute she squirmed into his lap, wrapped herself around him, put her head on his shoulder, and got comfy. He realized he now had a lapful of sexy, completely nude succubus, doing nothing more than cuddling up against him. 
 
    If she'd been a cat, he was sure she'd be purring now. 
 
    "Wow, I think you broke her, Dan!" Olivia whispered loudly and then grinned. 
 
    "Yes, I think it's safe to say Daniel broke me, and I don't think I ever want to be fixed," Lofn said in a husky voice. "In all my life, no one has ever done that to me. Last night would make an incubus jealous." 
 
    Dan smiled and cuddled her close; he'd never felt Lofn so relaxed before. She was generating contentment, and he suspected he wasn't the only one in the room who was feeling it, either. 
 
    "Okay, I'm ready!" Fawn said, coming back into the room. Apparently she'd showered and dressed, for the small amount of clothing Fawn often considered to be 'dressed'. 
 
    "Damn, what happened to Lofn?" Fawn said with a grin. "Did somebody finally fall in love?" 
 
    "I think you have a point," Lofn replied contentedly. 
 
    "She always does," the others replied and laughed. 
 
    Dan kissed Lofn on the side of her face, then looked back at the display. "So? How are we doing this?" 
 
    Wrath looked over at Aella. "Two-pronged attack?" 
 
    Aella nodded. "I think so." 
 
    "How's that?" Fawn asked, walking over to stand behind Olivia and rubbing her shoulders. 
 
    "We have the magic users and the demons encircle the place and attack it," Aella said. 
 
    "Okay, and what do we do?" 
 
    "We land on the roof and work our way down from there," Wrath said. "They won't expect it." 
 
    "They won't?" 
 
    Both Aella and Wrath shook their heads. "Most humans, and even most demons, only think in two dimensions," Wrath told her. "Plus, they'll already be engaged with the people surrounding the place. They can't stop fighting them or they'll be overwhelmed. As there's only six of us, they'll figure we're not too big a threat. Not at first, at least." 
 
    "Don't forget, Weson's got that golem," Olivia said. 
 
    "We haven't," Aella replied. "We'll have to get something specifically to deal with it." 
 
    "Sounds like a trip to Aureate's place might be in order," Dan said. 
 
    "You need to add a couple of demons to our group," Lofn said softly. 
 
    "What for?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "So when Daniel eats Weson, they see it and know he's really a demon. That he's a sobek. They won't tell the humans, because they'd never believe them anyway, and while they might be concerned about me, they'll fear a sobek." 
 
    Fawn snorted. "I doubt any of them have ever even seen a sobek." 
 
    "Exactly," Lofn said with a happy sigh. "So all they'll have to go by are the myths, and seeing Daniel here not only eat Weson, but that he has us all of us firmly under his thumb, too." 
 
    "What makes you so sure I'm going to eat him?" Dan said, looking around the room.  
 
    Wrath snorted. "You mean, other than the fact he murdered your stepfather, drove your mother to suicide, tried to assassinate you multiple times, and imprisoned all of us?" 
 
    "Umm…" Dan shifted a little in his seat, feeling uncomfortable about the thought of eating yet another person. 
 
    "He hurt Lofn, Dan," Fawn whispered. 
 
    "And don't forget what your father told you," Olivia reminded him. "You're a god. It's time to unleash some godly wrath on that pompous asshole." 
 
    Dan sighed. "It's just kind of hard to plan on it, you know? Yeah, I'm sure the moment I get my hands on him, I'll go all biblical on him, it's just…" Dan shook his head, "I'm still getting used to this." 
 
    "You didn't seem to have a problem with it in the car yesterday," Olivia said with a grin. 
 
    "Well, yeah. Except for George, who's my friend, they all work for me. So I gotta treat them like that. I learned that from my stepfather. You have to set their expectations up front, or you'll regret it ever after. But you, you're my mates, my family, my life." Dan shrugged and gave them a guilty look. "I need to be honest with you. I mean, you're all more experienced than me, definitely a lot wiser and more mature." 
 
    "Notice he didn't say 'older'," Aella teased. 
 
    "Umm, never mention a lady's age," Dan said, giving them another guilty look. "I know you're all mine, and yes, I mean that literally. But I'm still learning, and yeah, I want to kill Weson more than anything, because of everything he's done to the five of you. What he did to me doesn't even enter into it.  
 
    "But you're right, if I can get power from him, I'll need it for our showdown with Godfrey. I don't think he's going to give us much time to get organized before he tries to move in on us." 
 
    "Most likely he'll try to hit us while we're finishing up dealing with Weson," Wrath said. "That would be our weakest moment." 
 
    "So we need a good plan to get the hell out of there once we're done," Aella said. 
 
    "Set it all on fire and burn it to the ground," Lofn said lazily. "It'll draw the fire department and lots of mundane attention, and everyone can sneak off under cover of that." 
 
    "Awww! Aren't we going to loot the place?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "No," Dan said, "we're not." 
 
    "As long as we get those spears we promised Firreiro, we're good," Wrath said. 
 
    "And we don't want to spend all day dealing with traps and end up having to defend a place we just destroyed," Aella added. 
 
    "Fine," Fawn said with a pout. 
 
    "Well, now that we have a general plan, let's figure out the details," Wrath said, getting up and walking over to the monitor. 
 
    "Shouldn't we wait until we know how many people we have and what they can all do?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "It's easier to modify an existing plan than to come up with one from scratch on the spot. We'll come up with the initial plan today, then as we learn who and what we've got, we'll adapt it." 
 
    "How are we going to land everybody on the roof?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Helicopter." 
 
    "What? No magic?" 
 
    "Not everything has to be magic, Dan." 
 
    "Yes," Lofn said happily, "not everything does." 
 
    

  

 
   
    A Short Trip 
 
      
 
    Dan sat in the back of the van. He still had Lofn plastered to him, though she'd been asleep for most of the trip. He'd peeled her off long enough to shower and get dressed, though he'd been sorely tempted to bang her in the shower, but he knew if he started with her, it'd be another day before they went anywhere, since everyone else would want another turn. 
 
    At least she'd gotten dressed. 
 
    The others were all being pretty touchy-feely with both him and each other now, as well. He'd obviously touched all of them very deeply, and he was proud of that. He was beyond committed to each of them, and apparently it'd finally sunk in that he loved them for who and what they were, warts and all. 
 
    For Lofn, this was apparently a far bigger deal then he'd realized. Sure, he'd seen that dark patch on her soul; it wasn't like she hadn't warned him of it already. Her problem was that she'd been hiding behind it, full of guilt for her past—a past that even she had learned to condemn. 
 
    He'd taken the time to understand it; it had been important enough to her that he couldn't just ignore it. She'd been everything she'd told him she once was, what she'd been accused of. But that was the past, and he felt it was time for her to forgive herself and forget everything beyond the lesson she'd learned, that she could love and be loved. 
 
    Then he'd shown her not only how much he loved her, but how much she deserved to be loved. The one thing he now realized she'd given up all hope of ever truly being. 
 
    Giving her another hug, he smiled and held her as she slept. She wasn't just emotionally exhausted; she'd been the one he'd loved last, so she hadn't gotten a lot of sleep afterwards. He figured the only reasons he wasn't tired were the combination of the catnaps between each of them, and that at his age, staying up long hours wasn't that big a deal. 
 
    "Better wake her up, Dan," Wrath said. "We're almost there." 
 
    Dan nibbled on one of Lofn's ears, then whispered her name. 
 
    "Time to wake up," he said, and she smiled at him as she opened her eyes. 
 
    Lofn shifted to straddle his lap, then stretched in the back of the van, half unfurling her wings as she did so. He watched appreciatively, because damn if it wasn't incredibly sexy.  
 
    "Sorry I monopolized him," Lofn said in a soft voice to the others, "but I couldn't help myself. I promise to make it up to each and every one of you. Several times," she added, and then giggled. 
 
    "I think I'm gonna enjoy that!" Aella snickered from the passenger's seat up front. 
 
    "You and me both!" Fawn added with a giggle of her own. 
 
    "You needed it, Lofn," Wrath said. "What kind of mates and lovers would we be if we didn't give you what you need?" 
 
    "What she said," Olivia agreed. 
 
    Dan put his hands to either side of Lofn's head and gave her a kiss as she furled her wings, then slid off his lap onto the seat beside him. 
 
    "So what are we going to get from Aureate?" Lofn asked. "I think I dozed during that part of the planning." 
 
    "Mostly, we need something to take on that golem Weson has," Dan told her. "But if we can get more powerful weapons, or anything else to help us, we'll take it." 
 
    "Have you given any thought to what comes after?" Lofn asked. 
 
    "What do you mean?"  
 
    "Well, with Weson out of the way, we need to move quickly to seize as much control over the people he subverted in government. Further, if any of our old connections are left, we should probably move on those, too." 
 
    "Ah, damn!" Wrath said. "I've been meaning to go see if my blackmail files are still where I stashed them! Guess I'm doing that tonight." 
 
    "I've already said that I lost all mine," Aella said. 
 
    "I already checked," Fawn said, speaking up. "All my guys are gone, one way or the other." 
 
    "I called my club last night," Olivia said with a smile. Weson hadn't been able to get it back from her in the week they were gone. "Once it's safe, I can see if what I hid back when I was working at it is still there." 
 
    "Did you have anything?" Dan asked Lofn, who shook her head. 
 
    "Mostly I'd just disguise myself as someone's secretary and go through their files for stock tips or a little influence peddling and blackmail." 
 
    Dan nodded as Wrath pulled into the parking lot and found a place to park. 
 
    "Let's go see what Aureate's got for us." 
 
    They got out, and after a moment to sort themselves out, they went inside. The same guy who'd been there all the previous times—or one close enough Dan couldn't tell the difference—nodded to them and picked up the phone to let Aureate know they were there. 
 
    "Wrath!" Aureate said, coming out of the back and giving her a hug. "The stories coming out of Sacramento had me worried there for a while!" She went down the line and gave each of them a light hug. "Daniel! Nice to see you've still got your winning ways! Fawn, Aella, Olivia, and my, it's nice to see you looking happier than the last time you were here, Lofn. 
 
    "Let's go back to my office, and we can discuss why you're here." 
 
    Wrath and Aureate caught each other up on what had been going on as they walked back to the office. Aureate had heard about their trip to Wrath's father's home, and figured they'd gotten both the curse broken and Dan cured, seeing as they'd come back as a group. 
 
    "How'd you find all that out?" Fawn asked as they came to Aureate's office. 
 
    "I called Estaca and asked," Aureate said with a smile. "She knows Wrath and I are friends, so she let me know she was okay. She also told me about Wiles' visit to the bar, as well as that you're now planning to take on Weson." 
 
    "Which is why we're here," Wrath said as they found seats. 
 
    "I take it you need help?" Aureate asked. 
 
    "Actually, we need something to take out an iron golem." 
 
    "Weson has an iron golem?" Aureate said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Yeah, we ran into it when we made our first attempt to free Lofn—the one that didn't go so well," Aella said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "What else do you need?" 
 
    "What else do you want to offer?" Dan asked as Fawn claimed his lap, and Lofn stopped behind his chair, rubbing his neck. 
 
    "We've got three mages signed up to help so far," Wrath said. 
 
    "And about forty demons," Aella added. "Possibly more." 
 
    "That's quite the turnout," Aureate said, looking impressed. "Do they know you intend to take over Sacramento?" 
 
    "Dan is the one taking over Sacramento," Lofn said with a warm smile. "We've made that clear to everyone. Only the demons know he's one of us, now." 
 
    "Oh?" Aureate said, looking back at Dan. 
 
    "I found my father, my real father," Dan said with a happy smile of his own. "I'm a sobek…technically I'm half sobek, though apparently, in my case, that's not exactly how it turned out. I can do everything a sobek can, including assuming my aspect." 
 
    Dan shifted in his seat and assumed his aspect, and was surprised by the look Aureate gave him. Then again, he now looked more like a crocodile, and she was an erpeto, which was also a reptilian race. He smiled at her, reflecting that she was quite nicely put together, then changed back to his human form. 
 
    "I think I have something that will help you with Weson's golem. However, I must warn you that it will probably destroy a fair bit of the building, as well, probably rendering it unusable." 
 
    "We're going to burn it down after we kill Weson, anyway," Wrath told her, "so that's not much of an issue." 
 
    "I also want to send someone with you." 
 
    "Oh? Why?" 
 
    "Because it has become important to me that you succeed, why else?" Aureate said and smiled at Wrath. "Besides, how can I ask for a really big favor if I don't do something to deserve it?" 
 
    "Actually, you've done a lot for us already, Aureate," Dan said, "and I don't plan on forgetting about it, either." 
 
    "Why, thank you, Daniel," she said with a warm smile. "How would you like to join me for lunch, because I would love to hear about your adventures over the last few months." 
 
    "We'd be delighted," Wrath said with a smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "What's a rust monster?" Dan asked, looking at the wand Aureate had given Wrath as they were leaving. 
 
    "It effectively eats iron by turning it into rust." 
 
    "That sounds good." 
 
    "It is. But once it finishes with the golem, it's going to look for more iron to consume, until the summoning spell ends, and it's sent back home." 
 
    "So be careful, when it starts eating the steel in the building, that it doesn't fall on you," Aella warned. 
 
    "Any idea who she's going to send to help us?" Olivia asked. 
 
    Wrath shook her head. "She told me she'd see who's available and decide after that." 
 
    "Who's available? I thought she ruled here or something?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "It's not a simple matter of grabbing whomever she wants. Also, not everybody who lives here is actually one of her…subjects, I guess you could say. I wouldn't be surprised if whoever shows up doesn't even work for her." 
 
    "Then why come?" 
 
    "Because Aureate would owe them a favor." 
 
    "Okay, that I can understand!" Fawn said with a grin. "And you know what that means?" 
 
    Wrath shook her head. 
 
    "If we like 'em, we can poach 'em!" 
 
    Wrath laughed. "You may have a point there." 
 
    There was a moment of silence then, and Fawn looked around. "Hey! Where's my praise?" she asked as they laughed. 
 
    "Sorry, sheep-girl, but maybes aren't good enough," Olivia said with a grin. "But I think I have a reward you'd like!"  
 
    Fawn eeped! as Olivia grabbed her and dragged her into the back of the van, causing the rest of them to snicker. 
 
    "Well, back home? Or do we have anything else we need to take care of?" Wrath asked everyone. 
 
    "I'd like to stop at Fawn's hotel. I left my stepfather's notebook there," said Dan. 
 
    "I guess we could do that, but we need to be careful in case Weson's still watching the place." 
 
    "I think we need to go to the Zoo again—probably tomorrow after we have our meeting with our three new mages—to see exactly how many people we have, and tell them when and where they need to show up," Lofn said. 
 
    "What about practice?" he asked. 
 
    "Practice? For what?" 
 
    "We ran a bunch of practice drills with Dan when we went to get Olivia," Aella said, "because we had to work in a tight formation." 
 
    "Oh," Lofn said with a nod. "While that's a good idea, I don't think we're going to be able to get a random group of demons to practice at all." 
 
    "Honestly, I think your time would be better spent learning spells and working on curses," Wrath said from up front. 
 
    Nodding, Dan pulled out the book on portal magic and worked on the group of spells needed to create an anchor point. 
 
      
 
    "We're here," Wrath called out, and Dan looked up from his book. Looking out the window, he saw they were indeed pulling into Placerville, though they'd come up 49 this time. Looking back at the book a moment before he closed it and put it away, he realized he'd understood it a lot better as he read through it a second time. You weren't just building a terminus, you were building an anchor point, along with a 'beacon' of sorts, so you could find the terminus and anchor your portal gateway to it.  
 
    The way permanent portal gateways were formed was by making two or more terminus points and linking them together. Which actually wasn't that much harder than making the terminus point.  
 
    The only tricky part to the whole thing was setting up your terminus so others couldn't connect to it without your permission. Making one that only you could open wasn't terribly difficult, and it appeared to be impossible for anyone else to open it. Making one that anybody could open a link to, assuming they knew it existed, was easy. But putting permissions on it? 
 
    That was hard. There were different ways of doing it, of course. There were probably as many ways of locking a portal as there were for putting a lock on a door. Some were better than others—which made them harder—but all of them could be hacked, or picked if you like, if someone knew what was needed and figured out a way to spoof it. 
 
    Which meant, unless he linked it to himself, putting one in the basement of the house probably wasn't a bright idea. Putting it outside the house on the grounds somewhere was better, but then he'd have to ward it, so if he wasn't able to keep out unexpected surprises, at least he'd know about them when they showed up. 
 
    Slipping the book into his pocket, he took out his pistol, checked to be sure it was loaded, then put it away and checked his mace. 
 
    "You know that pistol really isn't worth much anymore, right?" Olivia said, crawling out of the back of the van with a pleased expression on her face. Fawn was still lying on the floor in the back, panting. 
 
    Dan nodded. "I'm thinking of engraving curses on the bullets." 
 
    Olivia grinned. "Now that would be cool!" 
 
    "Guess we need to buy a bullet press," Aella said. 
 
    "What's that?" Dan asked. "And why?" 
 
    "The rifling in the barrel will scratch the sides of the bullet, and that might destroy the curse, right?" 
 
    "Umm, it could," Dan agreed with a nod. 
 
    "So we'll pull the bullet out of the cartridge and you can inscribe it on base. Then we press it back in, and everything is fine." 
 
    "Oh! Yeah, that makes sense." 
 
    "You alive back there, Fawn?" Aella called out. 
 
    "Give me a minute," she said, still panting. "As soon as I find my phone, I'll order one." 
 
    "Okay, let's hit the hotel and get Dan's book," Wrath said, parking the van. 
 
    "Great, I need a shower," Olivia said. 
 
    "Me, too!" Fawn called from the back. 
 
    Shaking his head, Dan got out of the van. "Hey, why aren't we parked by the hotel?" 
 
    "Cause I don't want them getting an ID on our van. Otherwise they'll follow it back to our house," Wrath said. 
 
    "Oh! So how do we keep them from following us back to it, then?" 
 
    "Killing works," Wrath said with an evil grin. 
 
    Dan laughed. "Yeah, I guess it does."  
 
    He blinked as the others got out and thought about what he'd just said. He'd just consigned a bunch of people he didn't even know to death. 
 
    And the idea didn't bother him in the slightest. 
 
    He gave a small shake of his head. He couldn't ask 'how have I come to this', because he could document the entire process in painstaking detail. 
 
    "Let's go," Wrath said, breaking him out of his revery. 
 
    "I wonder if it's just Weson's people keeping an eye on the hotel? Or if Godfrey's got people there as well?" 
 
    "Doesn't matter, they both know we're back," Lofn said. 
 
    "Weson knows because of the taps on his power, but how would Godfrey know?" 
 
    "Because we told all the people working at Dale's to leave. He knows we killed her, so he knows we're the ones giving the order." 
 
    "Good point." 
 
    "Okay," Wrath said as they came to the end of the street they'd been walking down towards the hotel. "Dan, you take Fawn, Olivia, and Lofn, and get your book. Don't take too long cleaning up, you two," she said, looking over at Olivia and Fawn. 
 
    "What are you going to do?" he asked. 
 
    "Set up an ambush to kill whoever follows you back this way. So don't be up there long enough for them to call in reinforcements." 
 
    "I'll make sure they behave," Dan said with a grin. 
 
    "Spoilsport," Fawn said with a thppt! and then giggled. 
 
    "Yup, that's me. Now let's get going." 
 
    Turning back towards town, Dan picked up the pace. He hoped there wasn't anybody watching, but that was unlikely. Weson had to know they were coming after him next, and even if he didn't, he was too much of an asshole to wait and see if they were going to leave. 
 
    Getting to the hotel was easy enough, and he grabbed his father's book. Olivia and Fawn were actually quick in the shower, and Fawn only made a brief stop by the manager's office before they headed back towards the van. 
 
    "What's in the bag?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "Our mail." 
 
    "We got that much mail?" 
 
    "You know all those forms we filed? The house we had signed over to Dan? Oh, and I got new cellphones for everybody." 
 
    "Good thing we stopped here, then." 
 
    "I was going to have them courier it someplace for us, but as long as we're here, might as well grab it," Fawn said with a shrug. 
 
    "Anybody see anyone following us?" Dan asked. 
 
    "I can feel someone behind us who's very excited," Lofn said. 
 
    "How far behind us?" 
 
    "Fifty feet." 
 
    "I got this," Dan said, and he stopped and spun around, raising his hands. There were a few people on the street, but only one suddenly looked scared as Dan pointed at him and yelled, "Ray of Doom!" without doing any of his normal incantations. 
 
    The guy following them turned and fled, running away as fast as he could. 
 
    "Ha! It worked!" Dan said with a grin. 
 
    "What in the hell was that?" Olivia asked, looking impressed. 
 
    "Morale check," Dan said, turning back towards where they'd hidden the van. 
 
    "Obviously they failed." 
 
    "Yes, he's quite terrified," Lofn said, "and continuing to run." 
 
    "I'm surprised you didn't kill him," Fawn said. 
 
    Dan shrugged. "If that hadn't worked, I would have. But I didn't want to draw the attention." 
 
    They continued past where he knew Wrath and Aella were hiding. Neither of the girls joined them, so either they were being careful, or someone else was following them. When they got to the van and got in, Fawn took the driver's seat, started it up, and drove down the block away from where they'd come.  
 
    As soon as they turned the corner, Wrath dropped out of the sky carrying Aella. Aella opened the door and jumped in the back, with Wrath following as she furled her wings. 
 
    "How many?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "Just one more. I don't think he was with the guy Dan scared off," Wrath said, dropping into the seat on one side of Dan as Aella took the other side. Wrath surprised him by pulling Lofn into her lap, smiling at her, and kissing her. 
 
    "I'd drag you into the back, but we're too close to home, so I guess we'll just have to wait until then!" 
 
    Pulling out his stepfather's notebook, Dan went through it as Aella leaned into him and wrapped an arm and one of her tentacles around him. He was just figuring out where things were in the notebook when they pulled into the driveway, and Wrath picked up Lofn, with whom she was pretty amorously entwined, and took her inside. Aella gave him a kiss on the cheek and then followed. 
 
    "I need to sort this stuff out and do a few things to the new phones," Fawn said and split for the house next. 
 
    Dan looked at Olivia, who smiled. 
 
    "What's up with Wrath and Lofn?" he asked. 
 
    "Oh, trust me when I say, we're all going to be taking a turn with Lofn tonight," Olivia said with a warm smile. 
 
    "Okay, what did I miss?" 
 
    "It's what you did." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Lofn has always held herself back, and I don't think she's going to be doing that anymore," Olivia said with a soft laugh. "You have to understand, until you came along, we all loved Lofn, but she was having a hard time loving us back." 
 
    "Oh!" 
 
    Olivia grinned. "Yeah, oh. I think we've also been a little too focused on you and maybe haven't been giving each other the attention we should be, and we figured after last night, maybe we should give you a little time to recover for a change!" 
 
    Dan blushed again. 
 
    "Dammit! I get you to blush twice in one day, and no one's here to see it!" 
 
    "I think I'm gonna sit out here and read my stepfather's notebook," Dan mumbled and looked back at the pages. "Cause if I go in there, I don't think I'll be able to keep my hands off anybody." 
 
    Olivia grinned. "Especially not after Lofn starts broadcasting her feelings." 
 
    "I don't know what I did to deserve the five of you," Dan said with a sigh, "I'm just glad I did." 
 
    "I'm glad you did, too," Olivia said, climbing far enough over the seat to give him a kiss. "We were really only two couples who were brought together by Lofn, but now…let's just say, I think I'm gonna go abuse Aella for a little while, then help her gang up on Lofn." 
 
    "Oh? What about Fawn?" 
 
    "You may not have noticed, but I think Wrath has some seriously kinky plans for Fawn once she's done reminding Lofn how much she loves her." 
 
    Dan smiled and shook his head. "Yeah, maybe I better hang back for a while. Go have fun." 
 
    "Oh, I will!" Olivia said, giving his head a rub. She went inside to join the others.  
 
    Looking back at the notebook, he yawned and paged through it. Now that he could read Skarvat, none of what was in it was hidden from him anymore. There was a lot of information on his stepfather's business deals. There was a list of the auguries he did over the weekend, and the results he gained from them, followed by the actions he took that week, then a list of the results come Friday. 
 
    He saw his stepfather hadn't been averse to using the occasional spell here or there to get his way. Several of the state contracts he'd secured, he'd obtained by casting a glamour on the people awarding the contract so they'd have no choice but to award it to him. But the notes also made it clear that his father made sure to honor those contracts to the letter, to keep from arousing suspicions or garnering complaints and legal actions. 
 
    Paging through further, he found his stepfather's notes on Kevin's death, and it became quite clear that it had completely destroyed him. If Dan had thought his stepfather's comment to him had been cruel, the things written in here were far worse.  
 
    He quickly paged past that until he came to the notes about Weson.  
 
    Weson had promised to give his father a young woman with a storied background in magical abilities so he could replace his lost son! That surprised him. Reading through the notes further, it was clear his father had begun to spurn his wife, Dan's mother, for giving birth to him. Dan suspected his father may have considered disowning him, perhaps even killing him, to cleanse himself of the stain he believed had led to his only son's death. 
 
    Dan sighed and shook his head as he read. He'd thought, if he'd known, he might have encouraged his stepfather and mother to have another child. But things had obviously been too far gone at that point. No wonder his mother had hung herself so soon after his stepfather's death. She had no doubt blamed herself for everything that had happened after her husband's rejection. The man she'd loved so much she'd let a demon, or possibly a god, get a child on her.  
 
    He could only imagine the pain it must have caused her, and it explained so many of her actions in the last few years of their life together. 
 
    He moved on quickly; there was nothing there he wanted to ponder further. Flipping forward a couple of pages—suddenly, everything changed. Weson was no longer a friend. Weson was a heartless bastard who'd taken his son away from him, and he was going to make Weson pay. It was around that time he'd cast the spell that summoned, then bound Boris to the family as a protector.  
 
    Things went downhill quickly after that, both business-wise and mentally for his stepfather. Dan could only assume that was when the curse had been cast and taken effect.  
 
    Yawning, he looked back over the spell used to bind Boris. He'd have to talk to him about that. Dan wasn't sure he liked the idea of Boris being forced into his service—but then again, he didn't know anything about hellhounds, so he'd talk to Wrath about it first. 
 
    He yawned again and flipped some more, looking through some of the details of the augury spells his stepfather had used. He should learn them as well. Eventually, after they'd taken over Sacramento, he'd have to make enough money to pay for everything, after all. 
 
      
 
    Dan awoke to the sounds of the door to the van opening, and giggling. Yawning and blinking, he quickly found himself being pulled out of the van by Lofn. 
 
    "What time is it?" he asked. 
 
    "Time for you to perform, stud," Lofn whispered in his ear, then stung him with her tail. 
 
    It was at that point that he noticed Wrath, Aella, Fawn, and Olivia were there as well, and they were all naked. And smiling at him with that look that made it clear he wouldn't be getting any more sleep tonight, at all. 
 
    "But what about tomorrow's meeting?" 
 
    "Tonight's meeting is far more important!" Lofn giggled, and they dragged him back inside the house and up to their bedroom. As the aphrodisiac she'd shot him with took effect, he realized he just hadn't worked hard enough last night. Looking at them, he smiled back evilly. Oh, yeah, challenge accepted. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Playtime's Over 
 
      
 
      
 
    "I keep wanting to go over to him and touch him to make sure he's not dead." Aella chuckled, watching Dan sleep. Fawn had tried to rouse him earlier, and all she'd gotten was a mumbled, "I'll do you as soon as I wake up…" and then he'd started snoring again. 
 
    "I think we might have overworked our Daniel," Lofn said with a giggle. 
 
    "Yeah, well, we're supposed to meet with those mages in a couple of hours; it's already after four," Wrath said, shaking her head. "I'd feel guilty about what we did to the poor boy, if I was capable if guilt." 
 
    "What we did to him?" Fawn laughed. "What about what he did to us? I'm still sore! Just be glad he was already tired when we ambushed him, or we'd still be in bed!" 
 
    "Wrath, give me a hand dragging him into the shower, and we'll get him cleaned up," Aella said. "Fawn, tell Marion to whip up some food. Once we get him awake, he's probably going to want to eat." 
 
    "Got it." 
 
    "I'll call Estaca, find out how many people we've got, and set up a meeting down at the Zoo for later this evening, after we finish dealing with the mages," Lofn added. 
 
    Using her hands and her tentacles, Aella got Dan out of the bed and carried him to the large shower Wrath had already turned on. Getting inside of it, they stuck Dan under the water. The first sign that he was awake was when he grabbed Wrath, spun her around, grabbed her tail with one hand, and pushed down on her shoulders with the other as he pulled her butt into position and entered her from behind. 
 
    "Umm, maybe we should have let him sleep longer?" Aella said with a laugh. 
 
    "You're next," Dan grumbled as he steadied himself behind Wrath, who had braced herself over the ledge in the oversized shower stall, which also could be used as a seat. 
 
    Wrath shivered as he just took her hard and fast. She could feel his desire and was surprised at how much raw lust there was in him for her.  
 
    When he let go of her tail, seized both of her horns with his hands, yanked her head back roughly, and dug his rough claws into them, she all but screamed in passion herself. He'd taken on his aspect and was just fucking her as hard and brutally as he could. He didn't last long, and she joined him in orgasmic bliss when he erupted inside of her, bucking back against him.  
 
    As soon as she'd come down, Dan pushed her off his shaft, snagged Aella—who'd been watching with both hands rubbing at her crotch—bent her over Wrath's panting body, and then shagged the hell out of her as well. He grabbed her tentacles with one hand, and the scruff of her neck with the other as he rode her until he came a second time. 
 
    When Aella came down from her orgasm, he pushed her off his cock as well. He shifted back into his human form, grabbed the soap, quickly got clean, then got out of the shower, toweled off, grabbed his pants, and went downstairs in search of food. 
 
    "Where's Aella and Wrath?" Fawn asked as he sat down at the table and dug into the burgers Marion had set there. 
 
    "In the shower," Dan said between bites. "I'm sure they'll be down here soon enough." 
 
    "Oh, this I gotta see!" Fawn said and ran out of the room. 
 
    When Aella and Wrath walked in a few minutes later, carefully sat down by him, and swiped a couple of burgers, Fawn followed them in snickering. 
 
    "If we didn't have a meeting in," Dan looked at the clock on the wall, "an hour, you wouldn't be snickering," Dan said, giving her a wink. 
 
    "I thought you were worried about him waking up?" Olivia teased Wrath. 
 
    "Talk about 'the tiger awakens'," Wrath said with a smirk. 
 
    "He left them in a heap in the shower!" Fawn said, still snickering. 
 
    "You know, I think sheep is definitely on the menu tonight," Aella said with a great big smile. 
 
    Wrath turned and looked at Fawn, who fidgeted nervously. 
 
    "I think sheep sounds good." 
 
    "Ooh! Is this a private party, or can anyone join in?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "Seeing as you know all her ticklish spots, as well as the ones that make her pant, it would be a shame not to invite you to help," Aella said, licking her lips. 
 
    "Umm, Dan?" Fawn asked, looking a little nervous. 
 
    "Sorry, Fawn. I'm far too tired to help them," he said with a chuckle and grabbed another burger as Lofn came into the room. 
 
    "According to Estaca, there's about sixty now who want to help us with Weson," she said, sitting down and smiling. "I think the bar's going to be crowded tonight." 
 
    "I don't know, that place is pretty big." 
 
    "It won't just be the ones who want to help. I think a lot of demons want to see if the rumors are true, that you really are a demon." 
 
    "I don't know if I want to show them that," Dan said. "The last thing we need is for that to get back to the magic community." 
 
    "Maybe we can show them without showing them?" Olivia suggested. 
 
    "And how do we do that?" 
 
    Olivia shrugged. "Let me think about it. But there has to be something we can do to prove it without showing them your aspect. Then if any of the mages hear about it, you can deny it happened." 
 
    "Assuming they even hear about it," Wrath said with a nod. "We need to make sure there are only demons in that bar tonight." 
 
    "You'd think it'd be enough for them to see that I've got the five hottest and most powerful demonesses warming my bed every night," he said with a shake of his head. "I mean, if that doesn't prove that I'm cool with demons, what will?" 
 
    "Especially since one is a succubus rumored to be the infamous Hana," Lofn said with a smile. 
 
    "But you're not Hana," Dan said with a slight growl. "There is no Hana." 
 
    "Yes, love, I'm not. But that doesn't stop them from thinking it." 
 
    Dan sighed. "I may have to disabuse them of even doing that. So where are we meeting Herman, Royce, and Takett tonight?" 
 
    "I got us set up with a small private space at Claim Jumpers," Fawn said. 
 
    "Good! I can order some dessert," he said with a smile. "Oh, I found the spell my stepfather used to bind Boris to the family." 
 
    "And?" Olivia prompted. 
 
    "I was debating breaking it and giving him the option of swearing an oath or leaving." 
 
    "I wouldn't do that," Wrath said. 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because if you break it, he'll probably get pulled back to hell." 
 
    "Really? But I thought he'd completed his obligation there or some such?" 
 
    "It's complicated, and I don't really have the time to go over it. I'll ask him if he wants to stay or not." 
 
    "So what about getting some of his friends to help?" 
 
    "He'll give you a couple of names, and you can summon and bind them, as well." 
 
    "Is that really fair to them?" he asked, scowling. 
 
    He scowled even more as all five of the girls laughed. He noticed that Marion was still in the room, following the conversation with undisguised interest. 
 
    "They're hellhounds, Dan!" Aella said, still snickering. "There is no fair when it comes to them. Being bound into service is part of what they are." 
 
    "Yes, Daniel," Lofn said with a smile, "I wouldn't worry about it, and I can assure you, he definitely won't want to leave." 
 
    "You sure?" he asked. 
 
    "Of course I'm sure. He's got Marion. He won't leave her." 
 
    "Oh," he said and noticed the pleased expression on Marion's face. "In that case I'll just leave it up to Wrath and Marion, and I won't worry about it. Guess I'll go get dressed," he said, standing up. "The rest of you might want to put some clothing on as well?" 
 
    "For George's sake, if nothing else," Olivia said. "That boy sure feels guilty for staring at us." 
 
    "We really need to get him laid," Fawn said with a giggle. 
 
    "He's been laid, I'm sure. What he needs is a girlfriend," Wrath said, looking thoughtful. "Too bad my younger sister took up with Brageur, or I'd see about setting her up with him." 
 
    Dan shook his head and left the girls to matchmaking as he went up to the bedroom to get dressed for tonight. 
 
      
 
    They got to Claim Jumpers before any of the others showed up, but Dan waited in the van with Fawn, while Lofn, Wrath, Olivia, and Aella made sure that not only was it safe, but that it stayed safe. 
 
    Once they had things secured, Lofn waited inside, out of sight, and kept an eye on the room they'd be meeting in. Dan remembered one of the tricks he'd learned from his stepfather, and that Kevin had even told him about: When you're the boss, show up last. It's a subtle reminder that they're waiting on you, you're not waiting on them. 
 
    Dan didn't doubt there'd be issues. He was only nineteen, and as far as they were concerned, that made him a kid. He was getting that vibe a lot now from George's father, Herman. Hopefully he wouldn't have to deal with it as much from Royce and Takett, since they hadn't watched him grow up. 
 
    Wrath knocked on the door of the van. Opening it, he got out, and Fawn followed him with a briefcase in her hand. All of them were dressed up to look like businesswomen—the conservative clothing made it a lot easier to hide weapons, and all of them were well armed. None of the girls were that trusting, and some of that had rubbed off on Dan due to Weson's behavior. He just hoped that was Weson being an asshole, and not all mages and wizards acted that way. 
 
    "There's five of them in the room," Wrath told him as they headed inside. "Your friend, his father, the other two, and one we think is Layton, but we're not sure." 
 
    Dan nodded and followed Wrath through the restaurant and into the room. They picked up Olivia on the way there; Lofn and Aella were going to stand watch, and when they entered the room, Olivia closed the door behind them and stood by it with a smile. 
 
    "Gentlemen," Dan said with a smile, coming into the room and shaking hands with each of them in turn, until he came to Layton. 
 
    "Danny, this is Layton," Herman said, introducing them. "He's interested in hearing from you." 
 
    Dan nodded and shook hands. "It's simple," he said with a smile, "swear yourself to my service like the others here, and you can stay, or we can talk after I've taken over Sacramento." 
 
    "That's a pretty bold statement, young man," Layton said with a frown. 
 
    "Yes, well, I'm going to kill Weson, toss Godfrey out on his ass, and take over. Bold is what I do." 
 
    "What about Dale?" 
 
    "We already killed her," Dan said with a smile. 
 
    "What?" Layton said with a surprised look. 
 
    "Oh, you didn't know Dale was a woman?" Dan shrugged. "I hoped she'd want to sign on, but for some reason, she thought she could kill me. Shame, really, but I got a really nice house out of the deal, so I guess I can't complain. 
 
    "But really, Layton, what did you expect? I'm offering everybody the same deal as Umber. True, if you're not onboard before I take over, the deal won't be as sweet, but Umber did a good job here, and I don't see any reason to run things any differently than he did." 
 
    "I heard you have five demon wives?" 
 
    "Yes," Dan said. "I've also met most of their parents. Which means I've been to the demon realms and survived." Dan noticed Layton looking at the others, and both Royce and Takett nodded. Herman didn't, but George did. 
 
    "How do I know they're not controlling you?" 
 
    "Umm, because I'm my father's son?" Dan said with a grin. "Besides, let's be honest, as long as you're all getting your cut, and we don't end up with some sort of demon jamboree, here, do you really care? I know you think I'm just some young kid being led around by his balls, but there's a lot more to it. 
 
    "I'd love to have you onboard, but you need to decide here and now. Because I have business to conduct, a lot of business, and I have to get it done tonight if this whole thing is going to run on schedule." 
 
    Layton snorted. "Damn, you even sound like your father! Okay, I'm in." 
 
    "Do you swear to support me to the best of your ability and not to betray us?" 
 
    "Do you swear to treat me as an ally, allow me to live in peace, and never betray me? 
 
    "I do swear, in return for your oath." 
 
    "Then yes, I swear it." 
 
    Dan smiled and shook hands with Layton. "Great to have you on board! Let's all have a seat, and while I'm demolishing some of that cheesecake over there, I'll go over our initial plans. Fawn?" he said, holding out his hand. 
 
    Fawn handed him the briefcase. Moving over to the table, he set it down, opened it, and pulled out a stack of printouts that he passed around to them. He'd brought six copies, one for Herman, Royce, Clayton, George, Wrath, and himself. He gave his to Layton, set the briefcase on the floor, and grabbed dessert. He was still pretty hungry. 
 
    "Okay, the basic plan is to have four groups on the ground, each responsible for a different side of Weson's building." 
 
    "Do we all charge at once?" Takett asked, looking through the pictures. 
 
    Dan gave a shake of his head as he speared a piece of cheesecake. "No, you don't go in at all. Each of you will set up a perimeter around the building, attack it from outside, and deal with anybody who comes out of it." 
 
    "Then who's going inside?" 
 
    "I am," Dan said, looking up from the piece of cheesecake he'd just speared with his fork. 
 
    "You are?" Herman said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Course I am. Me, my wives, maybe a few others," he said with a grin. "We're going to go in there because I am going to kill Weson. Me, personally." 
 
    "Do you really think you can?" Layton asked, looking up from the notes at him. 
 
    "Dude, I have five demons for wives! Five of the most powerful demons around!" Dan shook his head and chuckled. "Yeah, I think I can. Besides, this isn't the first time I've dealt with him. I think I know him pretty well by now, and I know what we're going to be facing." 
 
    "We raided his place a couple months ago," Wrath said. "So we know what's inside." 
 
    "You did?" Takett said, and then laughed. "Of course you did! I remember now! It was right before you blew up his car in that park!" 
 
    "You heard about that?" Dan asked around the bite of cheesecake. 
 
    "Godfrey made sure everyone found out about it. He's trying to keep Weson from getting any more followers." 
 
    "If Godfrey was half the man he claimed to be, he would have attacked after we softened the place up for him," Wrath said. 
 
    "That's a good point," Royce said, looking thoughtful. "If Weson couldn't stop a couple of demons and a human mage, he's not all he's claiming to be." 
 
    "My point exactly," Dan said, going to town on the cake. 
 
    "Are you always this hungry?" Layton asked. 
 
    "Five wives, do the math," Dan said, stopping to take a drink. "If there was any fat on me, it's long gone." 
 
    George snickered, and Dan noticed that Royce, Takett, and Layton were all smirking, while Herman had a slightly disapproving look on his face. 
 
    "Anyway, that's the basic plan. What we need to know now is how many people are you bringing, and which side do you want to take?" 
 
    "How many people will you be bringing?" Herman asked. 
 
    "Right now, probably about fifty demons." 
 
    "Demons?" Layton said looking surprised. "How'd you get demons?" 
 
    "He told them if they help us, they get free rein," Herman said with a frown. 
 
    "No," Dan said, shaking his head. "I told them I'd leave them be and let them do what they wanted as long as they weren't killing people or causing serious problems. But only if they helped me." 
 
    "And because he's got five demonesses for wives," Royce said, "they not only listened to him, they're willing to fight with us." 
 
    "Pretty sweet, if you think about it," Takett said. "Demons are more magic resistant than we are. Can't be killed by mundane weapons— not easily at least—and some of them have extremely useful magical attacks. Plus this gives us an opportunity to make friends with them and get on good terms." 
 
    "Why would you want to be on good terms with a demon?" Herman asked, looking a little offended. 
 
    "Because being on bad terms with them can be painful," Royce said with a snort. 
 
    "Plus, some of them can get you components for magical spells that you can't get yourself," Takett said. "I don't know about you, but while Dan there may be willing to go to the demon realms, I for one am not." 
 
    Herman nodded slowly. "I guess I see your points; it's just not something I'm used to." 
 
    "Great!" Dan said with a smile. "Now that we've got that settled, let's go over what you've got and where you think you'll do the most good." 
 
    "What about me?" George asked. 
 
    "That's up to you, but I think it'd probably be best if you helped your father, seeing as you've worked with him before." 
 
    George nodded. 
 
    "I'd rather you weren't there for this, son," Herman said. 
 
    "Oh, don't worry, Herman," Dan said, giving Herman a serious look. "I'm going to make sure all the demons there know that if anything happens to George, I'll gut them myself for not protecting him." 
 
    "You'll what?" 
 
    "He's my best friend; you don't think I'd leave him unprotected, do you? He needs the experience, but it's his first fight. Hell, I got shot in my first fight, and no way I want that to happen to a friend of mine!" 
 
    Dan noticed the smile on George's face as his father quietly fumed. 
 
    "I'm going to go back to stuffing my face, as Wrath helps you all figure out who's doing what. She and Fawn here are a lot better at taking notes and arranging resources than I am." 
 
    Dan sat back and watched as he dug into a second piece of cheesecake. Wrath asked each of them what they were bringing, what kinds of attacks they were good at, and what their defenses were. None of them balked at all at dealing with her.  
 
    Royce had a dozen people who answered to him, and all of them were magic users. Layton had twenty-three, but only six of them were mages. The rest had some minor abilities, but he had a metric shit-ton of magical projectiles. Apparently he'd been waiting for Weson to attack him, or someone else to recruit him. 
 
    Takett was also a surprise. He had twenty-nine, and half of them were mages, though only a handful were of any real power. His people were also well armed and well supplied. Takett also had a lot of offensive spells. He'd be in the front, Layton would be in the back, Royce would take the strong side, and Herman, who only had four people he could call on—all mages, thankfully—would take the weak side. He didn't have a lot of offensive magic, but he had enough to do the job. 
 
    He'd probably end up with a fair number of demons to round his numbers out. Wrath said she'd have them all deal with George, so Herman could focus on his offense, which seemed to make Herman happy. 
 
    "So when are we attacking?" Royce asked once everything was settled. 
 
    "Tuesday," Dan said, standing up and looking around. 
 
    "The day after tomorrow?" Layton said, with an impressed look on his face. "You don't like to wait around much, do you?" he added with a smile. 
 
    "Nope. Weson's still licking his wounds from the whole Auburn debacle." 
 
    "What time?" 
 
    "Six pm. And it goes without saying—don't tell anybody. Tell your people to show up early on Tuesday, before noon, then move them into the staging areas Wrath showed you. Once things look right, we'll move." 
 
    "Why such an early start time?" 
 
    "If something happens to delay anybody, it won't affect our schedule. Besides, maybe we'll go early if we see an opportunity." 
 
    "Sounds good," Layton said, and everyone around the table nodded. 
 
    "One last question—where are you entering from?" Takett asked. 
 
    "The roof." 
 
    "What, you going to fly up there?" Herman asked. 
 
    "Of course not, we're going to use a helicopter," Dan replied with a grin. "Not Everything has to use magic, you know." 
 
    Dan didn't miss that the only one who didn't laugh was Herman. He'd have to keep an eye on him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Allies and Lovers 
 
      
 
      
 
    "That went well," Fawn said as she drove them to the Zoo. 
 
    "What's up with Stidham?" Olivia grumbled. 
 
    "I think he just has trouble thinking of me as anything but a kid," Dan said. 
 
    "It's not just that; he's supposed to be a powerful mage, even Madura thinks so. But Layton is probably just as powerful as he is—more so, if you take his followers into consideration." 
 
    Dan shrugged. "Maybe she suggested him because she knew I was friends with his son and it would make it easier for me to recruit everybody else?" 
 
    "Sounds like something Madura would do," Wrath agreed.  
 
    "In either case, once we get things settled, I don't think we'll have to deal with him that much. Takett, on the other hand…" 
 
    "Yeah, Takett's obviously got no problems with demons," Olivia said with a grin. 
 
    "Neither does Royce, I noticed." 
 
    "Oh, I think Takett's decided he'll take more of the 'Daniel' approach to demons." Olivia snickered. "He was definitely taking a good look at the three of us." 
 
    "I don't know," Dan said. "He didn't seem to like the idea of going to the demon realms." 
 
    Fawn snorted. "A lot of demons don't like going to the demon realms." 
 
    "It's definitely a lot safer here," Olivia agreed. 
 
    "What about Royce and Layton? Any impressions from them?" he asked. 
 
    "Royce seems to be exactly what he presents himself as—a guy who just wants to do his own thing and mind his own business. I suspect he's probably a lot more powerful than he lets on, but he doesn't want the shit that comes with being in charge," Wrath said. 
 
    "As for Layton?" she continued. "Olivia's right, he's just as powerful as George's father, maybe even more so. He's spent the last few years worrying about Weson and gearing up for a confrontation. After we win this, he's probably going to want to be a part of the bigger picture. Because he's done the work, he'll want a share of the pie." 
 
    "And Takett?" he asked. 
 
    "I don't see us having any problems with him. Though I suspect he's going to become somebody we can rely on. Especially if we hook him up with a hot demon or two who'd rather set up shop with him instead of preying on him." 
 
    "We can worry about all of this afterwards," Lofn said, leaning against Dan. "For now, let's just focus on winning the first battle." 
 
    "Yeah, and dealing with all the demons we're going to see tonight," Aella agreed. 
 
    "Has anybody come up with anything, short of me showing my aspect, to make it clear that I'm part demon?" he asked. 
 
    "Not yet, but I'm sure we'll come up with something." 
 
    "Somebody needs to let Aureate know if her help doesn't show up here tomorrow, they're probably going to miss the show." 
 
    "I'll take care of it," Wrath agreed. 
 
      
 
    They parked a ways from the club and snuck in via one of the underground back ways that used to house the steam pipes—again, they didn't want to pick up any tails. Sooner or later, people would figure out that he had a house in Granite bay. He just wanted it to be later. As in 'after Weson and Godfrey were gone' later. 
 
    "Daniel!" Estaca said, running up to him and giving him a warm hug. Smiling, Dan put his arms around her and hugged back. He had to admit, she smelled and felt good. "Wrath, Fawn, Aella, Lofn, and Aella!" she continued, giving each of them a smile and a nod. 
 
    But he noticed she hadn't let go of him yet. 
 
    The girls all smirked and headed over to their table. Dan followed, shifting his grip slightly, but keeping an arm around her as he walked. The place might not be packed, but there were a lot more demons in it than he'd ever seen before. 
 
    "There aren't any humans here tonight, are there?" he asked in a soft voice. 
 
    Estaca shook her head. "No. We don't get them often, but I made it clear that tonight was only us demons." 
 
    "I'm surprised you get any, but I wanted to check." 
 
    "Eh, some of the mages out there don't really care, and there's a few mundanes who can see us and are just plain kinky." 
 
    Dan snorted. "What's so kinky about sleeping with a demon? Most of 'em are pretty hot." 
 
    "Oh?" Estaca said and turned to look at him as they stopped at the table. 
 
    Dan faced her and put his arms around her, then pulled her close. Lowering his mouth to hers, he gave her a long kiss as he cupped her buttocks with a hand and gave it a squeeze. 
 
    "Now be a good little harpy and get me a drink so we can get this show on the road," he whispered in her ear when he broke the kiss, carefully turned her in the direction of the bar, and gave her a little pat on the ass. 
 
    "Damn, now he has to fuck her!" Fawn said in a voice loud enough that he heard her as she snickered. 
 
    For his part, he took a moment to appreciate Estaca as she rolled her hips all the way to the bar. Then he sat down to join the others. 
 
    "It's not like she doesn't deserve a reward for all the hard work she's done," he said, then grinned at all of them. 
 
    Estaca returned shortly with a drink for him, and he saw that act wasn't going unnoticed by the rest of the bar. A waitress was already pouring beers for the girls, so smiling, he took his drink from Estaca and drank about half of it, enjoying the slight burn of the alcohol.  
 
    Standing up, he got up on the table and looked around the room. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Estaca whispered, looking at him in surprise. 
 
    "Being a god," he said with a grin as the warmth of the booze soaked into him. It definitely took the edge off. 
 
    "Hey, everybody," he said, waving a hand. Not that he had to; he already had their attention after what had transpired between him and Estaca. 
 
    "Now, as you all know, I'm killing Weson here in a couple of days…" 
 
    He was surprised when they actually cheered. 
 
    "Right, yeah, the bastard has got to go for what he did to my wives, here." He motioned towards the girls. "Never fuck with a sobek's wives. We really don't like that," he said with a grin. "So, here's the deal. I obviously don't have any issues with demons, so the usual rules will apply. You want to work in my town—and by work, I mean get up to the kinds of stuff you're all famous for—you kick me back twenty, just like everywhere else." 
 
    There was a little grumbling at that. 
 
    "BUT!" he said and grinned. "You help me kill Weson and run that Wiles asshole out of town—or if necessary, kill him too—and you know what? As long as you aren't killing anybody or causing too big of a ruckus with the mundanes and other magic users, you're welcome here. No tithe, no taxes, no duties!" 
 
    That elicited another cheer. 
 
    "Hey, what kind of god, or at least the son of a god, would I be if I didn't take care of my homies, right?" he said, toasting them with his glass, and took another drink. 
 
    "So, the wives here are going to get the names of everybody who's up for this, and what you can and can't do. They'll tell you what you're going to be doing and when. 
 
    "Just two things to keep in mind," he said, looking around the room. 
 
    "First is, we got a few mages who've agreed to help us. Some of them don't have problems with us—hell, one of them even likes us! So treat them with a little respect, and go easy on 'em; they're only human, right?" 
 
    That got him a few laughs. 
 
    "Second, as far as they know, I'm human. I'd prefer them to keep thinking that." 
 
    "Why?" somebody called out. 
 
    "Because first off, I'm part human; secondly, I don't want a bunch of assholes leading some sort of holy war against us. I think everyone here knows the ratio, right?" 
 
    He noticed them all nodding. He was about to step down, then remembered something. 
 
    "Oh, forgot something, so maybe that's three things," he said with a grin. "George Stidham, the son of the mage Stidham, is a close friend of mine. Any of you fuck him up, trust me, I will tear you to pieces and eat you. I take care of my friends first, last, always."  
 
    With that, he hopped down to the floor and looked at the girls. 
 
    "How'd I do?" he asked as he grinned at them. 
 
    "More lessons from your stepfather?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "Actually, Kevin taught me that one," Dan replied, still grinning. 
 
    "You did well, Daniel," Lofn said. "Let's queue them up and figure out who's who." 
 
    "Oh, Daniel?" Estaca said in a sweet voice. 
 
    "Hmm?" Dan said, turning to her. She smiled and started to sing. 
 
    Dan sighed; her voice was mesmerizing. Stepping up to her, he put his fingers on her lips, stopping her.  
 
    She looked at him, frowning. 
 
    "How about we take this someplace more private and with a lot less clothing?" he said and almost dropped his drink as she glommed onto him. 
 
    Setting his drink down on the table, he swept her up into his arms and carried her to her office. 
 
    "Damn, I thought humans couldn't resist a harpy's song," he heard one of the demons say as he walked by. 
 
    "I'd hardly call that resisting," another one snickered. 
 
    "I can't wait to make you sing," Dan told her as he carried her inside her office and kicked the door closed with his heel. 
 
    "Now I get to see if all those stories are true or not," Estaca said as Dan set her down. 
 
    "I have to uphold my girls' honor," he said with a chuckle, then pulled her close and kissed her. This hands slowly stroked up and down her wings as he did so, one going high, the other going low. When he got to the bottom, he slid them around until he found the waistband of her skirt, slipped his hands inside it, and grabbed the bottom of her blouse, tugging it upwards. 
 
    Estaca's hands had been quite busy undoing his pants; when she let go to lift her hands so he could remove her blouse, his pants dropped to the floor. Tossing her top to the side, he kicked off his shoes and pants, let the duster slide off his arms, and walked her backwards towards the comfortable looking couch against the wall. 
 
    "I really like your wings," he told her as he kissed her again, and she unbuttoned his shirt. "They're so nice and soft and sexy." 
 
    "I've never had sex with a human before," Estaca admitted. 
 
    "Well, this body may be, but I'm not. Maybe if you're a good girl, I'll show you the other half." He chuckled as they got to the couch, then he dropped to his knees, which put his head on a level with her chest. Estaca was quite well endowed, but then so were Wrath and Lofn. He wondered if having wings had anything to do with that, and he put his hands to work, massaging the firm globes and going after her nipples with his teeth. 
 
    Apparently harpies must nurse their young, because she grabbed his head and moaned musically. He took his time with her breasts—he never liked rushing a woman, and he'd learned when it came to sex, they didn't like to be rushed, either. Once he'd explored every square inch of her chest, he slid his hands down and removed her skirt by the simple expedient of ripping it off of her. 
 
    He put a hand on her stomach, and gently pushed her backwards onto the couch, as he kissed and licked his way down past her bellybutton. Estaca took the hint, dropping down onto her butt, and spread her legs for him. Grabbing them, he pushed them up and back, putting them over his shoulders, then he grabbed her hips, pulled her closer, and kissed up her thighs towards her sex. 
 
    He could smell her before he got there; she was undeniably excited, and to be honest, so was he. It didn't bother him that she had the talons and feet of a hawk, that from about the knee down her skin was different, or that she had blunt claws at the ends of her fingers, and the same slightly heavier, slightly rougher skin on her forearms. 
 
    Because she was still a woman, she smelled delightful, and when he finally brought her sex up to his lips, she tasted wonderful. 
 
    She started to sing, then, and it was the most beautiful thing he'd ever heard. He found that the more he put his tongue and fingers to work, the better and more impassioned she sang, so he went to work with a will to make this little harpy sing her heart out. He lost all track of time, but he had to admit, she was lively on his tongue, and when she finally tugged on his hair to get him to move up to take her, he was more than ready. 
 
    Instead of moving up, though, he pulled her towards him as he moved back on his knees, then guided her down into his lap and onto his shaft. He gave a soft groan of pleasure as he sank into her, her sex clenching at him tightly as she wrapped her arms around his body—or tried to at least—as her legs were still over his shoulders. 
 
    "Let me see those wings, my sexy little bird," he whispered, then smiled as she spread them out for him. Grabbing her tightly by the hips, he slowly moved her up and down on his cock, leaning back a little to find the best balance. 
 
    "Let me see you, let me see the real you," she whispered back. 
 
    Smiling, he kissed her, then taking a deep breath, he shifted.  
 
    Surprisingly she stiffened up and had a loud orgasm, her eyes wide in either shock or fear, he wasn't sure which. 
 
    "Oh, I'm not going to eat my sexy little harpy," he panted. "Oh, no, I have much more fun things in mind for you!" 
 
    Using the greater strength of his sobek form, he upped the pace, moving her up and down faster than he had before, using her to pleasure himself, though from the moans and groans, he could tell she was getting a lot of pleasure, too. She shivered and struggled, but there wasn't anything she could do. He had her folded in half and pinned to his chest, and he found the control over her to be intoxicating all by itself.  
 
    Carefully moving back form the couch to give himself more room, he leaned forward and carefully laid her back until she was on the floor beneath him, wings spread. Moving his hands up, he put them to either side of her head, lowered his crocodile muzzle to the side of her face, and nuzzled her as he straightened out his legs and transferred all his weight onto her, pinning her beneath him, then took her for a long ride at a strong, but slow pace. 
 
    She did her best to dig her claws into his ass as he rode her, shaking and shivering and moaning loudly through several orgasms as she begged for his seed. That lit a fire inside him, and he picked up speed, pumping his shaft into her faster and faster while lowering his body to his elbows and bending her back even more, allowing him to go deeper on each stroke. The sounds of their coupling filled the room, along with the loud gasps of his breathing, until he couldn't hold back anymore. Driving in to the hilt, he held himself there as his own orgasm took him, and he emptied himself deep inside her womb. 
 
    It was several long minutes before he'd caught his breath, and Estaca was singing softly beneath him. Shifting back to his human form, he kissed her long and hard as he let her legs slip off his shoulders. 
 
    "That was nice." She sighed, smiling up at him. "You really are a sobek. I guess they weren't lying." She grinned and lifted her head up to give him another kiss. "About anything." 
 
    "Nope…" 
 
    "We better untangle and find our clothes." 
 
    "Nope…" He grinned and kissed her again. 
 
    "What do you mean, nope?" she asked, looking worried again. 
 
    "We have several hours before the girls are finished out there, and you deserve so much more reward than that. Now, how about round two…" 
 
    He almost laughed as her eyes got all wide again, and he moved to his knees and pulled her up off the floor against him once again. 
 
      
 
    "You know, if we don't go in there and get him, he's going to be fucking her all night," Fawn complained. 
 
    "And all morning, and all afternoon, and…" Olivia teased. 
 
    "It's not funny! I need my Dan time, too, you know!"  
 
    Wrath and Aella snickered at her. 
 
    "We probably should rescue Estaca," Lofn said with a smile getting up from the table. "After this many hours, she's got to be sore." 
 
    "Yeah, and the singing's getting to be a bit much," Olivia laughed. 
 
    "She just stopped again, so Dan must be letting her rest," Wrath said with a laugh of her own. 
 
    They followed Lofn to the door of Estaca's office. Opening it, they saw Estaca bent over her desk, wings spread and arms wide, with Dan pinning her to it and smiling as he caught his breath. Looking up, he saw them. 
 
    "Aww, is it time to go?" he asked. 
 
    "Sorry, Estaca, we need to head home now," Lofn said. 
 
    "Oh, please! By the twenty-nine, get him out of here! I don't think I'll ever walk again!" 
 
    Dan came around the desk, got down on his knees, took her head in his hands, and kissed him. "Oh, you love it," he teased. "Now be a good little bird and get some rest." 
 
    "If anyone else said that, I'd kill them," Estaca mumbled. "Now go, before I start begging for another round!" 
 
    Grabbing his pants, he put them on, scooped up the rest of his things, and walked out the door. 
 
    "He's still standing?" some demon wag at the back of the room said. "Now I know he's a god!" 
 
    Dan grinned at the crowd. "Remember what I said about my friend George?"  
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    "Yeah, Estaca's covered by that, too." 
 
    Following the girls out of the bar, Dan put his shoes on as they headed down the former steam tunnel, then his duster, letting one of the girls carry his shirt. 
 
    "Damn, what the hell got into you?" Aella asked with a laugh. "I thought you were tired from last night?" 
 
    "Somebody stung me with her tail," Dan said, giving Lofn a grin. 
 
    "Lofn, you did what?" 
 
    "It was only a little," Lofn said, blushing. "But we didn't want our Daniel to disappoint, now did we?" 
 
    "Umm…" 
 
    "Oh, don't worry about it," Dan said waving a hand. "Estaca deserved it." 
 
    "What, to be fucked into a coma?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "Can you think of a better reward, my sexy little puppy?" he asked, putting an arm around her and pulling her close. 
 
    "Umm, no?" Olivia said in a small voice as she blushed a deep red. 
 
    

  

 
   
    No Quarter 
 
      
 
      
 
    They were all gathered at one of the marshalling points, going over last minute instructions and details. Each of the four mages had been given a different point to start from to cut down on confusion, and Dan and the girls were now at the last one.  
 
    "So, Herman, everything good to go?" Dan asked, coming up to him. He'd decided to check with George's dad last, because he had both a high ratio of demons in his group, and was also the one most uncomfortable with it. 
 
    Surprisingly—or maybe not—Takett was not only sharing rude jokes with the demons assigned to his group, he was even flirting with some of the demonesses. 
 
    "I miss you calling me 'Mr. Stidham'," Herman complained, surprising him. 
 
    "I'm sorry about that, but you are working for me, and I am the one in charge here. Mr. Stidham," Dan said with a smile to try to take any sting out of the words. He hoped he wouldn't have to crack the whip on George's dad, but if he had to, he would. Maybe it was from all the demons he'd had to deal with in the last two days while getting everything in order, but he'd learned not to hesitate when it came time to yank on somebody's leash, to be firm from the get-go, and make it clear up front that he was the boss. 
 
    And while he wouldn't argue with the girls if any of them went too far—and a couple of times Fawn had—a loudly cleared throat quickly reined them in, and folks got the message. 
 
    He was in charge. 
 
    Herman nodded, but Dan wasn't sure he was any happier about things. 
 
    "Everything's fine; I'm ready to start." 
 
    "And the demons I've assigned you?" 
 
    "George told me they're ready." Herman looked around to see who was nearby, then lowered his voice. "Did you really have to put him in charge of them? He should be home, where it's safe!" 
 
    Dan sighed, but kept his voice low as well. "George is my friend, and he wanted to be here. I know you don't like dealing with demons, but somebody has to." Dan frowned slightly. "Also I've warned all the demons exactly what I'll do to them if they allow George to get hurt. Hell, I even assigned him a bodyguard!" 
 
    "A demon bodyguard!" Herman almost hissed it out. 
 
    "Well, of course I did! To make sure none of the other demons forget themselves, and if anything bad happens, they'll get him out of there a lot faster than a human could. 
 
    "Now get your stuff ready. I'll be giving the order soon." 
 
    Turning on his heel, Dan went over to where George was going over everything with the two demons who were in charge of the rest of the demons here. Though they were going for the side of the building that had no windows and was least likely to see any real combat, Wrath and Aella had still stuck eighteen demons on that side, just in case anything unexpected happened. 
 
    Dan smiled to himself as George's 'bodyguard' put a hand on his shoulder and whispered something in his ear. Olivia had hooked George up with a cerberus from Dogtown whom Silvia had recommended. Unlike Olivia, who liked to wear thin, tight t-shirts, Sheila liked to wear tight t-shirts with strategically placed razor cuts to show off her cleavage. Last he heard, the bets were favoring her sneaking off with George after the fight was over and banging his brains out. 
 
    Dan was sure he'd hear a few choice words from Herman after he found out about that! 
 
    "So, everything ready?" Dan asked, coming up to the four of them. 
 
    "Yup," George said with a nod. "Sheila tells me there's a party at some place called the 'Zoo' afterwards?" 
 
    Dan sighed. "I appreciate everyone's confidence, but please don't get sloppy, okay? Weson may be an idiot, but he's got people working for him who are competent. 
 
    "As for parties afterwards? Yeah, after we win, knock yourself out. Just be careful of the drinks down there; they pack quite the punch. You'll take care of him, right Sheila?" 
 
    "Oh, I will…" she said with a grin, and Dan couldn't help but notice the faint blush on George's face. Apparently Sheila really did like him. 
 
    "As for if I'll be there?" Dan shrugged. "I hope so, but there's going to be a lot for me and the girls to deal with, and I have no idea how long that'll take us." 
 
    George nodded. "Okay, and I'll do my best. These guys," he nodded to the two demons he was talking to, "know way more than I do about damn near everything." 
 
    "And that's why we listen to you," said one of them, a large male cerberus Dan didn't know, "because you listen to us. Unlike your father over there." 
 
    George looked embarrassed. 
 
    "I'm sorry about my father, guys. He means well, but…" George shrugged. "He's pretty old fashioned when it comes to some things. I'll make sure I run interference for you, if it comes to that." 
 
    "Thanks, George," Dan said, "and thanks for not holding his father against him," he added, nodding to the other two. "Now saddle up; we'll be heading out in a couple of minutes." 
 
    Heading back to the van, Dan nodded. "I guess everybody's ready. Have I missed anything?" 
 
    Wrath and Aella shook their heads. 
 
    "No, that's everything, Dan," Wrath told him. 
 
    "Fine, then release the kraken!" he said with a grin. 
 
    "You're such a dork." Wrath sighed as Aella laughed. Then she pulled out her phone and sent out a string of text messages. Less than twenty seconds later, everyone had responded. 
 
    "Get in," Aella said. "It's time to join the others." 
 
    Dan hopped into the back and pulled the door closed as Aella put the van in gear and drove off. 
 
    "I overheard Herman talking to you," Wrath said. "We're going to have problems with him, I think." 
 
    Dan sighed. "Yeah, I think we are, too. Still, having someone around who's not afraid to stand up to me will hopefully keep anyone from thinking I'm the spearhead for a demon invasion." 
 
    "Hopefully in a few years we'll be settled in enough to get rid of him." Wrath sighed with a nod. 
 
    "I'll sideline him into something that will keep him happy and out of our hair," Dan agreed. "He's definitely not the laid-back man I remember from when I was younger." 
 
    "It's like you said before, he thinks of you as a kid, and doesn't believe you have the right to order him around," Aella said from up front. 
 
    Dan nodded and looked out the window as Aella pulled into the empty lot, where Fawn, Lofn, and Olivia were waiting. Well, empty except for the helicopter.  
 
    Apparently there were demons who owned and flew them, and of course Fawn knew them. There was also the fighter Aureate had sent up. He'd arrived last night, and he was an erpeto, the same demon race she was. He was wearing armor that reminded Dan of the stuff Samurai used to wear and was armed with several long swords reminiscent of katanas. His name was Bob, of all things, and Wrath both knew him and respected him, which was good enough for Dan. 
 
    There were two other demons there as well. The first one, Rod, was a bovera, of the cervine, or deer variety. He was armed with a bow and two large quivers of magical arrows, half of which Dan had enchanted himself. He'd spent a good part of yesterday writing down curses and enchanting items for today's fight. His pistol now had a magazine full of cursed bullets as well. 
 
    The other one looked like a tiger, and he had to admit, she was cute. Apparently rakshasa, or Indian tiger demons, came in both sexes. All Dan knew was, he apparently had a weak spot for cats, seeing as he already had two of them, and Lofn could look positively cat-like when the mood struck her. Tig—and that actually was her name—was another sword fighter, though she had a brace of throwing darts as well. Throwing darts he'd taken the time to inscribe simple curses on. 
 
    "Have they reached their positions yet?" Wrath asked Fawn, who was wearing a VR headset as she flew her drone over the scene. 
 
    "They're just showing up now." 
 
    "I hope everyone buys our cover story," Dan said, pacing back and forth. 
 
    "Don't worry," Fawn said. "I've got the rest of the drone fleet up and running." 
 
    "And the new sheriff is a very old friend of mine." Wrath snickered. "He'll tell everyone what I told him to. Same for that news reporter." 
 
    "Ugh, I hate waiting." He sighed and looked over the helicopter, which was done up with a couple of large logos, and had a few strange things bolted to the sides. The cover story was, they were filming the last few scenes of an action-adventure movie for the foreign market. They were supposed to be a 'superhero' team dropping in to fight some evil villain, and for anyone who checked the records, Weson's building had been scheduled for demolition months ago, until the production company had swooped in and gotten the rights to do it themselves. 
 
    Fawn had gotten the idea from Die Hard, apparently. 
 
    "Okay, they're attacking," Fawn called out. "Weson's people are returning fire." 
 
    "Finally," Dan said. 
 
    "Fire it up!" Wrath called out to the pilot and made a circling motion over her head as they piled into the back and closed the door. 
 
    "I've never been in a helicopter before," Tig said, looking around the inside. 
 
    "Me neither," Rod said. 
 
    "Don't worry," Dan told them, "if anything breaks, it's a lot safer than an airplane." 
 
    "Really?" Tig asked looking at him. 
 
    Dan shrugged, then laughed. "Damned if I know, that's just what I was told, the one and only time I've ever flown in one!" 
 
    "That's not very comforting, you know," Aella told him as she rolled her eyes. 
 
    "Of all the things we have to worry about, this," he said, waving his hand at the helicopter around them, "is the least of it." 
 
    "Here we go!" the pilot called from up front, and they were off. 
 
    In less than a minute, they were hovering over the building at a couple hundred feet, coming down slowly. 
 
    "Anything, Fawn?" Wrath called out. 
 
    "Nope! Nothing! No wards at all!" 
 
    "Great!" Aella said and slid the door open. 
 
    Wrath and Lofn jumped out and dove to the roof below as the helicopter followed them down. 
 
    As soon as the pilot stopped his descent, they piled out the open side to the roof, which was now only a few feet below. The helicopter ascended and left before Dan had even made it back to his feet. 
 
    Grabbing his mace, Dan twisted the base to expose the blades, then checked his pockets to make sure he hadn't lost any of the items he'd prepared. 
 
    "Roof ward's down!" Fawn called out as Aella placed a large black box on the roof, and they took cover. 
 
    "Fire in the hole!" she yelled, then triggered a twenty-pound shaped charge Dan had added a nifty little curse to. The explosion wasn't loud; the curse focused all the energy straight down into the building, adding to the destruction and disorientation the defenders would feel. Thanks to Dan's magical addition, it was also effective against magical defenses. Normally that addition didn't mean much, but when that effect was followed by such a large blast, it would do serious damage to every shield it touched, stunning any defenders in the area. 
 
    They swarmed down the hole before the smoke had even cleared, landing in the center of what must have been a lunchroom on the top floor. There were a couple of people who were already dead by the time Dan's feet touched the floor, Bob, Wrath, and Tig having made quick work of them, while Aella kicked the door open, and they advanced into the hallway. 
 
    "I wonder where the hell the golem is?" Fawn asked in Skarvat. 
 
    "Probably on the first floor, preparing to repel invaders," Dan replied. 
 
    Aella, Wrath, Tig, and Bob were kicking in doors one after the other as they advanced down the hallway. Aella ducked into one as they heard a woman scream, a scream that was quickly cut off. 
 
    "Anything?" Wrath called out as Aella rejoined them in the hall, blood dripping from her black axe. 
 
    "Nope. Think I found his office, though," she said as Tig kicked in the next door. 
 
    "Yeah, I think you're right," Tig said. 
 
    "Hey, isn't that the polearm collection Firreiro wants?" Dan asked, glancing into the room, and pointing at the far wall. 
 
    "Looks like," Aella agreed. 
 
    "Don't forget to grab it on the way out." 
 
    "So far this has been a lot easier than the last time," Olivia said as they moved farther down the hall. 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure we're going to run into resistance soon enough," Dan said as he slapped a large sheet of paper on the door to the south side stairway. The curse on it had taken him several hours to write. Whoever opened that door next would live just long enough to regret it, along with everyone else who was with them. 
 
    "Come on, we need to move to the other stairwell!" Wrath called out, leading them out of the area quickly. Dan had told her what the curse did, and even she didn't want to be anywhere near it when it was triggered. 
 
    The lights flickered as the power to the building went out, taking the elevator out of commission. They ran across a few more unlucky people before they got to the other stairway and started down it towards the second floor. 
 
    They were engaged the moment they stepped out the door. Dan and Lofn immediately cast shield spells on Wrath, Aella, Bob, and Tig, who were leading the charge, as they didn't expect those they already had to last long due to the ferocious fight the defenders were putting up. Dan was surprised that it was the same defense they'd run into last time—a couple of magic users protecting a dozen archers, who were shooting magical arrows at them.  
 
    The girls had doubted they'd try anything different, at least not at first, so the shield spells were set more for missile attacks than melee.  
 
    The archers, however, were set up for defending from melee attacks, and Rod's arrows quickly picked off archers, Tig used a few of her darts to great effect, and Dan and Lofn soon found themselves trading spells with the mage who was trying to protect the archers. When he faltered on a response to one of Lofn's attacks, Dan hit him with a spell that paralyzed him. Without someone to recharge their defenses from the damage the magical weapons were dealing out, the archers didn't last much longer. 
 
    The dart planted in the mage's left eye quickly put an end to him, as well. 
 
    "Someone's coming up the stairs," Rod warned. 
 
    "On it," Olivia said and rolled a couple of magical grenades down the stairs, then closed the door behind them as they moved into the hallway. Dan placed a smaller piece of paper on the door, a curse that made the door an immovable object for five minutes. Hopefully that would buy them enough time. He then turned to deal with anybody who might try to take them from behind, with Olivia and Fawn supporting him, while Lofn and Rod stayed in the middle, keeping an eye on both ends. 
 
    Dan looked over his shoulder once or twice as they moved, checking the battle behind him, but he was a lot more worried about not tripping over any of the dead bodies he was having to move around as he continued to move backwards, and the other four fought and killed the defenders. He could see why Wrath had a lot of respect for Bob; the man was a machine, and he was slicing and dicing like a Cuisinart.  
 
    When they were finally attacked from the rear, Tig joined them, but the attempt didn't last long, as they quickly killed the front line and the rest retreated, not having a mage of any sort to depend on. 
 
      
 
    Weson was furious! Where in the hell had Wiles gotten so many people! And why hadn't he heard about it! There were hundreds out there, there had to be! And now there were enemies in the building as well, though how they'd gotten past the security on the first floor, he didn't know. He was glad he hadn't sent his golem down to the first floor like Miles had asked, keeping it up here with him as he surveyed the battle below.  
 
    "What are they waiting for?" he fumed out loud. The forces outside was throwing a lot of magical attacks and magical items at his people on the first floor, but none of them had charged yet. 
 
    "They're probably hoping to lure us out so they can draw us into a trap," Dave said. 
 
    "Where's Yvette and Mika?" Weson asked. "Why aren't they here?" 
 
    "I was able to get through to Yvette, but my cellphone went dead shortly afterwards. She should be on her way. But I can't get through to Mika." 
 
    "Did you try a landline?" Weson growled. 
 
    "Can't, we lost them before the power went out. Warren's downstairs with Miles, and I think Rafferty might be down there somewhere as well." 
 
    "Like that drunk will be any good in a fight!" 
 
    "Jeffery's dead!" someone yelled out. 
 
    "What the hell?" Weson yelled. Jeffery was supposed to guard the team that was up here to protect him. "Order Miles to send somebody up here to guard the room!" Weson told Dave. "And tell him I want to see dead bodies out there! Their dead bodies!" 
 
    Grabbing his staff, he waved for his golem to follow him. He'd show Wiles a thing or two! 
 
    Stepping out into the hall, he threw up a shield spell and sent his golem forward to kill the invaders. It had only barely turned the corner when he heard the sound of fighting. He smiled when it suddenly got quiet. No doubt the attackers were already retreating! It had taken him years to build the damn thing—or rather it had taken the man he'd killed and stolen it from years. In either case, nothing ever… 
 
    He felt it more than heard or saw it, a strong magical pulse. Running up to the corner, he looked around it and saw that bitch Wrath holding a wand, and his precious golem was turning a reddish color, with pieces flaking off of it with every step it took towards her.  
 
    The color was spreading with amazing speed, and larger and larger pieces were falling all around it! That was when he realized his golem was rusting before his eyes! The bitch had summoned a rust monster! 
 
    Raising his hands, he summoned a fireball and threw it at her. It went off when it hit her shield, and the back-blast threw him into the wall behind him, stunning him. 
 
    "Steve!" Dave said, coming out, grabbing Weson, and dragging him out of the line of fire. He could see that Weson's golem was down, quickly turning into a pile of rust, and there were scorch marks on the walls that were still smoldering. The attackers were all down as well, and a couple of them seemed to be injured, but they were quickly rallying and getting to their feet.  
 
    Only one of them was human, and he recognized exactly who it was. 
 
    Swearing, he dragged Weson back into the room and slammed the door closed. All he could do was hope the runner he'd sent downstairs got up here before that kid did.  
 
    "What happened?" Weson said, coming around slowly. 
 
    "Somebody set off a fireball and you got knocked down!" 
 
    Weson looked around, grabbed his staff, then saw that the door was closed, and his people were standing around the room looking unsure. 
 
    "Don't let anybody get through that door!" he commanded as he slowly got to his feet.  
 
    Everyone looked at him, then at the door, then back at him. 
 
    "What are you waiting for!" he yelled, and several of them ran to block the door just as it exploded inward, sending them all flying. Thankfully for him, their bodies protected him from the shrapnel of the exploding door. Casting a healing spell on himself, he looked up and saw Shannon Westridge's bastard standing in the door in a dark duster with a mace in his hand that he was pointing at him. 
 
    "You are going to die," the bastard said with an evil expression on his face. 
 
      
 
    Dan was pissed. Wrath and Aella were hurt, as were Bob and Tig—not that he cared as much about them. Olivia, Lofn, Fawn, and Rudy were taking care of them. Only Weson would be fool enough to cast an area effect spell in a tight hallway. At least the bastard's own clothes were still smoking. 
 
    "So you're working for Wiles now, are you, you little bastard!" Weson said, swearing at him and throwing a spell at him. 
 
    Dan deflected it into one of the other people in the room, who screamed as they fell to the ground. 
 
    "No, I don't work for fucking wimps," Dan growled back at him. "I'll give him the same option I gave Dale. Work for me or die." 
 
    "Dale! He killed Dale, you little shit!" Weson said and threw another spell. 
 
    Dan deflected that one as well and dashed forward, thrusting his mace out with all his might, and hitting Weson in the chest, knocking him back and off his feet. 
 
    "Shows what you know," Dan growled, turning to his left and caving in the skull of Dave, who was still trying to get to his feet after the door had knocked him down. He checked to be sure Weson wasn't casting a spell as he scrambled to his feet, then he turned to the handful of others in the room, who were all now cowering against the wall. 
 
    "I curse all of you to cry for the next hour!" Dan said. He could feel the power drain of that one; perhaps he'd overdone it just a bit. But he didn't care, he had his women to support him, so he tapped Wrath, Aella, Fawn, and Olivia, spreading the load out so he didn't take too much. 
 
    "Die!" Weson screamed and threw what Dan could only guess was the most powerful spell he knew. Dan moved his mace to block it, pushing out a deflection spell as he tried to dodge the effect. 
 
    He was only partially successful, and even then, most of his mace disintegrated and his entire body lit up in pain as secondary effects ran all over his body, destroying his shield spell and taking a sizeable chunk out of his power reserves. 
 
    Gasping, Dan took a step forward, dropping the mace and balling up his fist. 
 
    "Ha! Not so strong after all, are you, you fucking bastard! Just another weak wannabe like your limp-dicked old man!" Weson crowed as he raised his staff. 
 
    "Shannon wasn't my father!" Dan growled, and using his tap into Aella, he displaced, leaving an image of himself standing before Weson as he side-stepped unnoticed. Just as Weson triggered an attack out of his staff that blasted through the displaced image, slowly eating away at it, Dan made it smile and give Weson the finger. 
 
      
 
    "Punk!" Weson laughed as the image staggered for a moment and then disappeared. 
 
    "Wait…" Weson said and suddenly looked around the room, only to see Dan standing there, already having assumed his aspect. 
 
    "What, what are you?" Weson gasped and swung his staff around, but the kid was ready for him this time. Stepping forward, the creature blocked the staff to the side, knocking it out of Weson's grasp. He tried to cast a spell, but that damn tap those bitches had on him was draining him! 
 
    "I'm a sobek, you stupid fucking bastard!" Dan seized his shoulders. "It wasn't enough for you to kill my stepfather! To drive my mother to suicide! To even try to kill me! No! You just had to fuck with my wives, and you never fuck with a sobek's women!" 
 
    Weson screamed as Dan's crocodile jaws suddenly spread wide and came down over his head and lifted him bodily off the floor. The kid was a Demon! 
 
      
 
    Dan tilted his head back as he raised Weson higher and forced the bastard down his throat, enjoying the way he kicked and screamed and swore. Even after Weson's head was well and truly down his throat, and Dan was working on swallowing his upper body, arms now pinned to Weson's sides, he could still hear the muffled shrieks and screams.  
 
    Pausing briefly to divest Weson of his magic robe, Dan continued to swallow, taking more and more down, passing the hips, then the kicking legs, and finally the feet. Closing his jaws with a loud snap, Dan gave one more strong swallow, balling Weson up in his belly. He gave a very loud belch, tightening down on his soon to be dead enemy. 
 
    "Oh, fuck that was hot!" Tig said, drawing his attention. Dan saw that they were all in the room, and Bob, Tig, and Rod were staring at him in surprise, while Fawn, Olivia, Wrath, Aella, and even Lofn were smiling with undisguised lust.  
 
    Everyone else in the room had already been killed. 
 
    "We still have a battle to fight!" Dan growled, snapping them all out of it. 
 
    "Damn, I never get tired of watching that," Fawn said, giving him a wink. 
 
    "Yeah, I bet," Tig said, turning back towards the destroyed door. 
 
    "He really is a demon!" Rod said, still looking shocked. 
 
    "Points to Captain Obvious," Olivia said with a laugh. 
 
    "Are you all okay?" Dan asked, coming over to the girls as Bob and the other two went back out into the hallway. 
 
    "Lofn healed us," Wrath told him as he gave her a quick hug. 
 
    "But now I'm out of magic," Lofn told him. 
 
    "Let's set this place on fire and get out of here," Dan said, going down the line and hugging each of them." 
 
    "What about the rest of the people here?" 
 
    "They can either burn to death or get slaughtered when they try to leave," Dan said. "I don't really care. But I got Weson; the rest are just peons." 
 
    Fawn took off her backpack and handed it to Olivia. "Throw 'em all over the place; I'll trigger 'em once we get on the helicopter." 
 
    Olivia opened Fawn's bag and passed out firebombs as Fawn turned off the cellphone jammer on her belt and called for their ride. 
 
    "Let's go see who's stupid enough to get between us and the exit," Dan growled. 
 
    "What happen to your mace?" Lofn asked. 
 
    "This idiot," Dan smacked his belly, "destroyed it. Gonna have to get a new one made." 
 
    "Here, take Weson's staff," Wrath said, picking it up and handing it to him. 
 
    "Why would I want that?" Dan asked looking at her confused. 
 
    "Because it's not that different from using a mace? Oh, and when they see you've got their boss's staff, maybe, just maybe, they'll decide they don't want to fight you?" she growled. 
 
    Dan sighed and shook his head. "I'm such a dork." 
 
    "Yes, but I love you anyway. Let's get out of here before Missus firebomb triggers her little toys." 
 
    Grinning, Dan turned and led them back to the stairway. The curse on the door ran out early when he touched his finger to it, and he kicked open the door, caving in somebody's skull with the staff, as Bob and Tig helped him kill a few more before someone noticed whose staff he had, screamed out that 'Weson was dead', and ran away. 
 
    They ran into two more on their way up the stairs. Rod put arrows in them just because he could. By the time they got to the roof, after making a quick stop by Weson's office to get the polearms, the helicopter was hovering nearby, so they waved it over. They piled in and it started to fly away, Dan cast the same fire curse he'd used back in the hotel through the hole in the roof, while Fawn triggered all the firebombs. 
 
    "Call everyone and tell them to execute the next attack," Dan said. 
 
    "On it," Wrath acknowledged as they flew back towards their van. 
 
      
 
    Miles swore as another volley of explosive arrows came in through the broken windows. He was hard put to put the fires the attackers kept lighting out. Warren had organized a bunch of the defenders to run around with fire extinguishers to deal with them at first, but at some point they'd run out of extinguishers, and Warren had panicked, run out the back doors, and gotten killed almost immediately. 
 
    When the panicked runner had come down from upstairs, he'd sent the few people he could spare, but they'd come back soon enough with the news that Weson was dead and some kind of demon they'd never seen before had his staff. 
 
    It wasn't much later that someone told him the staircases were on fire and the attackers outside were closing in, killing his remaining people with deadly efficiency, as most of his defenses had been broken at this point. 
 
    If Rafferty had been here—if Yvette and Mika had been here with their people—they might have had a chance, but no one had expected an attack this big, and in Broad Daylight!  
 
    He felt it more than he heard it, and turning around, he saw it—a hole in the ceiling, a big one, and it was getting bigger. Suddenly the small fires all around him were whipped into a frenzy, the hole acting like a draft as the hot air was pulled up through it, sucking outside air and fresh oxygen in through all the broken windows. In mere seconds, the entire ground floor of the building was turned into a furnace, the four mages outside casting spells that only added fuel to the fire. 
 
    Miles Brown spent the last few moments of his life screaming in pain as the fires overwhelmed his defenses, and he burned to death. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Appearances 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan leaned back in the seat in the back of the van and sighed. 
 
    "I was hoping to go by the building and make sure any firemen who showed up understood that it was all part of the movie and to just stand back and let it burn." 
 
    "So what's stopping you?" 
 
    "The fact that I'm going to have a gut from old fatass for the next twenty-four hours?" Dan grumbled. "If I wasn't worried about George or one of the mages showing up at the Zoo, I'd definitely go hit it up and celebrate." 
 
    "He's not dead yet, is he?" Tig asked. 
 
    "Nope, but he's not conscious anymore, either." 
 
    "How can you tell?" 
 
    "He's stopped struggling." 
 
    "I'm surprised he hasn't used magic to hurt you or escape." 
 
    Dan gave a small shrug. "Best I can guess is, either a sobek's belly is sort of a magical null zone, or he couldn't pull himself together to use anything—assuming he could move enough to do so." 
 
    Tig nodded, and he noticed she was really focused on his belly. 
 
    "Rod, if you go out to the party tonight, make sure George doesn't find out about this," Dan said, patting his belly. 
 
    "Umm, okay." 
 
    "Same for you, please, Bob." 
 
    Bob nodded. "Aureate has clued me in on all the details." 
 
    "What about me?" Tig asked, tail waving back and forth lazily. 
 
    "My wives get me first; after that, you'll have to ask real nice if you want me to consider it," Dan said with a wink. 
 
    Fawn and Olivia snickered as Tig blushed. 
 
    "If you want, I can drop Sheila a message and ask her to take George some place a bit more private later tonight," Olivia said with a big grin. 
 
    Dan gave a small laugh. "I'm sure she's already planning on that, and I suspect he'll be more than happy to." 
 
    "I just had an interesting thought," Lofn said. 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "Any of Weson's former staff…if he's in magical limbo, those rings won't work." 
 
    "So they can take them off," Wrath said, completing the thought. 
 
    "Okay, so what good does that do us? I killed Dave, and we're reasonably sure Miles and that business guy are in there still. Well, until they burn to death or get killed trying to escape." 
 
    "That still leaves the drunken magic user, the gal who runs the whorehouse, and the Russian guy," said Fawn. 
 
    "Rings?" Rod asked. 
 
    "Weson had his top people wearing these cursed rings," Dan said. "It allowed him to siphon power from them for his magic, kept them from turning on him, and as I understand it, when he dies, they die." 
 
    "But if they're cursed, they can't take them off, right?" 
 
    "Maybe, maybe not," Lofn said. "Right now, the master ring, the one Weson's wearing, is in Dan's stomach," she said, pointing at Dan's gut. "So maybe they can take them off?" 
 
    "Which means," Olivia said, "we can tell them if they swear themselves to Dan, he'll let them take the rings off, otherwise they'll eventually die." 
 
    "I wonder about that," Dan said. "I'm not sure what's gonna happen to that ring. I've never eaten anybody with a powerful magic item on them before." 
 
    "You know, because you now 'possess' him and his powers, it could be that you control the ring," she suggested. 
 
    "An interesting idea," Dan said, "but I have no idea how to prove it." 
 
    "Simple, we drive up to the building, you point at Miles, and tell him to die." 
 
    Wrath started up the van and started driving.  
 
    "Might as well give it a try." 
 
    "Assuming we can get close enough to see them," Wrath said from up front. "That fire's gotta be pretty hot by now, and they may even be dead already." 
 
    "What's the point?" Tig asked. 
 
    "Resources mainly," Wrath said. "Owning a whorehouse and a Russian mobster can't hurt, right?" 
 
    "How do we even find them?" Dan asked.  
 
    "I've got their addresses," Fawn said. 
 
    "You do?" Dan said, surprised. 
 
    Fawn nodded. "Yup, looking into it when Estaca told me who he had working for him just in case we needed to cut some of his support out from under him." 
 
    "You know what? Let's go tap the Russian guy—what's his name, Fawn?" 
 
    "Mika Bykov." 
 
    "Let's tap him first. Weson's gonna be dead soon enough. If this works, we get him, if it doesn't, they're all probably gonna kick it when Weson dies anyway." 
 
    "Fine," Wrath said. "What's the address, Fawn?" 
 
      
 
    Mika was sitting in the living room with his wife watching the news. Apparently there was some sort of movie finale being filmed over by Weson's building. He didn't recall hearing anything about it, and the only shots they had were taken at such long range, as they didn't want to interfere with the filming, that he really couldn't make it out. Plus it was getting late, and the light wasn't all that good with the sun setting. 
 
    Somebody knocked on the door, one of those solid knocks that meant business. Putting his hand on his wife's shoulder, Mika smiled. 
 
    "I'll get it," he told her, standing up and waving his son away from the door. "Go sit with your mother," he told him in a firm voice. 
 
    "Yes, Dadda." 
 
    Opening the door, Mika twitched. It was that Dan kid Weson hated so much, and there was a group of demons with him. 
 
    "Mika!" Dan said with a smile. "So nice to see you again! It's been months since I saw you at Denny's! How about stepping outsider so we can discuss a little business? I don't think your wife or kids need to join us." 
 
    Mika paled slightly, but as long as they weren't going to kill his wife and children, he'd face his fate like a man. 
 
    "You promise you won't hurt them?" he hissed in low voice. 
 
    "Yes, I promise. Women and children are off limits. Right?" 
 
    Mika nodded, stepping outside and closing the door behind him. 
 
    "Can we do this someplace else? I don't want to see..." 
 
    Dan smiled. "Oh, we're not going to kill you." 
 
    "You're not?" Mika said warily. 
 
    "I killed Weson." 
 
    "What?" Mika said and looked at the ring. 
 
    "Well, he's dying, but I'm going to pull the plug on him soon enough. But I had a thought that maybe you could work for me?" 
 
    "Why would you do that? I tried to kill you." 
 
    "Yes, and you failed. Still, it's simple. I get ten percent, and for that you get to live, handle a few odd jobs for me now and again, I'll make sure no one cuts into your territory, and maybe I'll even lend you a hand once in a while." 
 
    "How do I know you're telling the truth about Weson?" 
 
    "Take off the ring," Dan ordered him. 
 
    Looking down at his hand, Mika grabbed the ring and gave it a tug. 
 
    It came off! 
 
    "Give me your hand," Dan said, taking the ring from him and handing it to Lofn. 
 
    Mika held it out, and one of the girls ran a claw over the palm, slitting it open. Dan held his out, and he did the same. 
 
    Dan then chanted what he thought were nonsense words, but then he'd seen Weson and Miles do the same kind of thing. He was casting magic! 
 
    Dan grabbed Mika's bloody hand with his. 
 
    "You're taking a blood oath. Break it without my permission, and you will die. Understand?" 
 
    Mika nodded. 
 
    "Swear that you'll follow my orders, never betray me or mine, and will serve me faithfully until the day you die, on pain of death if you should ever betray me or fail to do as I order you." 
 
    "I, Mika Bykov, swear that I will follow your orders, never betray you or yours, and will serve you faithfully until the day I die, on pain of death if I should ever betray you or fail to do as you order me to." 
 
    He felt it when he finished the oath; it reminded him of when he'd taken the oath to Weson, who'd obviously lost to this young man. 
 
    "Welcome to the team, Mika. For now, it'll be business as usual. Fawn or Wraith will call you once we get things set up and I've dealt with Wiles." 
 
    "Do you need my help with him?" 
 
    "I don't know, possibly, but time will tell. Give Fawn here your phone number, and I'll let you enjoy the rest of your evening." 
 
    Mika blinked as Dan turned and walked away from him. Turning to the one he'd motioned to, he gave her his phone number. 
 
    "Is Weson really dead?" he asked her in a low voice. 
 
    "He's dying," Fawn said. "Slowly. Painfully. Dan's paying him back for what he did to his family, and tried to do to us. When it comes to family, he has a really nasty temper." 
 
    Mika nodded slowly. "That is a good thing; a man should stand by his family. I did not know about the curse on his family until after I had joined. I apologize." 
 
    "As you weren't there when Weson cast it, I don't think we'll be holding any grudges. Bye!" Fawn said, smiling brightly. She and the rest followed Dan to the van that was sitting in the street. 
 
    Turning and shaking his head, he went back inside and sat down with his wife. 
 
    "Honey, are you okay?" 
 
    "You know the man I've been working for?" 
 
    "The one who promised to help you grow your business?" 
 
    "Yes, him. His company was just acquired in a hostile takeover." 
 
    "Oh, no! I hope this doesn't hurt your business!" 
 
    "The new owners were outside. They cut their fees in half and took over my contract," Mika told her. His wife had no idea what his business really was; he didn't want to worry her with such things. 
 
    "That's good, isn't it?" 
 
    Mika nodded and smiled a little. "Yes, I think it's good." 
 
      
 
    "So where to next?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "Screw it, let's hit the Zoo. I need a drink, and I'm sure Tig and Rod have places they need to be. What about you, Bob?" 
 
    "A drink would be good. I need to call Aureate as well." 
 
    "Don't you have a phone?" Dan asked. 
 
    Bob shook his head. 
 
    "Here, use mine. Just return it when you're done. This way Aureate will have my number when she calls to ask me for the huge favor I'm going to owe her." 
 
    Bob smiled. "Yes, which of course is why I'm here." 
 
    "You owed her a favor?" Aella asked. 
 
    "No. But now she owes me one," he replied, still smiling. "A huge one." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Godfrey was watching the local news website, reading the story about the 'movie' being filmed in town. The building being 'demolished' looked too much like Weson's to be a coincidence. 
 
    His cell rang, and he opened it immediately without bothering to look at the number. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "Weson's dead!" Alice said in a hushed voice. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Yvette just found out. There was a huge attack on his building. She said there are demons everywhere, and she saw some mage named Royce leading a bunch of them!" 
 
    "Is she sure?" 
 
    "Very sure. One of the firemen she called who's watching the building from a distance to make sure it doesn't get out of control hasn't seen anyone come out of it, and it's falling in on itself." 
 
    "But how can that be if she's still alive?" 
 
    "She had one of her men cut off her finger. The one with the ring on it." 
 
    "She did…" He paused a moment and thought about that. Obviously he'd underestimated Yvette. 
 
    "Get your things and go the first chance you get. Go live with your daughter. Be safe, and thank you, Alice." 
 
    "Do you really mean that, Godfrey?" 
 
    "Yes, I do. Goodbye, my dear," he said, and ended the call. If Weson was dead, he didn't need Alice anymore, but he also didn't want to leave her where Yvette might discover her. That could lead to bad blood, and if Weson was truly gone, perhaps he could reach an agreement with her after he consolidated his hold on the city. 
 
    Someone that crafty he obviously wanted on his side. 
 
    Pressing speed dial, he called Carmine. 
 
    "What's up, Goff?" she answered. 
 
    "Weson's dead. Somebody raided his place, in broad daylight, and killed him and everyone there!" 
 
    "What! How can that be? What about the police?" 
 
    "You know that movie everyone is talking about being filmed downtown today?" 
 
    "Oh my god! But how? Who?" 
 
    "I don't know yet, but Alice told me that there were a lot of demons down there, and she saw Royce, one of the mages who's been sitting the whole thing out and waiting for the fighting in Sacramento between us and Weston to die down." 
 
    "You don't think he did it, do you?" 
 
    He could hear the concern in her voice. 
 
    "No, I don't think there's a new player in the game." 
 
    "Hana?" 
 
    "I don't see how it could be anyone else. She killed Dale right under everybody's nose, and now she's gotten her revenge on Weson, not only in public, but she's got the gods damned police blocking traffic for her and keeping the crowds at bay! Even the TV stations won't get close because they don't want to ruin the filming!" 
 
    "I guess we know what happened to Terry's guy keeping watch on their place up in Placerville." She sighed. "What do we do?" 
 
    "Get Terry and get over here. Pull everyone in." 
 
    "Do you think she'll make us an offer, or try to kill us?" 
 
    "Why would she make us an offer?" 
 
    "Because you didn't try to kill her and made her an offer?" Carmine said. "I mean, you're the one who tells us to try to buy them first, so…?" 
 
    Godfrey considered that a moment. 
 
    "Get Terry. I'll think about it." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Dan was surprised that they actually made it to their table before anybody came over to him, but then again, from the way the demons there were looking at him, he suspected they were a little bit shocked by the rumors he'd told Tig and Rod they were free to circulate on the way here. 
 
    Apparently there were more than a few demon chat programs for cellphones. 
 
    Both Tig and Bob had joined them at their table, while Rod had gone off to join the crowd. Aureate was sending someone to pick Bob up and had congratulated Dan on winning the fight. Dan had considered asking if he could hold onto Bob until after he dealt with Godfrey, but he already owed her more than enough favors. 
 
    "Is that him?" Estaca asked as she came over and gave Dan's belly a rub. 
 
    "Yup, and he just gave up the ghost a few minutes ago as we were parking the van," Dan said with a grin. "Are any of the magic users in here?" 
 
    "George disappeared with that cerberus gal about ten minutes ago, and from the way they were holding on to each other, I don't think they'll be back tonight! Takett's over in the back talking with a bunch of demons about trade or something. There's a couple of young bovera females making doe eyes at him as well. Why'd you ask?" 
 
    "I don't want him to know that I ate Weson. He may like demons, but humans can get funny about certain things. Trust me, I used to be one," Dan said with a grin. "Or at least I thought I was one." 
 
    "Did Royce or Layton come by at all?" Lofn asked. 
 
    "Actually, yes. They both came in, bought a round of drinks for the demons who helped them, thanked each of them personally, told them not to be afraid to ask them for help if they ever needed it, then left." 
 
    "I guess they're seeing the writing on the wall," Fawn snickered. "I'm going to go over and distract Takett for a minute and make sure those girls understand that he's on your 'do not harm' list." 
 
    Estaca laughed. "I don't think 'harm' is on their minds. He's good looking, powerful, funny, and just like our Dan here, he doesn't seem to care that they're demons." 
 
    "I think somebody just moved up in our organization," Dan said with a thoughtful look as Fawn got up and danced off to check on Takett. 
 
    Giving her a moment to engage with him, Dan stood up and gave Estaca a hug and a kiss, then shrugged off his duster, turned to the crowd, put a hand on his belly and rubbed it, then assumed his aspect. 
 
    The effect was everything he could have hoped for, as almost every jaw in the place dropped, and several clapped and laughed. 
 
    "Thanks for your help," Dan said. "One down, one to go, and I won't forget your help." 
 
    He shifted back, dropped down into his chair, grabbed the mug of beer Olivia shoved in his face, and took a drink.  
 
    "Here comes Takett," Wraith whispered. 
 
    Dan nodded and slouched a little in his seat; hopefully the dim light of the bar would hide his gut as he sat at the table. 
 
    "Daniel!" Takett came over and shook hands, a rather stunning doe under his arm. "I didn't see you come in!" 
 
    "Just got here," Dan said with a smile and took a drink of his beer. 
 
    "Yeah, I heard you thanking everybody. So when do we go after that Wiles asshole?" 
 
    "Soon," Dan said. "I want to give him the chance to just pick up and go." 
 
    "I don't know, Dan. He doesn't strike me as the type to give up and move on." 
 
    "Maybe Friday, then? It'd be a good excuse for a long party over the weekend." 
 
    Takett smiled and gave the doe he had his arm around a little squeeze. "You know, that sounds like a plan. I'll let the boys over there," he nodded towards the back of the bar, "know to keep Friday open. I gotta tell ya, today took balls and brains. That was slick, real slick. I knew I picked a winner!" 
 
    "Thanks, Takett." 
 
    "Shit, Dan, call me Josh! You've sure as hell earned that right! Night, Boss!" 
 
    "Night!" Dan said and saluted him with the mug as Takett went back to the table he'd been sitting at in the back. Fawn came over and hugged him from behind. 
 
    "They really do like him," Fawn said with a chuckle. "And they definitely like you. 
 
    "You know," Fawn continued in a whisper as she leaned down and put her lips by his ear, "Tig is rather taken with you as well." 
 
    "Yeah, I think I might ask her to come back with us," Dan whispered back. "She is kinda cute, but…" 
 
    "But?" Fawn asked with a giggle. 
 
    "She's gonna have to wait until I've dealt with the five of you." 
 
    "Are you gonna make her watch?" 
 
    "That would be cruel," Dan whispered back with a snicker. 
 
    "So, that's a yes?" 
 
    

  

 
   
    Pushback 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan opened his eyes slowly and stared at the ceiling as he stretched in bed. He wondered what time it was. Hell, he wondered what day it was! He and the girls had had quite the party when they got back to the house last night, or whenever that was.  
 
    Sitting up slowly, he looked around. None of the girls were in bed with him. Tig, however, was passed out on the padded bench at the foot of the bed. Which was odd because he didn't remember having sex with her at all.  
 
    Getting out of bed, he snagged a pair of sweatpants and decided to head down to the kitchen and get something to drink. Rubbing his belly, he noticed that Weson was almost completely gone. He wondered how much of his magical abilities he'd gained? He still felt stronger after eating that idiot back at Fawn's home, so hopefully he'd gained a lot, and it wouldn't wear off.  
 
    He still had Godfrey to deal with, after all. 
 
    Heading downstairs he heard voices from the playroom as he made his way to the kitchen. 
 
    "Afternoon!" Marion said cheerfully. "Can I cook you something?" 
 
    "Right now I need a large glass of something to drink," Dan said, and gave her a hug. 
 
    "Sure! Oh, Boris asked me to tell you he's okay with the situation, and he's got a couple of names for you, when you've got a few minutes free," she said, pulling out a pitcher filling a large plastic cup from it. 
 
    Dan nodded and took the cup when she handed it to him, drained half of it, then held it out for a refill as she smiled. 
 
    "There you go!" 
 
    "Thanks," he said, smiling back at her. Turning, he made his way down to the playroom. 
 
    "Hey, what's up with Tig?" he asked as he stepped into the room, yawning. "She's all passed out, and I never even touched her." He noticed George and Sheila in the room and smiled. "Hey, you two, nice to see ya." 
 
    "Tig's passed out because she's a rakshasa," Lofn said. 
 
    "And that matters why?" Dan asked and took a drink from his cup. 
 
    "Rakshasa feed off emotions, and last night she tapped into all of us," Lofn said with a smile. 
 
    "We overwhelmed her," Olivia said with a smirk. "Though I daresay when she comes to, you're going to be getting a lot of attention from her!" 
 
    Dan rolled his eyes. "What time is it? And is it Wednesday? I seem to have lost track." 
 
    The girls all snickered. 
 
    "It's a little after four," George said. 
 
    "Ah, okay. Sorry to ignore you like that; someone should have woken me up and told me you were here," Dan said, taking another drink. 
 
    "Eh, not like I got anyplace else to go right now," George said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    Dan stopped drinking and lowered the cup, looking at George. 
 
    "What's wrong?" 
 
    "Dad's on the warpath," George said, and Dan couldn't miss the hug Sheila gave him. 
 
    "His father starting calling at six this morning, wanting to know where George was," Fawn said with a frown. "I told him to call him himself, but apparently somebody wasn't answering his phone." 
 
    George looked a little embarrassed. "I sent him a text telling him I was busy, and I'd talk to him later, and I guess he figured out who I was busy with." George turned and smiled at Sheila, and she smiled back.  
 
    "Anyway," George continued. "I'm not looking forward to the fireworks when I get home." 
 
    "You haven't talked to him?" Dan asked. 
 
    "I called him back this morning, around eight…" 
 
    "After I begged him to, because his father was calling like every fifteen fucking minutes," Fawn grumbled. 
 
    "Anyway, there was a lot of yelling involved, and I told him I was tired, and I didn't recall him getting this upset when I was spending the night with Cynthia, and he said, 'Well, she wasn't a demon!'" 
 
    "More like he screamed it," Sheila said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "So yeah, not looking forward to the epic fight that's waiting back home." 
 
    "Damn, that sucks, dude," Dan said, sitting on the couch between Wrath and Olivia. "You're free to hang out here, but you're gonna have to face him sooner or later." 
 
    "Yeah, I know. Listen, is it okay if Sheila stays here? I sure as hell don't want my father to see her, and this is a lot closer than Dogtown." 
 
    Dan nodded and yawned while stretching a little. "Not a problem. Mi casa, su casa; you know that, George." 
 
    "Thanks, Dan. I just don't know what his problem is. Yeah, sure, Sheila's a cerberus! It's not like I'm dating a vampire or a succubus, or something, no offense, Lofn." 
 
    "None taken!" Lofn said with a warm smile. "I know we have a bit of a rep." 
 
    "Wait, did I hear the word 'dating' there?" Dan asked and noticed that both of them blushed a little and nodded. 
 
    "Yeah, we didn't just spend the night screwing," Sheila said, and this time George did blush a little more. 
 
    "She reads the same manga I do," George admitted with a shy grin. 
 
    "And we both play Star Citizen," Sheila said, blushing more as well. 
 
    "Demons are into sci-fi games?" Dan asked with a chuckle. "That's just…different." 
 
    "I'm a bit of a nerd," Sheila admitted.  
 
    "So yeah, we're dating, and I honestly don't give a damn what she is. She's my girlfriend, and that's all that matters," George said fiercely. 
 
    "Do you need to learn any defensive spells before you go home?" Lofn asked. 
 
    George shook his head. "I don't think he'd do anything like that to me…" George stopped and looked thoughtful for a moment. 
 
    "What is it?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Last night before we split from the Zoo, Takett took me aside and taught me a protection from mental domination spell. Said it was 'just to be safe—-seeing as you're running off with a demon.' Suddenly I'm wondering if that's the real reason he showed it to me." 
 
    "Well, I'd suggest you use it before you head on over," Lofn said. 
 
    "Yeah, but what do I tell my dad if he asks about it?" 
 
    "Tell him you did it because you wanted to be sure no one was influencing you, of course," Lofn said with a smile. 
 
    "Yeah, then ask him why he's trying to!" Wrath growled. 
 
    George nodded and got up off of the loveseat he and Shelia were sitting on, and Sheila stood up as well. 
 
    "I guess I need to go face the music. But I just wanted to check with you before I did," George said. 
 
    "Don't worry, I'll ride to the rescue if things get bad enough we can hear it from here," Dan joked. 
 
    "Damn, I hope it doesn't get that bad." 
 
    "Just be careful, okay?" Sheila said, hugging him. 
 
    George kissed her, and Dan was impressed at how she pressed into him. He'd picked up enough about cerberus body language from Olivia to know that she was obviously into his friend. 
 
    "I will," George said, smiling at her, then he waved to the rest of them and went out the back door. 
 
    "Fawn, call Herman right now and let him know we're meeting at six to discuss the situation with Wiles. Then call the others and get us a reservation." 
 
    Fawn pulled out her cellphone and started dialing. 
 
    "What's the rush?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "It'll put Herman off balance when George shows up. It'll also limit how long he can scream at him." 
 
    "You don't think he's going to do something to George, do you?" Sheila asked, looking worried. 
 
    "I don't think Herman's capable of that kind of thing," Dan said with a shake of his head, "but George is my friend, and I've got his back in this." 
 
    They listened as Fawn got Herman on the phone; they could hear he wasn't happy about the sudden meeting, but he agreed to it. They also knew when George showed up, as he said he had to go and hung up the phone. 
 
    "Well, it's out of our hands now," Fawn said and called the others. 
 
    "What are we going to do about Godfrey?" Aella asked. 
 
    "I'm not sure yet," Dan admitted. "I'd rather just push him out than have to kill him, if only because it'll save us the effort of having to launch an attack." 
 
    "Takett doesn't think he's going to go willingly," Aella pointed out. 
 
    "And Takett is a lot more perceptive than we've given him credit for," Lofn said. 
 
    "You think he knows about Dan?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "I'm sure he suspects, but I'm not sure he really cares. Maybe if Daniel was a full demon, he might care, but even then?" She shrugged. 
 
    "We're getting off track here," Wrath said. "The question is, what do we do about Godfrey?" 
 
    "I think we need to find out exactly how much Estaca knows about him, his people, his organization, all that," Aella said. "She's told us she's been watching him." 
 
    "Okay, I guess we'll talk to her tonight or tomorrow," Dan said. "What else?" 
 
    "This might be a good time to ask them for advice," Lofn said. 
 
    Wrath nodded. "Yeah, that's part of why they're there, right?" 
 
    "It would also show them that you're interested in what they have to say and make them feel more invested in you." 
 
    "Okay, they'll all be there," Fawn said putting her phone away. "I invited Layton, too." 
 
    "I thought we weren't going to make him an advisor?" Olivia said. 
 
    "I figured any mage who's willing to go to the Zoo and buy his people a round of drinks is someone we want to get to know better," Fawn said with a grin. 
 
    "Such an uppity little ewe," Olivia said with a dramatic sigh. 
 
    "Still, she has a point you know," Dan said. 
 
    "She always does," the others said, and then grinned at Fawn as she preened a little. 
 
    "Whatever we do, I don't think the movie thing is going to work for us again," Wrath said. "I pretty much used up a lot of my blackmail material doing that, and I don't think our Daniel here is going to like me going out and getting anymore." 
 
    "Maybe we should have tried to grab Yvette, too," Dan mused. 
 
    "We could always tell Miss Delight she has to do it for us as a part of her tithe for living here," Aella suggested. 
 
    "Hey, did anybody hear whether or not Yvette died?" Fawn asked suddenly. 
 
    "I've been in bed doing better things," Dan said with a wink. 
 
    "Why wouldn't she? Weson's dead." 
 
    "She was the only one not in the building other than Mika, wasn't she?" 
 
    "That reminds me," Wrath said. "You need to make sure whoever we hire to clean up that mess works for us. Otherwise somebody's going to say something about all the bones inside." 
 
    "Oh! Shit!" Fawn jumped up. "I'm on it! I'll be in my office!" she called back as she ran out of the room. 
 
    "Let's all get cleaned up and dressed. It's a bit of a ride to Claim Jumpers. Sheila, you're welcome to stay; I'll make sure Marion tells Boris that you're a guest so he doesn't bother you." 
 
    Sheila nodded. 
 
      
 
    "Dan! I didn't expect to hear from you for another day at least!" Takett said, entering the room. Dan had opted to get there first, mainly because he was hungry. Lofn and Fawn were playing security tonight out in the main part of the restaurant, Lofn more because of her ability to detect strong emotions than wanting to put the others at ease. 
 
    "Have a seat, Josh, and honestly, I wanted to get the ball rolling on this. The sooner I consolidate my position, the sooner we can bring some stability back to the area." 
 
    "Good point," he agreed. 
 
    Layton and Royce showed up shortly thereafter. 
 
    "Wonder what's taking Stidham so long?" Royce asked after a few minutes. 
 
    "Apparently his son hooked up with a cerberus, and he's not happy about it," Olivia said with a snicker. 
 
    "Ouch," Royce said and winced. 
 
    "I don't know, she sure looked like a little hottie to me," Takett said with a grin. 
 
    "Not everyone has the same freewheeling approach to life that you do, Takett," Royce said with a laugh. 
 
    "You know he's going to blame you," Takett said, looking over at Dan. 
 
    "Why's that? Because he's my best friend and I have five demon wives? Or because I made him part of yesterday's fight and had him working with them all day?" 
 
    "Yes," Takett said and grinned. 
 
    Dan shook his head and was about to say something when Herman walked in. 
 
    "Sorry I'm late," he huffed. "Family issues." 
 
    "Right," Dan said. "Have a seat and let's get started. First, thanks for your help yesterday; we got in and out nice and quick with no loss of life on our part." 
 
    "Weson is dead, right?" Layton asked. 
 
    Dan nodded. "Killed him myself, along with his right hand man Dave. I know Miles was in the building, so he's gone as well. Yvette wasn't, though she somehow survived, but I haven't looked into that at all." 
 
    "What about the other three, Mika, Rafferty, and that new guy, the businessman?" Royce asked. 
 
    "I decided to help Mika out, and he's working for me now," Dan said. "I haven't heard anything on the other two. They might have been in the building, they might not. Weson never expected us to attack in broad daylight, so a lot of his crew wasn't there." 
 
    "Didn't Weson have some sort of cursed ring that would kill them if he died?" Herman asked. 
 
    Dan nodded. "Yup. I'm pretty familiar with it—my father stole one of them from him, and I ended up with it. I was able to free Mika from it before it killed him, which is why he's working for me now. As to the rest of them?" Dan shrugged. "Again, it might have to do with the way I killed Weson." 
 
    "Which was?" 
 
    "Slowly," Dan said with a smile. 
 
    Herman frowned at that. "That sounds like something a demon would do!" 
 
    Dan snorted. "After the way he tortured my mother and father to death, you have the nerve to say that? I labored under that curse for months before I managed to break it. Weson deserved what he got. He tortured a lot of people, including one of my wives.  
 
    "Now, let's move on to why we're here: Godfrey Wiles. I'm still considering meeting with him and giving him a chance to clear out peacefully." 
 
    "Not going to ask him to work for you?" Royce asked. 
 
    Dan shook his head. "I don't think he's the kind of man I want working for me. I also don't think he's the type who'd be willing to take the job." 
 
    "I think we should just kill him and be done with it," Takett said. "I don't think he'll take kindly to Dan telling him to shove off. All he's going to see is a kid and figure he can beat him." 
 
    Layton snorted. "That's stupid." 
 
    "Why's that stupid?" Herman asked. 
 
    "Because he couldn't beat Weson in three years, and our boss there got rid of him in a single afternoon," Takett said. "Jesus, Stidham, you've known Dan his whole life, surely you've realized he's no longer a kid, he's someone to reckon with." 
 
    "I'm not sure I approve of his alliances with all these demons," Herman said. 
 
    "Ah, you're just upset because your son spent the night banging some cerberus!" Takett snickered, causing Herman to get very red in the face. 
 
    "Gentlemen!" Dan said, rapping his knuckles loudly on the table. "You're getting off point. We're here to talk about Godfrey, not trade barbs." 
 
    "Sorry, boss," Takett said with a chuckle. 
 
    Herman didn't say anything, just giving a snort. 
 
    "I think Takett's right about Wiles," Layton said. "I've done some research on him. He's originally from the Isle of Man, worked for the guy running that, and eventually ended up running for his life when he tried to double cross his boss and take over. He's very much from the 'kill your way to the top' school of things." 
 
    "So not very trustworthy," Royce said. 
 
    "Yeah, he even killed his own son. Not sure what happened to his wife and daughter, but they're obviously not with him anymore." 
 
    Dan sighed. "Great, just what we don't need. I want stability, not constant warfare. I think we've had enough of that."  
 
    Dan looked around the table. "I'm open to any and all ideas and suggestions you've got. If you've got something now, let me hear it; otherwise, go home, think about it, and give me whatever you have tomorrow." 
 
    "How soon are you going after him?" Royce asked. 
 
    "Friday would be great. Saturday is okay. Nothing later than Sunday," Dan told them. 
 
    "That's pretty ambitious," Herman said with a frown. 
 
    "So was what we did with Weson, and notice that it worked," Wrath said. "Now, ideas?" 
 
    Dan listened as Royce, Takett, and Layton bandied ideas back and forth, but nobody had anything solid. 
 
    "Okay," Dan said and held up his hand. "I'm going to spend the rest of the night getting some more intelligence on Godfrey and his situation. I'll send it to you when I'm done, then tomorrow we'll see what we've all come up with. Okay?" 
 
    Everyone nodded, though Herman was maybe a little slower than the others. 
 
    "Great, until later," Dan said, and Takett, Royce, and Layton got up and noticed that Herman hadn't budged. Takett rolled his eyes, Royce shook his head, and Layton just ignored it, but all three of them quickly cleared out. 
 
    "Girls?" Dan said to Wrath, Aella, and Olivia. "I think Herman wants to have a word with me in private." 
 
    "Sure thing, Hon," Wrath said with a grin, and the three of them got up and left the room they'd reserved. 
 
    "I don't appreciate you setting my son up with that demon!" Herman growled at him as soon as the girls were out of the room. 
 
    Dan shook his head. "That wasn't me, and honestly, I don't see why you're so upset about it." 
 
    "Of course you wouldn't be upset about it! You're living with them! You don't see what they do to a man! Or worse yet, a kid like George!" 
 
    "Whoa, wait a minute, 'what they do to a man'? What the hell is that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "You tortured Weson to death! The old Dan wouldn't have done that! It's those girls! They changed you! Made you into one of them!" 
 
    Dan snorted. "The old Dan just sat on his ass and watched the world go by. Even after I was cursed, the old Dan wasn't about to do anything about it, either! Not until somebody decided to try to hurt the one person who'd done anything nice for me! And who'd simply done it to be nice! George is old enough to make his own decisions!" 
 
    "Not as long as he's living under my roof, he isn't!" 
 
    "Yeah, well, unlike my father, you have a son who loves you. So he's fucking some cerberus? He's 'just a kid', as you like to say. Let him have his fling. What's the big deal?" 
 
    "The big deal is, you've become a bad influence on my son! I don't want you hanging around him! I don't want you to even talk to him anymore! Understand me?" Herman said loudly, raising his voice. 
 
    "That decision is your son's to make," Dan said in a soft voice. "I will not be dictated to by one of my employees. Do you understand, Mr. Stidham?" 
 
    Dan watched as Herman's face got very red, then he stood up and stomped out of the room. 
 
    "He's going to be a problem, you know," Aella said, suddenly appearing beside him. 
 
    "How'd you get here?" he asked, surprised. 
 
    "What? You think I'd leave you here with a threat? I just displaced and let my image walk out of the room," Aella said, laughing at him. 
 
    Laughing himself, he pulled her close and kissed her. 
 
    "Sneaky Pete. Okay. Let's gather everyone up and see if Estaca's got any information for us." 
 
    "I think it might be a better idea to head back home and see what happened with George. One of us can call Estaca and find out what she knows." 
 
    "Good point," he said with a sigh. "From the way he was going off here, I have a feeling things didn't go well between the two of them." 
 
      
 
    Walking in the front door of the estate, the first thing Dan saw was Tig standing there, stark naked, tail trembling and staring at him with wanton lust. 
 
    "Oops, knew I was forgetting something," Dan said with an embarrassed grin. "Go up to the bedroom, I'll be there in a minute." 
 
    "Umm…" she said, obviously not wanting to let him get away, and just as obviously afraid to not do what he told her to. 
 
    "George! You in the house?" 
 
    "In here!" he heard George yell back from the playroom. 
 
    Heading into the playroom, he saw Sheila and George amorously entwined. 
 
    They also weren't wearing any clothing. 
 
    "Well, it couldn't have gone too bad," Olivia joked. 
 
    "Actually, he grounded me, and then stormed off to his meeting," George said with a frown. "To say he was livid would be an understatement. I'm surprised you didn't hear the yelling from here." 
 
    "So if you were grounded, why are you here?" Dan asked. 
 
    "I left home," George sighed, "and I'm not going back." 
 
    "Isn't that, I don't know, a bit sudden?" 
 
    "You know the real reason I never tried to help you when you were living on the streets?" 
 
    Dan shook his head. "It wouldn't have been safe." 
 
    "That doesn't matter, Dan, and you know it! I wanted to help you, do something, anything! But dad wouldn't let me. He grounded me! Told me I had to think of the family, of his business. That you weren't worth it." George shook his head. "I didn't want to say anything because I didn't want you to think I was a coward. 
 
    "But!" He frowned. "I'm supposed to be an adult now, and damn it, I'm going to do what I think is right. I'm not turning my back on you again, and I'm not turning my back on Sheila here, either. 
 
    "So I grabbed my things, kissed mom goodbye, and told her I was leaving, and I wouldn't be back until dad got his shit together and stopped treating me like a child." 
 
    Dan shook his head. "Yeah, he went off on me after the meeting. Told me I have to stay away from you." 
 
    "I'm done listening to him. Sheila told me I can move in with her, so we'll head down to Dogtown in the morning." 
 
    "You know, Dan, we have that house in Fair Oaks," Fawn said. 
 
    "I have no idea what kind of shape it's even in at this point," Dan said with a thoughtful look. 
 
    "All the more reason to let someone move in and take care of it," Wrath said. 
 
    "What are you talking about?" George asked. 
 
    "I own the house Dale used to live in. We kicked everyone out a couple of days ago. Tomorrow, you and Sheila can go clean it up and stay there if you want." 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    "Yeah, it's just sitting there, and I need somebody to keep an eye on the place before the bums move in. Besides," he said with a grin, "if you're not here when your father comes looking for you, I won't have to lie to him about it." 
 
    "I'll give you a bunch of money in the morning," Fawn said, "so you can fix anything that's broken." 
 
    "Thanks, Dan, Fawn, and you too, Wrath and Lofn." 
 
    "What, no thanks for me?" Olivia asked with a frown. 
 
    "Oh, I definitely want to thank you for introducing me to Sheila, Olivia!" George said with a smile. "Now, umm, if you wouldn't mind?" he said and nodded at Sheila. 
 
    "Oh, they don't mind at all," Dan said with a laugh. Turning around, he saw Tig there with a needy expression on her face. Smiling, he grabbed her hand and led her up to the bedroom. 
 
    He could find out about what Estaca had on Godfrey in the morning. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Sellout 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Goff? I've got someone here I think you should meet," Terry said, coming into the room and escorting another man. 
 
    Godfrey looked up, his eyebrows going up a hair in surprise. He recognized the man his nephew was escorting into the room. His name was Herman Stidham, and he was one of the better mages in the area. But the man was mostly in finance, and from everything Godfrey had been able to find out, he avoided conflict like the plague. Godfrey wasn't quite sure whether it was cowardice or something else, but in any case, he wasn't someone Godfrey would be afraid of.  
 
    Still, Terry wouldn't be wasting his time if he didn't think it was important. 
 
    "Hello," Godfrey said, standing up and extending his hand, "I'm Godfrey Wiles." 
 
    "Yes, I know who you are," Herman said, and after a brief hesitation, he shook hands with him. "I'm Herman Stidham, though I suspect you probably know that already." 
 
    Godfrey smiled at him. "Guilty as charged. Please, have a seat," Godfrey said, sitting back down. Terry grabbed a chair and sat down, and Herman joined them, sitting down with a bit of a sigh. 
 
    "I must say I'm surprised to see you here, Herman," Godfrey said. "I was under the impression you preferred to stay out of the fray?" 
 
    "Normally I would, but it would seem that events have forced my hand, and I have to take a stand before irreparable harm is done to my son." 
 
    Godfrey noticed the compassionate look on his nephew's face. Seeing as the only thing his nephew had compassion for was Carmine, Godfrey took the hint. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Herman, is there something wrong with your son that I can help with?" 
 
    "Everything was fine until his old friend Dan moved back to the area! Now he's fallen in with Dan and those foul demons he's living with!" Herman blurted out and kept on going. "Why, he's even sleeping with one! I mean, I've told him they're evil, that they'll corrupt him, destroy him! But he won't listen to me! He's being influenced by that Danny, and it has to stop! It has to stop before they hurt him! Or worse!" 
 
    "Dan? Are we talking about Dan Westridge? Shannon's son?" 
 
    "Yes! Danny. He moved back in with those five demon bitches of his, and all my son can do is look at their tits, and he's thinking if his friend Danny can do it, then he can do it, too!" 
 
    "You know where he lives?" Godfrey asked carefully. 
 
    "Yes! Of course I do. He lives on the next block over! He bought his father's old house, and they moved in a week ago!" Herman looked back and forth between the two of them. 
 
    "You have to do something! You have to stop him and save my son! Save us all! If he isn't stopped, he and those demons of his will take over the entire city!" 
 
    Godfrey nodded and sighed. "I was afraid something like this would happen. I'd hoped they only wanted to get their revenge on Weson, that now he was gone, Hana and her friends would…" 
 
    Godfrey stopped in surprise as Herman grabbed his hand. 
 
    "She's not Hana! Dan just wanted you to think that so you'd underestimate him! She's not the one in charge! He is!" 
 
    "Wait…" Godfrey looked at Terry, who was now looking as surprised as he himself felt. "She's not Hana?" 
 
    "No," Herman said shaking his head letting go of Godfrey's hand. "I've met them, all of them. They influence him—of course they do, he's a young man and they're all very comely. But he's not under their control. He's…changed." 
 
    "How long have you known him?" Terry asked. 
 
    Herman shrugged and looked down at his hands. "Ten years? Longer? He's been friends with my son since elementary school." 
 
    "Are you sure it's still him? That he's not possessed?" 
 
    "No, I, I think it's him. It is him. It's just that he's…different." Herman looked up at Godfrey. "Danny was always a laid back kid. Quiet. He didn't seem to really have any talent. His father ignored him while lavishing all his attention on Kevin, his oldest. Danny was one of those kids who just goes with the flow; you know they'll never amount to anything. He had no drive, nothing. I didn't even know he had any magic until he showed up on my doorstep a week ago asking me to introduce him to Royce and Takett!" 
 
    "So they're the ones who took down Weson?" Godfrey asked. 
 
    "They both helped; so did I." 
 
    "You did?" Godfrey was surprised by that. He honestly hadn't thought Stidham had it in him. 
 
    Herman nodded. "Weson had to go, and I thought if I helped, maybe I'd be able to influence him. But then he's setting my son up with some demon bitch, and now my son won't even listen to me anymore! I tried talking to Danny, but that arrogant son-of-a-bitch wouldn't listen, and even tried to tell me what to do!" 
 
    "What's his address now?" Terry asked. 
 
    "Didn't you see how many demons he had at Weson's?" Herman replied, looking at Terry. "Dozens, over a hundred! More even! He hangs out at that bar of theirs, and I don't know whether it's fear, or because he's told them he'll let them do what they want!  
 
    "But you can't take him at home. He's got hellhounds guarding the place, and I've never seen such tight wards!" 
 
    "So what do you want us to do?" Godfrey asked, drawing Herman's eyes back to him. 
 
    "Why, kill him of course! He has to be stopped." 
 
    "But you just told us we can't attack him." 
 
    "No, you can't attack him there. But maybe, maybe we can draw him out." 
 
    "We?"  
 
    "He's going to attack you this weekend. He hasn't picked a day yet, and he's still working on the plan. But he's made it clear he wants you dead or gone by Monday." 
 
    Godfrey and Terry exchanged looks. 
 
    "That quickly?" Terry said. "Right after taking out Weson?" 
 
    "Like I said, he's changed! He's different. I don't know if Weson's curse triggered something in him, or if it's his demons—he calls them his 'wives', by the way. But he's harder now, crueler. He tortured Weson to death." 
 
    "He did?" Godfrey said, actually showing the surprise he felt. 
 
    Herman nodded. "He said he gave him a slow death. Well, isn't that what demons do? Make you suffer while you die? Something corrupted him, and it made him strong. Maybe that's why they all follow him?" Herman shook his head.  
 
    "I don't know, I just know he's a danger. To my son, to all of us!" 
 
    "So how do we draw him out?" Terry asked. 
 
    Herman frowned a moment, then nodded to himself. 
 
    "Ask to meet with him—or rather, agree to meet with him." 
 
    "You just said he's planning to attack us in two days. Why would he want to meet with us?" Terry asked. 
 
    "He told us he'd rather give you a chance to leave peacefully instead of killing you. He'd rather save his resources." 
 
    "Do you believe him?" Godfrey asked. 
 
    "I'm not sure. I mean, yeah, it would be easier for him if you just packed up and left, but I don't think that's the reason he's going to make you the offer." 
 
    "Oh? What do you think the reason is?" 
 
    Herman looked up at Godfrey again. "I think it's so people won't see how corrupted he's become. I'm sure he believes you won't take the offer, but everyone else will see him making the attempt, and they'll ignore how he not only killed Weson, but killed every single person in there with him. 
 
    "There wasn't any mercy. Miles and the others who were there, they burned to death." 
 
    "Would you be willing to help us? To help us lure him someplace where we can kill him?" 
 
    "Of course I would! Why do you think I'm here? He has to be stopped! And you're the only person who can stop him." 
 
    "What do you…" Terry started, but Godfrey put his hand on Terry's arm, stopping him. 
 
    "You're right, he has to be stopped. We can't afford to have demons running Sacramento, or even someone who's in love with them and is willing to let them run wild. I need to talk to my people and see what I can figure out. Are you sure he's going to try to set up a meeting?" 
 
    "Fairly sure. I know I can push him to do it." 
 
    "Fine. Do that. Terry," Godfrey said, turning towards his nephew, "please have someone escort Mr. Stidham back to his car. Give him your cell number and get his. Herman," Godfrey said, turning back to him, "we'll see if we can set it up so he takes you with him. Balk at first when he asks, but then agree to go. Okay?" 
 
    Herman nodded, getting up as Terry stood. "Yes, of course." 
 
    "Thank you for coming. I'm in your debt." 
 
    Herman sighed heavily and nodded. "He's my only son. What else could I do?" 
 
    "Indeed," Godfrey said and watched as Terry escorted him out the door. 
 
    Godfrey sat there thinking about what he'd just learned until Terry came back a few minutes later. 
 
    "Do you think we can trust him, Goff?" 
 
    Godfrey nodded. "Yes, I do. That's why I stopped you from asking what he wanted. He doesn't want anything other than to remove Dan's influence from his son. Especially if he's really setting him up with demon lovers." 
 
    "And what he said about Hana? Do you think he's telling the truth? I mean, obviously he believes it, but is he right?"  
 
    Godfrey sighed. "I'm thinking Weson screwed up the curse so royally that he brought a plague down on all of us. Something I shudder to even consider. Think about this, how does Stidham know we think she's Hana?" 
 
    Terry blinked and dropped into the chair. "He can't! He shouldn't!" 
 
    "Unless Dan was bragging to him about making us think it was her." 
 
    "Shit," Terry swore. 
 
    "My sentiments exactly." Godfrey sighed. "Get Carmine in here. We probably only have until morning before Dan calls, and we need to be ready for him." 
 
    "Do you think he will?" 
 
    "Of course he will. He's so in love with his own brilliance, he bragged about it to Stidham there. And Stidham is right, making this offer will deflect any suspicions that the young Mr. Westridge is no longer who he claims to be, or that the demons have any undue influence on him." 
 
    "He's not going to be happy when we agree to a meeting, is he?" Terry said with a nasty smile. 
 
    "That, my nephew, is going to be our job." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Be Yourself 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan was sitting down to a late breakfast when his cell rang. Looking at it, he saw it was Herman. Shaking his head, he answered the call. 
 
    "Yes, Mr. Stidham, what can I do for you this fine morning?" 
 
    "Where is my son? Is he over there? I told you I didn't want you having anything to do with him anymore!" 
 
    "What are you asking me for? Why would he be here?" 
 
    "He left home last night! He wasn't here when I got up, and my wife just told me he left a note that he was gone and wasn't coming back!" 
 
    Dan found that interesting. Then again, George's mother always had taken her children's side in things. 
 
    "Well, he's not here, and if you don't believe me, feel free to come on over and take a look." 
 
    "I'll be doing that!" Herman said and hung up. 
 
    "Marion, let Boris know George's father is coming by. I guess I'll meet him down at the gate or something." 
 
    "When did he leave?" Olivia asked, yawning. She'd come in while Dan was talking in the phone. 
 
    "About an hour ago. I sent Tig with 'em. Told her if she was real nice and helped them with the place, I'd be sure to pay her a special visit," Dan said with a grin. 
 
    "Yeah, she's definitely got the hots for you," Olivia said with a chuckle. "Where's the rest of us?"  
 
    "Fawn and Wrath are in her office going over the stuff Estaca gave us to see what they can figure out. Lofn and Aella took the car and followed George and Sheila to make sure there weren't any complications." 
 
    "Think there will be?" 
 
    "I doubt it; everybody's stopped watching the place now they know Dale's gone. At least that's what Estaca told us." 
 
    Grabbing a couple of bites of his breakfast, Dan got up and headed to the back gate with Olivia in tow, only to feel it when Herman pulled up at the front gate. 
 
    "Figures, idiot had to drive," Dan said, shaking his head. They walked around the house and down to the driveway, where Herman had parked his car and was standing at the gates, obviously fuming. 
 
    "Come on in," Dan said, opening the pedestrian gate by the driveway. 
 
    Grumbling, Herman followed Dan up to the house and inside. 
 
    "What about that demon girl he was seeing?" 
 
    Dan shrugged. "Best I know, she's from Dogtown, where that big cerberus colony is. Several of them came up to help in the fight; she probably went back there." 
 
    "So you think he went there with her?" Herman demanded. 
 
    "Hell, I don't know!" Dan said as he quickly showed Herman through the house. "You told me to avoid him, and I'm avoiding him." 
 
    Herman sighed as they came back to the front door. 
 
    "I guess I shouldn't have yelled at you; it obvious he's not here. But where did he go? He doesn't even have a car!" 
 
    "He doesn't?" Dan said surprised. 
 
    "No, he's been using one of mine to go to his business courses at State, and he's working for me when he's not there. He hasn't got a pot to piss in." 
 
    "What, you're not paying him?" 
 
    "Why would I pay him? He's my son." 
 
    Dan didn't know what to say to that! Even his stepfather had paid him for his work. 
 
    "Have you tried to talk to Wiles yet? Or are we just going to kill him?" 
 
    "I was going to see if I could get in touch with him after I finished eating breakfast," Dan said, "but you called before I could finish." 
 
    "Well, might as well call him now, then at least I can tell the others I actually saw it." 
 
    Dan all but rolled his eyes, but Herman had a point. After the shit from last night, they'd know if Herman said he'd done it, he'd done it. 
 
    "Fine. Olivia, see if Fawn's got a number we can call to talk to Godfrey." 
 
    Olivia, who'd been hanging back and being quiet, nodded. "Back in a flash." 
 
    "Do you really think he'll accept that he can't win and leave?" Dan asked while they were waiting. 
 
    "I don't know. I hope so. I didn't enjoy what we did at Weson's." 
 
    "Yeah, I hope so, too. I don't have any beef with the man, but my days of going along to get along are gone." 
 
    "Don't you think you're taking on a bit much at your age?" 
 
    Dan laughed. "I used to, not anymore though." 
 
    "Oh? And why not?" 
 
    "I grew up," Dan said, looking over at Herman. "I grew up. Weson, Dale, Wiles, all of them are just overgrown children playing with toys, not caring who or what they break. I'm not going to play. I'm going to rule." 
 
    "But you're just a kid!" 
 
    "And that's why I have four local mages as advisors," Dan said, and this time he did roll his eyes.  
 
    "Here's the number," Olivia said, coming back to them. 
 
    Nodding, he got out his cell and called it. 
 
    "Hello?" a woman's voice answered the phone. 
 
    "Hi, this is Dan, Shannon Westridge's son. I want to talk to Mr. Wiles about the future." 
 
    "And what future would that be?" 
 
    "I don't think he wants to work for me, so I was hoping we could save each other a bunch of grief if he was to pack up his organization and leave town?" 
 
    Dan was pretty sure he heard a snort. "Hold on and I'll see if he's available." 
 
    Dan looked around the room as he waited. Thankfully he wasn't on hold very long. 
 
    "Daniel," Godfrey said, picking up the line, "I'm told you wish to talk with me?" 
 
    "Yes. I was hoping after what happened to Steve, we could perhaps discuss you taking your business to a new market?" 
 
    "I don't know, that sounds like a lot of work." 
 
    "Yes, I supposed it would be, however, that's the offer on the table. I don't have any issues with you, Godfrey, and I thought it would be in all our best interests to avoid the kind of takeover Steve's business just suffered." 
 
    Godfrey paused a moment before replying. 
 
    "I'm a bit surprised you're making this offer," Godfrey said at last. 
 
    "Well, you did come to me with an offer of your own a few weeks ago." 
 
    "You know what, I'd prefer to discuss this face to face. Why don't we meet at the Zoo? Say in an hour?" 
 
    "The Zoo? I'm a bit surprised you'd want to meet in a place like that." 
 
    "Well, nothing happened to me last time, and as I understand it, it's supposed to be neutral territory, right? But just you; I don't want to see Hana there, or any of the other girls." 
 
    "You want me to show up alone?" 
 
    "Bring your human advisors. I heard you have a few; we saw them at Steve's place, after all." 
 
    "They're all busy today, and it's not like I'd bring them all along anyway," Dan warned. 
 
    "Well, bring one. Call it a sign of good faith. It's the Zoo, so it isn't somewhere I can bring any kind of force." 
 
    "Fine, I'll bring one to show that I'm serious." Dan sighed. 
 
    "See you in an hour!" Godfrey said and hung up the phone. 
 
    "Guess you're going with me," Dan said, looking over at Herman. 
 
    "Wait, what? Going with you where! To that demon bar?" 
 
    "Yup. That's where Godfrey wants to meet, and he wants me to bring a human with me, not the girls. So you're drafted." 
 
    "I'm not going!" Herman said, frowning. 
 
    "Fine. Then you can tell everyone you're the reason I didn't talk with Godfrey," Dan said with a grin. 
 
    Herman swore, surprising Dan. 
 
    "Shit! Okay, fine. I'm going. But I'm driving. Last thing I need is to die in a car crash with you driving." 
 
    Dan shook his head. "Start your car, I'll be there in a minute." 
 
    "You can't be serious!" Olivia said as soon as Herman was out of the room. 
 
    "You heard him; he wants to meet at the Zoo. That's about as safe as it gets. Look, call Lofn. They're already in town, they can get to the Zoo in about five minutes, long before anybody shows up. Tell them to find a good place to watch without being seen." 
 
    "What about the rest of us?" 
 
    "Give us about a five-minute head start, then head down there yourself. I need to get my stuff and get going if I'm gonna be there on time." 
 
    "Do you really think he'll leave Sacramento?" 
 
    "If I offer him enough money as an incentive, he just might." 
 
    "You'd pay him?" 
 
    "Of course. What's that line? Why fight over what you can just buy?" 
 
      
 
    Herman had the car ready when Dan came out and got in it. He was surprised that Dan sat in the back and said as much. 
 
    "Eh, the girls never let me sit in the front, bit of a habit now," Dan replied. 
 
    Herman just nodded. Terry had called him this morning and laid out the plan. He would drive, and they were to take the freeway around and come up J-Street, which was the fastest route. When he turned off J to come around to I Street, however, he'd go over one more street and turn into an open garage that would have a blue cone out in front of it to mark it, and they'd ambush Dan in Herman's car. 
 
    Having Daniel in the back seat, he realized, was probably a lot safer for him than having Daniel sit in the front. 
 
      
 
    Dan got out his phone and texted Aella, letting her know the route they were taking so they'd be ready for him when he showed up. He'd turned the volume off on his phone; the last thing he wanted was for Godfrey to hear it going ping or someone calling him. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Herman asked from the front seat. Dan noticed Herman checking on him in the mirror constantly. 
 
    "Going over plans for the weekend with Fawn and Wrath, in case Godfrey doesn't want to budge," Dan lied. 
 
    "Do you really think Wiles is going to want to talk to you if you show up with a cellphone in your hands?" 
 
    Dan sighed. Herman was really grating on his nerves. As soon as things were over, he was kicking him to the curb. George could take his place. 
 
    He made a big show of putting the phone away, then when Herman wasn't looking, he tapped on Aella just enough to make things work, and displaced, making his image look like it was watching the scenery go by, while he pulled out his cell and went back to texting Aella, letting her know that everything was okay, he was just screwing with Herman. 
 
    'Call me and leave the line open,' she texted him as they got off the freeway. 
 
    'Why?' he texted back. 
 
    'Cause then we can listen in!' 
 
    Dan shrugged and did as she asked, and when he heard her pick up, he stuck the phone in his breast pocket so she'd hear what he said. 
 
    "So where are you turning off of J-Street?" his image asked. "You just passed Eleventh." 
 
    "I was going to turn on Thirteenth and drive down the alley." 
 
    "The alley doesn't go through to the thirteenth," Dan replied, trying not to sound annoyed. 
 
    "I'll come back on I Street then," Herman said, and Dan noticed he looked worried as he turned onto Thirteenth. 
 
    When he came to I Street, he floored it. 
 
    "You didn't turn down I, Herman," Dan said with a growl in his voice. 
 
    "Someone's behind us!" Herman yelled out. 
 
    "Why are you turning left into the alley, Herman?" 
 
    "I'm losing them." 
 
    "Shit," Dan swore and cast a shield spell on himself as Herman yanked the wheel hard. 
 
    "Why are you turning right into that garage!" he yelled and ducked down onto the floor behind the driver's seat as the car screeched to a stop. 
 
    All the windows blew in the moment the car halted, and Dan checked his image and made sure it looked a bit mussed up and a little bloody. They'd expect him to have a shield up. 
 
    Someone ripped the door open, grabbed his image, dragged it out, threw it up against a wall, and shackled the hands behind it. 
 
    "What's going on?" the image said, acting dizzy as Dan controlled it from the backseat. 
 
    "We got him, boss!" someone yelled out, and dragged his image off. 
 
    Moving out of the car carefully, Dan looked back at Herman. He was unconscious and bleeding pretty bad. 
 
    "What about Herman?" He's hurt!" his image said for him. 
 
    "Like we care about a fuckin' traitor," one of them said. 
 
    Well that answers that, he thought to himself, and pulling on the girls for more power, he threw a large heal on Herman. He probably should have just let him bleed out and die, it wouldn't even be his fault. But George would be devastated, and he couldn't do that to his friend.  
 
    Moving carefully out the back so he didn't cut himself on all the glass, he carefully followed as they manhandled 'him' down a hallway and into another room. They threw 'him' into a chair, chained him to it, and then left.  
 
    He looked around the room while he was waiting. The walls and the ceiling were all wet, and the floor was soaked with puddles of water all over it. Then there were the crucifixes on the walls, the ceiling, the table across from the chair his image was in; they were everywhere. 
 
    A moment later, Godfrey, accompanied by a younger man and woman, entered the room. 
 
    "Mr. Stidham is dying out there," his image said. 
 
    "After he sold you out to us, you actually care?" the woman said with a chuckle. "Really now, Daniel." 
 
    "So you're selling out your own employee?" 
 
    "This from the young man who tortured Weson to death?" Godfrey said. 
 
    "I didn't torture him, I just gave him a slow death," his image said with a shrug. "So who are your two friends?" 
 
    "Oh, forgive me, Daniel. This is my nephew, Terry, and my niece, Carmine." 
 
    "Aren't they supposed to be married or something?" 
 
    "Yes, we are," Terry said. 
 
    "Isn't sex with your cousin like incest or something?"  
 
    "This from a boy who sleeps with demons," Terry said with a sneer. 
 
    "Well, yeah. But I'm not related to any of them." His image smirked back at Terry. 
 
    "You know, you're awfully cool for a young man who's about to die," Godfrey said. 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure my women will get here soon enough. It's not like they're that far away." 
 
    "The building is heavily shielded; they can't find you here," Carmine said, smiling. 
 
    "My people made sure to disable the van your wives were in back on the highway," Godfrey added. "I don't think they'll be coming to save you." 
 
    His image smiled at them. "You just keep thinking that. Now that you're all here, when are you leaving my city?" 
 
    Godfrey laughed. "Daniel, you must be joking! I have you shackled and chained to a chair, and you want to dictate terms to me? You must be insane." 
 
    "Maybe that's why they like him, Goff, because he's crazy," Carmine said. "They're demons, after all." 
 
    "Nooo, it's not that. It has more to do with why I'm sitting here shackled to a chair in a room with the three of you. If you'd wanted me dead, I'd be dead already. But instead, you want to chat." 
 
    "Perceptive of you, Daniel."  
 
    "Let me guess, you want me to protect you from Hana, right?" 
 
    Godfrey laughed. "Oh, no. Dear Mr. Stidham told us the truth about that. That you tricked us into believing it was her. That she's not really Hana." 
 
    He made his image smile. "I didn't trick you into it, you did that all on your own Godfrey. I just pulled her closer to me and urged her to speak up. You must really suck at poker." 
 
    Frowning, Godfrey pointed at the image, quickly rattled off the standard opening for a spell, and said, "Pain!" in an angry voice. 
 
    "Ouch," the image said and smiled. "Crazy people don't feel pain. I thought you knew that!" 
 
    Terry suddenly threw up a heavy shield spell between them and his image, surprising him. 
 
    "Scared, are we? Well, you should be. Seriously, I did in a couple of hours what you couldn't do in, what? Three years? This is your last chance. You really should just swear a blood oath to me that you'll be gone by tomorrow." 
 
    "What are you?" Godfrey asked. "Or maybe I should ask, Who are you?" 
 
    "I'm my parents' son, that's who I am. As for what? I'm annoyed. Is that why we're talking? Because you've been consistently bested by a teenage boy? A boy who obviously must have something on the ball if he can keep five demons—one of whom is a succubus—happy, both in and out of bed?" 
 
    "That's enough of that, young man! Answer my question!" Godfrey yelled. "What are you! Those demons should have eaten you alive! You can't be human! Was it the curse? You went to the demon realms! Twice! Yet you came back each time! No teenage human could possibly survive such a thing!" 
 
    "You mean you can't survive such a thing. But maybe, maybe I'll give you a hint." 
 
    "That chair you're sitting in is wired to a very powerful transformer. I've had enough of your jibes young man! Now, talk!" 
 
    Dan's image shrugged. "Fine, but you're not going to like it." 
 
    "Talk!" 
 
    "It's simple really. I just happen to love those five women with all of my being, all of my soul. They're all there is in my world; they are all that matter." 
 
    "So you're in thrall to them?" Terry said, laughing. 
 
    "Oh, no," Daniel's image said, folding its hands on its lap. Dan was curious how long it would take them to notice. He was standing right behind Godfrey at this point. Lofn and Aella should be outside by now. He'd had just about enough of this bullshit. "You see, they're all madly in love with me." 
 
    "Demons can't love!" Terry said, still laughing. "They're incapable of feelings!" 
 
    "Terry!" Carmine said, pointing at Dan's image. 
 
    "I mean did you really expect us to believe that?" 
 
    "TERRY!" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Look at his hands!" 
 
    Dan's image smiled at them and then gave a little wave. "Oh, you're all so fucked."  
 
    Godfrey grabbed the lever controlling the transformer and yanked it wide open as Dan seized Godfrey's neck and wrung it, twisting his head around until it was facing backwards, and Carmine screamed. There was an electric light show going on in the chair, a chair that was empty because Dan's image was floating five feet in the air, bent over and mooning them. 
 
    "Son of a…" Terry swore. Neither of them had even noticed their uncle was dead. Letting go of the body, Dan grabbed two pieces of paper out of his pocket, leftover curses from Tuesday. He slapped one on Carmine, who immediately froze in place, then slapped the second one on Terry—who had a wand out and was blowing holes in Dan's image—causing Terry to fall into a coma. 
 
    About that time the door blew in, both Wrath and Aella dashing into the room, weapons covered in blood. 
 
    "Dammit! You didn't save any for me!" Wrath growled, looking around the room. 
 
    "Is everybody dead outside?" 
 
    "And then some." 
 
    "I'm just happy you're safe," Wrath said, and she and Aella came over and hugged him.  
 
    "Where's Fawn and Olivia? Are they okay? He said he attacked you in the van?" Dan asked. 
 
    "They ran us off the road. I left Olivia there to deal with the mess, then grabbed Fawn and flew here so she could sneak us past any wards." 
 
    "Well, let's loot the bodies, and figure out what we're going to do with these two." 
 
    "Killing them works for me," Aella said. 
 
    Dan frowned. "I'd rather just send them someplace else." 
 
    "Why would you do that? They tried to kill you!" 
 
    "Exactly. So what does it tell the world when I send them away?"  
 
    "That you're an idiot?" Aella growled. 
 
    Dan laughed and kissed her on the nose. 
 
    "No, it tells the world that I'm not afraid of them. I showed them mercy and let them live." 
 
    "Something no demon would ever do," Lofn said from the doorway. 
 
    "Exactly. Did Herman make it?" 
 
    "Yup!" Fawn called out. "Can I slit his throat?" 
 
    "No, George would never forgive me, or the rest of you. We'll take him and these two over to the Zoo. I could use a drink while we figure out what to do with them." 
 
    Dan shook his head. "I don't know why they didn't just kill me. Or try to at least. What was Godfrey trying to prove?" 
 
    "He thought you were a devil," Lofn said in a soft voice. "One who'd killed the real Dan Westridge and taken over his body." 
 
    "What, wait, he found out I'm a demon?" 
 
    "Not a demon, a devil. From hell." 
 
    "What makes you say that?" 
 
    "That's holy water on the floor and the walls. Some demons are affected by it, especially if they're evil. Devils are burned by it. Then there's all the crucifixes in the room." 
 
    Wrath gave a laugh. "That explains the electric chair." 
 
    "How so?" he asked. 
 
    "Devils can't be burned by fire or hurt by ice, but electricity sure messes them up." 
 
    "That makes sense," Aella said with a sudden smile. "Think about it. In his mind, there's no way a kid beats a curse, seduces and controls five demons, and survives the demon realms, kills Weson in less than a day, and orders all the demons in town around. It has to be something big, bad, and powerful. He probably figured it was some effect from Weson's curse." 
 
    Dan just shook his head. "Godfrey thought I was a devil?" 
 
    "Obviously a powerful one, too," Wrath said, looking around the room. 
 
    "And he was hoping to make a deal," Lofn said with a nod. 
 
    Dan faceplamed. "Drinks. Now. I need one…maybe two." 
 
    

  

 
   
    It's Good To Be King 
 
      
 
    "Okay, so here's the deal," Dan said to Herman, who was sitting up in bed at home, covered in bandages. "I'm not going to label you an oathbreaker, since you never swore an oath to me. Though if anyone asks, I won't hesitate to tell them your word isn't worth shit. 
 
    "The only reason you're still alive is because I took the time to heal you, or you would have died when Godfrey's people attacked your car—and I did that more for George," Dan nodded to his friend, who was sitting on the other side of the bed, "than for you. I lost my father, and I don't want him to go through that. 
 
    "However, I still cursed you while you were unconscious." 
 
    "What?" Herman gasped, looking up at him. 
 
    "Oh, it's nothing nasty, but you have to be out of the state of California in twenty-four hours, and east of the Mississippi by the end of next week. If you ever try to come back west of it, you'll die. Oh, and you can't plot against me, encourage anyone else to plot against me, or help anyone who does." 
 
    Dan looked over at George. 
 
    "I'm sorry, George, but I have to do something; he did betray me and try to have me killed." 
 
    George sighed and nodded slowly. "It's okay. I'm happy you didn't let him die, but I think it's gonna be awhile before dad and I are going to be talking again." 
 
    "What happened to Wiles?" Herman asked. 
 
    "I killed him," Dan said with a shrug. "Quickly. It was a lot easier than I thought it would be, but then, I gave him every chance, and he just kept doing stupid things. Honestly, he wasn't anywhere near as smart or as powerful as he thought he was. How the hell he got as far as he did is beyond me." Dan shrugged.  
 
    "What about his niece and nephew?" 
 
    "Honestly, that's none of your business, Herman. But if it'll ease your mind, I banished them from the US. I put a curse like yours on 'em." 
 
    "Why didn't you kill them?"  
 
    "Because I'm not evil? Because there's no need? Anyway, I'm done here. Sorry you did what you did. Just make sure you're gone by tomorrow."  
 
    Dan got up and left them room. 
 
    George followed him out not long after. 
 
    "So what did you really do to those two?" George asked. "I asked the girls about it, but all they did was snicker. 
 
    Dan laughed. "I took them and the survivors we grabbed at Wiles' headquarters, stripped 'em naked, threw them into a cargo container with a couple weeks' worth of food and water, and put them on a slow boat to Brazil." 
 
    "That doesn't sound too bad." 
 
    "I had Lofn sting Terry and Carmine with her tail just before we sealed them in." 
 
    "Wait, isn't that a powerful aphrodisiac?" 
 
    Dan just smiled and nodded. 
 
    "I thought you said you weren't evil?" 
 
    "What, they're married, they'll be fine!" 
 
    "Uh-huh, sure they will." 
 
    "So what are your plans now?" Dan asked as they left the house and walked back to his place. 
 
    "Stay at your place in town until you throw me out, I guess? Sheila doesn't seem to be going anywhere, which is nice, because I really like making her bark like a dog!" George said and laughed. 
 
    "TMI, dude." 
 
    "What about you?" 
 
    "I'm gonna do what I set out to do. I'm going to run this town just like Umber did. Well, maybe not as roughly. But I'm going to run it all the same. By the way, you're on my advisory team now." 
 
    "What? I'm not even sworn to you, Dan." 
 
    "Yeah, I know. I'm hoping that won't matter. I'm not the man I used to be; a lot's changed. I've changed. But it's nice to have a friend or two who aren't afraid to tell you when you're being an ass." 
 
    "Thanks again for not killing my dad, even though he deserved it." 
 
    "Yeah, well, I know what it's like. Later, okay?" 
 
    "Sure, later." 
 
    Dan watched as George went over to where Sheila was talking with Wrath and Olivia, then collected Sheila, got in her car, and left. 
 
    "So now what?" Wrath asked, coming up to him. 
 
    Dan shook his head. "I don't have a fucking clue. Either of you know how to run a city?" 
 
    "I think that's more Fawn's specialty." 
 
    "Or at least Fawn thinks it's her kind of specialty," Olivia said with a laugh. "That little ewe has so many delusions of grandeur, sometimes it's hard not to get caught up in it all." 
 
    Dan grinned, "Why don't we go inside and encourage her for a while?" 
 
    "What? You want to turn an entire capital city over to Fawn?" 
 
    "Sure! Why not? With any luck, it'll be months before she figures out what we suckered her into!" 
 
    "Dan! That's mean!" Wrath said, laughing. 
 
    "Yeah, that is mean," Olivia agreed. 
 
    "Yup! So, you both in?" 
 
    "Oh, hell's yeah!" Wrath said, still laughing. "I wouldn't miss this for the world!" 
 
    "Oh, I can't wait to see her face when she figures out what we did to her," Olivia agreed, still snickering. 
 
    "Now to get Lofn and Aella in on the joke so they don't accidentally spill the beans," Dan said grinning at the other two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    End 
 
    Dan's Inferno 
 
    

  

 
   
    Afterword 
 
      
 
    Okay, so yes, this is pretty much the end of the series. Originally I had planned for five books, but that was always a loose outline; it could have gone to four or possibly six. But as it turned out, it became just four. 
 
    At least for now. 
 
    I have a number of commitments for other stories that I need to write, and after I complete those, if I think there's space for another book, I'll write it, but right now it's not something I want to commit to. 
 
    I also want to apologize for the length of time between books III & IV. 2020 was a rough time for a number of people, I know, and it was very rough for me, as any of you who follow me know. Just as I was starting this book, a few unexpected things came along, and that didn't make writing easy. I'm just glad life is back on track, and I can sit down and work again.  
 
    I hope you enjoyed this book, and as always, I'd like to ask if you enjoyed it that you leave a positive review (Four or Five stars) and say a few nice words about it. As an independent author, reviews are my lifeblood; they're how I make sales, which is how I make my living. Indies aren't under contract to anybody. We only get paid for the books we sell. 
 
    So again, Thank You for buying this book, and I hope you enjoyed it! 
 
      
 
    Now! As always, Some Recommendations:  
 
    Some other people I enjoy reading in this genre, and you might, as well:  
 
    William D. Arand (aka Randi Darren)– If you haven't already, please check him out, he's good. I've been a big fan of William's since I discovered his work. It was kind of a funny moment for me when I found out he was a fan of my stuff as well. I'm honestly beginning to suspect that he can't write a bad story, because every book he writes is just so much better than the one before. You should really buy his books. 
 
    Blaise Corvin – The Delvers books are really a lot of fun and very much worth it. When I first came across his Delvers LLC books, I almost felt kind of jealous, because I was like 'why didn't I think of that?' I do think if you like my stuff, you'll like his as well, so check it out! And definitely give the Nora Hazard book a try ('Mitigating Risk' is the first one). I really enjoyed that series. 
 
    Michael-Scott Earle – Yes! Michael-Scott IS back, he's just not on Amazon anymore. If you want to find him and read his works again, please go here: 
 
    https://www.michaelscottearle.com/books-1 
 
    Michael is a great guy and he's always been quick with advice when I've needed some.  
 
    Hondo Jinx - I'm a big fan of 'Power Mage'. Lots of action, lots of fun. I love that his main character is a former Bull Rider. Those guys are crazy! 
 
    Daniel Schinhofen - another great author you should consider checking out as well. 
 
      
 
    They're all good people and great writers. 
 
    If you're into 'Harem' type fiction, you may also want to check out this group on Facebook to see who else is writing it that you might like: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/ 
 
      
 
    Again, thank you for your support and for buying my books. 
 
    My Amazon Author's webpage: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Jan-Stryvant/e/B06ZY7L62L/ 
 
    Occasional announcements at: 
 
    https://stryvant.blogspot.com/ 
 
    Jan Stryvant website at:  
 
    http://www.vanstry.net/stryvant/ 
 
    Mailing List: 
 
    http://vanstry.net/vanstry/maillist.html 
 
    (The stuff written under my real name - check it out, you might like it too!) 
 
    John Van Stry website at:  
 
    http://www.vanstry.net/ 
 
    Email: 
 
    stryvant@gmail.com 
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