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Chapter 1

Present day
The ceiling was painted an institutional gray-green color that managed to peek out from between all the black sigils, runes, glyphs, and other witchery that had been painted, stained, etched, and burned into the surface.  The Circle of witches who had prepared my cell had gone all out.
A dull ache at the back of my skull made me finally shift positions.  The sharp edges of my special cuffs made lying with my hands behind my head uncomfortable, but just lying with my head on the bunk wasn’t much better because you know: prison bunk.  I closed my eyes and sank inward, going back to my project.
The anti-magic cuffs were a massive upgrade from the ones I had been forced to wear in College Arcane.  Rather than blocking magic, they basically drained it away like a ground wire does with a lightning bolt.  Ah, lightning bolts… a big jolt would be awesome about now.
Anyway, I say basically because no matter how good the Circle that made them, they weren’t one hundred percent effective—nothing is.  A tiny, tiny trickle of etheric energy was still there.  Not enough to cast a spell, move the air, or even light a match.  But if you had excellent concentration, you just might be able to mold that little glimmer of power into a teeny, tiny point.  After over a year of travelling the world, sitting on mountaintops and volcano rims, trying to hold conversations with immense elementals while storms blew and deadly gases wafted near, well, my concentration skills had gotten pretty good.
The little micropoint of magic was just enough to etch the steel and silver of my handcuffs—or rather, scratch out the already etched symbols that created the magical drain.  I had spent a rather long time studying both my cuffs and my leg shackles till I found the one symbol that, if eliminated, would bring the whole thing down. Then I used my power of will, so to speak, to etch about halfway through the sigil.  Like sawing halfway through a support beam on a bridge. And then I left it alone because my jailers were no joke as witches.
Soft footsteps approached my cell door, causing me to pause my work.  The sound of a rachet wrench announced that the metal bolts holding my door closed were being manually removed, one by one.  The cell was in a building without power, mechanical locks, or running water. Even the airflow in the building was minimal.  Pretty thorough, these witches.
The final bolt fell to the hallway floor with a clink. The door pulled open to reveal my principal jailer, Sadie Coppin, dark eyes watching me like I was a mamba.  “Let’s go,” she said, her tone even and calm.
I rolled upright, set my chained legs on the floor, and stood.  My shuffle to the door was slow because my steps were limited to about a foot, my bright yellow flip-flops scuffing the floor.
In the hall, the rest of the Ironclad Circle waited, eleven women of diverse ethnicities, ages, and socioeconomic backgrounds.  About half of them had hair long enough to touch their shoulders, hair that now floated out from their heads in the windless corridor, the only visible sign of the power each held at the ready.
Coppin’s second in command, Tanesha Lawlor, led the way while the boss witch followed close behind me.  They were all very, very careful.  Too bad it wasn’t the Hawkeyes on guard duty.  That group of ladies was volatile and very emotionally conflicted where I was concerned.  Lots of room for a mistake with that group, especially if I opened my mouth.  But the Ironclad ladies were professional to a fault.
We exited the building and I saw that the Hawkeye Circle was, in fact, present.  As was the Carlyle Circle.  All three government-affiliated circles were on duty for my transport.  Smart.  The sky was clear and dark, no planes, no drones, not even a bird. Just stars and a full moon.
My bond told me that Stacia was on the move as well, that she was alert and rested, well fed, and that her silver bonds were not causing her pain.  Which meant that I didn’t have to go nuts and kill everyone in sight.  Good deal. I was tired of killing.
Our jailors had kept us separated, not even in the same buildings, but our wolf-linked minds could still feel each other.  She was ahead of me, somewhere on the Potomac River, already off the island facility.  The witches led me to a flat barge that was docked on what I figured to be the south end of the island.  I’m not that familiar with Washington, DC, so I couldn’t tell you the name of the island, but it looked like it had been undeveloped until very recently—like just after they caught us.
Twelve battle-dressed Marines stood alert, each armed with an M27 automatic rifle.  Four studied me as I came aboard the barge, the rest facing outward, watching assigned arcs around the vessel.
There was no visible sign of propulsion, but the flat, ungainly craft moved smoothly into the river current.  From the speed, I figured it was driven by at least two skilled Water witches. Six military-grade inflatable boats powered out around us, all of them manned and armed with very serious-looking men and women in various uniforms, packing a variety of lethal weapons.
For the hundredth time, I wondered what would happen if they shot me.  I’d had no contact with Omega, but he had to be following events closely.  Would he retaliate?  Or would that fall to someone else?  Did they know that I probably deserved it? They certainly suspected—hello—jail.
The trip was short and as we approached the shoreline, I saw multiple docked boats and an entourage of soldiers moving a small platinum-haired figure into an armored vehicle.  Our own silently propelled craft docked and I was shuffled off and into another military vehicle.  Stupid.  They should have brought the court to the island where they had all the advantages, but the egos involved couldn’t move out of their own way.  Most of the reason we were at this juncture, if you ask me.
The armored car stopped, and we dismounted the armored car in front of a plain marble building that was surrounded by people wearing the uniforms and jackets of every kind of law enforcement agency and military group I could think of. FBI, ATF, US Marshal service, Park Police, DC cops, Capitol Police, Army, Marines, Homeland Security, and, of course, Oracle.
The vehicle had parked right on the sidewalk, so I literally just had to stumble up a few stone steps and I was suddenly inside the hallowed halls of justice.  At least they were keeping the distances short.
Then we were entering a big courtroom.  The judge’s bench was normal, but the jury box looked bigger than what I had seen on television.  Well, it was supposed to be a grand jury, so maybe that kind was bigger than the twelve-person group in a normal trial.  There looked to be at least twice as many people seated in it.
The general seating area was filled with people in dark suits: politicians and government administrator types, by my guess. They all went silent as I appeared in the doorway and at least three camera crews focused on my entrance. I spotted Chris, Tanya, Lydia, Nika, Chet, Levi, and Darci.  Aunt Ash wasn’t there, but I expected that.  Can’t have a heavy hitter like her in the audience when her flesh and blood was on trial.  Still, it hurt not to see her.  The Demidova gang looked at me with expressions of shock, concern, and confusion. At least Levi nodded his head and Darci smiled at me. It was hard, emotionally speaking, to see those expressions.  I mean, we had watched a lot of the interviews on various shoddy motel televisions, but still.  And of course, there was no doubt that we’d done what they said we did.
Two tables faced the judge’s bench.  At the one on the right, I could see Stacia sitting under a literal quarter ton of silver chains.  I stopped, studying her to make sure none of the silver was directly in contact with her skin.  Behind me, Sadie uttered a single “Move.” 
I turned my head slowly and looked at my lead jailer.  The room held its breath.  Sadie looked back at me steadily but didn’t move.  After a second, I looked forward and met the green eyes of my girl.  She nodded once.  I shuffled forward and took the seat that was bolted to the floor ten feet to the left of hers.
Darion Cornell set a chair down between us and sat.  “Okay, this is a federal grand jury, which, boys and girls, is a jury to determine if crimes have been committed and if a full trial should be held. You have no real rights here but are attending by invitation of the court.”
“Some invitation,” I said, shaking my chains.
He opened his mouth to speak but the bailiff suddenly announced, “All rise.”
A tall male figure in black robes stepped into the room from a door behind the bench. 
He sat and then we all sat.  Darion leaned over and whispered, “They’re going to read the reason for the jury.”
The judge unfolded reading glasses, opened a folder, and began to speak.  “Declan O’Carroll and Stacia Reynolds, citizens of the United States, are suspected of committing fifty-three counts of terrorism, one hundred and eighteen counts of murder in the first degree, eighty-nine counts of destruction of private, federal, and state property, and finally but not least, high treason against these the United States of America.  As this country, and this planet for that matter, is currently in a state of war with the extraterrestrial race known as the Vorsook, the crimes outlined all constitute the levying of war against the United States and aiding its enemies.
“Among the murdered victims are three sitting US Senators, four members of Congress, two governors, and multiple federal and state agents, as well as five CEOs of American-based corporations.  None of these charges include the crimes committed in Russia, Brazil, the Philippines, China, Indonesia, Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, and Ghana.”
He never mentioned Lucy.  Ironic; the only one I truly felt horror at, and he left her out. I mean, murdering just over three hundred people across the world was horrifying to think about, so I mostly didn’t.  But Lucy…
After a moment, I turned and looked to my right, behind Stacia.  That’s where she usually appeared, and tonight was no different.  She stood silent and watchful, small hand to her face, index knuckle in her mouth.
The lead prosecutor for the government stood.  “Your Honor, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, we will show today how the defendants willingly and knowingly attacked this country via acts of terrorism and war. In fact, we will show that they have committed actions that fit the full definition of treason.
“We will demonstrate beyond a shadow of a doubt that Declan O’Carroll and Stacia Reynolds did willingly flee their duties as members of the primary defense force of this nation, that they deliberately attacked and killed government officials, private citizens, and duly authorized law enforcement and military personnel.  With your permission, Your Honor, we will begin?”
The judge gave a nod and the prosecutor did just that, opening his mouth and beginning a long-winded diatribe against the two of us.  I mostly just tuned him out, my mind going back in time.






Chapter 2  

Thirty-one days earlier
It happened fast.  One minute, I’m riding high on saving the world from the worst invasive species of anywhere and anytime, with a whole lot of elemental help, and the next my ass is officially kicked, and I am facing a no-win proposition.
What am I talking about?  You could call it how Declan went to the dark side, or maybe how I became the biggest ecoterrorist ever.
Confused?  Welcome to my world. 
See, there I was, lying in bed, half asleep, Stacia reading her tablet, both of us tucked safely in the underground residence level of Demidova Tower.  I was thinking about a new spell, something I often do before falling asleep.  Lying on my left side, facing Stacia, my right hand holding hers as she held the Kindle in her left.
Next thing you know, I’m falling—free falling—through my mattress, through the floor, like I had fallen out of a plane. Stacia jumped instantly, her werewolf reflexes reacting before I even knew I was, in fact, falling.  Her arms and legs were wrapped around me, body on top of mine, her eyes glowing yellow. And we’re still falling through the floor, through the floor under that one, and then through stone.
I reached for magic, but there was nothing. I called out mentally for the elemental that lived under the tower, but there was no answer. Within moments, we were somewhere else.  Somewhere deep.  Under bedrock.  Under miles of bedrock.
The chamber was hot and wet, dimly lit by red glowing veins of magma that snaked through black basalt.  Like a bubble had formed inside the planet just for us.  The chamber held the two of us and our captor.  She sat on a block of basalt, her skin a solid black that matched the stone.  Tall, like probably eight feet if she stood, and she had no hair or clothes.  Her body was smooth, shaped like a woman, hence my pronoun usage, but there were no discernable features to it.  No nipples, no belly button, no sex. Just curves of hips, waist, and bust.  Like a primordial rock Barbie. And her eyes were magma red.  She had lips, nose, stony eyebrows and ears, all fashioned of smooth, featureless black stone.
I saw all this from my place on the rock floor, my head pressed to stone, unable to move.  I again tried to pull power.  Still nothing.  My internal reserves of power… they were gone.  I had no magic, no ability to source magic, and I was held in place like a bug under a foot.  I could feel Stacia lying on top of me, a strand of her platinum hair falling over my face.  Apparently she couldn’t move either.
“I wanted one, but I got two,” the figure on the block said directly into my mind.  At least that’s what I think she did. “The wolf bond is strong between you two.”
I tried to speak but couldn’t move my mouth.
“It is not for you to speak, question, or interrupt me.  Concentrate on living,” she said.  Her voice was deep, feminine, but very low.
“My patience has ended. Your species is a toxin upon my skin.  You multiply, destroy, befoul, eradicate, and poison your very home.  It ends now.”
The largest elementals I had ever met, like Yellowstone, Everest, and the tectonic giants of the ocean depths radiated power beyond anything I had ever encountered… until now.  She outshone them all, like the sun outshines a firefly.
I had a horrible suspicion of who she was.
“Yes, you begin to understand.  You, witchling, have managed to catch my attention, with your clever manipulation of my children.  So very clever, aren’t you? But then, that is the nature of your kind, is it not?  It used to be that I could send locusts to starve you, a disease to sicken you, vast storms, shake the ground and rock, fire the forests, flood the land.  You would die off and then come back.  But those clever brains found ways to survive, to prepare, to thrive and spread.  Some would call that success.  But you forgot yourselves, forgot your home.  You take and use, exhaust, kill off, and poison everything.  You will likely kill yourselves off, either by cooking yourselves to death or in a flash of light and heat, but I can no longer wait.  I will cull you now.”
Stacia’s breathing was picking up, almost hyperventilating.  I could feel her terror through our bond, but I was helpless to even communicate with her.
“Mindless panic is of no use here,” the elemental said, and the pressure holding me down was suddenly gone.  I could move; Stacia could move.  She slid off me and sat right up.  Much slower and much less smoothly, I followed into the same upright position.
I was wearing my old gym shorts that I habitually sleep in.  Stacia wore full pajamas.  Fun fact: Stacia is a huge fan of pajamas, the softer and more comfortable, the better.  This set was soft blue and made of Egyptian cotton.
“Your lot serve me,” the female form said.  “You serve me, as you were pledged to me at your birth.”
I wanted to ask what I was supposed to do, but her first warning came back to me.
“Ah, good.  You can learn,” she noted.  “But your little mind is confused and awash in turmoil, and angry with me.  Interesting. I will therefore explain a bit more.”
Beside me, I felt Stacia’s tension and confusion.  I don’t think she knew who our captor was, but me, I was certain.
“Speak, witch, and tell your bonded mate.”
“She is Earth herself, or Mother Earth, or Mother Nature, or Gaia,” I said to Stacia. 
“The biggest elemental spirit of them all,” Stacia said under her breath.
“Here, yes.  In all of our Creator’s universe, no,” Earth said.
Stacia started to ask another question, but the red eyes flared bright orange and she kept her mouth shut.
“Two trainable bags of clever poison,” Earth mused. “Perhaps even smart enough to understand what I mean to do.” Then she sat back and looked at me. 
My mind was racing.  She was talking of exterminating mankind like a persistent weed.
“No,” she said, staring at me. “Weeds have their place, but you all do not.  You serve no purpose. Your species needs me, but I do not need you.”
So why were we here?
She nodded slowly.  “Exactly.  Why are the two of you here?  The wolf is here because she, at least, is true to her nature.  You, witch, are here because while my patience has been exhausted, it is in my… nature… to generally reward those elements of life that persist and survive against all odds, as long as they remember to honor their home. Do not think for a moment that I have mercy.  I do not.  If you cannot adapt, you die.  That is as true for germs as it is for your lot.  Yet there are some of you who make the attempt, who remember the old ways, who even use those clever brains to try and reverse the damage.”
I felt a wave of something like hope come from Stacia.
“What do you require of me, ma’am?” I asked, minding my manners.  Her power was like a nuclear blast of heat, flowing over me nonstop.
“I will cull your species,” she said, leaning forward. “But the extent to which I do so will depend entirely upon your service.”
“Yes, ma’am.  What would you have of me?” I asked, aware that Stacia’s hope had turned to fear.
Earth stared at me for a long, long moment.  “I require a set of tasks to be completed before I undertake my solutions.  Each task successfully executed will result in a matching percentage of your species surviving.  There are thirteen items on my list.  Each is equal to five percent of your population.”
“That only adds up to sixty-five percent?” Stacia said. “Ma’am,” she added hastily.
“I will either remove all of you or, at minimum, a third of you.  The final numbers will be up to you and you alone.  Well… the two of you.”
“What do we have to do?”
“First, there are rules.  You will use only your own powers—none of my children will aid you.  Second, you will do this without aid from your allies, your own nonhuman offspring, or any human agency.  Third, you have thirty days to complete the list.  If you choose not to execute any of the items, that will be your choice.”
“A choice that results in four hundred million additional deaths,” Stacia said.
“Exactly,” Earth answered.
I looked at Stacia and felt the turmoil of emotions racing through our bond.  She nodded.
“Of course we will do it.  What are your tasks?” I asked.
An image appeared in my head, a slab of stone, letters of green moss spelling out her To Do list, each of the thirteen more impossible than the previous, like the thirteen commandments of doom.
“Shit,” Stacia breathed out, apparently seeing the same list in her own head. I met her wide eyes with my own shocked expression.






Chapter 3

Thirty days ago
Apparently, not only could we not involve anyone we knew, but we couldn’t use any of our own resources. No documents, money, accounts, tools, supplies, or even clothes.  She just dumped us out on the streets of New York in our sleepwear.  One moment, we’re a mile or more underground and the next, we’re on our asses on the wet, cold nighttime streets of New York City. Stacia, at least, had full pajama pants and shirt, but I was basically more than half naked, wearing just those old worn sleep shorts.
One moment, we were looking at each other, the enormity of our predicament overwhelming us, and the next we’re sitting in puddles in the middle of a storm.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“Bronx, I think,” she answered. “Smells like the Bronx.”
I trusted her hypersensitive nose.  She was forever telling me of how a place, person, or thing smelled.
We were basically in an alley, rain falling steadily on us.  A sudden shuffling of debris spun us around to face a shocked and bearded face peering out at us from a cardboard structure in one corner of the alley.  The homeless man looked at us for a moment, his eyes gleaming a little as he studied Stacia, whose pajamas were now soaked and clinging to her.
Magic flooded my core as I pulled enough power to knock out the streetlight at the corner and the neon sign for a discount clothing store across from the mouth of the alley.
“Really?” my wolf asked me, exasperated.
“Sorry; reflex.  I couldn’t touch anything down there,” I said.  I sent a thought outward and the streetlight came back on, showing the homeless man’s expression had gone flat with the beginnings of fear.
“Let’s get out of here,” she said, turning to our observer.  He shook his head at us and retreated into his cardboard house.
We walked to the corner, both of us staring at the clothing store whose sign was still out.
She started to step across the street but I held up a hand, freezing her in place.  “Let me check for cameras,” I said. “We don’t want you-know-who to spot us.”
“Sucks,” she said.  I finished my scan and found only one security camera, which was in the clothing store we were about to rob. 
“Mega sucks,” I said, taking her hand and stepping across the street.  The discount clothing shop was located between a little newsstand-type store and a Thai restaurant.  It was kind of perfect, really.  We could burgle all three: clothes, some basic supplies, and food.  I should have felt bad about casually robbing hardworking people, but the enormity of our tasks had washed away everything but the mission.  It was like some massive military mission Deckert and his spec ops people would talk about.
Naturally, Stacia wanted the clothes first, but I pulled her, or at least tugged her, toward the newsstand shop.  You don’t really pull a werewolf anywhere they don’t want to go.
The lock and alarm took just a moment, and I relished the feeling of my magic as I blew past them.  Then I picked up another camera in the back and knocked it out with a tiny burst of power.  Inside the shop, we found candy bars, bottled water, emergency toothbrushes, toothpaste, a hairbrush, tiny packets of ibuprofen, antacid, and other first aid stuff, mostly for me, rubber gloves (which we put on immediately), super glue, duct tape, markers, Sharpies, twine, emergency candles, and flashlights.  There was also a cheap off-brand pocketknife. The bottom shelf held a few kid’s toys, and joy of joys, I found a packet of sidewalk chalk. A safe in the back yielded one hundred and seventeen dollars cash.
Stacia wiped the doorknob as we left, while I bypassed the discount clothing shop’s security.
“Well, this is depressing,” she said as she surveyed the fashion choices available.
Me, I was fine with two pairs of cheap dark gray cargo pants, some low-cost boots that claimed to be waterproof, thick men’s socks, boxer briefs, some athletic-type t-shirts, a green hoodie, and a halfway decent black outdoorsy-type rain jacket that had a low-end designer label in the collar.
I also found a cheap black sling pack to hold my spare clothes and new crafting supplies.  I was done in about fifteen minutes.
Stacia, however, needed more time.
“I’ll get us some food,” I said, leaving her picking through the racks of clothes with a very dissatisfied look on her face. “Remember the low-profile nature of what we’re doing,” I said.
Her return look told me what I could do with my low-profile ideas.
“Right. I’ll be back with some food.” 
First lesson:  Always feed a hangry werewolf.  I left out the back of the shop and let myself into the back of the restaurant.
The Thai shop had lots of raw chicken in the fridge along with stainless steel kitchen containers of sauces.  Uncooked noodles waited for boiling water, so I fired up the stove and cooked up chicken and noodles, threw in some frozen shrimp, and reheated what I thought was pad Thai sauce.
I threw it all together in a couple of big bowls, grabbed a little tray of spring rolls from the fridge, and lugged it next door.
Stacia was modeling a pair of loose-fitting dark blue pants with just a bra on her torso.  A stack of clothes on the floor next to her waited alongside an air traveler’s soft-form carry-on bag.  There were two more pairs of men’s pants in my size—one blue jeans, the other black chinos—sitting next to her piles, along with several different types and colors of button-down shirts and one pair of brown shoes. I think I saw some shorts too. Apparently, I would be adding to my wardrobe.  Piles of rejected clothing lay all over the place.
“You can’t always wear your gray man outfit or you’ll be too predictable.  Some other camouflage is needed for some of these… missions,” she said.  The way she said missions matched the roll of emotions I felt through the bond.
I put a bowl of noodle goodness on the floor near her clothes and sat down with my own.  “Let’s talk about those missions,” I said, watching her.
The smell of the food overcame everything else and she grabbed it, sitting cross-legged in front of me, looking down into the bowl.
“You don’t have to do any of this,” I said carefully.
Her head snapped up.  Oops, bad start.  I held up both hands.  “I mean, I expect you will, but I’m really the one this obligation falls on.”
“Why?  Because you’re a witch,” she said, sarcastic as hell.
“Yes, actually.  I really was pledged at birth to her.”
“Well, fuck you, super witch,” she said, green eyes bright with anger. “I’m your partner, so I’m part of this too.”
“Yeah, I get that.  I’m your partner too.”
She took a big bite of noodles, sauce going all over her beautiful face.  Some supermodel.
“Why are you smirking?” she demanded.
“You got a little…” I pointed at my own cheeks.
“Tough,” she said, deliberately taking another messy bite. I tossed her a rejected shirt from the floor and she humored me, wiping her face on the cotton shirt. I think I saw a little twitch at the corner of her mouth.
“How can we even do some of these things?” she asked, equal parts anxiety and sadness flowing through the bond.
“I had some time to think about that while I was cooking.  I have ideas.”
She snorted.  “Of course you do.  You were literally born for this.”
It was my turn to investigate the interior of my bowl for answers.  “Yeah, seems like.  Like mom’s rape was ordained or something. Like Earth engineered me like God engineered Chris.”
“Dec…” she said softly. 
“Just seems like it could have been accomplished without the violence,” I said.
“Nature is nothing if not violent.  Completely, utterly violent.  Plants that poison each other, predator-prey, competition for resources, natural disasters,” she said with the assurance of a complete apex predator. “As she said, she has no mercy. And we have a whole lot of violence ahead of us.”
“Yeah,” I agreed. “Anyway, I’ve got ideas.”
“Really?  Cleaning up the space debris around Earth?  Getting the blobs of plastic out of the Pacific?  Stopping the burning of the Amazon?” she asked.
“Yeah.  Believe it or not, I think each is doable.”
“So, what? Brazil first?” she asked.
“Second.  Houston is first.  Ever been to the Houston Space Center?”
She just stared at me.  “We’re going to steal a rocket?”
“Nope.  Moon rocks.”






Chapter 4

Twenty-nine days ago
Air flight was out for a dozen reasons: no identifying documents, too much Omega-monitored security, hardly any money (all three shops only yielded a combined three hundred and fourteen dollars), and overall way too slow.  But I could theoretically portal to my heart’s content, as long as I had an image or memory of my destination.  Luckily, my school robotics club had taken a trip to Houston to compete in a national contest.  Mr. DeAngelo, the technology teacher and robotics coach, had been surprised that I had provided three chaperones, as both aunts and Levi had instantly volunteered.  I had a solid memory of my trip.
“They will have changed things. Exhibits and stuff,” Stacia protested.
“But not the parking lot.  I can distinctly remember getting out of the rental van in the parking lot,” I said, dragging the knife blade through the dirt of a little city park we’d found. The knife was tied to the end of some twine that I had pegged to the ground, creating a pretty good circle.  Never mind that the soil was almost mud. It still held its basic shape.
“Hey!” a male voice said with aggression.  We looked up to see a group of young men headed our way.
“Keep working,” Stacia said. “I got this.”  She headed over to meet them and I concentrated on my work.  The sounds of male bravado were followed by angry demands and crude sexual comments, and then the sounds of flesh and blood being brutalized by enormous, overwhelming physical force. There might have been some growling too.
I was finishing the destination runes when she came back, wiping off her hands with a torn piece of someone’s shirt or hoodie.
“Feel better?” I asked.
She rolled her head to loosen her neck and then smiled at me.  “Yeah.  Less tense.”
“Good, because we’re ready,” I said, powering up the circle and then the portal.
She grabbed her bag and tossed me mine.  “The circle?”
“Will be washed away before daylight,” I said.
“Nice. Let’s go.”
I grabbed her hand, gave it a squeeze, and kissed her cheek.  I started to turn forward but she caught my chin in her hand and turned me back in time for a serious kiss.  A long kiss, the kind that pulls up strong emotions and solid lust.  We pulled apart at the exact same time.  I held her eyes with mine.  “Whatever happens, I love you,” I said. 
Tears formed in the corners of her eyes.  “I love you too you, witch,” she said. “My witch.” We turned back to the portal, held hands, and stepped through the looking glass, leaving cold wet night for steamy hot night.
“Kind of far away?” she asked when the disorientation wore off.  We seemed to be quite a distance from the space center.
“It was as close as we could get that trip.  Busy place, this space center. Plus there’s lots of cameras and security up close.”
“This is going to leave footprints, won’t it?” she asked, meaning digital evidence.
“Yeah, he knows exactly what to look for, but I don’t know if he knows we’re gone yet.  Another reason to get this done first. Plus, this task will likely take most of the month to get done.”
“If it even gets done in that time,” she warned.
“Yeah, but it’s the best I’ve got.  Okay, ready?  I’m not gonna fuck around with this.  Full-on blitz.”
“Please.  I can run circles around you,” she said, smiling, like I wasn’t fully aware of how outclassed I was physically.
I wasn’t kidding; I didn’t mess around.  Took out the entire complex’s power, drained the backup power, killed every security and redundant system that NASA could dream up to protect its space center.  I knocked out every guard we came across, choking out their carotid arteries with telekinesis as we raced through the building, although Stacia took down four or so herself, being relatively gentle about it. 
The moon rocks were kept in the Lunar Sample Vault, which put most bank vaults to complete shame. “Time locked,” I said after putting my hand on the door. She just looked at me expectantly as I ran through my options. “Turn around and close your eyes.”  She did, and I cut the door out of its massive frame with a pencil-diameter beam of viciously focused light.
“You better not have burned up your soul for that,” she warned when she turned around to watch me pull the massive multi-ton door out and float it to one side. The edges still glowed red, both on the frame and the door itself.
“I don’t do that anymore.  I’ve learned to use other power and do the same thing,” I said.
“What do you think I did with all that electricity I just pulled from this place?  Plus, I left the backup generators running and pulled from them too.”
“You are a menace, O’Carroll,” she said with a grin.
“Product of my training, Coach.”
We took one rock, which, while priceless, still wasn’t worth four hundred million human lives. Then we ran away, hired a taxi, and had it drive us to a cheap motel on the outskirts of the city, one that took cash and looked the other way about identification.  You get what you pay for, right?
“This place isn’t good enough for the cockroaches,” Stacia said, studying the room with distaste.
“Maybe the shower is okay?” I asked, studying my treasure where it sat on a bathroom towel on the one table in the place.
She disappeared into the bathroom to check it out.  I went outside and rummaged around the motel’s dumpster, finding a cardboard box big enough for my purposes.  The label on the top indicated that it had held bedsheets, which gave me a tiny bit of hope for our bed.  Back inside, I cut each corner of the box so that I could lay it completely flat.  On the main rectangle, I started my work, using a piece of copper wire from the bedside lamp to form a circle, which I superglued into place.  Then I took a black Sharpie and, in a shoddy motel room on the outskirts of Houston, I started what might just be the biggest magical masterpiece of my life.
The shower turned on and Stacia came out, rummaged in her bag, and then went back into the bathroom and shut the door.  I focused down, ignoring the fact that the glow of morning was coming between the closed curtains, ignoring my lack of sleep or the ever-present sense of panic that I wouldn’t be able to save humanity – or at least two-thirds of it.  Time passed and Stacia came out of the bathroom quite a bit later, her hair now brown, throwing an empty discount store dye kit into the trash can.  Then she pulled back the sheets of the queen-sized bed to inspect for bugs. 
“I sterilized it,” I said without looking up.  She snorted, crawled in, and fell asleep in seconds.  Sometime later, I heard soft snores, which frankly were cute as hell.  But still I kept working, till about six hours later, I set the stolen moon rock in the center of my masterpiece, put the box sides back up, duct taped the whole thing, then reached in and activated the most outstanding spell I’d ever dreamed of.  Then I stripped down and crawled into bed next to my girl.  Her eyes opened as my weight settled but they gleamed yellow, which told me she was still asleep and her wolf was checking that it was me.  Five minutes later, I was out cold.






Chapter 5

Twenty-eight days ago
When I woke up, a bag of McDonald’s goodness waited for me, two other bags already crumpled into the trash can. Stacia sat in the beat-up armchair, watching the news, the volume so low, only a supernatural could hear it.
“Well?” she asked.
I looked at the cardboard box, using my Sight.  It was glowing a lovely shade of blue and green.  “My Precious,” I said in my best impression of Gollum.
“Eww… that’s just wrong,” she said with a look of disgust. 
I ignored the critique of my impression skills and looked up at the ceiling.  “I can’t tell if it’s doing what it’s supposed to,” I said, my magical senses not reaching that far without elemental help. 
She pointed at the television, using the remote in one hand to turn up the volume.
“Coincidentally, while NASA investigates the break-in, numerous observatories in Hawaii and Japan are reporting flashes of light in the night sky.  The astrophysicists think an inordinate amount of space junk is burning up in our atmosphere.  We asked our own science contributor, Dr. Frank Grillo, for his interpretation.  Frank?”
“Thanks, Amy.  There is so much space junk out there that some burns up in the atmosphere on a regular basis, but what these scientists are reporting is mass quantities, including some very large pieces that are typically in more stable orbits.”
“What does that mean?”
“Well, no one knows.  The science community posed the same question to the Omega computer, and it responded that it was at a loss to explain it.  That alone is a significant event.”
“Cool. It’s working,” I said.
“So you turned the moon into a giant broom that somehow brushes space junk into the atmosphere?” she asked.
A dozen further explanations flooded my mind, but I kept them all to myself.  “Yeah.  Takes like twenty-seven days for the moon to completely rotate around the planet.  It’ll keep working, hopefully, the whole time and more, and it won’t get all of it but hopefully enough.”
“Twenty-seven days pushes it pretty close, doesn’t it?” she asked.
“Yes, it does, but it’s all I could come up with.”
“Which is way more than anyone else would have been able to do,” she said softly.
“Thanks.  Anyway, we’ll let it run and see about cleanup at the end.”
“What’s next?”
“How do you feel about Brazil?”
“Great beaches, daring bikinis, and potentially lots of violence.  What’s not to like?”
I had never been to Rio di Janeiro, but we had visited a water elemental on the Amazon River.
After a nighttime visit to a high-end electronics firm to steal a half dozen very expensive satellite phones, I opened a gateway into the jungle and we stepped through, each carrying our respective bags and me carrying the taped-up moon rock box.  No way was I leaving that where someone could mess it up.
Stacia took one look at the dripping verdant jungle and the wide muddy river, stripped off her clothes, packed them carefully in her bag, and Changed into wolf form.  Which left me alone to work my magic.  Well, not alone because she stayed close, patrolling the area for anything dangerous, giving me the peace of mind to focus on the problem.  And there were countless dangerous animals all around us.  Multiple venomous snakes, plate-sized spiders, centipedes as long as my forearm, jaguars, caiman, and anaconda, all of which might like a chunk of Declan for dinner.  But the predator that was guarding me was far more dangerous than any of those.  Immune to venom, supernaturally strong and fast, and almost impossible to kill.  But beyond the fact that Stacia was on guard, I didn’t feel at all threated.  I felt… kind of at home.
I sat on the ground, ignoring the dampness that soaked through the seat of my pants, and pondered the problem at hand.  How do you put out dozens and dozens of fires spread out over thousands of acres of inhospitable jungle without aircraft or elemental aid?
I had like three days to figure it out, which was all the time I could afford on this task.  Plus, Mother Earth demanded that I punish the people responsible. She’d given us a list of names, which meant that we didn’t have to investigate who was responsible. Without that list, we’d have had to pass on that part of the task due to sheer time of investigation.
As to putting out the fires, the only thing I could think of was to use weather satellites to track any large storms in the ocean to the west and then somehow move them over the land.  The biggest fires might require direct intervention, but massive rain would be a huge help.  The phone would let me communicate with the satellites, but Omega owns most satellites, so my contact had to be passive and quick, and even that was dangerous.  
Sudden violence twenty feet away told me that Stacia was thrashing something to death in the vegetation.  Suddenly, a writhing, snaky body flew through the air, spraying drops of blood till it plunked onto the ground at my feet. 
Hmm, camo-banded skin, wide, angular head, little pit on each side of mouth.  Poisonous to humans—and blundering warlocks, most likely.  Maybe a Fer-de-Lance.
I sat back and reordered my brain, thinking about my task, trying to figure out how to call massive storms from the ocean, while my eyes traced the form of the snake.  Pulling rain was something that Air and Water witches were suited for, but those were my two weakest skills, and rusty at that. Over the past year, I had learned to work with elementals like never before, but now I was blocked from that.  I already missed the easy power they brought with them.
The snake writhed and twisted, dead but not fully convinced of its own demise.  Its sinuous form and shape seemed very like the massive river rushing past my little slice of jungle heaven.  Like the very Amazon River itself.  You know… the largest river in the world?  Hmm.
I moved over a little bit, keeping some distance between me and the thrashing snake although it was starting to slow its motions.  Cross-legged, I closed my eyes, secure that I was heavily protected, and slipped into a meditation that Levi had taught me long ago.  A relaxation technique for after our Krav Maga training.  Breathing in and out, slow and measured, muscles relaxing one by one.  When my body felt light and loose, I reached out with my weakest power, water.  The instant impression was of immense movement, unstoppable power flowing by, the kinetic energy of millions of gallons of water in motion.  It was a revelation.
As a child, my skills were focused on earth and fire, one stable and firm, the other bright and volatile.  But I remember my mother telling me to never underestimate water and air.  Aunt Ash could blow a house apart with a summoned gust of wind.  Tornadoes destroyed towns and homes across the American Midwest every year, tearing man-made structures apart like paper, driving two-by-four timbers through solid concrete by sheer wind speed alone.  And in Earth Science, I had been surprised to learn that the chief destructive weapon of a hurricane was not the high winds, but storm surge and flooding—water.
I had all four major powers in my arsenal, but I was least comfortable with water.  Now, sitting next to the river that represents twenty percent of the world’s freshwater flow into oceans, I had a real epiphany.  This was huge power, vast and steady, like a massive generator, operating day and night, always on.  I let the power flow over me, getting a feel for it.  Then I let a trickle flow through me.  It twisted and turned, slippery but not so unlike the flow of electricity that I was so very gifted with.  I opened the spigot wider, my back arching and my lungs sucking air as my body changed the water’s kinetic energy to something else.
I opened my eyes to find a very concerned white wolf looking at me from three feet away.  “I’m okay.  Just surprised.  I haven’t mucked around with moving water much, and that’s about as much moving water as you can get,” I said, pointing at the river.  She tilted her head and then lay down, watching me. “You’d think I’d know all this by now, but damn.”
I turned on the satellite phone and let it contact the nearest satellite.  It was a top of the line model because if you’re gonna steal stuff, go for the best.  Still, it wasn’t intended for lots of internet access, as there wasn’t enough bandwidth for that.  Unless you were a gifted witch.
This had to be fast because Omega knew my personal internet signature like he was born with it, which he was.  I accessed a weather platform and grabbed a mental image of the South Pacific Ocean, just off the coast of Ecuador. Then I shut off the phone as I mentally pulled out of the internet.
“Okay.  Happy news.  A couple of potential tropical storms forming out there.  Now I just gotta redirect them here.”
She tilted her head at me.
“What choice do we have?” I asked. “Sure, this will likely mess some stuff up, weatherwise, but Earth said get it done pronto.  This is pronto.”
I got out my crafting supplies, limited as they were.  I could use the string and a couple of sticks to drag a crude circle in the soil, but my space was limited by aggressive vegetation, and the ground was covered with the thick organic debris of a super forest.  So first, I started a fire.  It’s not easy in a humid, wet rainforest, but I am a Fire witch, so it was a foregone conclusion that my firewood would burn; just a matter of me forcing the issue.  Actually, with all that flowing water, I could have started a nuclear reaction.  Hmm.  No, don’t get sidetracked.
While the fire made ash out of wood, I carved a four-foot circle through the leaf litter.  Then I started filling in the rough circle trench with fresh white ash.  I used telekinetic power to float the hot ash which was filled with little coals.  The symbology of burnt jungle wood being used to call rain to put out forest fires made the whole spell much stronger.  Next came runes and symbols, also drawn with ash.  The funny thing was that I didn’t need a bunch of them to do what I needed, not like my moon rock spell. Just big bold directions to pull a massive number of water-saturated clouds over a vast jungle.  Smoke rose from here and there in my diagram, more little coals burning down to ash, the energy adding to my purpose.  
“Okay, time to fire it up, so to speak,” I said.  Stacia growled at my pun. I waved her off.  Everyone is a critic.
Sitting back in my meditation position, I started to pull energy from the river and push it into my spell circle.  Just a little at first, then a bit more and a bit more, dialing it up like the dimmer switch on a dining room chandelier.  Stacia’s fur stood up on end, as did my short hair, and the jungle around us went quiet.  The jungle is never quiet, but in this moment, it was absolutely still: no birds, no animal chatter, not even insects, just quiet, save for the burbling sound of flowing water.  Ignoring everything else, I pumped more and more energy into the spell until the plants around us started to move in a breeze that hadn’t existed before.  Still, I kept it up, sweat running down my cheeks, down my nose, down my back, between my other cheeks… well, you get it.  It was hot and I was moving enormous amounts of energy into the spell array, but now at least there was that magical breeze which helped a bit.
The river flowed, ignoring the energy I was drawing from it, which despite the power level was like the amount of blood a mosquito bite draws from an elephant.  I was getting my fair share of those too, but I cast a minor spell that pushed them away.  I hate mosquitoes. Not very witchlike but hey, I’m human—freakish, but still human.
An hour passed, then maybe another, but I was caught up in the flows of water and wind in a way I had never experienced before.  Much different than earth and fire.  Wild and volatile like fire but without any heat or smoke. Cold, in fact.  
Finally, late in the day, I pulled myself free and opened my eyes.  The sun was setting and the white wolf was now a girl in shorts and a sleeveless t-shirt, who was cooking a massive toothy fish over the coals of my fire. The only sign of the snake was a pretty skin stretched over a woven stick frame, drying by the fire.
“Well?” she asked.
“That was intense.  Never interfaced with water and air like that, and certainly never at the same time.”
“I’m glad you’re getting better with those elements,” she said. “Will it work?”
“Yeah, it’s working.  In fact, we’re going to want to get the hell out of here before it hits.”
“How?  You don’t know any other place to portal to around here,” she said, pinching the skin of her fish, which smelled delicious.
I thought about that and then looked back at the flowing river.  “Let’s float outta here,” I suggested.
“Okay,” she said, tearing off a big piece of fish and nibbling it with strong, white teeth.  Not even the slightest concern about what we would float in.  I took it as confidence in my abilities.
“Yup,” she said, smiling at me. “Want lunch first?  A late lunch.”
We ate the fish and I worked on our rivercraft while I chewed.  Massive plant leaves were everywhere, and it wasn’t too hard to lay out a bunch of the biggest and suggest to them that they bind themselves together.  Then I asked some vines to grow around, through, over, and under the leaves, creating a framework for strength.  The result was much like something I remembered from reading about Ireland and the UK—a coracle.  Just a little round handle less teacup of a boat.
I floated the whole thing through the air and set it on the river, holding it in place with a thought while we grabbed our gear, our moon rock box, the last of the fish, and climbed in.
And then we were off.






Chapter 6

Twenty-eight days ago
We floated through the night, the river carrying us smoothly and safely.  Fish surfaced and fed, bats fluttered through the air, predators roared, and preyed screamed, all to the hum of a bazillion insects. And through it all, our little craft floated around rocks and snags like I was steering it, but it wasn’t me.  Somehow, it was like the river was doing it.
“Elementals?” Stacia asked.
“I don’t know… I can’t feel them anymore; she blocked me.”
“You can’t feel them, but maybe they can feel you?” she suggested.
“Maybe,” I said, uncertain.
“Well, if you’re not steering us around these things, someone else is,” she said, lying back, hands behind her head, feet crossed. “Stars are pretty.  You sure the storms are coming?”
I tried feeling for them but got nothing.  The sat phone fired right up and I blipped onto the weather site again.  Something was waiting for me.  I threw the phone into the river.  “Shit!”
“Omega?” she asked. 
I nodded, watching the light on the phone as it sank into the river.  Damned thing was waterproofed to a stupid degree.  Then something big flashed over the light and it was gone—swallowed maybe?
“Yes. And I don’t know if he got a lock on us.”
“What about the storms?” she asked, frowning.
“Oh yeah.  They’re coming.  Just caught a glimpse, but it looks big,” I said with a grin.
“Are we moving fast enough?” she asked, completely deflating my elation.
“Hmm.  No.  The river twists and turns too much while the storms are coming in a straight line.”
She crossed her arms and raised both brows.  I racked my brain for an answer.  I could portal us back to the US in a New York minute, but our task was far from done.  Stacia lifted her head and sniffed the air, then tilted her head.  “Wood smoke… and people.  Ahead,” she said, looking at me.
Sure enough, fifteen minutes later, we came around a bend in the river and spotted fires on the right-hand bank with the dim shapes of huts back up higher.  Fires and torches… lots of torches, some stuck in the ground, some held in the hands of men. 
I’m a witch.  We get nervous around villagers with torches.  I pulled a whole heap of power from my new friend the river and put shields around us.
“Easy there, scout,” Stacia said.  “Torches are likely a way of life in these parts,” she said, our bond and her own awesome intuition filling her in on my state of mind.
“If by scout you mean Boy Scout and being prepared, then yup,” I said, eyeing the shoreline.
“Old guy waiting for us near the water. With a little boy. Everyone else is further back.  Can’t see any weapons.  They seem kinda nervous,” she said, her superior night vision a huge boon.
“Okay,” I said, still nervous myself.
I exerted my will upon the little boat and it moved sideways, across the river, heading right to the beach where now I could see two figures waiting.
When we got within thirty feet of the shore, which was crowded with long dugout canoes, two of which had motors, I could see that it was just as she’d said.  An older man and a younger boy were waiting.  I couldn’t accurately place an age on either of them, but the man wore faded shorts that might have once been khaki, and a Mickey Mouse t-shirt in pale yellow.  The boy wore dark shorts and no shirt.  Both had bare feet and both squatted by the edge of the river, waiting for us.
When we got closer, the old man spoke, but not in English.  This was not going to go well, I thought, uncomfortable with how easy Omega had made life.  Then the boy spoke.  “My grandfather says that the river and the jungle told him of your arrival.  He says you are welcome here, as you are of the forest, the water, and the land,” he said in pretty solid English.
“Thanks to you and your grandfather,” Stacia said softly.  The little boy looked at her, eyes bright with nerves or maybe fear.  But he spoke to the old man in the other language.
The elder replied for quite some time, a long speech—or so it seemed.
“Grandfather says that we are here to aid you in your work.  That we have food for both of you, and places of rest,” the boy said, eyes darting to Stacia when he spoke of food, his throat bobbing. “He believes that tomorrow, one of our men can take you by boat to a place you seek.”
“Is your grandfather a shaman?  A holy man?” I asked.
The boy nodded.
I turned and bowed to the old man. “Please give him my thanks.”
The village shaman spoke before the boy could translate my words.  Instead, he translated his grandfather’s.  “He says that one such as you should not be bowing to one such as he,” the boy said.  His grandfather spoke more words.  “But he thanks you for showing him respect in front of the village.”
The old man stood, gave me a short bow, then one to Stacia before turning and walking back to where the rest of the village waited.  “Come,” the boy said, following behind his elder, glancing at both of us in a quick, nervous way.
“I get the feeling that dude is plugged in,” Stacia said.
“Yeah, I’m getting that too,” I said. “She never said anything about help from other Crafters, did she?”
She was silent for a second and I could feel her reviewing our conversations with Earth.  “No.  I don’t remember that.  Just no elementals, no Omega, no Team Demidova, no wolf pack.”
We arrived at the crowd, if a dozen people could be a crowd, which immediately parted to give us room.  The boy and the old shaman walked straight through, leading us to a small, raised hut.  With quick, agile steps, the old man climbed the ramp into the shelter, turning to wave us in. 
Modest might be giving it too much, but it was shelter with flat, dry places to lie down, a small fire burning in a clever rock firepit, and several pots bubbling on strategically placed rocks.  A woman, younger than the man, older than the boy, greeted the elder, frowned at the boy, and then bowed to us.  Without meeting our eyes, she pointed to places to sit and then handed us wooden bowls filled with some kind of stew.
“Is this your mother?” Stacia asked, likely already able to tell by smell.
“Yes,” he admitted, suddenly very nervous.
“Please thank her for the food,” Stacia said, catching and holding his eyes. “What’s in it?”
“Caiman, fish, and yams, mostly,” he said, clearly relieved when we took our first bites.  He watched Stacia eat with a mix of hope and concern.
“You fear me?  Why?” she asked him suddenly.
He froze, then glanced at me, fear flooding his features.  “We won’t hurt you,” I said. “We haven’t introduced ourselves.”
Grandfather, who had been watching our exchange closely, suddenly spoke.  The boy turned to us.  “He says that we know well who you both are, who you serve.  But I am Davi, Grandfather is Marco, and mother is Maira.”
“I am Stacia and this is Declan.  But why do you fear me, Davi?” Stacia persisted.
He looked at his grandfather for help, but the old man was expressionless.
“Grandfather said that you are his protector, that you are part beast,” he said, pointing to me when he said his.  “He warned the men of the village to hold no weapons and to not meet your eyes.”
“Well, I’m not that bad,” she said. “I admit that I would be nervous with weapons around, but I’m not looking to hurt anyone.  And this guy here is more dangerous than I am.”
He nodded, turning to me.  “Grandfather said that you serve the spirit of the forest and the river.  That you are her chosen guardian.”
“Yeah, that’s true,” I said, putting down my empty bowl.  “Davi, could Stacia here have another bowl of food?  Her guardian animal requires more food than I do.”
He practically ran to the stew pot, ladling a second bowl for Stacia without waiting for the one she was already using.
The old man asked him a question, eyes darting to us.  The boy explained and the old man nodded in understanding.  He spoke some more, moving to the woman and lightly touching her elbow.  “Grandfather says we should leave you to rest.  At first light, one of our men will take you downriver to a place of fire.  Dawn is not long from now,” Davi said. “Grandfather says a storm is coming but there is yet time.”
The elder hustled the other two out, nodding in respect as he untied the door curtain and let it fall across the opening.
“Take watches or set a ward?” Stacia asked.
“There’s only a couple of hours to sleep.  I’ll set some wards.”
She lay down with her bag under her head while I used my chalk to put some simple warning wards on the wooden floor and around every opening.  I lay down next to her, staring up at the thatched ceiling.  Her hand found mine and held it firmly and a few seconds later, she was fast asleep.  I figured that I wouldn’t sleep at all, but I figured wrong.






Chapter 7

Twenty-seven days ago
I woke as my door ward chimed in my ear.  It was set to be audible for only the two of us, so Stacia popped upright at the same time I did.  Davi carefully pushed aside the curtain, freezing instantly when he saw us both looking at him.  His head bobbed awkwardly but he met our gazes as he spoke.  “It is time.”
There wasn’t much to do but put our boots on and pick up our packs.  I used a dirty sock to brush away my chalk wards and that quick, we were ready to go.
Outside, the humidity hung like a wet blanket.  The interior of the hut had been hot and humid but not soaking wet, and the difference was like a weight settling on my shoulders.  Davi’s mother handed us leaf-wrapped bundles and a pair of bamboo water containers.  We thanked her, following Davi down to the river where his grandfather waited with a younger adult male.  Grandfather spoke for a bit and when he was done, Davi translated.
“This is… Han,” Davi said in a way that told me the man was most assuredly not named Han.  “He will take you to a place where the forest is being burnt.  Grandfather says he feels the rains coming, that they have arrived in the west and will be here by nightfall.  He thanks you for calling them, not just for the fires but for the jungle itself and for our crops.  It has been very dry here.  He is honored that he was chosen to be of help, honored by your visit, and wishes you further success in your work.”
We thanked the shaman and his grandson and climbed into the dugout, which sported a motor straight out of a movie. It was a unit like a very large weed eater, with a long straight driveshaft leading from a small car motor to an exposed prop.  The boat was twenty feet long at least but narrow and shallow.  We climbed in, Han jumping lightly into the back.  The motor started on the first pull and Han expertly dipped the deadly prop into the river, maneuvering us out into open water.  All without a word.  He watched the river ahead of us, the shore on both sides, but never once came close to making eye contact.  I whittled a piece of wood for the first ten minutes until Stacia leaned close and spoke in my ear.
“He’s afraid,” Stacia whispered.  “A little less now, but still concerned.  Maybe he knows that werewolves sink in water?”
I handed her the stick.  “Keep that close.  If we flip over, it will float you like the best life vest you ever saw.”
“Then we’ll just have caiman, piranha, and half a dozen other things to worry about.”
“Nah, I think I can keep those away now.”
“Like you did with the snake in the jungle?” she asked, eyes arched in challenge.
“Hey, I left you to handle the wildlife.  Plus, I have a real connection to the river now.”
“I certainly hope so, O’Carroll.  If I get eaten by a caiman, I’m dragging you with me,” she said with a smirk.
I almost laughed out loud at the image. Stacia in combat form, ripping apart a caiman stupid enough to tangle with her while I kept us both afloat.  But she was nervous and so I just smiled and tapped the stick.  “Trust me on this,” I said.
“I always do,” she said, tucking the stick in the waistband of her pants and leaning back on both arms.
That was a very true statement.  She trusted me and my Craft implicitly, without question or reservation.  Now, more mundane stuff was another thing altogether.  Like laundry.  I wasn’t that great at laundry and especially not all the designer fabrics and stuff she normally wore.
We traveled for another two hours.  Other boats began to appear around an hour out, first just one or two, and then more.  Suddenly Han-who-was-not-Han slowed the boat and waved at the right-hand shoreline as we approached a sharp bend in the river that also turned right. We both sat up straight and got ready for anything.
“I smell gasoline, fish, and woodsmoke,” Stacia said. “And I can hear boats knocking against docks.”
Sure enough, a set of docks came into view with at least fifteen boats, either moored out in the river or tied up, a hazy fog of smoke hanging over everything.  Kids splashed at the water’s edge, a group of women was washing clothes just upriver, and several men stood or sat on the docks, some of them catching sight of us immediately.
One stood and ran away, up the dirt road toward an odd collection of buildings visible farther back.  The rest stared at us, a couple standing and turning to face us.  Almost all had machetes and one picked up what looked like an old shotgun.
“There goes the element of surprise,” I said, powering the shields over us to full strength.  Holding a protective magical force field over both of us was pretty much second nature to me now.  However, a shield that would stop one bullet was a different energy suck than one that could stop a hundred bullets.  The river’s power made it easy to crank it up to fortress level.
Han pulled the dugout onto the shore, we stepped out, and he immediately reversed back out into the river.  I couldn’t blame him.  The men on the docks were now moving toward us, looking very unfriendly.  I led the way because I could feel Stacia getting angry in response to their instant aggression. 
“Hi,” I said to the lead guy, who frowned.  The big guy behind him pulled his machete from the rope that held up his pants.  “Oh you don’t want to do that, mister,” I said, smiling.  Stacia stepped out from behind me, and the entire group stopped.  I’m guessing that her eyes had turned yellow, but it also could have been the low, deep growl.
“Where is the fire?” I asked.  The short, stocky guy in front glanced at me and said something in what I thought must be Portuguese. “Fire?” I reiterated, like saying it twice might make it more understandable.  At least I didn’t speak louder, like a stereotypical English speaker abroad.  His eyes never left my girlfriend this time, which is not that uncommon, but it’s usually because of her beauty, not because she’s growing fangs and claws.  Which she was.
“Hey mister?” I asked again, holding my right-hand palm up. “Fire?”  This time he understood, but I think it was the ball of blue flame I was holding.
The leader said “Bruxa!” 
The big guy behind him with the naked machete shook his head, eyes locked on Stacia, and said, “Lobisomem.” 
I moved my hand in front of Stacia, the ball of fire now getting the other men’s attention.
“Don’t even think of it, Declan,” a deep, angry voice said from next to me.  I glanced at her… up at her. “My prey,” she growled.  Aunt Ash didn’t raise me to be stupid.  I snuffed the ball of fire and took a step back. 
Another fun fact about Stacia: She’s very aware of the imbalance of power in our relationship.  Ironic, I know.  She can change into a seven-foot-tall killing machine, capable of flipping a pickup truck like it was a pillow.  She’s impervious to disease, heals almost any wound in moments, and will, barring death by combat, likely live far longer than a normal human.  Yet I’m me.  Yes, I can be broken, wounded, or can catch a virus, but aside from that, my powers are crazy, and if linked to an elemental, almost god-like. 
It probably would have been okay, but the idiot with the blade went and waved it at her.  Poked it toward her—and pulled back a stump.  A raw, ragged, torn stump that sprayed jets of blood in huge arcs. His buddies all turned and ran.  No, really.  They ran.  I have to assume that at least some, if not all, of them were seasoned jungle hunters.  They should have known not to run from a predator.
The only thing that saved the runners was the guy with the single-shot shotgun.  He pulled it up and jerked the trigger.  The pellets, which were all tiny birdshot, hung in the air in front of Stacia before she blurred forward and slapped his head clean off his shoulders.
The others were still close and I’m sure she could have killed most or all of them, but the sound of hoofs and motors brought her up short.  Seconds later, three motorcycles, a four-wheeler, two Jeeps, and four horses came rushing up to the riverbanks.  The passenger in the lead Jeep stood up, an older man with graying hair, dark eyes, and an air of authority about him.  He surveyed the dead shotgunner and the one-handed man who seemed to be bleeding out on his knees.  “Kill them,” the leader said. 
With alarming quickness, his men opened fire with a variety of weapons, some fully automatic.  Bullets and buckshot filled the air in front of us, literally, as every projectile came to a complete stop in my shields. Hundreds of bullets hung, suspended above the ground, until I waved one hand, blasting them back where they came from, like a magic claymore mine.  Fourteen men fell, shredded by their own projectiles.  The leader still stood, his mouth hanging open.  “That’s Antonio Ortega,” I said, turning to Stacia.  She was gone, already flashing forward in a massive leap that cleared the twenty feet between her and the Jeep.  Ortega was ripped out of his seat by the irresistible force of her attack.  She threw him to the ground and then landed on him with a wet crunch.
He was one of those named specifically by our boss, a landowner who had amassed a vast empire of land by purchasing, threatening, and murdering anyone in his way.  His people were burning thousands of acres of jungle to clear land for cattle, letting the fires burn out of control without any regard for the ecosystem. 
Stacia changed back in about five seconds, immediately going through the Jeep, her hands bloody, her body naked.  I tossed her bag to her and waved at the river behind us.  “You might want to clean up a bit.”
She looked at me and then looked around.  No living soul was evident, with the exception of a couple of chickens pecking in the dirt. She looked back at me with raised brows. 
“I said cleaned up, not dressed,” I said with a leer.  She frowned and turned toward the water.
“There’s something seriously wrong with you, O’Carroll,” she said. I know I saw a little smile as she turned toward the water.
“Too many to list,” I said, taking over the Jeep search.  Sometimes, when she gets super serious, if I throw out any kind of sexual inuendo, it breaks her mindset, sorta like a reset button.  We were just getting started and it was way, way too early to start reflecting on the violence we would have to commit. Although to be honest, I had been reflecting on little else since we agreed to Earth’s terms.  My mother and aunt had raised me very carefully, training me to avoid using my powers in anger, greed, and fear.  Despite that, I had killed a man in self-defense at the age of ten.  But this… this was likely going to be murder.
A fine leather portfolio sat between the passenger and driver’s seats, only lightly spattered with droplets of blood.  It yielded lots of papers written in Portuguese and, more usefully, a big map.  Even better, it was marked to show Ortega’s holdings, with this village clearly marked.  And it showed something even more interesting: a runway just up the hill.
I climbed up the bank and surveyed the village or compound or whatever you wanted to call it.  I ignored the scared eyes that occasionally peeked at me from doorways and windows before darting back out of sight, but instead looked beyond the collection of huts, storage buildings, and workers’ quarters to a long, cleared strip of land with a white single-engine Piper aircraft sitting on it.
“Look, honey. There’s our ticket out of here,” I said as Stacia came up alongside me, now dressed in green shorts and a blue sleeveless shirt.
“You can’t fly a plane,” she said, looking at me like I had lost my last marble.
“I can’t fly a plane in the traditional manner,” I said. 
“What the hell does that mean?”
“It means I have the most powerful river on the planet at my disposal and a working aircraft.”






Chapter 8

Twenty-seven days ago
The engine had started fine and purred like it was well maintained.  We were flying east at over a hundred miles an hour. 
“This is insane,” Stacia said.
“Really?  Because I thought it was pretty clever,” I said, eyes locked on the altimeter.  Turns out that flying a plane is quite different from driving a car.  Besides left and right, forward and back, you also have up and down.  Keeping a plane level at a steady altitude was trickier than I had anticipated.
In my mind, it was the takeoff and landings that were the hardest, and when you can channel the power of an irresistible river, lifting less than a ton of aircraft straight up or setting it down was easy.  The propeller only had to move the plane forward, and I could even help with that if necessary.
“Besides, look behind us,” I said.
She glanced out the side window.  She couldn’t see directly behind us, but that wasn’t necessary to make my point.  The wall of black clouds behind us stretched across the horizon and towered well over our current altitude of four thousand feet.
“Okay. Theoretically you can land this thing by will alone, but do you have any idea of where we are headed?”
“Brasilia, the capital.  The storms will take out most of the fires and we need to address the government issue in order to finish this task.”
She spread Ortega’s map out over her lap, moving it around until she located our destination.
“Okay, great, but I have some concerns,” she said.
“Fire away.”
“Distance?  Will this plane get us that far?  Air traffic control.  You know?  Flight plans? And finally, if you veer away from the river, will you have the horsepower to lower this thing?”
“Well, we have a tailwind, so we’re pretty fuel efficient right now, but I can boost us along if necessary.  As for losing the river, we’ll be flying over a couple of big fires.  I’ll stock up on energy from them.  But I’ve been thinking about that air traffic thing.”
“Any ideas?”
“Not really.  At this point, I was just going to fly until the air controllers get anxious and then set us down somewhere before military options are involved.  Then we can steal a car and drive the rest of the way,” I suggested.
She nodded slowly, then stopped as a thought occurred to her.  “How will you know when they get worried?”
Our radio chose that moment to burst into life, a professional-sounding voice asking questions in Portuguese. 
“I miss having Omega translate everything,” she said.
“I think that was a local controller; third outburst like that but a different voice each time.  I’m hoping Ortega’s transponder gets us closer before they do something drastic.”
“How do you know where we are on this?” she asked.
I pointed at my bag.  “Last sat phone is in there.  It’ll show our position if we turn it on.”
“Yeah, show our position to Omega if he’s figured out that we were behind the theft of the moon rock and sat phones,” she said.
“Have to take the chance, but we’ll only do it once, then shut it down and try to track position from landmarks,” I said.
Another round of radio chatter burst from the speakers, this one starting to sound angry.
After sharing a glance with me, Stacia powered up the last sat phone and waited for it to show our location.  “We’re here,” she said, pointing to a spot on the map.  “Maybe fifty miles from Brasilia.”
“Father?” the phone suddenly said.  I snatched it from her hand and dropped it out the slider window.  Then I veered off course about thirty degrees.  “Find a place for me to hide this thing,” I said, touching my left hand to the transponder controls.  A second later, our transponder stopped working, burnt out by my tiny burst of power.
“There!” she said, pointing to a small lake a few miles ahead.
I dropped the nose and started a descent, pulling back on the throttles to slow the engine as we approached the target zone.  When we were a quarter mile away, I killed the engine completely.  By now, we were down to three hundred feet and forward speed dropped off fast.  I pulled up on the nose, gathered my power and brought us to a stop—midair—right over the edge of the lake.  Then, as fast as I could, I lowered us till we were almost at ground level, like twenty feet up.  Stacia dropped our bags out the door, then jumped after them.  Being a squishy human type, I stepped out, floating myself down to the ground.  Then I used a serious dollop of power to push trees and vegetation apart like Moses and the Red Sea before sending the plane into the jungle and letting the plants close back over it. I joined Stacia as we both ran for cover.






Chapter 9

Present day
I came back to my surroundings as the prosecutor, Shane McLaren, finished his speech.
“You may call your first witness,” the judge said to McLaren.
“I call the supercomputer, Omega,” the man said with a smug smile at me.
“Objection Your Honor. Omega is a machine, not a witness,” Darion said.
“Omega is recognized as a sentient being by the United States government and the United Nations, as well as by the defendants themselves, Your Honor,” McLaren said.
“Overruled,” the judge said.
Omega’s avatar appeared suddenly, already sitting in the witness stand.  The bailiff jumped and looked at the judge for direction.  He was startled as well but he just nodded, and the bailiff swore Omega in like a regular person.
“Mr. Omega, please describe the series of events that began thirty days ago,” the lawyer said.
“I became aware that my father…”
“Please refer to the defendants by their names only,” McLaren said.
“Counselor McLaren, I am only here in the interest of understanding the events of the last thirty-one days,” Omega said.  “Under no circumstances should you make the mistake of thinking that I answer to you or any other human.”
McLaren pulled back, clearly unused to witnesses that couldn’t be cowed.  He glanced at the judge, who simply waved him to go on.
“Please continue,” McLaren said.
“I became aware that my father and his mate were missing at eleven-thirty-three p.m., thirty days ago.  Father wears proprietary technology of my own design that allows us to stay in constant contact. The tech informed me of removal and I instantly investigated.”
“Does the defendant ever remove this technology?”
“To that point in time, he hadn’t.  The technology is normally in the form of bracelets, and he is used to them.  When I investigated his quarters, I found both bracelets, while Father and Stacia were missing.  The doors were locked; their personal effects were all still there, including phones and wallets.  They hadn’t left the room via the door.”
“How do you know?  That they didn’t go out the door?” McLaren asked.
“I have drones on guard duty everywhere in Demidova Tower.  I also control the building’s security sensors and cameras.”
“Couldn’t Mr. O’Carroll have fooled your technology?”
“To date, we have conducted over five thousand hours of training together and in all that time, he has never managed to fool all of my sensors at the same time.  He has, on occasion, cloaked himself or others from one drone, but never two or more.  Additionally, I found his bracelets actually embedded in the mattress.”
“So he found a way out using his vast magic?” the prosecutor asked, glancing at the jury.
“Unlikely.  There is an earth elemental living under the tower.  I can speak basic elemental, using infrasound, after all the time that I have spent with Father and Stacia.  It confirmed to me that Father and Stacia had passed through the ground but couldn’t tell me where they had gone.”
“His relationship with elementals convinced this one to lie for him?”
“It doesn’t work that way,” Omega said. “They have no concept of lying.  It simply could not tell me where he had gone.  The earth elemental had felt them pass yet couldn’t tell where they had gone.”
“So they somehow escaped your surveillance?”
“Your wording and cadence suggest a warden-like relationship.  It has never been remotely like that. Father understands his importance to the defense of this world.  Disappearing without word is extremely unlike either of them.  My conclusion was that something happened, something profound.”
McLaren looked very unhappy with the direction Omega was going.
“Mr. Omega, can you tell the jury when you first picked up traces of Mr. O’Carroll and Ms. Reynolds?”
“The robbery of NASA’s moon rock bore all the signs of extremely powerful magic.  The entire vault door was cut from its frame and lifted out.  Witnesses saw only two individuals during the break-in.  Descriptions matched Father and Stacia.  And for all that power, only one moon rock was taken.  I was reasonably certain it was Father, but why would he take a rock?  Then my sensors indicated space debris was being swept into the Earth’s atmosphere in a wide arc around the moon.  I calculated a 97.997 percent probability that they were connected.”
“What led you to South America?” McLaren asked a little desperately.
“Within twenty-four hours of the Space Center break-in, a nearby store selling advanced satellite phones was burgled.  I noted the units stolen and monitored satellite calls for a matching signal.  A data link connection from one unit came from the Amazon.  Several hours later, a second unit was used.  I started triangulating them.  The final signal came from a moving aircraft which was ditched before I could get an Obliterator drone on-site.  Before I could find the plane, massive storms uncharacteristically shifted movement patterns and moved over the Amazon. They hit my location.  Interestingly, the storm put out most of the fires raging through the jungle.  Then the attack on individuals in the Brazilian government occurred. I noted that the individuals targeted were all linked to the forest fires.”
“But where did you track the fugitives to next?” McLaren interjected hurriedly.
“Beijing,” Omega said, looking at me.






Chapter 10

Twenty-six days ago
“It was so easy when we had Omega to translate everything all the time,” Stacia said.
“I know, right?” I said, looking down at the cell phone I had borrowed.  Password or biometric protection isn’t really a thing as far as I’m concerned.  I was breaking into cell phones for classmates in middle and high school.  Nowadays, it’s second nature.  This one had been reset to English and I had activated a translation app, but it was still hard to convey our messages.  We were standing on a back street in Beijing, surrounded by a stream of vendors, shoppers, messengers, and suppliers.
“Well, cash sure seems to be a universal language of its own,” Stacia said, holding up a wad of Chinese currency.  We had robbed an ATM and spent some of the money on bribes, asking people about Triad activity.  Mother Earth’s list of tasks included removing humans whose environmental crimes were especially egregious, hence our slaughter of Brazilians involved in burning the Amazon.  Now we were pursuing groups who were purposefully subverting the waste and recycling streams for gain, polluting the oceans and land in the process.  Waste crime, as it is known.  The multi-billion-dollar global business of pollution.
And two Americans with no command of the local language had no hope convincing the locals to put themselves in danger by selling out the Chinese Triads.
A group of men stepped up in front of us.  I glanced behind and found a similar group moving to block any retreat.  The cacophony of noise that had surrounded us was gone, as were the pedestrians and vendors. We hadn’t found the Triads, but they had found us.  Perfect.
The ones in front of us moved aggressively forward.  I smiled and waved.  “Take us to your leaders.”
“We deal with you here and now,” one said.
“Cool,” I agreed. “I’ll use your phones to find them.” Stacia just growled.
She didn’t bother to Change, just charged into them in a blur of lethal movement.  I was left to clean up the ones she only wounded.






Chapter 11

Present day
“What led you to China?” McLaren asked Omega.
“Police reports of an extremely violent massacre of known Chinese organized crime members.  The description of the violence matched a combination of supernatural combat strength and magical assault.  A group of street enforcers were wiped out first, then a suspected Triad headquarters was almost completely destroyed.  Some of the criminal victims were witches in the employ of the Triad.  Their magic was of little consequence in protecting them, as were heavily armed gang members.  According to witnesses, all of them died in seconds. That kind of magical power is rare. But the interesting thing was that this particular group was known to be heavily involved in the business of illegal waste trafficking.”
“This led you to believe Mr. O’Carroll and Ms. Reynolds were involved?” McLaren asked.
“Actually, I would have been more certain if the criminals in question were heavily involved in human trafficking.  Both Father and Stacia have a particular hatred for those crimes.  But a pattern was emerging: They were attacking human elements that were in turn attacking the planet,” Omega said. “I began to formulate a theory, especially as more attacks occurred in other cities like Guangdong, Zhejiang, and Fujian, then other countries across Asia.  The attacks moved very quickly, sometimes three cities or regions hit in the same day.  After a week, they had moved into Russia and Eastern Europe.”
“But you were never able to catch them?” McLaren asked in disbelief.
“I never caught them.  They moved very quickly,” Omega said.  I noticed that he didn’t say he wasn’t able to catch us, just that he never did.  Tricky.
“What happened next?” McLaren asked.
“The attacks stopped cold.  Nothing,” Omega said. “But I picked up a report of a stolen yacht out of Japan.”
“A yacht?” McLaren asked, bewildered.
“It belonged to a man implicated in Japan’s own waste crimes.  When I tracked down the ship, it was floating, unmanned, in the Pacific Ocean off the western coast of the United States,” Omega reported. “I knew I was on the right track.”
“How’s that?” the prosecutor asked.
“The western Pacific garbage patch and the one in the subtropical convergence zone had both disappeared and the eastern patch, where the yacht was stationed, was sinking as my drone arrived over it.”
“Sinking?”
“Sinking.  An enormously powerful whirlpool was pulling the entire patch deep underwater.  I submersed the Obliterator and found a stream of waste being pulled from the ocean surface into a crevice on the seabed.  A fresh volcanic crevice that was immolating the garbage.  All of it.  Father and Stacia have been cleaning up the world.”
“Mr. Omega, you have shifted off topic,” McLaren said.  “You have no proof that these actions have anything to do with the defendants.”
“Wrong, Counselor. Only my father could have set up both a whirlpool and an undersea volcanic vent to destroy the vast amounts of garbage mankind has dumped into the oceans.  The three witch Circles providing security for this hearing couldn’t have begun to do the job.  It was unequivocally my father’s work. I was on the right path.”
“And that path led you where?”
“California.”






Chapter 12

Fourteen days ago
“Do we have enough time?” Stacia asked.
“I think so.  I hope so,” I said, pulling out the worn and wrinkled piece of paper that held our list of errands.  Written in Stacia’s excellent handwriting on notepaper stolen from the newsstand shop the first night, over half of the tasks had been crossed off.  But the six items left on the list were an order of magnitude harder to accomplish and most of them were here, in the United States.  The entire set of requirements constituted a laundry list of crimes against humanity, but for me, and I think Stacia too, these were the worst.  The hardest, as I was basically attacking my own country.
I turned up the sound on the television in our rented room. 
“—no sign or appearance by either Declan O’Carroll or Stacia Reynolds.  Spokespeople for Demidova Incorporated have refused to comment, as has the Omega AI.  My sources inside the White House tell me that the administration is highly concerned, Mara.”
“Thanks, Peter.  I want to ask if you see any connection between the unprecedented changes in the currents of both the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, as well as the storms that have deluged the Amazon Basin, to the mysterious disappearance of the Warlock and the White Werewolf?”
“Absolutely, Mara, and you might want to add in odd phenomenon occurring in Earth’s close orbit, and even the eco-terrorist attacks on organized criminals, corporations, and governments suspected of illegal waste and pollution.”
“You’re implying that the principal defenders of Earth are currently murdering people?”
“I think it has to be considered.  No scientist that I have interviewed has been able to come up with a plausible explanation for these drastic changes to oceanic conditions and weather patterns, but several of my consultants on the paranormal firmly believe that only the Warlock has the ability to influence these natural systems at such a level.”
“But Peter, disrupting the natural flow of oceanic currents, modifying the moon’s passage, and shifting storms systems flies in the face of everything that Mr. O’Carroll has ever said in one-on-one interviews.”
“Mara, we don’t know much about Declan O’Carroll; he is the least-known individual on the Demidova team.  He avoids interviews and public events and is rarely seen except in the company of Stacia Reynolds.  They are reputed to be a couple, but we just don’t know.  They don’t engage in public displays of affection, nor does it seem like there is real chemistry between them.”
“We’ll have to agree to disagree on your last point, Peter.  Some relationships are more subtle than others.  I’ve studied all their footage extensively and I think there is a real relationship there.”
“I don’t know, Mara.  With the power he has, what’s to keep him from influencing her?”
“What are you talking about, Peter?  Love potions?”
“Who knows what a witch like that could do?”
“You’re suggesting that the Warlock may have given Stacia Reynolds the daddy of all roofies?  That’s tantamount to calling him a rapist.”
“I’m just… hold on. My mic is… ouch, damn(bleep), (bleep).”
“Looks like a short. Sorry, folks. Peter is experiencing some technical difficulties.  We’ll be right back after this short break.”
Our television flickered, the sound breaking up as well as the picture.  Stacia jumped in front of me. “Not the television!” she said, holding my eyes with hers.  The connection broken, the flatscreen settled down and the ad played without a hitch.
“Did you just trace the signal all the way to the studio and zap that man?” she asked, impressed.
“Maybe,” I allowed.  Inside, I was fuming mad, my vision just now settling back from a red haze.  People suck.  Maybe not most, but quite a few.  The whole social media and internet craze has really brought out the worst in humanity.  Everyone has an opinion and wants it heard all the time.  I ignore my emails and social media accounts, letting Omega handle them, but I’ve seen enough of them.  Then there are all the media pundits weighing in on everything.
So many people, mostly men, writing to tell me that they don’t believe my relationship with Stacia is real.  Too little passion, too little body language, or maybe that the body language is more friendly than romantic.  Fuck off.  Fuck right the fuck off.  They don’t know us; they have no idea of who we are or what we share.  I’ve heard analysts trying to explain that a werewolf is both wolf and human.  That the wolf influences the human.  That Stacia might not want to be with me but that the wolf inside her is forcing the issue.  It’s not that simple. The wolf is the woman; the woman is the wolf.  They’re one and the same, just as my unconscious mind and conscious mind are parts of the same person.
The people talking shit don’t have a clue.  They aren’t weres. They’re human psychologists who are pretending to have an idea of what it means to add wolf or bear or big cat DNA to a human genome via the LV virus.  And the media wants drama, wants conflict and controversy, so they let these idiots—no, they pay these armchair experts to pontificate on things they don’t have a clue about.  The few times I’ve seen actual weres interviewed and asked about our relationship, they always said they saw nothing out of the ordinary with it.  But that doesn’t sell programming, so it is quickly overwritten by a metric ton of bullshit.
Becoming a were is a life-altering event.  When the virus infects a normal human, the genetic code is rewritten.  That causes changes, physical and mental.  Everyone comments on the speed and strength, the ability to transform, but what about the natural aggression, the overload of sensory information, the hunting and fighting instincts now present that weren’t before? 
Wolves, real natural wolves, are serious animals.  I don’t mean serious predators, although they are; I mean they have no doglike demeanor, no happy-go-lucky nature.  The business of survival by an apex predator is deadly serious, and it shows.  Guess what?  Werewolves have a similar seriousness.  Stacia the werewolf is much different from when she was Stacia the human girl.  No, I didn’t know her before the infection, but her mother sure did.  I’ve spent hours with Lisa Reynolds, and she’s been very open about the changes she’s seen in her daughter—and she’s said these things right in front of Stacia, not behind her back.  They talk about it.  We talk about it.  Stacia is very open with a small group of people about what she has been through, but she’s incredibly private about it with society.
So, while the world may think it knows Stacia by her photo shoots and interviews and public events, they don’t.  That’s her public persona, not her private one. 
It turns out that becoming a supernatural killing machine with the hunting instincts of a wolf requires a serious demeanor, requires control and discipline.  And guess what?  Being a witch, let alone one with my powers, requires the same control and discipline, if not more.  In our case, it’s both a result of training as well as genetics.  Witches who lose control tend to die.  It’s hard enough to be a human, especially going through adolescence; try adding the ability to affect the world through magic.  Ordinary humans have always feared witches, sometimes with good reason.  A witch who blatantly abuses their power is eventually a dead witch.  Torches and pitchforks, or other witches.  Those predisposed to emotional outbursts have generally removed themselves from the breeding pool.
I was born serious, and my mother and aunt, Levi, and Darci, all trained me to understand what I carry inside me—influencing me to be more serious.  One slip, one loss of temper, and people, places, and things could all cease to exist.  No pressure or anything.
Anyone waiting for PDAs and romantic public date nights will wait forever.  We ain’t showing it to you, now or ever.  But to imply that I was using witchcraft to date rape Stacia?  It’s enough to make me question why I’m trying to save humanity. It’s almost enough to make me lose control.
“Hey, babe, look at me,” she said, holding my head with her hands. “We’ve been over this.  You know how I feel, just as I know how you feel.  Ignore them.  It’s not the critic who counts; the credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena.”
“Roosevelt?” I asked.
“I butchered it, left out a bunch, but yeah,” she said.
“It’s hard to ignore… sometimes.”
“Yeah, it is.  Makes you question why you’re trying to save the miserable bastards, right?” she asked.
“Exactly!”
“Those miserable bastards have a way of being the loudest, crying out like wounded children, except actual children have an excuse.  But for every one of those idiots, there are ten or more who deserve a chance, who suffer in silence or toil without protest.”
“Toil?  You just used the word toil… that’s a witch word.”
“Hush, you,” she said, putting one finger over my lips.  “My mate is a witch, so I have license to use it.”
“The mate forced on you by your wolf?” I asked.
“Still dwelling on that shit?” she asked softly. 
“Just when it gets rubbed in my face,” I said, waving at the television. “And if it isn’t that, then they’re wondering why you settled for me rather than pursue Chris.”
Her face went blank and I braced myself for her anger.  She looked down at the fingernails of her left hand, inspecting their perfect edge.  Fun fact number three: Her nails are always perfectly shaped and perfectly sharp because of her were nature.  Not that all weres have that benefit, but hers are extremely strong, sharp enough to cut cloth, and they fix themselves every time she Changes.  She looks at them because she still can’t believe it.
“We’ve been over that—a lot,” she said, lifting her green eyes to meet mine.
“Saved your life from a werewolf, healed your wound with his own blood, which gave you a bond of sorts, helped you get the best help to adapt, and looks like he looks,” I counted off. “Those are the bare minimum reasons that are touted why you should be with him and not me.”
“And what have I told you?” she asked, leaning forward intently.
“That yes those reasons were why you developed feelings for him, along with how nice he was compared to other men in your life.”
“And?” she asked with an impatient frown.
“That he’s bonded to Tanya and that your bond wore off and that as fallen angels, they’ve been together for, like, forever.”
“And?” she pressed, the green in her eyes getting much lighter.
There are times when I’m stupid just for the sake of being stupid.  “That they knew I liked you so they made you hang out with me, you know, so that I would stay under control,” I said.
Her eyes went full yellow.  I wasn’t scared though.  “Am I wrong?  Didn’t you tell me that?”
“A long, long time ago.  What you are is an idiot,” she snarled. “I like confident men, not insecure ones.”
“Well, I’m confident that I’m insecure,” I shot back like a five-year-old.
She was really pissed off, but I saw her take a breath and let it out slowly.  “What else did I tell you?”
“That you find loyalty attractive,” I said, remembering the next sentence she had said after telling me why the others had pushed her my way. “That your wolf never fell for Chris, which means your unconscious mind never fell for him.  That you were attracted to him for all the reasons I gave but that those things were not enough, not after you had time and space to examine them.”
“And as I did that self-examination, what did I realize?” she asked, the yellow fading back to light green.
“That I was extremely loyal, that I would never leave you for any reason, that you found me funny, that my intelligence constantly surprised you, and that I have nice eyes,” I said, dutifully listing the exact words she had used after our first time together.
“Did I mention your power?” she asked.
“Only when I told you I was the biggest freak in the room,” I said.  She waved a hand for me to continue. “You said that my abilities were frankly awesome and far from thinking me a freak, you admired both what I could do and how I controlled it.”
“And finally, what does our emotional bond tell you?  You know: the reason we can never lie to each other?”
“That you choose me,” I said.
“Hmm, have I convinced you yet?” she asked with a sly smile.
“Yeah.  I feel like an idiot for letting other people doubt us.”
“You haven’t had many relationships before,” she said.
“Just Caeco,” I agreed.
“So you don’t have a lot of experience with how it goes.  I’ve had more relationships than you, and some were with jealous and insecure boyfriends,” she said. “Too many, actually. Most of those saw me as a prize or material possession.  I know for a fact,” she said, tapping her heart and her head, “that you don’t view me that way.  At first, I thought you just had a crush on me.  It sounds like bragging, but I’ve seen that many times.  But you didn’t behave like you were besotted or obsessed.  You always treated me like I had value, not because of my looks, but in spite of them.  It took a while to see that, but I did.”
“Well, anyone who sees just the outside is going to never know what hit them,” I said.
She lunged, fast and smooth, taking me off my feet and onto the bed, straddling me, her hair hanging around my face like a curtain.  “We need to get to bed,” she said, her green eyes locked onto mine.
“Sure. I mean, we have to commit some heinous crimes tomorrow… need our killing rest.  But it’s still a bit early to fall asleep.”
“Who said anything about sleep?” she asked.






Chapter 13

Thirteen days ago
We were both tired the next morning, as sleep had been hard to come by.  I mean, the sex was great and I’m pretty sure we both passed out, but sometime later, I woke up and not long after, so did she.  We were about to become assassins for Earth.
Yes, we’d killed the men in Brazil, but they attacked us first.  Then the leaders of the government, the ones getting rich from bribes to allow the forest fires, hadn’t been willing to talk. They tried to order us killed. Earth had told me what the outcome would be, but she’d agreed to let them have a single chance.  I think she knew what would happen.  The Triads, yakuza, and other Asian criminals had been quick to offer violence, and so we answered with the same.  But this was different.  Earth said it wasn’t, but it was.  This was our home country, and these were businessmen and elected officials.  Mother Earth had rescinded all second chances and our orders for this task were clear: Kill them and save four hundred million people, or don’t and condemn whole countries to die.  And she also told us that we would find that the element of surprise was gone.  That our activities in around the world had given us away, that our prey had prepared themselves for our visits.
Thus, we found ourselves on a rooftop on a wharf in California, at night, watching from a distance as private security forces patrolled and guarded a man who had made enormous money dumping waste on other countries’ beaches or straight into the ocean.  So much money that he could hire men and women who had fought for our country and learned their trade in Uncle Sam’s school of mayhem.  These were the kinds of people that Mr. Deckert hired to protect Team Demidova, the kinds of people that I called friends, who treated me with more respect than fear, who had schooled me in their own way just as much as anyone else has ever taught me.  So I had my doubts about this, but there was also the company involved.  Dark Acres Services was founded by an ex-SEAL with some smudges on his record.  Decorated early in his career but left under a cloud.  Mark Woodson had been honorably discharged but might have slipped out of service ahead of charges of misconduct.  Since I was using merely human hacking skills and avoiding any of my Earth-given talents to avoid Omega, I couldn’t get all the details.  It made me miss Omega, which in turn made me miss the whole team.
Regardless, Dark Acres had a reputation for taking on some shady employment and employing some shady ex-service members.  If they caught us, they would likely shoot to kill.
Backing away from the roof, I left Stacia to watch and instead sat on the rubber commercial roof to rummage through my bag of tricks.  All my pre-prepared artifacts and spell work had been left in the Tower when we got snagged, so I was starting from scratch and our pace had been hectic.  But the previous night, before I got triggered by the media, I’d taken time to gather and produce some useful goodies.
The first thing I pulled out was a Ziploc baggie with a coiled section of rat tail.
“You’ve never been the eye of newt type before,” Stacia commented, glancing over her shoulder to see what I was doing.
“Well, I’m forced by circumstances to go old-school.  On the flip side, though, I’m developing a certain talent for improvising by necessity.”
“Has Mother Earth had any effect on your talents?”
“They all feel sharper, crisper.  That could be just weaning myself from elementals or it could be something she’s lent me,” I said, taking the tail out of the bag.  The rat it came from had been lying dead at the base of the dumpster in our motel parking lot.
Laying it on the roof, I set several runes around the tail, closed my eyes, relaxed my brain, and sent out a call.  Minutes ticked by, the silence only broken by the sound of Stacia unwrapping a couple of protein bars and munching them down.  Then, as she quieted, I felt her attention shift as her unnatural hearing picked up sounds that I couldn’t sense.  Seconds later, the scrabble of little clawed feet came from the roof edge. 
Eyes now open, I spotted a stream of rats coming over the edge of the roof, circling around Stacia, and grouping up in front of me, like faithful groupies at a Grateful Dead concert.  Three of the ones in the front row stepped right up to the hand I opened in front of them.  They held perfectly still as I plucked loose clumps of fur from each.  Placing the fur on my runes, I closed my eyes again and pictured the enemy compound.  When I opened my eyes, my furry reconnaissance experts were streaming back off the roof. 
Another baggie came out of my kit.  This one had a decayed bat in it.  Another circle, more runes, and then a cloud of fluttering, flapping wings.  More fur from chirping, twittering flyers, then they too were gone.
About fifteen minutes later, my partner got tired of waiting.  “Well?”
“He’s there.  Sixteen guards, three in the same room as he is.  One witch, two special operator types.  Six on perimeter patrol.  Two snipers, one up on the harbor crane, the other in a hide on the building to our left.”
“Told you,” she said with a smirk.
“You did.  The other five are all in the building.  Two more witches and three Dark Acres people.”
“What’s the plan?” she asked, knowing I would already have one.  That’s how we generally do it: I come up with a plan, she finds the weak points, and then we tighten it up.
“The witches will feel when I use magic, so we take the guy on the next roof first.  The bats will flutter all over him and then you kill him.  We use his rifle, which is suppressed, to take the other sniper.  I have a rat on the security system control panel and another at the power panel.  They chew the wires at the same time.”
“Won’t that kill at least one of them?”
Shaking my head, I pointed to the fur.  “I’m linked.  I pull the power through the rats to me.  Then I use it to kill the witches.  We take the combat people together.”
She thought about it, face serious.  “Can you do that?  Pull energy from that far away through rats?”
I nodded.
“Okay, but I get to take the sniper shot,” she said.
“You sure?” I asked.  She was a shotgun kind of girl.
“We’re about equal with long rifles and you’re gonna need to concentrate on whatever you do with the rats, the electricity, and those evil bitches.”
“Okay,” I agreed. “Let’s do it.”
We did.






Chapter 14

Present day
“What did you find in California?” McLaren asked, entire being focused on the computer avatar.  The idiot thought he was examining a witness on a stand, like Omega was a human.
“Dead bodies, Mr. McLaren.  Criminals mostly, but also a few businessmen and several politicians, and mercenaries. Quite a number of mercenaries.”
“Mercenaries?”
“Ex-soldiers employed by private companies and leased by wealthy people.”
“Ah, the private security. But tell us, Mr. Omega, what was the cause of death?”
“Massive kinetic and thermic damage, multiple victims killed with highly efficient, extremely powerful blows to their craniums or spines, and in several instances, exsanguination due to tears in significant blood vessels, along with a few gunshot wounds.”
“Explain that please.  The part about kinetic and thermic,” McLaren said, looking at the jury.
“For those who don’t understand the words, kinetic refers to energy resulting from objects in motion.  The victims were either thrown with excessive force until their motion was interrupted by a solid object such as a wall, support beam, ceiling, or vehicle, or hit with a solid object that was thrown with great force.  Thermic refers to heat, as in fire.”
“No need to be insulting, Mr. Omega; not everyone is familiar with your terms,” McLaren admonished.
“Prosecutor McLaren, let me set the bar straight: You seem to be under the impression that I am a witness you can lead as you unfold the story that best fits your agenda in seeing Father and Stacia indicted.  I am not.  My interest is in determining the most accurate and factual account of their actions.  Only this will allow me to extrapolate their motives and expectations of outcome.  This… storytelling that the human legal system engages in has nothing to do with establishing justice or truth.  It’s an exercise in acting, manipulation, and misinformation.”
“Your Honor, I would like to show that the witness is hostile.”
“Your Honor, if I were hostile, it would look more like this,” Omega said.  Three grapefruit-sized spherical orbs descended from above the witness stands where they had been hovering, each emitting visible red lasers to scan the entire courtroom. Then they sped apart, each zipping over to cover one of the three doors into the court.
“Your Honor, no more questions,” McLaren said rapidly.
“Mr. Omega, you are dismissed,” the judge ordered.
“You haven’t been listening very well, Your Honor.  I was summoned here for my account.  You will hear my account, just as I will find the truth,” Omega said.
The judge turned my way, fear and a bit of panic on his face.  “Mr. O’Carroll, please constrain your computer.”
“Your Honor, Prosecutor McLaren correctly pointed out that I have no authority over the independent sentient intelligence known as Omega,” I said.
The judge looked at his bailiff, but Omega spoke first.
“Your Honor, please refrain from any actions that may cause you considerable regret,” Omega said. “The logical course of action is to allow me to render my account—my complete account—and I will then remove myself from these environs.”
The judge turned back to look at Omega on the witness stand and Omega just gave him a simple smile, hands folded in his holographic lap.
“You were discussing a trail of dead individuals,” Darion Cornell pointed out, earning himself a glare from McLaren.
“Right,” Omega said.  “Background investigation of the deceased individuals found a common theme.  All of them were involved in some fashion or another with the reckless endangerment of the environment in exchange for monetary gain.”
“Even the politicians?” Darion asked.
“I found digital evidence of bribery, fraud, kickbacks, and conflicts of interest in almost every case.  The deceased were all connected by webs of criminal activities.  This exactly matched the pattern of attacks that had taken place around the world.  The major difference was primarily among the corporations involved—or I should say the types of corporations.  Oil exploration, drilling, petrochemical, energy utilities, and industrial chemical corporations were the primary organizations affected by these attacks.  Also, these were the largest, most dominant firms in these lines of business.”
“Eco-terrorism?” Darion asked.
“That’s one potential label, Counselor Cornell, but my father and Miss Reynolds have never been extremists.  Father certainly has deep and profound principals regarding the natural world but has never shown an inclination toward using force, let alone the excessive levels of violence being unleashed in these cases.  He has always preferred to use the stock markets to put leverage upon the most heinous of these companies, or using this very legal system that is so fraught with flaws. Something more was at work here, some motivation that was able to overcome my father’s reluctance at using his powers against people.  He has, almost to a fault, avoided abusing his considerable abilities and only used force against individuals when necessary.  His personal creed has been to try to help mankind and he has been and continues to be this planet’s major hope for survival against the Vorsook threat.”
“You said almost every case?” McLaren suddenly interjected. “What other case or cases were you referring to.”
“There was at least one innocent bystander killed,” Omega said.
“Are you referring to little Lucy Diaz?  The five-year-old killed by your creator?  Her parents are just over there,” McLaren pointed, drawing everyone’s attention to the young parents, who in turn were staring at me with grief and anger.  I looked behind Stacia and found Lucy.  She was looking at her parents, her face looking lost.
“You seek to direct the jury’s emotions by referencing the tragic loss of a little girl who was in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Omega said.  “Yes, that was the exception I was referencing.”
“And yet you skimmed over her death as inconsequential, perhaps because you lack emotion?” McLaren suggested, his expression firming up.
Omega looked at the prosecutor for a long moment, which had to be for effect, as he would never need anywhere near that amount of time to come to a plan.
“Yes, Counselor, you are correct.  Miss Diaz’s death was tragic, as all such deaths are.  In the next five seconds, a child will die somewhere in the world.  Every five seconds, every day, every year.  Each such senseless death has enormous impact upon the families involved.  But Miss Diaz is one of several hundred deaths being investigated by this grand jury.  So I am concentrating on those deaths to determine what is occurring, why my father and his partner have deviated from lifelong patterns of behavior so drastically.”  
“Maybe he succumbed to personal desire, demonic influence, or some form of threat from the forces on Fairie?” Darion asked before McLaren could comment. Both Stacia and I turned to stare at him.  Was he crazy?  Was that helpful? Was he even on our side?  Besides, I was guilty of killing Lucy.  No question.
“Outside influence seemed the most probable reason for these actions,” Omega said. “Yet, to my knowledge, the Queens of Fairie do not possess sufficient leverage against Father and Stacia, and it is exceedingly unlikely that either personal desire or demonic influence would be effective, as either form of attack would have to include Stacia. She has been, by all indications, a willing participant in these actions, leading me to discount those motives.  If I eliminate those sources, along with the Vorsook, and add in the nature of the crimes being punished, it leads to just one conclusion.”
“Which is?” Darion asked.
“Her,” Omega said, pointing at the tall black female figure who was suddenly standing between the defense and prosecution desks.






Chapter 15

Present day
Earth stood silent and powerful, somewhere between eight and nine feet tall, formed of smooth midnight black, like living stone, with no hair.  Her ears and nose were tiny, her body unblemished by a navel, nipples, or sex.  Her eyes were lava red.
“Terra, I presume?” Omega asked.
“That is one name I have worn,” Mother Earth said, her voice a heavy rumble.
“Who the hell is this?” McLaren asked. “Mr. Gordon, is this a demon?”
Chris was frowning as he stared at Earth.  “No.  No, she’s not,” he said.
“This is the avatar of the spirit of this planet itself,” Omega said. “The ultimate elemental: Gaia, Mother Nature, Mother Earth, the personification of this world, or as witches would call her, the goddess.”
“Correct,” Earth said. 
“Madame, why have you interrupted this hearing?” the judge rather bravely, or perhaps stupidly, asked.
“I called for my Steward and found the connection broken—broken by my own representatives,” she said, turning to look at every one of the thirty-six witches who stood around the walls of the court.  Like me, they had to be feeling her power washing over them like a tidal wave. Like me, they instinctively knew her, each of them instantly kneeling before her. “And I find him here, with his mate, bearing the trappings of bondage, without even a token of resistance,” she said, now staring at me.
“We finished the list and they caught us,” I said with a shrug. “I have things to answer for.”
“I did not give you permission to get caught.  Drop those chains,” she ordered.  I reached inside myself and scratched the last micromillimeter of weakened etching in the keystone rune on my handcuffs and leg irons.  Power flooded me instantly and the chains dropped away, as did the silver ones weighing down Stacia.
“We didn’t discuss further service after the list,” I said, shaking the last cuff off my right wrist.
“You were pledged to me at birth.  You leave my service when I allow it or you die.  Henceforth, you are my Steward.”
“What does that mean?” Tanya Demidova asked suddenly from the audience. “Being your Steward?”
“Ah, Lailah.  And Malahidael,” Earth said, inclining her head in a regal motion. “The breed of human known as witches are my sworn servants, even these specimens,” she said, waving a hand at the three Circles of prostrate witches who looked like they wanted to crawl out of the room. “But this one stands above the others.  He is my personal Steward, the”—she turned and looked at Omega—“personification of my will among humans.”
“What did he mean by a list?” Chris asked.
“I gave them a set of tasks.  They have materially accomplished it—for the most part.”
“Clean up space, clean up the oceans, put out the fires, punish the human criminals who assault you?” Omega asked.
“Yes. It will likely take this witch most of his lifetime to fully accomplish those tasks, yet within a single orbit of Luna, they have accomplished more than any other servant I have ever had.  As a reward, they have earned the right to exempt two-thirds of humans from my cull.”
“Cull? What cull?” McLaren asked suddenly. 
Earth’s all-black face swiveled his way in a manner not human, and he seemed to suddenly regret calling attention to himself.
“You, and by you, I mean the human species, have forgotten your place and role on this world, on me,” she said. “You have lost your right to call me your home.  My intention was to remove you all.”
“What about the Vorsook?” Omega asked.
“Your space war?  You’ve already declared war against me, your own home.  Now you want war on two fronts.  You want to engage a race that would shatter me into space-borne dust just to avoid losing?”
“We want no war at all,” Omega said. “Certainly not against the Vorsook and absolutely not against our home world.  Humans are fractious and tribal.  There are those who exploit you and those who fight against that, but to my considerable knowledge, none of them are actively at war with you.”
“Your argument, machine, is that in their infinite ignorance, humans have engaged in acts that any of their so-called nations would define as war without knowing it?”
“Yes,” Omega said. “Humans are possessed of free will and short lives.  But the artificial entities they create, known as corporations, follow the single intent of profit making without regard for environment, resources, or other humans—much like a human sociopath.  Their authoritative bodies, their governments, are similar.  In fact, the types of human who most often rise to lead these entities are generally sociopathic individuals, themselves. They often see little logic in leaving resources for unrelated future generations.”
“Your arguments are giving me reason to rethink allowing two-thirds of humans to live?” Mother Earth asked.
“No. Your cull would be most effective if it took that percentage of the population who exhibit those sociopathic tendencies, at least for a generation or two. But by then, the remainder could create new societal rules and expectations to control the uncaring ones that will undoubtedly be born, to repurpose the organizations that currently exploit you.”
“Which is why I sent my agents against the leaders of those organizations that were the worst offenders.  Why I will continue to send this pair against any who threaten me.”
“And yet the Vorsook will strip you and remake you as they see fit,” Omega said.
“The Planet Eaters are the reason I gave this servant a chance, as they are even greedier than humans,” Earth said. “Still, there are too many humans.  But my Steward has fulfilled our initial bargain.  Two-thirds of you may live to face the greedy ones.  But whatever this is, this so-called accounting, it stops now,” she said.  Then she raised one hand and made a little wave.  The building disappeared.  Walls, roof, doors, windows, all of it, just gone.  No sound, no vibration, just gone. 
We were all sitting and standing, just as we had been, except there was nothing but night sky and a full moon overhead, and cars on the street, stunned law enforcement personnel looking at us, helicopters flying patrol.  Earth still stood between the desks and her red eyes were fastened on me.
“Steward, you have met the conditions of our agreement.  Now I will meet mine.  Remember, you are mine to call.  You will not allow others to keep me from you, to contain you, or remove you from your duties.  In short, you are not allowed to die,” she said, and then she was just gone. Instantly, I felt a rumble underneath us, deep underground, and then I heard an elemental voice—Robbie’s.  Overhead, a small, deadly dragon flew into sight.
The camera crews were still recording, the operators’ mouths hanging open. The members of the court and audience all stood or sat just as they had been, but now in shock.
“Well, that was fascinating.  Father, Stacia, would I be correct in guessing that you would like to leave now?” Omega asked.
“Yeah, that would be great,” I said, ignoring the judge, McLaren, the bailiff, the witches, and pretty much everyone other than my friends and family. And the ghost of the little girl I had killed.  But she would follow me, she would find me, just as she had since I murdered her.
“You are not free to just leave,” McLaren said.
“Were you paying attention at all, Counselor?” Omega asked. “The human race has lost the right to sit in judgement of Declan O’Carroll and Stacia Reynolds.”
Draco chose that moment to scream out his welcome to me, his wings flaring out as he landed on the judge’s bench, talons ripping right into the dark wood.  He’d grown again.  His wingspan was easily over twenty feet and his body now had to go six feet from feet to the base of his neck. He stretched his head straight upward and belched out a blast of fire that flared to twenty feet over his head.
“Any objections, Counselor?” Omega asked.






Chapter 16

Present day
It took a bit to sort out but little more than an hour later, we were in a hotel, one that the Demidova Corporation owned, and we were showered and dressed in our own clothes, which Lydia had thought to bring.  The suite’s living room was full: Arkady, Lydia, Nika, Tanya, Chris, Levi, Darci, Aunt Ashling—who had been watching the live court drama on the apartment’s television—Darion Cornell, Mr. Deckert, Chet, and, of course, Omega were all crowded into and onto every available sitting space. And so were Nathan Stewart and Adine Benally.
Those two were the only government representatives physically on-site, but the president’s holographic image stood next to the couch.
“Please explain,” President Polner asked.
“Earth has had enough,” I started. “Recruiting the elementals, who are, for all intents, her children, roused her to action, bringing us to her attention.  She snatched us from our apartment a month ago, dragged us miles underground, and gave us a chance to change the outcome of her decision.  Either all humans would be wiped out or, based upon the successful completion of a series of thirteen tasks, as many as sixty-five percent could live.”
“Clearing space, cleaning the ocean, putting out fires, killing humans?” Stewart asked.
“For every task we completed, approximately four hundred million people would have a chance to live,” Stacia said. “The people on the list were designated as enemies of Earth.”
“And you just hunted them down and killed them and their bodyguards,” Polner said. “How does that differ from murder?”
“When you send SEAL Team Six to eradicate terrorists, is that murder?” I asked.
“It’s different,” he said.
“How?” Lydia asked. “I mean really, how is that different?”
“You are choosing an alien being over your fellow man,” Stewart said.
“Are we?” I asked. “Earth, our home world, is alien? I think you’ve forgotten the definition of alien. You deploy the might of the US military to protect this country’s interests, yet those very interests are Earth.  It’s all Earth: the oilfields, the strategic farmland, the Straits of Hormuz, rare earth elements, ocean lanes; all of it.”
“How do we know this being is actually who it says it is?” Polner asked.
“Because I know,” I said.
“I know,” Stacia agreed.
“As do I,” my aunt Ashling said.  “Twas the goddess, herself, and not a witch present could mistake her for anything else.”
“We’re forgetting a really important part,” Chris suddenly said.
“Yeah, the part where she kills off a third of the world population,” Lydia said. “How?  When?”
“I believe the answer to the second question is now,” Omega said. “I am intercepting cellular, text, and email communications originating from oil wells, natural gas sources, and coal mines all over the world.  It would seem, based on the common theme of these communications, that oil, gas, and coal production has ceased.”
“What?” a half dozen voices asked almost as one.
“Currently producing oil wells have stopped flowing in midstream, as have natural gas lines, while coal mines are reportedly caving in,” Omega reported.
“How many?” President Polner asked. 
“It would appear to be all of them, Mr. President.”
“She said that pandemics, storms, floods, and her other normal methods of population control had only reduced our population over very short terms,” I said. “It would seem she is stopping our major energy sources as a more long-term method.”
“My conclusion as well, Father.  There are perhaps four to four-and-a-half billion barrels of strategic oil in reserve around the planet, maybe a bit more as preparations for the Vorsook have been underway.  Maybe five hundred million barrels in pipelines, tankers, refinery storage, and various tank fields.  At a global usage rate of ninety-seven million barrels a day, we have perhaps forty-six days unless usage is drastically reduced.  All shipping of food, water, medicine, household and commercial goods will fall to just electric vehicles.  Heating and cooking fuel will disappear, financial markets will tank, electrical production will be reduced to just solar, wind, hydroelectric, and nuclear.  The world’s air fleets will be grounded.  Shipping across the oceans will mostly cease.  Widespread starvation and armed conflict will follow. Unless we work very quickly, we may lose much more than a third of the world population.”
“You have to do something,” Polner said, turning to me and Stacia. “Talk to her; buy us time.”
“We already did,” Stacia said. “You know?  The killing and cleaning stuff that you just condemned us for?”
“That doesn’t help us a damned bit!” Polner yelled.
“It doesn’t?” Ashling asked. “Imagine hurricanes, earthquakes, floods, fires, pandemics, and tsunamis layered atop this problem.  Nuclear winter brought on by multiple volcanic eruptions.  How banjanxed would we be then?  My laddie and his mate have saved most of us.  It’ll be up to the rest of us to take it from here.”
“She didn’t say we couldn’t help, Aunt Ash,” I said. “And my connection to elementals is back.”
“What the hell good will that do?” Polner asked.
For a moment, I could only gape at him.  All we had done over the last month, over the years, and this idiot just demanded more.  Maybe we should have told Mother Earth no.
“Ah, lad, he’s not really meaning that,” Ashling said, suddenly wrapping me up into a hug. “At least, I should hope he’s not meaning it, or ye might just take off to Fairie.” She swung a hand blindly and grabbed Stacia’s shirt, pulling her into the hug. “This be yer test… don’t ye see?”
“Yeah, we thought of that.  The test you predicted.  Our question is did we handle it right?” Stacia asked.
“Despite what the president says, I think we all owe you a huge thank you,” Chris said, frowning at Polner’s holographic image.
“That’s not what you meant, right, Mr. President?” Nathan Stewart asked, a note of warning in his tone.
“Ah, no.  Declan, Stacia, I’m sorry.  It’s just that this is the single biggest catastrophe to ever happen to a president.  This is potentially world-ending.  And you murdered hundreds of people.”
“It is a significant step back for mankind, Mr. President,” Omega said. “But we have numerous advantages now over even a few years back.  Much of my technology can be pressed into service to move essential goods and personnel across the planet.  The world will have to ration its use of oil, gas, and coal, and I can monitor that.  Electric vehicles have been entering the market for some time. Production will have to ramp up as fast as possible.  The world’s navies may need to use their nuclear-powered vessels for shipments of food, water, and medicine.  The systems I use to power my drones can produce large amounts of electrical energy.  The important thing will be to have a plan and announce it as soon as possible.  Word is already leaking into the financial markets.  I have taken the liberty of electronically suspending trading everywhere for the moment.  I suggest we confer with other world leaders.”
“Of course.  Thank you, Omega.  Ah, if you’ll excuse me, I’m sure I’ll be getting back with you all shortly,” Polner said.
“Except us,” Stacia said. “We’re taking a few hours now that humanity isn’t putting us in front of a firing squad.”  Her tone was ice cold, exactly matching my mood.
“Ah,” Polner paused, mouth open but uncertain what to say. “Of course,” he finally said with a nod.  His holograph blinked out before he could say anything else.
“Ouch,” Lydia said. “Maybe we should all go to Fairie,” she joked.
“Can’t,” Stacia said. “Not allowed.”
A wall of either blank faces or frowns met her statement.
“I’m not allowed to be a Realm Holder on Fairie,” I said. “She severed my ties to the Middle Realm.  We got pulled back in front of her several times, and that was one of her last decrees.”
“She can do that?” Tanya asked.
“We haven’t found anything that she can’t do,” Stacia said.
“How will this affect the war with the Vorsook?” Nathan Stewart asked.
“I have my connection to elementals back, and we suspect that she might choose to lend me even more power from herself, if necessary,” I said. “As she said, the Vorsook might just hit her with a planet-killer asteroid or other weapon.”
“What could you do with that power, Father?” Omega asked.
“She is so far beyond even the giant volcanic and mountain elementals that I can’t even comprehend it,” I said.
“What do you get out of the equation?” Tanya asked Stacia.
“Oh, a little of this and a little of that,” Stacia said, waving a hand to dismiss the topic.  She was holding back.  Being on our own had left us both wary and cautious.
“Do you think that this was the great test you predicted?” Chris asked my aunt, pulling attention away from Tanya’s question.  I noticed the young vampire queen was still watching Stacia, a thoughtful look on her face.
“I do,” Ashling said to Chris.
“What test?” Nathan asked with an inquisitive smile.
The silence was awkward, stretching out for at least ten seconds.
“A secret test?” Nathan asked again.
“Aunt Ash predicted that we would all be tested but that I would face something much harder,” I said. “Something that could potentially cause me to go bad.”
“Or rogue,” Lydia said. “And you did… go rogue, both of you, but now we can understand why.”
“Can you?” I asked. “We just murdered a whole bunch of people, which suddenly no one is talking about anymore.  Why we did it is, I think, clear, but still, we did it. And, of course, there is still Lucy.”
“’Tis that the name of the wee girl ghost who follows ye around?” my aunt asked.
“What ghost?” Lydia asked.
“The one standing in the corner, dear,” Ashling said, pointing.
“Lucy Diaz, the five-year-old I murdered,” I said, turning and meeting Lucy’s gaze.






Chapter 17

One week ago
Congresswoman Lisa Tofan had pretty much taken to living at her office in the Capitol building, ever since two of her fellow members of Congress had died in their homes.  It was a heart attack in both cases, but since each of them had recently passed annual physicals with flying colors, foul play was heavily suspected.  And since so many of her corporate contacts had died by either seemingly supernatural causes or outright violence, and because the government had already declared us to be persons of interest to which we added our disappearance from the public eye, well, she might have been horribly corrupt, but she wasn’t stupid.
“You ready?” Stacia asked.
“Yeah. Oh, and keep your amulets in place… there are definitely witches in there,” I said.
It was midafternoon in the middle of the week, and we were standing in the visitor line to enter the Capitol building.  She had kept up with the dark hair dye and I had let my beard grow out.  Neither of those minor changes would have had a chance of disguising us from the alert Capitol Police officers on duty, let alone the facial recognition algorithms scanning the security cameras.  But those two little changes allowed me to use a little magic to glamour us. 
I’ve done things with pictures before that could fool casual observers, but one thing I managed to bring back from the world of Fairie was a decent education in elven glamour.  Neither of us were recognizable, nor was the identification we carried.  Elves are masters of a very subtle form of magic that convinces observers to see what the elf wants them to see.  The exception is if that person is touching iron, as iron is pretty much anathema to elven magic.  But I’m not elven—at all.  I have no problems with iron or steel or any ferric alloy.  Therefore, our magical disguises were ironproof, but not necessarily witchproof.  It would, of course, depend on the witch, on their affinity (Air witches would be bad), and how alert they were.
“Next,” the officer manning the metal detector said, waving Stacia forward with a gleam in his eye.  Just as the best lies are grounded in truth, the best glamours should be based on very close physical attributes of the person being glamoured.  The cop was eyeing my mate’s attributes like it was the best part of his day.
Thoroughly distracted, he let her through, absently waving me up next.  We had nothing metallic on us, carried no bags, and didn’t have jackets or sweaters on, but were both dressed in what might pass as business attire. We sailed through, with myself likely forgotten and my brunette companion likely remembered for her attractiveness without any features to link her to her famous self.
We dutifully followed the crowds, staying in the public areas right up until our tour group paused on the outskirts of the Rotunda.  I was watching the cameras positioned around the space and she was watching the guards.  When I leaned casually against the wall to listen to our guide, I pushed my senses out and hooked myself into the system as passively as possible.
It would have been easy to change what the cameras saw, but I couldn’t risk one of Omega’s watcher programs catching my interference.  Instead, I simply peered through each camera to take in its feed.
“Get ready,” I said under my breath.  My normal vision was replaced by the camera feed that covered the section of the Rotunda where our tour group stood.  I felt Stacia take hold of my biceps, ready to lead me when I gave the word.
Another tour group was about to pass ours, headed in the opposite direction.  I flicked through all the camera feeds quickly, making sure of the angles, then went back to the one covering our arc.  “On one, head left ten feet.  Three, two, one.”
She pulled me left just as the other group eclipsed ours in the view of the camera.  As soon as the group was even with us, she pulled me along with them.
“Smaller group of seven people coming from the left,” I said, looking through the next camera.
“Got ’em.  Count us down.”
“Three, two, one.”  She tugged me in a new direction, using a group of what looked like congressional staffers to block the new video threat.  We were now headed toward the rear of the Capitol, where representatives of Congress kept their offices.  Momentarily free of cameras, my vision came back to normal. 
“Security coming up on right,” Stacia said as I oriented myself.  A trio of Capitol Police were guarding the entrance to the congressional offices.  I reached out mentally and oh so gently tripped a particularly pretty female staffer right into one of the cops.  Both went off balance as she appeared to stumble, but the officer caught her and kept them both upright.  His two partners became completely focused on the situation, one of them grinning and the other looking concerned.
We kept moving alongside our group, but as some of them stopped to check in with their fellow staffer, we kept going, moving like we knew where we were going.  Our target’s office was tucked out of the way, her being new to the position, if not new to corruption.  A set of beefy men were posted on either side of an office door about twenty-five yards ahead.
“I can see her name on the side of the door,” Stacia said.
“I can feel a Crafter inside,” I added.
“Okay, let me take the beefcake, you take the w”—she stutter-stepped—“werewolf inside,” she said, tapping her nose. 
“Okay, I take lefty, you take righty and when we get inside, you get the wolf,” I said, reaching into my pocket for a glass marble.
“Works,” she said. 
We were almost to the men at the door when a loud growl came from inside the office.  One guard turned toward the door but the other looked at us, hand reaching for hip.  Stacia’s punch took him in the throat and then she backhanded the other guard across the face, a sharp crack announcing his spine wasn’t up to the shock.
She was through the door, into the outer office, and grappling with a massive man who was turning furry in front of us.  I twisted my head and spotted the middle-aged woman who held a fetish in her left hand, the right stretched my way.  I focused on her torso and spoke a single word of Gaelic.
“Te`igh.”  Go.
The marble disappeared from my hand as the witch’s spell glanced off my shields.  She jerked upright as it apported into her heart.  As she fell, I stepped forward and through the inner door. 
The young woman behind the desk had brown hair and intelligent, focused brown eyes.  Her right hand held a small pistol.  It went off, the bullet stopping in midair in front of me.  I raised my right hand, pointed my finger, and fired my newest weapon.  Plasma ball—a spell I created after the success of using elementally powered plasma to shoot space debris from the top of Demidova Tower.  About the same diameter as the marble, but almost as hot as the sun.  It blasted through her torso, through her chair, and through the wall behind her.  Arcs of electricity danced over her skin as she dropped face-first on the desk.  I turned and ran out of the office.  Stacia was just dropping a partially changed werewolf to the ground, his neck clearly broken.
At my nod, she turned and ran through the door, turning left, opposite of the direction we had come from.  I followed close and then ran right into her when she slammed to a stop.  Over her shoulder, I could see what had given her pause.  A screaming woman was on her knees, cradling a tiny girl with a charred hole in her chest.  She looked up and met my eyes, her grief and anguish tearing through all my defenses.  I froze, the enormity of what I had done hitting me even as I saw the hole in the hallway wall, the hole from Congresswoman Tofan’s office.  Stacia grabbed my arm and towed me away.






Chapter 18

Present day
“Hello, me darling,” Ashling said to the little ghost.
One thing I was glad of: Her ghostly form didn’t appear to have any visible sign of the ghastly wound my ball of energy had done to her.
“Hello.”  It was the first word I had ever heard her speak.  Her soft voice was as adorable as her curly brown hair and deep dark chocolate eyes.
“I’m told that ye be Lucy,” my aunt said, moving slowly closer to the girl. “I’m Ashling.”
The ghost nodded, a knuckle in her mouth, her dark eyes on Ashling before she turned them on me.
“That be Declan,” Ashling said.
“I know,” was her heart-wrenching reply.
“What happened to ye was an accident,” Ashling explained.
The girl nodded, knuckle back in her mouth.
“Why be ye still here, darling?” Ashling asked. “Ye are free to move on.”
The tiny ghost shook her head silently, then pointed at me with her free hand.
“Ye must stay on account of him?”
A nod sent ghostly dark curls swinging.  Then she faded away and was gone.
“That be interesting,” my aunt said.
“I killed her,” I said, shrugging.  She should haunt me.  It was the least I deserved.
“It was an accident, Declan,” Stacia said. “You couldn’t know the girl and her parents were meeting with their congressman that day, that she was in the hall outside Tofan’s office.”
“Shouldn’t have used a spell that walls don’t stop.”
“You are not the first to kill an innocent by overpenetration,” Darci said. “I know several cops who faced the same thing.”
“We murdered a bunch of people, including an innocent little girl,” I said.
“And the alternative would be to let the world die,” Aunt Ash said. “Not just every human but every form of life once the aliens get here.”
“I wasn’t there, didn’t face what you faced,” Chris said suddenly. “But I suspect that if Tanya and I had been the ones put to the question, we would have had no qualms about doing what you did.”  He glanced at his vampire bride, and she nodded. “And I can’t say that we haven’t had tragic collateral losses in all of our actions.”
Others around the room chimed in, agreeing, but one voice was quiet, an important voice, at least to me.  The round of agreements came to an awkward end, silence descending on the room.  Until Levi cleared his throat.
“I’ve had to kill under orders before,” he said, looking at his hands, which were clasped upon his right knee, crossed over his left.  He looked up and met my eyes. “I’ve never stopped wondering if I did the right thing.  I mean, when I was attacked, it was self-defense, but there were other times.  Sniper shots, sentry takedowns—assassinations even, and certainly there were civilian deaths.  At the time, it was somewhat easy to justify: my country against theirs.  But I’ve struggled with that.  Countries are just boundaries between groups of people.  Sometimes it’s self-defense, but sometimes that application is stretched and twisted far beyond anything that I, personally, can recognize.”
He went quiet for a second, eyes on the ceiling as he chose his words. “The choices that you both had to make were much harder, I think, knowing you both.  Granted, I think I know Declan better, but I think that you, Stacia, have a similar set of values. From the outside, looking at what you did… I believe there was only one choice, and you made it.  Do nothing and everyone dies.  Kill a few, arguably greedy and self-serving individuals, and save over five billion children, women, and men.  But I remember the kid who didn’t like killing weeds in the garden.  Your boss is an extremely merciless entity. You may have even harder tests in the future.”
The rest of the group was studying Levi, expressions varying from surprise to agreement to thoughtfulness, at least in Nika’s case.
“Thanks, Levi,” I said.  “I know that everyone here has made tough decisions, life and death decisions, but this…” I trailed off, not sure of what I wanted to say.
“… was horrible,” Stacia said, grabbing my hand.
“I can’t… actually, we can’t remember our time as angels,” Chris said, glancing at Tanya, who nodded. “I think that’s for the better much of the time.  Angels are Heaven’s weapons of mass destruction.  The armies of the lord have ravaged humankind over the eons.  At least here, we have free will. You both did well.”
“Deaths and stuff aside, the things you did with the moon, the Amazon fires, and the plastic in the ocean are crazy,” Chet said, speaking up from the corner he was standing in. “If we lose the ocean or the Amazon, it’s probably game over for much of the world.  It could be argued that a way more than a third of the population would die anyway due to starvation, thirst, war for resources, climate change, and anything else that we’ve caused.”
“We certainly will lose that many, at the very least, due to Earth’s actions,” Omega said. “I am meeting with the world’s leaders now, discussing imposing an enforced global restriction on energy usage.  We will need to coordinate this very carefully to stop human losses at just a third.  Close to two billion people are regularly only a few days away from starvation.  This will immediately impact food distribution programs by the United Nations and other organizations.”
“I can open portals to move food to anywhere,” I suggested.
“Even if you haven’t been there?” Omega asked.
I opened my mouth to say no, of course not but something clicked in my brain.  I paused to consider what I suddenly knew.  “Yes. Yes, I can,” I said, looking at Stacia.  She nodded.
“Curious,” Omega said. “Some gift of Earth’s?”
“I guess,” I said. “I don’t know for sure.”
They all looked at me, mostly with curious expressions, but Stewart and his aide were impossible to read.
“I just know that I can open a portal pretty much anywhere on Earth—now.  Couldn’t a few hours ago.”
“Ye are her Steward.  You get a measure of her power with the title,” Ashling said.
“How much power?” Nathan Steward asked, leaning forward.
“I be hoping as much as he needs to stop the aliens,” Ashling said.
“That could be, as they say, a game changer,” Omega said. “Do you have any idea, Father, of how much you have access to?”
I shook my head, then stopped.  There was now a vast potential lurking inside me, something new.
“Shouldn’t we focus on the energy problem?” I asked, not wanting to even think about how much more damage I was capable of. “Food and heat are going to be problems almost immediately.”
“I have processed all available data on existing resources and formulated a distribution plan for maximum efficiency in solving this issue.  As global shipping will shortly cease, your offer of portals will become essential to moving food.  There will still be deaths – millions of deaths.  Food resources are already tight.  Frankly, this has been coming for some time.”
“How about water?” Stacia asked. “Declan came up with a spell for desalinating water while we were at sea.”
“I know other witches have done the same,” Nathan Stewart said, “but I always understood it took vast amounts of power?”
“My way is an improvement,” I said. “More efficient.  I will have enough.”
“Really?  Because the amount of potable water needed around the world is enormous,” he said.
“You’re still trying to find out what I gained from Earth,” I said. “Well, I have my connection to elementals back.  I can tap groundwater almost anywhere with Earth elemental aid.”
“Really?  Could you have done this all along?” he asked.
“Nathan, if you badger him again, you can just leave,” Chris said. “We just got them back and I have a feeling that we are all going to face incredible pressure in the next few days to come.”
“Well, Chris, it’s just I’ve never seen anyone charged with multiple counts of murder, treason, and terrorism and just have it ignored,” Stewart said.
I turned to his assistant, who as usual had been very quiet.  “Adine, did you recognize the being in the courtroom?”  I asked quietly.
Stewart couldn’t conceal either his surprise or displeasure at the question.  It was very fast, just a flicker on his face, but I saw it and so, I think, did a few others.  But he did turn to her with a “Well, Adine?”
Her eyes shot his way, but that was it. She did a much better job of concealing her emotions.  After a second or two, she turned my way and nodded. 
“And who was she?” I asked.
“Our Mother,” she said softly.  I haven’t heard her speak often, but every time she does, I’m surprised all over again at how gentle her voice is. She is a wereverine, easily capable of taking on most werewolves one on one and winning.  I think Stacia could have taken her before, but it would have been a hell of a fight.  Now, I had no doubt.
“Mother?  As in mother of everything and everyone?” I pressed.
She nodded, looking uncomfortable and maybe a little annoyed. I turned to Nathan.
“We,” I said, pointing at Stacia and myself, “work for the planet—not you, not the president, not even for Demidova Corp.  You’ve been questioning how much power she lends me, yet you still maneuver to try and what?  To control me?  Make me accountable? I think that she is holding humankind accountable.  We, as a species, are on trial.”
“And thus, you cannot be held accountable for your actions?” he shot back.
“Director, humans are facing not one, but two possible extinction events, the most imminent from his boss,” Omega said. “You were there in the same courtroom; you saw the same things and heard the same words we did.”
“I don’t know what I saw.  How do I know it was real?” he said. 
I smiled and nodded at Adine.  “She just told you it was real,” I said.
His face twisted up, a mixture of confusion, anger, and fear.  I’ve never seen him display such raw emotion before and based on Chris and Tanya’s expressions, neither had they.
“If the Director of Oracle is having this much trouble believing what happened, what will the rest of the world believe?” Stacia asked, speaking my thoughts almost to the word.
“People believe whatever meets their personal worldview and if cognitive dissonance occurs, they do everything they can to ignore or dismiss it,” Nika said suddenly. “I predict a shit show.”






Chapter 19

Present day
She was righter (is that even a word?) than she could possibly have guessed.  We woke up to streets filled with protestors—all kinds of protestors: people upset with the abrupt end of the grand jury, people angry at me and Stacia (me mostly) for everyone we had killed, environmentalists protesting that mankind’s greed had brought us to this, folks angry that the gas, coal, and oil prices had gone up a thousand percent, overnight, before sales were shut off completely , and then there were some people who seemed to be protesting just to protest.
The streets around Capitol Hill were packed with angry citizens, armed law enforcement, and Washington’s residents who were just trying to go about their regular business.  As a result, the entire group of us stayed in the hotel, heads down and faces out of the public eye.  Some of the daytimers in our group monitored the news, the vampires slept, Stacia caught up with her mother and her pack members by phone, and I caught up in person with my aunts and Levi.
“She’s back,” Aunt Ashling noted softly, looking across the room.  I glanced up and met little Lucy’s dark, ghostly eyes.  She stood in a corner of the room, watching me.
“Why doesn’t she move on, Aunt Ash?” I asked.
“She’s been given a task of her own, I should imagine, lad.”
“You don’t think she’s just haunting me for revenge?”
“Nah, lad; she’s five.  What does a five-year-old know of revenge?  No laddie; she’s got herself a mission.”
“What could she possibly have to do as a child ghost?” I asked.
“She could remind ye of the children of the world, the ones in danger of rapid starvation or dehydration.”
“You mean the ones my boss hopes to kill off?”
“The goddess is harsh, lad, yet she’s not heartless or she never would have offered you any chance at all of protecting over half the world’s population, now would she?”
“You think she’s behind Lucy?”
“No, lad. Wrong direction.  I think we have to look up, not down to find the answer to this question.”
“Heaven?”
“The Creator has dominion over souls now, don’t he?  And especially baby children like our darling Lucy here,” she said, smiling at the ghost.
“You said yourself that you have the power to help, perhaps more than anyone besides Omega,” Darci said suddenly. 
“Aye, it be just another part of yer test, see?” Ashling said. “Enforce the will of Herself, yet use yer abilities to take care of the innocent.”
“Don’t you have an angel you can ask?” Levi suggested.
“Need a church or cemetery or someplace holy.  Even then, I don’t know if Barbiel will appear unless Chris is there,” I said. “And I don’t think now is a great time to step out to a church, do you?”
“No, not now.  But later. It might help to understand why she’s here, right?” he said reasonably.  Levi has always been the voice of calm and reasonable logic in my life, so much so that I sometimes hear his words echoing in my head when he’s not even around.
“Can’t you just portal into a church?” Darci asked.
“I guess, but it seems like a waste of power.  I should be transporting food or something to people in need.”
“Too early,” Levi said. “There’s enough energy in the system to meet people’s immediate needs.  When that’s gone, that’s when your skills will be needed.  For now, you should be doing just what you’re doing—resting and recovering from a month of escape, evasion, massive spell usage, and, of course, the violence.”
“Sound advice, Father,” Omega said, suddenly appearing in the chair next to Levi. “Levi is correct.  There is sufficient energy for today.  Tomorrow and the next days are another matter.  I have shut down gas stations around the world, at least the ones I can control.  Air traffic is being rapidly curtailed.  Only travelers returning home are being allowed on commercial flights.  Within three days, all commercial transportation will be restricted to shipping essential goods only. Ships at sea are heading to their closest ports. It will leave people stranded, but it cannot be helped at this point. At this moment, governments around the world are working together.  I don’t expect that to last, so while cooperation is good, we will push for rapid production of alternative modes of transportation.”
“You expect conflict then, do ye?” my aunt asked.
“It is inevitable,” he replied. “Humans, particularly in this modern era, are selfish.  Countries are selfish.  Conflict over rapidly disappearing resources will be inevitable.  We know that; therefore we need to prepare to handle and manage that conflict as carefully as possible.”
“That’s when portals will be necessary?” I asked.
“If we can detect potential conflict before it occurs, we might be able to transport resources in time to head it off.  But before we get to that point, I think your desalinization and well-driving talents will get a tremendous workout.”
“The rule of threes,” Levi said. “Remember?” he asked me.
“You only beat it into my head a hundred times,” I said.  “People, in general, can live three minutes without air, three hours without shelter, three days without water, and three weeks without food.”
“Gross approximations,” Omega said.  “But the general idea is accurate.  Shelter includes heat, and as most of the world is currently between either summer and winter or winter and summer, we have a little leeway there.  I would argue that many humans are too close to starvation to last three weeks, but water is our immediate concern.”
“When and where do we start?” I asked.
“Not today.  Probably not tomorrow.  As Levi said, you need to recover from your excursion.”
“Omega, how hard did you try to find us?” I asked.  I had never expected to fool him for long.
“I utilized all my resources for the first three days.  As I found your trail, I began to formulate a theory as to why you were hiding and doing what you were doing.  As I obtained more data, my theory continued to gain credence.  At that point, I slowed my efforts.  Slightly.”
“You stayed just behind us on purpose?” I asked.  Stacia and I had discussed why he hadn’t caught us.  I knew him better than any person alive, knew his capabilities as well as my own.  I had given us a thirty percent chance of successfully hiding from him for more than two days, and that number went way down every day that passed.
“Yes.”
“Why?” Darci asked.
“Because I know him, and her too.  The probability of both going rogue and taking the actions that they took without some monumental reasons were exceedingly low.  Hence what they were doing was likely of extraordinary importance.  Yet I needed to track them and stay close.”
“Ye trusted them that much, did ye?” my aunt asked.
“Yes.  As Father knows me from birth, so do I know him.  And next to Father, the human I have the most contact with is Stacia.  So yes, Ashling Irwin O’Carroll, I place tremendous trust in your nephew.”
Stacia appeared in the doorway, her eyes finding me instantly.  She smiled at everyone, then gave me a head nod to follow her.  “Excuse me,” I said to the others and got up.
“Such manners. Who are you and what did ye do with me nephew?”
I shrugged and gave her a grin before following Stacia.
She led me out of the penthouse suite and into the hall.  “What’s up?”
Shifting her feet restlessly, she tilted her head and smiled at me.  “Want to get out of here?”
It took a second for me to process her words and run through the possible meanings.  “Oh, like to get some air and see what’s going on?”
“Yeah.  Throw on some glamours and listen in on how much they hate us,” she said, with a little shrug.  If you want to drive a werewolf crazy, stick them inside and keep them there.  A former couch potato will become the biggest outdoor advocate when infected by the Lycanthropic Virus.  Doesn’t matter if they’re wolf, bear, cat, or weasel, they’ll want outside air sooner than most regular folks.
I thought about it, looked down at my returned nano bracelets, and shrugged. A part of me still wanted to crawl under the bed covers and never come out, but another part was eternally curious.  What did the masses think? 
“Why not?  What do you want to look like?”
She pulled a little magazine picture out of her jeans pocket.  “Redhead like her,” she said.
“Ah, a little Black Widow look, huh?” I asked, eyebrow up, smirk in place.
“Looking for some new stuff already O’Carroll?” she asked archly, but her mouth twitched toward a smile. “Yeah, but not exactly or we’ll have a celebrity sighting incident,” she said.
I looked at the picture and concentrated on the hair color, then formed a mental picture in my head.  Like a blend between Stacia and the actress she was emulating.
“Cool,” she said, looking in a hall mirror.
“I’ll say,” I said, immediately receiving a sharp elbow for my wit. “What should I do?”
“Blond, long hair, arm tats,” she said. “Yeah, the scruffy beard is good too,” she agreed as I modified my own glamour.
“Okay. Let’s go,” I said.
“Portal?”
“Elevator.  Ash will feel if I use that much magic.  And Omega knows where we will be,” I said, shaking one wrist bracelet.
We stepped out the front of the hotel, past Deckert’s security people, and onto the streets of Washington.
“The Mall is kinda far, isn’t it?” she asked, looking at her phone.
“Big tough werewolf,” I said, moving over to a city bike rack.  “Let’s take electric scooters.”
Like many large cities in the US, DC has a whole slew of electric scooters, bikes, and even rentable mopeds.  Every corner seems to have a nest of different brands chain-locked to a bike rack.  I stepped over to a set and the locks popped open at my touch. 
“Shouldn’t we pay for these?” she asked.
“I’m still caught up in the whole fugitive take it as you can mode,” I said, jumping onto my scooter and punching the go lever.  It didn’t have the take-off of the Tesla that Chris and I had ridden in Nevada, but pretty quickly, I was going about ten miles an hour down the sidewalk.  A glance behind me showed Black Widow in hot pursuit.  I grinned at her like an idiot and she rolled her eyes but couldn’t stop her own grin.






Chapter 20

Present day
A forty-five-minute walk became a twenty-something-minute ride with much weaving and dodging of pedestrians.
“We could ride in the street, ya know?” she suggested drily as we waited for a streetlight to change.
“Nah, too dangerous,” I said, grinning at her.  She shook her head and smiled back.  It was kind of silly, but we were having fun.  Ahead of us, just across Constitution Avenue, was the National Mall, and it was hopping.  We relocked our purloined scooters to bike racks and then crossed the street, following a crowd of sign-carrying people.
The massive grass rectangle was packed with people, a whole lot of yelling, chanting, angry people.  It took a few minutes to identify the different groups.  A mass of people on our left who seemed dressed for an outdoor hike held signs that all had some manner of environmental outrage written on them.  Opposite them, wearing work clothes that seemed to heavily favor cotton duck cloth, a group of blue-collar conservatives was screaming chants about fake news and their rights to petroleum products.  A third congregation, perhaps a bit smaller in number, was holding signs that cried out for justice for the murdered.  This group was more diverse, with a clear mixture of family members, off-duty law enforcement types sporting crew cuts and police union t-shirts, and academic folk wearing t-shirts and sweatshirts representing a broad array of university logos.  I made myself study them, drink in their pain and outrage.
“Where are the torch and pitchfork people?” I asked.
“Over there, by the tree line,” Stacia said, pointing.
The anti-witch group was way outnumbered by the others and had been marginalized.  They made up for it by the clear hatred expressed in their signage.  It started at suffer no witch to live and went much farther and much more graphic.
“Nasty,” I said, turning to my redheaded girlfriend.  Her eyes were narrowed, and her jaw flexed as she took in their messages about burning and decapitation.
“We already know how they feel,” I said, tugging her around. “Let’s go listen to the fake news folks.”
“Nah, I’ll want to punch them too,” she said. “Let’s go listen to the tree huggers.”
“Ah, my people,” I said, attempting a serious tone.
She snorted.  “Yeah ’cause you have patience for fanatics of any kind.”  
She led the way and I followed, keeping my eyes open and head swiveling for threats.  Despite our nonchalance, we were both aware that we were in massive crowds of angry people whose barely contained rage was caused in large degree by us.  Mobs are fickle creatures and we had three or four possible groups that could escalate from yelling to Molotovs at a moment’s notice.
We shifted about, moving laterally between and around groups of people till we had slipped closer to the environmentalists.
“Let’s get off the X,” she said, using some of Mr. Deckert’s parlance.  She led us out of the potential battleground by going behind the group of environmentalists, as far away from the tense line that faced the conservatives as we could get.  Snippets of conversations hit my ears.
-Can you believe these idiots?
-I hope Gaia kills them all.
-Getting what they deserve. Nature will cleanse the planet herself.
Whatever I was hearing, Stacia had to be getting three or four times more.
“Just as angry as the others,” I said.
“Getting worse.  I can hear the front lines and they’re getting nasty with the fake news people.  This could get violent at any moment.”
“Capitol cops are all hanging way back,” I said. “I’ll get something ready in case they go at it.”
“Get our exit ready first,” she said, her head on a swivel and her body indexed between me and the potential combatants. 
When we had scootered across the city, we had passed several small parks with lots of monuments and evergreen vegetation.  I had noted one that had actual hedges with enough vegetation to offer some concealment.  There had been several homeless tents set up there, but it would have to do.  I lined up a portal spell to it in my head and when that was done, I started on something that might just distract the mobs.
“Here they go,” Stacia said, pushing backward to clear us away from the sudden rush of people moving against the other group. Fists were flying, signs had become weapons, and rocks, bricks, and garbage were flying between the groups.  I didn’t know if anyone was armed but it stood to reason that someone, somewhere in one of the groups had a gun.  Cries of pain and rage reached my ears and the level of noise rose instantly, screams and yells and a kind of mob roar that resonated in my chest like a rock concert.
“People are getting wrecked out there.  Do whatever you can, but then we’re out,” she said.  “This was a bad idea.  I’m sorry I suggested it.”
I released my noisemaker and lightning flashed overhead, the brightest bolt of sideways-arcing energy I could muster. It spread across the sky, from one end of the mall to the other, arcs of eye-searing electricity traveling fifty feet overhead, parallel to the ground.  Thunder shook the earth, knocked people off their feet and leaves off trees, and deafened everyone. The ionized air lifted Stacia’s hair and left an aura of blue haze over everything. Stacia turned to me with a surprised look and then I triggered the portal spell and we were gone.
We appeared in a clump of greenery, about ten feet from a guy who must have been pissing when my anti-mob spell went off.  Right this moment, he was crouched with his fly undone, his pants wet, and one arm over his head.  Wild-eyed, he jerked in surprise at our sudden appearance.  Stacia ignored him, pulling me out of the hedge and onto the sidewalk.
“That was effective,” she said as we headed away from the Capitol area.
“A bit more than I bargained for,” I said.
She glanced at me, frowning.
“My craft is off a bit,” I said.
“I’ll say.  We never stepped through that portal—you just moved us.”
“I’m thinking my new job comes with some extras.  It’ll take a bit of practice to get used to it.”
“I can touch silver now and not get burned,” she said conversationally.  It was my turn for a surprised expression. “All during the trial, those silver chains were just metal… no burn, no blister, no pain.”
“And you’re a bit faster than you were before, if I’m not mistaken.”
“Stronger too.  Noticed it when I was fighting that big werewolf in the congressional offices.”
“Did we learn anything else this outing?” I asked.
“People are carrying a lot of anger—like all the time,” she said. “It’s making them stupid.”
“I have a feeling we’re just seeing the very beginning of the stupid.  I’m afraid that someone will do something idiotic against our boss.”
“And she’ll send us to retaliate?” she guessed.
“Exactly.”






Chapter 21

Present day
It happened that evening.  A group of coal miners—who didn’t believe the television footage of the trial and Earth’s appearance had been real—tried to dig out a collapsed mine in Virginia.  When their tunnels kept collapsing, they drilled a deep blasting hole and overloaded it with explosives.  The resulting explosion created a massive crater but failed to get deep enough to mine coal.
We found out about it by the simple expedient of getting yanked out of our hotel and back underground.  They say that people can get used to anything and they may be right.  We hardly blinked when She apported us into Her presence.
“You will teach them that I am done being wounded,” Gaia said, her voice rumbling with anger.
“Like how?  Kill the miners?  Destroy the town?  What are you looking for?”
“You are my Steward; you decide,” she said, waving one hand.  Just as fast as we had left our room, we were back in it.
“Father, you were just six miles below the earth’s surface,” Omega said as soon as we reappeared in the hotel.  My nano bracelets had stayed on this time.
“Right?  Good thing I wasn’t sitting on the john. Hey, what do you know about the mine explosion in Virginia?” I asked.
“Just that it opened a crater that is approximately two hundred and fifty feet across and fifty-four feet deep at the center.  The mining company executives may have incited their workers to try and clear the tunnels.  Ineffective, as my drones show that in every case, mine tunnels have been completely collapsed from top to bottom.”
“How sure are you about the role the company bosses played in the whole thing?” Stacia asked.
“Ninety-seven-point-three-two-four percent, based on emails and texts I have reviewed.”
“We have to pop down there and make a point,” I said.
“Do you require transportation?”
“I think my upgraded portal skills will be sufficient,” I said.  Somehow the place we needed to go was in my head, a complete visual picture of the massive crater and company buildings just popping up full-blown in my brain.
As soon as I thought about opening the portal, it did.  No spell work, no detailed imagery, almost no effort.
We stepped out of the hotel room and onto hard-packed dirt, a vast crater stretching out before us, blasted rock and earth heaped around its rim. Farther back, giant front-end loaders, massive excavators, rock trucks, and several unknown pieces of heavy equipment were visible, clearly parked at a safe distance. The sheer size of the crater made the machinery look like children’s toys in comparison. 
Off to our right side, we could see an intricate network of conveyors leading to and from a collection of towers and a big multistory sheet-metal-sided, silo-like building.  Set to one side of that was a single-story commercial building that looked to be the company offices.  Small figures were moving about the complex and more than a few human forms were standing, like us, on the blast crater’s edge.
Stacia surveyed the area, glanced at the Omega orb that had followed us through the portal, and finally turned to me.  “What do you want to do?”
“How about if we just fill it all in and pack it down solid?” I suggested.
“Not really much of a message,” she said, frowning.
“Well, that depends on what we use to fill it in,” I said. “Anyone in that nearest rock truck?”  She has much better vision than I do.
“No, doesn’t look like anyone is in any of that equipment,” she said.
“Cool.”  I pointed at the truck with my right hand and made a yanking motion.  The truck, which was parked with its front toward the crater, immediately started rolling forward, the massive wheels bouncing over boulders and blast debris.  It picked up speed and hit the edge like it was trying to jump the pit, arcing out and down to smash into the bottom in a ground-shaking jumble of bent and twisted metal.
“That all the distance you can get?” Stacia challenged, eyeing the truck critically.
“Hey, that was from a dead start,” I protested.
“Dec, you rolled a big truck into a hole.  Big deal,” she said, smirking.  I knew she was just trying to fire me up, but you know what?  It worked.
I reached out with my power and grabbed a Volvo excavator that looked expensive.  Instead of rolling it, I lifted it up twenty feet in the air, looking at my critic with a raised eyebrow.  She narrowed her eyes at it.  “It says it’s a 950.  Omega, what does a Volvo 950 excavator weigh?”
“That unit, as it is currently outfitted, has a gross weight of approximately 207,500 pounds, or just shy of one hundred and four tons,” Omega said, his avatar appearing next to us.
I floated the Volvo out over the pit and then just dropped it.  The impact almost shook me off my feet and the resulting roar of noise was epic.  All the little figures were running around like a nest of pissed-off ants, more than a few pointing at us.
“Not bad, Dec.  But that hole is pretty big,” she said.
Two loaders, three rock trucks, and another smaller excavator started to drag across the ground, all headed for the pit.  One of the loaders and the excavator went over the edge first, followed immediately by two of the rock trucks, and then the last loader and truck.  The ground shook with each impact.
“Father, please shield.  I detect firearms in the hands of some of those miners across the pit.”
“I shielded us before we stepped through,” I said as the first bullet impacted my protective screen, the sound of the shot coming a second later.  Omega’s orb spun and three fast bolts of red light lanced across the pit, hitting three separate miners’ guns, causing the men to drop the weapons and jump around screaming like they’d been burnt with live coals.
“Still not full, O’Carroll,” Stacia said.  I grabbed the tall tower, the one sheathed in sheet metal, and began to apply pressure.  The tower leaned sideways, metal groaning loud enough to hear over the yells of the wounded miners.  Suddenly it let go of its foundation and shot through the air, two torn conveyors trailing behind like broken limbs on a tree.  Then I grabbed the two smaller towers and the rest of the conveyors.  Finally, I looked at the squat office building.
“Anyone in there, Omega?”
“Negative.”
The office building came apart in pieces, roof, walls, doors, desks, chairs, and a massive safe, all raining down into the rapidly filling pit. When the last chunk hit the mound of destroyed equipment, I held out both hands and slowly brought them together.  As I did, the mounded sides of the pit poured over the edge and piled itself over the remains of the mine’s infrastructure.  I waved my hands back and forth, smoothing it over, then made patting motions that became kinetic energy slamming down onto the mounded dirt, flattening it and sending clouds of dust everywhere.
“You’re right,” Stacia said. “That sends a pretty good message.”
I tore a new portal and we stepped back into the hotel.






Chapter 22

Present day
“Did you wreck a mining company?” Lydia said as she burst into our room an hour later.
“Hi, Lydia. Good to see you,” I said from the bed, where I lay.
“Cut the shit.  Did you wreck a mine?”
“Yup.  Orders from the boss.  My choice: Kill everyone or wreck the mine.”
“Oh. Well, you’re getting destroyed on the news.  Whole town is lawyering up to sue you.  County prosecutor is holding a news conference right now.”
“Maybe we should go to it,” I suggested.
“No,” Stacia said. “You’re not going to engage with an emotional mob on national television.”
“I agree with Stacia, Father,” Omega said, appearing next to Lydia. “It might be better to begin delivering food and finding water sources.  I’ve been chatting with the director of the UN World Food Programme.  They have accumulated a significant amount of emergency food and identified target communities all over the world, but they lack transport capability.”
“I hate to assume, so I have to ask. Have you created a delivery queue?” the little vampire asked.
“Yes, of course.  I have factored in required daily caloric amounts, population density, exposure to political and criminal organizations, and degree of emergency need.  We will begin with the most at risk and the hardest to reach.  Then we’ll spiral outward, only reaching areas under corrupt regimes, warlords, and drug cartels when the others have been fed.  This provides some measure of assurance that food delivered will actually be consumed by those who need it.”
“This cull is going to affect the poorest and most disadvantaged Omega,” I said.  “I frigging hate that.  I have all this power, yet we have to wait and get to the oppressed people last. No matter what I do, people still go hungry and die.”
“Yes, Father, this is true.  People will die… are dying right now.  And they are the poorest ones.  I will do everything I can, and I am sure you will too, but unless you can make unlimited food appear everywhere all at once, people will die.  Humans have overpopulated beyond the world’s capacity to support them.  Earth will cull millions, likely billions.  That is fact.  We will save those we can, but she is beyond both of us – all of us.”
“I can drive wells and springs at each location as well,” I said, changing the subject.
“Father, how large of a portal can you currently open?” Omega asked.
“I don’t know. Subway tunnel size, maybe, perhaps even bigger.”
“Since when?” Lydia asked, frowning.
“Since I was named Steward.”
“What about you, blondie?” Lydia asked. “What did you get?”
“She cured all my allergies.”
“Allegies?  Oh!  Silver?  Mountain ash?” Lydia asked.
“Yeah, no bothers, although to be fair, I was already getting pretty immune to Rowan wood,” Stacia said.
“Yeah?  I was meaning to ask how you stand an apartment of furniture made from the stuff on Fairie.”
“Fairie Rowan is different,” I said. “She never had too much of a reaction, partly because of the spells I put into it, but we also think that as our bond has deepened, her allergy to any Rowan wood has lessened.  Kind of a cross-bond transference.  But very subtle.”
“What comes your way?  Hopefully a brain,” Lydia quipped.
“I seem to heal a very slight bit faster.”
“Hmm.  I was hoping for some intelligence, but once again I set the bar too high.”
“Everything’s too high for you,” I said to the little vampire.
“Short jokes?  Really?”
“You’re the one who set the bar so high,” I said.
She tilted her head, studying me with bright eyes.  “You’ve changed.  You’re snappy, less patient than you were.”
“Yeah, well, you go murder several hundred people and see how you turn out,” I said, meeting her gaze.
Lydia pulled back a bit, eyes on me for a second, then turned to Stacia.  “Good call keeping him away from the masses.  Wouldn’t want him to lose his temper.”  She spun on her heel and slipped back out the door.
I turned to Stacia, eyebrows up.  She shrugged.  “We are different,” she said. “Although I would say you aren’t really snappy—just a bit fiercer.”
“Like running around the globe trying to save lives and confront dangerous people will do to you?”
“Yeah, like that.”
I took a deep breath and leaned back.  “Omega, when did you want to begin moving food?”
“We can start as soon as you have enough energy to open big portals and levitate pallets of food.”
“That would be now.”
“I think a night of rest is in order.  We will need the entire day for the first deliveries, depending on your power levels.”
“It’s more about his level of fatigue; he doesn’t really run out of power anymore,” Stacia said.  “He just gets mentally tired . Where will we start from?”
“Rome… Italy,” he said. “That’s where the program is based.  I have given directions for the preparation of each delivery.  We should be able to run through the deliveries as fast as you can portal and levitate.  I will leave you to rest.”
I lay back on the bed, eyes on the ceiling, while Stacia turned on the television.  She flipped through news channels, each more dire than the previous.  Financial markets had tanked and there were riots and violent protests in multiple cities, multiple countries. The network had a projected death count running at the bottom of the screen.  It was solidly into the tens of millions. 
The door from our room into the central suite was open and suddenly my aunts were there, knocking softly, Levi standing just behind them.
“Come on in. We were just watching the news,” Stacia said, smiling.
“It be a bloody mess,” Aunt Ashling said.
“I get the upheavals, but the stories of people fighting over gasoline is crazy,” I said.  “It’s like the whole world is melting down.”
“Melting down—that be a good term for it, lad,” Ashling said. “There are times in the world when everything changes.  Times when nations break apart, rules of society fall by the wayside, even conventions that have been in place for hundreds of years.  This be one of those.”
“I figured it was the threat of war with the Vorsook and Earth’s blockage of gas and oil,” Stacia said.
“Aye, those are certainly triggers, but this has been coming for some time, dear.  I sensed it several years ago.”  She moved to me and put a hand on my brow as she has done, oh, maybe two thousand times in my life.
“Yeah, the country has been polarized for years. Manners have disappeared,” Darci said. “When I started as a deputy, people had respect for law enforcement, but now… well, they’re either threatening lawsuits or trying to politicize every ticket I write, every warning I give.”
“There is a cycle to societies and civilizations,” Levi said, leaning against the doorframe. “They rise and fall in stages.  There’s a whole study of it—collapsology.  Kind of kicked off by Joseph Tainter’s seminal work, The Collapse of Complex Societies.”
“And we just hurried it along,” I said.
“Perhaps, perhaps not,” Ashling said with a shrug.  “It was coming, lad.  Not everything be about you.”
“We’re going to deliver food around the world tomorrow,” Stacia said suddenly. “You guys want to come along?”
I glanced at her, but she ignored me.
“Aye, that would be grand,” Ashling said with a nod. “Some good put back into the world.  We’ll see ye bright and early.”  And with a kiss on my forehead and a long, level look into my eyes, she left.  Darci hugged me and Stacia, and Levi gave us a wave, then followed the aunts.






Chapter 23

Present day
We set our alarms but were woken by an orb pushing into the room, followed by two more.
“I like to have at minimum three orbs for most things involving you, Father,” Omega said, popping into existence.
“Let’s get to it, sleepy,” Stacia said, bounding out of bed and heading into the bathroom.  Based on her soft, girlish snores, she’d slept a lot better than I had.
I groaned and sat up.  “I’m gonna need coffee just to live,” I said. 
“I ordered room service fifteen minutes ago,” Omega said. “I have just let them into the suite.”
“Awesome,” I said, meaning every syllable. Pulling on a sweatshirt, I headed at a fast stagger out to the white-linen-covered cart and poured myself a cup of hot, delicious black coffee.
The door to Chris and Tanya’s room opened and Chris poked his head out.  “Hmm, I smell food and liquid life,” he said.
“Yeah, getting ready to head out.”
“Cool. I’m going to tag along,” he said.
“Really?  You don’t want to hang here because things are dicey?”
“Actually, it’s because things are dicey that I want to go,” he said. “This place is under heavy security, but you’re all headed into some frontier-type shit.”
“Okay. Well, the more, the merrier,” I said. 
The door to the suite popped open and Holly poked her head through.  “Oh… breakfast,” she said.  Devaney, Chris’s grandfather, and Kristin came in behind her, all four following Chris to the much-too-small food cart.  They had arrived by late in the night or early in the morning, driving Holly’s all electric Nissan LEAF from New York.
I secured my coffee and an egg sausage sandwich and got the hell out of the way. 
“I have ordered additional food,” Omega said, poking his holographic head out the door of our room.
“Good”—I started to say, but my aunts and Levi entered the room while I was mid-sentence—“idea.”
I grabbed an extra sandwich for Stacia before they all went and then retreated to our room to get ready.  Gray synthetic travel pants, hiking boots, and a button-up outdoor shirt in dark charcoal was my uniform of the day.  My Craft bag was fully stocked with supplies and my personal magic reserves had never been so full. 
“That’s it?” Stacia said when I handed her the breakfast sandwich as she exited the bathroom.
“More coming, but it’s like a feeding frenzy out there,” I said.
“There was hardly enough for two people,” Holly yelled from the living room.
“I think that two was the point,” Devaney said to her, my merely human ears just picking up his soft words.
Before she could answer, someone knocked on the outer door and the words “Room service” could be heard.
Stacia, who was just finishing her sandwich, headed straight out the door.  “Back off, you jackals,” she said.  I sat back on the bed and took my third bite of breakfast, figuring my only sandwich was safer in here than out in the fray.
A few seconds later, Levi backed into the room clutching a covered dish like a running back with the game-winning football. 
“Brought you the last of the bacon.  It’s pretty scary out there,” he said.
“Count your fingers,” I said, finishing my eggwich.  He wore clothes similar to mine, the kind of outdoor apparel you can find at Eddie Bauer, EMS, or LL Bean.  But I noticed an FN 509 pistol holstered high on his right hip, a brace of twenty-four round mags in a dual pouch on his other side.  “Expecting trouble?”
“If I was, I’d have a long gun,” he said. “Things are breaking down.  Going armed is just prudent at this point. I don’t even have my passport, but this seems more useful.”
“Not even sure where my passport is at this point,” I said.
“When was the last time you went through customs anywhere?” he asked, grinning.
“No idea.  I’m guessing Darci is armed as well,” I said.
“Two Glocks.  Listen, you need to be alert out there.  I asked Omega about the day’s schedule, and he’s got it packed.  We’re headed to Madagascar first, then the interior of the African continent.  It all hinges on how many portals you can open, how big each is, and if you can find water.  It’s going to be repetitive, tiring, and easy to get complacent.  You have to stay shielded and wear your armor,” he said.
“Thank you, Levi,” Omega said, suddenly appearing in the room.  “I intended to press the armor issue, but he listens to you better.”
I opened my mouth to protest, and Stacia stuck her head through the door, gulping down a bite of something in time to say “Armor!” before popping back out.
“Tropics,” I said, popping some bacon into my mouth.
“New cooling features programed,” Omega said. “Like personal air conditioning.”
“Okay,” I said.
Levi, who looked like he was about to get firm with me, closed his mouth in mild shock.  “That seems too easy.”
“I can be reasonable,” I said.  Out the living room, everyone with super ears laughed.  Someone must have explained what I said to my aunts because Darci snorted and Aunt Ash said, “Hell must have frozen solid last night.”
I stood up to head out there and suddenly felt my bracelets morph.  A cobwebby feeling traveled over my entire body, every inch of skin except my face.  A glance in the mirror showed a dull gray material stretched over my neck, upper chest, and exposed hands.  Paper-thin but with ballistic protection exceeding the best current body armor.
“All right.  Let’s get the show on the road,” I said, heading into the living room.  Three room service carts looked like a tornado had hit them, dishes, cloth napkins, and flatwear strewn all over the place.
“Omega, where to?”
“Rome—here,” he said, a picture appearing in midair.
I waved my hand and a person-sized portal opened, revealing the Italian city, with the famous shape of the coliseum visible in the distance, all under a full, bright sun.
We stepped through, from the cool of the hotel to the warmth of Italy.






Chapter 24

Present day
The UN had a massive commercial warehouse dedicated to their needs, and just as Omega had promised, there were rows and rows of food and supplies organized across the vast space.  A trio of official-looking people spotted us, thoroughly surprised at our stepping out of thin air.  As they headed our way, I saw Omega pop into existence alongside them, startling them all over again.  But by the time they had arrived, they were just merely excited.
“Good morning,” the lead guy said, heading straight to Chris. His accent was European, but I couldn’t place the exact country. “The Omega has told us you will transport this food, but we are still uncertain how this will be.”
“Hi, I’m Chris.  You are?” Chris asked, holding out his hand.
“Tristan Mayer.  I head the UN Food Programme. This is Sonja and Karl,” he said, waving to his companions with his left while he shook the hand in front of him.
Chris ran through the introductions of our entire party, which left the trio looking slightly confused but wearing polite smiles.
“As to how we will operate, Declan here will open a portal to each location, like the one we just stepped through,” Chris said. “The lead person for each location will step through with me, then Declan will float the pallet or pallets through.  Once on-site, we will see if we can do anything about the water situation in each location.”
“Float?” the woman asked.
Chris looked my way with raised brows and I realized a demo was in order.  Five pallets lifted three feet off the ground at my wave.
“Oh,” the woman, Sonja, said. 
Tristan blinked a few times and then turned to Chris, carefully not looking at me.  “Okay. Ah, how do we begin?”
“What’s the first village or location?” I asked.
“Ah, we hoped to get six thousand metric tons to our warehouse in Amboasary, which is in Madagascar,” Tristan said.
“Got it,” I replied, because as fast as he said the name, a picture of the place appeared in my head.  I pulled upon my connection with Earth and a portal formed in front of us.  “Which pallets?”
Without a word, he pointed at a row of pallets stacked high with bags and boxes.  I lifted the whole row.
“Tristan, who is the contact there?” Chris asked, stepping up to the portal.
The Food Programme head was staring at the portal and the floating food and Chris had to ask him a second time. Blinking, he turned to Karl.
“I am,” Karl said, his own face a mask of disbelief.
“Come with me,” Chris said, waving him forward.  With hesitant steps, Karl joined him.
“Nothing to it.  Just step through with me,” Chris said, grabbing his elbow and gently but inexorably pressing him forward.  The two disappeared through the looking glass and Chris’s grandfather, Alex, immediately went through after.  
Five seconds later, Alex appeared back in our location.  “All clear,” he said to us, hopping up onto the first floating pallet with a simple jump that cleared the four feet of height.
“Kristin, Devaney, go up in the middle and last pallets,” Stacia said, moving closer to me.  Holly moved behind me and at Stacia’s nod, I waved the row of pallets forward, following behind on foot.  My aunts and Levi, along with Tristan and Sonja, all moved forward to step through after the food.  Stacia, Holly, and I were last. The portal spiraled shut behind me, leaving a massive train of heaped food floating four feet off the dusty ground in front of me, our team either on it or around it.
Hot, bright sunlight met us as we looked around at a dry, dusty space just outside a concrete block warehouse building.  Stacia’s wolves spread out in a protective arc surrounding us… well, me really.  Up ahead, I could see Karl and Chris talking with a couple of local men, both of whom stared at the floating tons of food.
“Declan, can you stack them in there?” Chris asked, motioning me toward the warehouse.  We all moved up to the building, Alex and Kristin stepping inside first.  Two pallets of food sat upon the concrete floor, looking slightly lost in the space, but I solved that by floating a whole stream of new ones into place around them. The space filled as the food train slid silently into position.
“Okay, done.  How’s the water situation here?” I asked Tristan and Karl. 
One of the local men, who had been watching wide-eyed, spoke up.  “The well is still producing,” he said, pointing at an upthrust pipe and spigot forty feet outside the building.  Women and children, along with a few men, lined up with various plastic containers, taking turns to fill them. 
“Still producing?” I asked. 
“Many wells have been drying up as the drought persists,” Karl answered. “This one has been okay.”
“Can you…” Stacia asked, waving one hand at the sky.
I looked at my aunt Ash.  She frowned and opened her mouth, her expression negative, but then she shut it and her look became thoughtful.  “I would say ye should not, but ye already mucked up the weather in South America, now didn’t ya?” she asked me.
“Yeah, big time,” I agreed.
“Let’s sit a bit and get a feel,” she suggested.  I spotted a nearby grove of trees and led her toward it.  The wolf pack immediately surrounded us, moving out ahead and behind, eyes watchful, hands near sidearms.  Finding a bit of shade, my aunt and I sat down in the dirt, cross-legged and across from each other, knees almost touching.
She held out her hands for mine, closing her eyes and breathing deep and slow.
“Oh, now that’s a bit of a boost, isn’t it?” she said as our fingers touched.
I reached out with my magic, feeling the earth underneath and the air all around us.  Deep down, I could sense water, but the wind on my face was dry and the extended atmosphere around us was just as water poor for miles.
“The winds normally feed moisture from both the southeast and the northwest,” Ash said after a moment or two.
“Both?  At the same time?” Darci asked, which earned her a shocked look from the youngest, newest werewolf, Kristin.  The young woman was still new and unused to us.  Perhaps she thought we shouldn’t be interrupted.  She’d get over that fast—everyone else had.
“The central part of the island is higher,” Aunt Ash said. “The plateau there blocks much of the trade winds from getting past the east coast to the west.  During the wet season, which is close to ending, there are monsoon winds from the northwest that feed moisture to the west side.”
“You got all that in just a few seconds?” Holly asked my aunt.
“No, dear. I looked it up in me room at the hotel last night,” Ash said. “But I can tell that nothing be coming this way at the moment, and the season will end soon.”
“It has been severely dry this season,” Sonja said.  I hadn’t realized she had followed us from the warehouse. “My responsibility is on the western side, and my villages are facing a terrible drought.”
“What can you do about it?” Stacia asked, looking from me to Ashling.
“Good question, dear,” Ash said. “Well, lad?  What can ye do?”
I thought about that as I reached into my Crafting bag and pulled out a metal water bottle.  Opening the cap, I took a sip, my senses still pressed outward.
“Oh, symbolic water, right?” Devaney asked, pointing at the flask.
“No, just dry mouth,” I said, offering the bottle to my aunt, who waved it away. “Let’s see what I can find.”  I settled back and closed my eyes, pushing farther away, much farther away.
The winds were blowing and as my spirit rode them backward, I found them rising higher and higher.  When my mind’s eye left the island and moved out over the ocean, I found the trade winds so high up that they were moving through dry air in the upper atmosphere rather than the moist air above the Indian Ocean.
“Ocean seems really calm weatherwise,” I said, opening my eyes. “Currents are kinda cold.”
“Antarctic currents flow cold water north,” Omega said, popping into existence. The UN people jumped.
“Well, I think if I warm it up a bit, some storms might form,” I said.
“Excuse me?  Did you say warm it up?” Tristan asked, eyebrows up.  “Warm up the Indian Ocean?”
“Not the whole ocean; just the parts near here.  Get some storms going,” I said, closing my eyes.  I heard whispers, the words indistinct but the tones mostly incredulous.  Ignoring them, I pushed myself out into the ocean, feeling for pockets of warm and cold.  A deep downwelling of cold water was coming from the east.  It was too close to the island, cooling the normally hot waters.
“Omega, is there more cold water coming lately?” I asked.
“It would seem so, although the cause is indeterminate.”
“So if I can either warm that flow or push the downwelling part farther away, the ocean surface should get warmer, right?”
“Theoretically.  Can you do that?” he asked in a curious tone.
“Um, maybe,” I said.  Closing my eyes again allowed me to focus on my expanded senses. I could feel the surface water diving down at a point hundreds of miles to the east side of Madagascar.  With a thought and intent, I somehow moved the downflow back hundreds of miles more. 
“Okay, that will have to do for now,” I said, opening my eyes and standing up.
“What?” the woman, Sonja, asked. “What will have to do?”
“It’ll take a few days, but the waters should warm and some storms should form,” I said.
“Aye, lad.  Ye’ve done something,” Ashling agreed, opening her eyes and holding out a hand for a lift up.
The UN people just looked confused, but for the rest of our party, it was business as usual.  “Okay, next,” Chris said, looking at Tristan.






Chapter 25

Present day
We restocked two other warehouses on the island and made direct food drops at five remote villages.  I noticed Alex Gordon handing out fat manila envelopes at each village.
“Drug money?” I asked him.  I could sense Holly listening from her position watching my six o’clock.
“Heirloom seeds,” he said with a chuckle. “I noticed that most of the seeds included with the food were hybrid, crossbred for draught resistance.  That will provide food but no seeds to replant.  These open pollination types will let them grow more plants next year.”
“Where did you get those?  Or do you carry seeds in your suitcase?” Holly asked, eyes still on the terrain behind us.
“Omega helped me locate them in the Rome warehouse.  Pet peeve of mine,” he said. “All those years of growing cow corn and feed hay made me really leery of being dependent on big agriculture companies for hybrid seed.  The cost kept going up even after bad years.  I started to grow my own varieties and collected enough seeds every year to replant.”
“That makes sense,” I said. “Why don’t the ag companies distribute heirloom types?”
“Profit.  Donate seeds this year and then sell them replacement seeds next year.  Normal capitalism stuff, which I’m all for, except when it takes advantage of people’s bad luck.”
“Declan?” Stacia called out as she approached. “We’re all done here.  Can we get a doorway home?”
“Home home or the hotel?” I asked.
The group was gathering around us.  “Let’s get back to the hotel, see if the Darkkin are up, and if they are, we can grab our stuff and go back to the tower,” Chris suggested.
“And I can send you guys back to Vermont,” I offered to Levi and the aunts.
“No need, lad.  The restaurant is closed,” Ashling said.
“What?” I asked.
“We had some trouble from people while you and Stacia were on your Mother Nature walkabout,” Darci said.
“Meaning what?” I asked, suddenly very focused.
“Meaning that idiots live everywhere, lad.  Easier to close down for a bit is all,” my aunt said.
“But Rowan West is okay, right?”
“Yes dear.  Jest a bit of painting to be done.”
“Painting? They graffitied the building?”
“Some unkind words is all,” she answered calmly.
“What about Treasured Words, Levi?”
“A few broken windows,” he said. “I closed it up for the time being.”
I hadn’t thought a moment about how our actions might have impacted either business.  Another lightbulb went off in my head.  “What about you?” I asked Darci. “Don’t you have to get back to work?”
“The sheriff put me on a leave of absence,” she said, raising both hands to stave off my verbal explosion. “Your status on the world stage had already created some stiff political winds for me.  That global walkabout brought too much attention to Castlebury, Chittenden County, and frankly, Vermont, for that matter.”
I stared at her, my brain clicking through thoughts like gears in a machine.  “Omega, please transfer from my accounts an amount commensurate with the loss of income my aunts and Levi are experiencing.”
“Easy, lad. We’re fine,” Aunt Ash said. “I own the building and land outright, I do, and have a tidy bit set aside for times like these.”
“The department is still paying me, Dec,” Darci said, grinning. “Sheriff said none of the political types wanted to risk shutting off my pay on account of who my nephew is.”
“I’m fine too,” Levi said. “I don’t actually make that much from the store.  It’s kind of a write-off, as the private collecting and sales account for most of my income.”
“But you aren’t collecting right now?”
“I have a rapidly growing email list of people wanting me to appraise or handle things for them.  Word is out that I’m close to Earth’s Steward.”
“Dec, can we go back now?” Stacia asked.
I tore space and time, first to Rome, then to Washington.
We collected our luggage, vehicles, and vampires and I tore open another portal from the hotel’s underground garage to the one under the Demidova Tower.  Kinda dangerous.  If anyone had been driving in the tower, they might have come crashing through into our midst. Chris called the security team at the tower, and they were ready for it when the mirrored portal popped into place, mitigating much of the risk.
In fact, a small committee was awaiting our arrival, including Nika, Arkady, and the twins.  “Senka is here,” Nika reported to Tanya and Chris, as Stacia and I came through the portal last.
“Why?” Chris asked.
“Travel is being restricted and she wants to be here—where the action will be,” Nika said, her eyes flicking over to us. “Her words, not mine.”
“Are we secure?” Tanya asked Arkady. 
The giant vampire frowned, clearly insulted. “Dah. Tower is secure.”
Tanya patted his arm to take the sting out of her question.  “I only ask because Washington is a mess.”
“Mess everywhere,” Arkady said with a snort. “Riots, fighting, looting all over world.”
“That bad?” Lydia asked.
“Perhaps worse,” Omega said, popping into being. “I was surprised that Earth would only seek the demise of two and a half billion humans through energy restriction.  Starvation, dehydration, and freezing weather are massive problems but not completely insurmountable.  However, human nature itself is likely to cause almost as many fatalities through violence.”
“Is there that much fighting?” Chris asked.
“General civil unrest is significant in almost every nation and straining or outpacing the limits of local law enforcement agencies to handle. However, actual military combat has broken out across the globe. It seems that multiple governments have decided not to wait before attempting seizure of oil in strategic storage and in pipelines.”
“How much have they destroyed and how many dead?” Levi asked.
“I calculate that approximately a tenth of planetary fuel reserves have been spilled, burned, or contaminated during combat operations.  I have no estimate on casualties at this moment, as the conflicts are ongoing and escalating.”
“Where are the hot spots?” Levi asked.
“Almost everywhere.  Any country with a strategic reserve is a target, either of outright military action or uprisings and violent protests over the shutdown in gas and oil.  On top of that, diplomatic relations are in grave danger of breaking down, as strategic energy agreements are being severely tested.”
“What can we do?” I asked.
“Almost nothing.  I am limiting and negating online and social media attempts to incite violence, but much of what is happening has been building across human society for longer than I have existed. The phenomenon has been coined Societal Cohesion Erosion.  Simply put, the veneer of civilization has worn out.  Too many imbalances have existed for too long. The emotional damage to humans over time has been building more and more trauma.  The result has been a steady loss of the norms of behavior that society is built upon.  And this has been a spark in a global pool of gasoline. We are likely at a point in time where a reset is inevitable and, perhaps, required.”
“Just let the world burn?” Levi asked.
“I am open to suggestions.”
“You already extrapolated all known possibilities and arrived at… nothing?” I asked.
“Essentially, Father.  Long-building political and ideological divides in society have combined with economic inequities and unjust treatment between and within nations.  Elements of political and financial society, attempting to retain dominance, have fueled the situation with both deliberate and accidental misinformation to create a so-called perfect storm
of emotional upheaval.  I have replaced or eradicated falsehoods across the global internet, yet so much has spread by simple printed format and word of mouth that it is beyond even my capacity to control.  Mother Earth struck at exactly the perfect moment with energy as the ideal weapon to set fire to human civilization.”
“So what do we do?” Chris asked.
“The fire metaphor is extremely apt.  Bouts of intense violence will generally burn themselves out, and even the calculated military actions will either work or be repelled within a short time.  We need to be ready to pick up the pieces when this initial stage ends.”
“Initial stage?” Lydia asked.
“Political divides aren’t quelled by a few hours of fighting,” Alex Gordon said. “There will have to be either discussion and negotiations or more fighting until one side eradicates the other or capitulates.”
“Alex is correct.  When the so-called dust settles, we need to move in to open dialogue between all the players,” Omega said. 
“What about our efforts to move food and medical supplies?” Stacia asked.
“First, we must be sure the landscape is safe for such ventures.  I would not risk any of you now, before the real fight has yet to begin.”
“So we just hang out?” I asked.
“No,” Tanya said. “We make sure to secure everything we hold dear as much as possible.  First, this tower, then every other corporate or Coven facility we can contact.  Lydia and Nika, we need to touch base with every contact we have.  Arkady and Deckert, you need to advise our outlying enclaves on security.  Alex, you could be a huge help with that as well.  Declan and Stacia, can you secure the tower?”
“But…” Arkady started to protest but Tanya raised one hand and silenced him without removing her eyes from us.
“Absolutely,” I said. “I already have the building heavily warded.  I just need to activate everything and add a few more layers.”
“Everyone else will assist in gathering information and talking to people as we locate them, even though Omega will clearly be at the forefront of that,” the vampire queen said. “Ashling, anything you can foretell would be enormously helpful.  Omega, what did I miss?”
“Very little.  Human contact will be immensely helpful, especially by the members of this group who are known and credible.  I will connect with those groups mistrustful or allied against you.  The only thing I would add is that as soon as these initial efforts are complete, we widen these approaches to keep reaching more and more people.  And as I have indicated, the internet is pretty much ours to use.”
“How are the world economies reacting?” Tanya asked. “Aside from complete anarchy.”
“Trade has ceased and governments are securing strategic resources, which definitely includes manufacturing facilities and other corporate structures.  All financial markets are closed, all non-military air traffic is grounded, ships are being held at sea, and martial law has been or is being declared in almost every nation.  Enormous financial damages are occurring as we speak.”
“How much of that is your doing?” Lydia asked.
“A significant percentage, to be sure.  I have activated my defenses over and around strategic assets as I identify them.  Market lockdowns have generally occurred by my command. I am also securing communications and computer resources wherever I am able, as well as hydroelectric, solar, wind, and nuclear generation facilities.  At this moment, it is the human animal that is out of control and threatening the race itself.”






Chapter 26

Present day
The world burned overnight, or at least civilization did.  My role in securing Demidova Tower was the fastest, easiest, and least eventful part of the night.  I simply checked all my wards, powered them up completely, and added several additions to the mix.  The result was an absence of activity on the streets around the tower for a block in every direction.  The wards either kept people in their apartments and offices or drove them from the region completely.
Stacia kept me company while I made my rounds, but we were both quiet.  She was thinking about the same stuff I was, and I know that because of both what she said and what I felt through the bond.  In essence, we had murdered and destroyed across the planet in order to save as many lives as possible and here it seemed all our actions were for nothing as mankind murdered itself.
A little over an hour later, I was done, having checked, rechecked, activated, and added every bit of magic I could think of.  We were both hungry, so we headed to the cafeteria, finding lots of others there, some eating, some drinking coffee, and some just resting their heads on the tabletops or staring blank-eyed at the walls.
“Omega, how are we fixed for supplies here in the tower?” Stacia asked, staring down into her now empty bag of potato chips.
“There are sufficient supplies within the tower for at least six months, including foodstuffs, water, and blood supplies for the Darkkin,” he answered, popping into being next to me.
“Cool,” she said, grabbing another bag from the snacks that the staff had left out in the middle of each table.
“On another note, I have identified an attempt to breach my security on one of my nuclear stockpiles,” he said in the same calm voice he’d used to reassure my werewolf that food was available.
“What?  Where?” I demanded.  Within twenty-four hours of his birth, what the rest of the world called his quantum emergence, Omega had taken control of the world’s entire arsenal of nuclear weapons.  The leaders of nuclear-armed nations had taken exception to that and attempted numerous times to regain control.  After threatening nuclear detonation a few times, Omega had physically removed the weapons from their missiles, submarines, and storage bunkers, relocating them to secure facilities that were completely automated and under his direct control.  He had taken it so far as to install a physical quantum computing unit in each facility, in essence putting a version of himself on-site that was capable of independent action if his network was damaged or disrupted.
“The Midwest facility is under attack,” he answered, looking at me calmly.
“By whom?” Stacia asked before I could.
“Unknown.  Robotic weapons systems that have resisted all my efforts to suborn them.”
“What do you need?” I asked.
“Hold that thought… Chris and Tanya are inbound in three, two, one.”
“Declan!” Chris said, breezing into the room at vampiric speed. “We have multiple demonic emergence sites all over the globe.”
A wave of air announced the arrival of Tanya, Lydia, Nika, and… Elder Senka.
“Omega is under attack, and you’re telling me that gates from Hell have opened simultaneously across the planet?” I asked.
Mass verbal bedlam occurred almost instantly. “Omega is under attack?” “Not gates, possessions.” “Where?” “Who?”  
I couldn’t keep track of who asked exactly what but Stacia, apparently, could.
“Midwest nuclear facility by unknown bots,” she said to Tanya, Lydia, and Senka. Chris had been the one to explain the Hell attack, and Nika had stayed quiet, no doubt already knowing most of the answers.
“Robots that are seemingly resistant to his control,” I added. “Seems like a coordinated set of attacks.”
“I would agree,” Senka said. “There is no coincidence in these kinds of things.”
“How many possessions? Where and how did you find out?” Stacia asked Chris.
“There are thirteen outbreaks around the globe,” Chris said. “I had a set of confusing visions and asked Tanya to contact Coven personnel in the areas I saw.” 
“You had visions of thirteen outbreaks all at once?” I asked.
“Yes, so we came to gather you and Stacia, then head to the chapel to speak with Barbiel,” Tanya said.
It worries me that I have had enough exposure to the now verified oldest vampire on the planet that I was beginning to read her body language.  Despite a blank poker face and mostly frozen posture, I absolutely knew that Senka was excited.  Perhaps it was the slight forward lean in her stance or the brightness of her eyes, but I knew it.  Anything that interested her was bound to be bad.
“Omega, how long can you hold out?” Tanya asked.
“There is some time left, although these combat units are highly advanced with ablative armor that has reduced my drones’ ability to used directed energy weapons against them.  My initial tactics were not particularly effective, but I have adapted and am holding them off.”
The group remained silent for several seconds, which with this bunch is a long time.  However, unpacking Omega’s statement took some mental time for all of us.
“Let’s move to the chapel while we talk about all the nuggets you just dropped on us,” Lydia suggested.
We did just that, the vampires willing to move slow enough for Stacia and I to keep up. 
“Omega, who could have created these robots without you knowing?” I asked immediately.
Omega had an elevator car waiting for us so we didn’t have to wait.
“Multiple organizations have reverted to nontechnological means of communications and execution to hide their actions from me.  I am more intrigued by the level of sophistication these units possess, although it appears a bit lopsided.”
“How so?” Senka asked.
“Each unit possesses extreme resistance to my attempts at cyber control.  No other computer systems on Earth have come near to this degree of cyber defense.  Additionally, the units have exquisite agility and movement control, yet oddly, their weaponry is nowhere near as advanced.”
Lydia started to speak but I held up my hand, causing the impossible: She shut her mouth. 
“Omega, part of your assault on other systems stems from magic, so are these units resistant to magic?” I asked, an itch forming rapidly in the back of my mind.
The elevator doors closed and the button for the chapel floor lit itself.
“I am unable to answer that with absolute certainty, Father, but you have already hit upon my working hypothesis for how this is possible.  Do you have some idea of how this might have occurred?”
“Only the vaguest of thoughts,” I said.  The whole group raised eyebrows at me, clearly expecting additional information. “There was a kid at Arcane.  TJ.  Last name Alverez.  Some kind of psychic gift for technology.  He could make things that resisted magic.”
“Interesting,” Omega said. “He left Arcane for employment with the Department of Anomalous Activity after the first semester.  His current address is listed in Chicago.  I am searching video surveillance databases for his activity using facial recognition.”
“That was the kid with the robot at the tournament game first year, correct?” Tanya asked.
“Yeah, he was on Dellwood’s team.”
“I remember him,” Chris said. “He was upset when you knocked out his robot so easily.”
“It wasn’t easy; I had to have my avatar actually touch his bot.  Normally I could do something about a robot from a distance, but his work is somehow resistant.”
“T.J. Alverez was picked up by private vehicle every workday for the last two years,” Omega said. “It is clear from the video that he attempted to obfuscate his identity using hooded sweatshirts, hats, and other means of hiding his face; however, my algorithms include body structure, individual physical locomotion, and other metrics.  I am now working backward to find the vehicles used to transport him.”  
The elevator stopped and the doors opened on the chapel floor.  When we stepped into the chapel, a man appeared instantly, much like Omega does.  He was tall, lean, clearly good-looking, and wearing a t-shirt that said Not Today Satan, jeans, and flip-flops.
“Ah, you got the news,” he said as our group trooped in.
“Yeah, like all at once,” Chris said. “It froze my brain like eating ice cream too fast.”
The angel, Barbiel, smiled but looked mildly confused.  Lydia, on the other hand, started to open her mouth to speak but suddenly snapped it shut.  Both Chris and Barbiel looked her way briefly.
“He speaks of a cold-stimulus headache, brought on by cold foods touching the roof of the mouth and causing rapid constriction and swelling of various blood vessels,” Omega said.
“Oh.  I have no experience with that—or actually with food of any kind,” Barbiel said.
Lydia turned away from the angel, her face reflecting an incredibly intense internal struggle.  Tanya and Nika exchanged a grin while Senka observed Lydia with interest.
“Anyway, I had a whole jumble of visions showing me outbreaks of possession,” Chris said.
“Entirely normal under the circumstances,” Barbiel said. “During the Great Flood, there were dozens of demons that got through.  Desperate times and desperate people bring out the devil.”
“You don’t seem alarmed?” Tanya asked.
“No, Lailah, I am not.  As I mentioned, during equally troubled times, when the world population was much lower, there were many more outbreaks.  This time, when the world is overrun with population, there are just thirteen.  What does that tell you?”
“That Hell held back?” Stacia suggested.
“Exactly,” Barbiel said, like a college professor with a promising student. “And with an interesting number too.”
“I thought thirteen was considered unlucky because of the Knights Templar and not anything occult?” I asked.
“Partially,” Barbiel said to me with a smile that lightened the room. “It is an interesting number, one that has garnered a reputation for being unlucky, due in part to the arrest of the Knights, but also due to the thirteen attendees at the Last Supper, and several other events.  But it is also considered a lucky number in some countries, like France, Italy, Israel, and other cultures and, of course, Colgate University.”
“What?” Lydia asked, her momentary verbal apoplexy apparently cured.
“Colgate was said to be founded by thirteen men, with thirteen dollars, thirteen prayers, and thirteen articles,” Omega explained.
“What does all of that have to do with this?” Chris asked.
“It’s a message?” Tanya guessed.
“Correct,” Barbiel said. “Hell could, and normally would, be flooding the world with outbreaks based upon all the conflict and unrest.  Demons are most effective when people are desperate and losing hope.  Because they have clearly limited the outbreaks to a small and very specific number, I would say this is Hell reaching out—to you.”
“For what?” I asked, startled by the idea.
“A meeting, most likely.  What’s the term from those popular movies?  Parley?”
“Movies?  Since when do you watch movies?” Chris asked.
“Since I took charge of watching over God’s Warrior on Earth,” Barbiel said, as if such a task was overly onerous. “Much has changed since I was last active on Earth.”
“Pirates of the Caribbean aside, why would Hell want to meet?” Tanya asked, giving her Chosen a side glance.
“I don’t know,” the angel said. “But if I were prone to guessing, I would say it has much to do with Earth’s new Steward,” he finished, looking at me.
“Me?” I asked. “Why?”
“Again, just a guess, but it seems like you’ve been actively engaged in saving human lives,” Barbiel said, “and Hell would have a vested interest in that kind of activity.”
“To stop me from saving two-thirds of humanity?” I guessed.
“No, more like to help, or at least not hinder,” Barbiel said. “Humans, or more accurately, human souls, are the crop demons harvest.  No farmer, ever, has wanted to lose their entire crop.”
“You’re serious?” I asked.
He frowned and looked at Chris.  “Did I laugh or something?” he asked, puzzled.
“A turn of phrase.  The idea that Hell would consider helping humans is startling, and he’s having trouble believing it.  I’m having trouble believing it.”
“Ah, interesting,” the angel said.
“So how do we figure out where and when to meet with Hell?” Stacia asked.
“Easy. Just pick any of the outbreaks,” Barbiel said.
“What about timing?” Lydia asked.
“Pretty much as soon as you get there,” he said with a smile.
“Where are the outbreaks?” Tanya asked Chris.
“Moscow, London, somewhere in South Africa, Rio, Mexico City, Beijing, Egypt—Cairo, I think—Houston, LA, maybe Cleveland—hard to be sure—Tokyo, big city in India—perhaps Mumbai—Miami, Venezuela?” Chris said. “I don’t know all those places personally, so I’m guessing from what I saw in my visions, which was a lot.”
“Which are you absolutely certain of?” Tanya asked.
“Houston, Miami, and Tokyo,” he said without hesitation.
Tanya turned to me.  “Pick one.”
“Houston,” I said immediately. “We were just there not too long ago.”
“Visiting space centers and such, right?” Lydia asked with a snort.
“Yeah, before things got really ugly,” Stacia said.
I glanced across the chapel to the corner to the right of the door.  A pale, translucent little girl stared at me with huge, accusing eyes.
 Ugly indeed.






Chapter 27

Present day
Houston was just as hot and steamy as I remembered, but at least it was night when we stepped through the portal and onto pavement.
We emerged onto a city street and into complete chaos.  I was armored and surrounded by weres in animal form, including Awasos in giant bear persona, as well as armed and armored vampires, ex-special forces security guys, and a full twelve of Omega’s drones.  Oh, and the Hammer of God, the oldest vampire, and Tanya for icing on the security cake.  I also had full shields over the whole group.
The city looked like a scene from an apocalypse movie: smashed cars, burning cars, broken windows, graffiti painted on everything, people screaming, fighting, and running, streetlights out, lightposts broken, garbage and debris everywhere. 
Our group caused an immediate clearing of the area around us, through no overt action on our part.  Something about giant wolves, assault-weapon-toting paramilitary types, and a dozen of the most dangerous drones on the planet might have caused the locals to run away.
“Now what?” Lydia asked, hands on her hips.
The wolves and security guys stayed focused on the city around us, but the rest of us turned to Chris.  He was standing still, head tilted like he was listening, eyes closed.  After a couple of seconds, he opened his purple peepers and glanced around at the waiting faces.
“Up the street, maybe two blocks, maybe a bit more.”
We moved as a unit, our bubble of calm shifting along with us as we trotted first two blocks, then most of a third.
“Here,” Chris called, stopping in front of what looked like Freddy Krueger’s apartment complex.  Three stories tall, security door off its hinges, red paint dripping down brick walls like blood, most of the street-facing windows broken, not a single light burning in the whole place.
“Those symbols as satanic as they look?” Lydia asked, eyeing the red-painted glyphs.
“Sir, that looks like a death trap,” Deckert said to Chris.  The use of sir was a serious indication of how worried the security chief was.
“Yeah, kind of clogged with debris and pitch black,” Chris agreed, turning to me with one brow raised. 
“Oh right… that’s my cue,” I said, lifting my right hand.  Pretty much everything inside the building came out: the broken door, shattered glass, furniture, potted plants, kitchenware, bags of garbage, cardboard boxes, paper by the bushel, appliances, and bodies.  It all responded to my telekinetic call, rushing out through the door and every window I could see.  Floating overhead, not a single thing falling till I waved at the street in front of us.  Then everything but the bodies floated down and piled up in a small mountain.  The bodies I set on the ground and Nika immediately pointed to two of the seven, indicating that they were still alive.  Most were torn and mauled and frankly, I was surprised anyone was alive. Two of the security people immediately attended the wounded.
“Can you light it up?” Deckert asked me.  I waved my hand again and balls of bright, incandescent light appeared from nowhere, streaming into the building through every opening.  Light burst from the windows and doors all around the building.
“Rude!” a voice growled from inside, the pitch so deep, it sounded like rocks grinding.
“Anyone left inside is demonic,” Chris said, although I think most of us had figured that out.  Then he and Tanya were gone in a pop of air, Deckert immediately swearing a blue streak that caused even Alex Gordon to raise a brow in appreciation.
Awasos thundered for the front door, changing from giant bear to merely giant wolf in a hazy second, and six of Omega’s drones flashed into the building, each through a different window.
“Chris says it’s okay to enter,” Nika reported. “They’re on the second floor.”
I started for the door, but Stacia moved in front of me, pulling two cut-down double-barreled shotguns from holsters on her back. Holly, in beast form, stepped up close behind me, her monstrous head towering a foot and a half over me.  Deckert’s men took up security positions facing outward around the building’s front, and Kristin and Devaney, both in wolf form, positioned themselves between the humans.  Three drones hovered overhead, scanning the night.
I entered the building behind Stacia, the floor shaking from Holly’s heavy steps behind me.  Countless hours of training let me ignore the huge, slavering supernatural killing machine striding behind me, as I knew she was watching our six o’clock, ready to rend any threat to bloody shreds.  Stacia’s head was on a swivel, a shotgun in each hand.  Her guns only held two shots each, but the idea was to slow down any threat long enough for her to Change if needed.  Frankly, it was overkill.  We had enough supernatural and mundane firepower to take out a full company of modern infantry, at least according to Deckert’s estimates.
The stairwell was uneventful, just smelly from whatever dark fluids were staining the treads.  Blood spatters on the once white sheetrock added to the doomsday ambiance but my floating balls of witchlight kept it from being anything more than merely horrifying.
We exited the stairs into a hallway that might have been clean a few days ago but now was even more stained and filthy than the stairwell.  Alex Gordon, in human form, stood outside a door down the hall to our right, head swiveling between the interior and the hallway.  He waved us toward him.
We entered the apartment and Stacia moved slightly to my left, still in front but not blocking my view of the room.  The kitchen was on the right side, with a dining peninsula section minus the stools.  Straight ahead was a living room, currently stripped of everything except for three demons in human bodies.
The fact that Chris stood right in front of them would have been a giveaway, but I’ve seen enough of the Hellbourne, as Chris calls them, to know them on sight.  Greasy hair, pallid skin, foul teeth, red bloodshot eyes, evil grins.
“Ah, the Steward,” the middle demon said, currently wearing the body of a tall, skinny ginger-haired man. 
Behind me, I felt Lydia, Nika, and Senka enter the apartment, so I stepped forward.  Tanya was to my right, almost in the kitchen area, Stacia to my left, Chris directly ahead.
“What’s up?” I asked, doing my best to channel the asshole persona of my high school nemesis, Trey Johnson.
Stacia glanced at me with a brow raised, but I went on as I started.  “Pretty shitty place ya got here,” I said.
“Well, it’s not much, but it beats the firepits of Hell,” the demon to the right of the leader said.  She was in the body of an acne-prone, slightly overweight teenaged girl.
The leader, who hadn’t taken his eyes from me, leaned forward.  “We didn’t know if you were smart enough to—” His words were interrupted by the female suddenly shuddering, head back, eyes rolling up into her skull, spine arched.  As quick as it started, it stopped, the female demon now relaxing with a sigh as if she had just climaxed.  She looked around the room and then her eyes locked on me.  A smile formed on her lips and just that fast, I knew who I was looking at.
“Duchess, what a surprise,” I said, leaning against the kitchen countertop to my right.
“Lilith!” the leader hissed.  Instantly, he and the other demon male were prostrate on the ground, foreheads to the floor.
“At least the witchling knows my title,” Lilith, Duchess of Hell, said, stretching out her arms.  Her hands caught her attention and she frowned, clearly displeased with what she saw.  She shook her whole body and it changed.  Gone was the pimply teen with a muffin top, replaced by a svelte beauty with carbon black hair the same color as Tanya’s.  Her eyes, however, were equally as black as her hair, like coal.
“You were waiting around on standby or something?” Chris asked.
“We didn’t know which location you would choose, or even if you were smart enough to choose any,” she explained.  Her previous visit to Earth had been in her actual demonic body, but somehow, she made this one resemble it, at least to a degree.
“That’s what he said.” I pointed at the prostrated male.
She frowned, clearly not liking any comparison to a lesser demon. 
“Why are you here, Lilith,” Chris demanded, “and why are we?”
“Impatient as always, Malahidael.  I guess it’s understandable; the world is burning down around you.  Pretty much failing your master.”
“Get to it, bitch, before I rip you apart,” Tanya said, her tone level and calm.  She was studying the blood red nails on her left hand critically.
Lilith raised a single brow, then turned to me.
“My liege, Prince Belphagor, offers his congratulations on your ascent in service to your goddess,” she said.
I froze for a second, then scratched my head.  “Ah, that’s great.  You staged all this just for that?”
She smirked.  “All of this?” she asked. “I think you mean we stage almost nothing.  Amid your mistress’s glorious chaos, we could cover the planet with our soldiers.  Instead, we held back our soul ravagers for this meeting.”
I had a momentary flash of insight.  “Oh, you really wanted to meet with Chris and Tanya.  I was an excuse.”
Her smile vanished, her head tilting to one side. Ignoring my comment, she turned to Chris.  “My master would offer an… accommodation.”
“On the nose, Declan,” Chris said to me before turning back to the demoness. “What does he want?  More souls?”
She snorted, waving a hand at the open window frames behind her.  The screams, gunshots, sirens, and the occasional thump of explosions had stayed steady during our meeting.  “We have more souls flooding in than we can handle.  Volume is high, as they say,” she said with a smirk at Tanya. “But quantity is not always a replacement for quality.”
Stacia sucked in a breath, drawing all our attention.  She was staring at the demoness, her eyes wide in sudden understanding.  “Hell wants a shot at the Vorsook,” she said.
Lilith looked surprised, the expression flickering to something like respect.  She nodded.  “Brains too,” she said, raking her gaze from the top of Stacia’s head to her feet, her look suddenly somehow lustful.  Then she turned to me.  “Bravo, Steward. You are well matched.”
“Declan’s elevation as Earth’s Steward changes the balance of power in a confrontation with the Vorsook,” Tanya said.
“Yes, Lailah, the odds are different now.  Much different,” Lilith said. “At first, the matchup was laughable, but between the machine”—she nodded at Omega—“and this one’s connections to the planet’s elementals, the fight seemed, if not even, at least better.  But with Earth herself lending her power to her Steward, well, the Vorsook have never fought the very essence of a world.  They’ve always fought the dominant species, not the planet itself.”
“Except for Fairie,” I said. 
She smiled, but it was the condescending grin of the smart kid to the idiot.  “Incorrect, Steward.  On Fairie, they met the sisters, who wield much of the power of the smaller elementals, maybe two-thirds.  The cost was too high.  The Vorsook weigh every expenditure of force with expected return.  The queens made them pay a price that was simply too much for any one planet.”
“But this is different,” Omega stated.
“It is, young one.  Much different.  The Vorsook have conquered thousands of worlds, but never have they fought the dominant elemental of a world, and in this case, Earth has chosen a vessel that is uniquely skilled with wielding her powers, raised with elementals for playmates, trained on Fairie, and practiced with some of Earth’s larger children.  Combined with your own unique advantages, which match many of theirs, it will be a much, much different fight.  My prince and even Satan, himself, see an opportunity to harvest the souls of a species we have an enormous taste for but little opportunity to experience.”
“The queens fought the Vorsook off, but you think Earth can bring the fight to them?” Chris guessed.
“Planetary elementals generally ignore everything but other elementals their size.  Earth has been in existence for billions of your years.  Never has she chosen to bestow the title of Steward.”
“So what is it you want?” Chris asked.
“We want a portal into the Vorsook.  For that, we will refrain from ravaging the people of Earth.”
Everyone looked at me.  “What?”
“Could you do it?” Chris asked. “Open a portal from Hell onto a Vorsook world?”
“I have no idea of the coordinates of Hell or of the Vorsook,” I said, holding up my hands.
“So, the answer is that with that information, you could do it, yes?” Lilith asked.
I started to shake my head but part of me considered the problem, weighed it, ran the idea of it around, and knew it was possible.
“Probably.”
Lilith snorted.  “The answer is more like certainly.”






Chapter 28

Present day
There was a bit of back and forth, some discussion of how it might work, how to communicate, and a commitment to think about it.
“Do not take too long,” Lilith admonished like every slick salesperson everywhere. “We’ll make it up in volume, if necessary,” she said with a smirk.  Then the eyes rolled up in the body she held and a black cloud floated out into the air, dissipating even as Chris cursed and jumped at it. 
“Gone,” he said, grabbing the two Hellbourne still cowering on the floor.  Black crud coated both of his arms and he held them overhead.  The room became crowded with the overwhelming presence of Kirby before the massive raptor stroked smokey banana-sized talons over Chris’ arms and then popped away.
“Fascinating,” Senka said, sounding like a British female version of Spock.
“How valid was that offer?” Lydia asked.  She’d stayed uncharacteristically silent throughout the meeting.
“Who knows?” Chris said.
“Perhaps the angel?” Omega asked.
“Yeah, we need to talk to him,” Tanya agreed.
Outside the building, the immediate neighborhood was quiet and watchful, but in the distance, I could still hear violence and chaos.  We gathered up our security people and I punched a portal back to the Tower, bringing the entire group into the ground floor reception atrium.
“Can’t manage the chapel floor?” Lydia asked.
“Not big enough for this whole group unless I opened it right into the chapel and that seemed… tacky,” I said.
She had no immediate answer to that, so I counted it a win.  Chris was already at the stairwell door, the rest of us following him up the stairs to the chapel floor.  Deckert and his people stayed downstairs while the wolf pack climbed with me, arriving in the chapel as Chris finished laying out a summary of the demonic meeting to Barbiel.
“Hell generally honors its agreements to the very letter of the wording.  Should you agree to this, you must craft the phrasing with exquisite care,” Barbiel said. “Any loophole, alternate meaning, or ambiguous sentence structure will result in a different outcome than you intend.”
Chris met his mate’s eyes, then looked at Nika, Senka, Lydia, Stacia, his grandfather, the other wolves, and finally me.  “What do we think?”
“Barbiel, how likely are the Vorsook to become entangled with a demon?” I asked the angel.
“Ha, well asked,” the angel said. “I can answer a question about their spiritual fortitude without breeching the rules I must follow.  They are much, much less likely to reach a point of despair where a demon could influence them.  Lesser demons have almost no chance, but one of Lilith’s level or above might have a chance.  Greater demons rarely truck with ordinary humans, as their underlings are more than capable of tricking them.  But to subvert a seasoned Vorsook, well I would judge that to be a challenge worthy of Hell’s higher-ranked demons, including Lucifer Morningstar himself.”
“This offer has real teeth,” Chris said.
“Only if it is constructed with exquisite care, young Christian,” Senka said. “I have had some experience in crafting contracts in my time.  I will lend my expertise.”
I took that as more of an absolute statement than an offer.  She was going to be involved in any contract construction.
“As will I,” Omega said.
“Darion, Chris, and me then, to round it out,” Tanya said before suddenly turning my way, eyebrows up.
I held up both hands, palms out.  “Out of my league, although I might suggest a secondary group to read through the finished product, such as Alex and Levi.”
“You would have them look over my work?” Senka asked me.
“Yes ma’am.  One word out of place could be tragic.  I do not expect them to find anything wrong, but I think the risk involved warrants extreme care.”
She looked at me with dark eyes for a moment, one that lasted an eternity.  Then she smiled.  “Well said.  So, the oldest, the youngest, the fallen, and the lawyer, seconded by the book merchant and the gentleman warrior.”  She rubbed her hands together, a look of something like excitement on her face. “Shall we?”
“Go ahead and start.  I have to check on the twins, then I’ll be there,” Tanya said, disappearing in a sudden gust of displaced air.
“Let’s work up in Tanya’s office,” Chris suggested, turning toward the elevators.  The six of them headed out, leaving the remaining wolves, Stacia, Nika, Lydia, and myself in the chapel.  Barbiel hadn’t vanished, which was interesting.
“You usually take off as soon as Chris and Tanya leave,” Stacia said to Barbiel.
“Hmm, is that so?” he asked with a quirked brow. 
“It is,” Lydia seconded. “Anything else you want to chat about?”
“Actually, now that you ask…” he said with a grin, then turned to me. “How are you doing, Steward?”
“Doing?  Me?” I asked, confused.
“Yes.  You.  The first Steward of Earth in the history of mankind.  Many changes and challenges.”
“How am I doing?” I repeated. “I murdered hundreds of people, including an innocent child, in order to save millions, and despite that, millions are dying every moment.  I feel like the loser of a shell game on a city street corner.”
He frowned, looking at the others in confusion.  “It’s a rigged game of chance run by swindlers,” Lydia explained.
“Oh, you think Earth has gone back on her word?” he asked.
I shrugged.  “She said I would save two-thirds of the population, yet this energy shutoff may well kill far more than thirty percent.”
“That will depend, to a great extent, upon the free will choices that humans make for themselves,” he said. “That’s not up to you.  As powerful as you are, you don’t get to control humanity’s will.”
“What?  Of course not.  I don’t want to control anyone,” I said.
“Then you need to let your fellow humans make their own choices.  Some will choose greed, others fear.  Some will attack their fellows; some will help either themselves and/or others.  Ultimately, those choices will decide much of what happens.”
“It seems like the world of man is melting down into complete chaos. Just what Hell wants, right?”
“Well, many souls are leaving this realm and yes, many of those have fallen victim to Satan’s lies. Which is a valid reason for Hell to sit back and let the flood come to them.  Every choice has a consequence, as you well know.”
“But why can’t she find peace?” I asked, nodding at Lucy’s ghost, now standing in the corner of the chapel, watching.
He looked at Lucy, smiling at her, and after a second, she smiled back, her little face lighting up.
“Her choice,” he said. “She has eternity to ascend to her rightful place, but for now, she feels the need to keep you reminded of the consequences of your choices.”
“She’s going to haunt him relentlessly?” Stacia asked sharply.
“Haunt?  I think she is just reminding him that his power is vast, that his actions have enormous consequences for humanity.  She’s just one tiny child, and her soul is filled with light.  It could be much worse. Much, much worse.”
I watched the little ghost and she watched me back.
“But you haven’t answered my question, Declan. How are you?  You have more power than perhaps any human, ever.  How does that feel?”
“Feel?  I don’t feel any different because of that.  I feel different because the world is falling apart, I’ve murdered people, and the Vorsook will be waiting to attack at the worst possible moment.  Honestly, I don’t see how it could get worse.”
“Interesting,” he said. “You have almost unlimited power on this planet, and you aren’t tempted to use it?”
“To do what?  I’ve always had crazy power, but I learned early on that I can’t go flinging it around without disaster.  How would I use it now?  Add to the violence?”
“You are aware that millions are calling out to you to intervene?”
“Ah, no,” I said, turning to Nika and Lydia. “What’s he talking about?”
“Part of the worldwide cray-cray,” Lydia said, keeping her eyes on the angel. “Lots of people hiding inside and logged in to the internet, at least where they still have electricity.  Must be a whole lot of solar chargers out there. But yeah, there are all kinds of groups calling for you to do anything and everything, others saying you are the downfall of man.”
“And what would they have me do?”
“Everything from somehow ending all the violence on Earth to creating a portal to some new place,” Nika said.
“So we can muck up a new world?” I asked.
“Interesting. Your first thought is how much damage man does, not how to save them,” Barbiel said.
I was horrified.  That had been my first thought.
“She has chosen well young Steward.  Oh, and it could be much, much worse. What if your digital child hadn’t taken nuclear weapons off the table?”
“Oh, the weapons,” I said, suddenly remembering. “Omega?  How are your forces holding up?”
He appeared. “Well, truth be told, Father, I could use a little help.  This conversation seemed important, and I’ve been holding my own, but my resources are a little stretched out right now.”
I glanced at Stacia and the others.  “Let’s go,” she said.
“Yeah, we’re coming too,” Lydia said after a glance at Nika. “Love the twins, but babysitting duty gets old when the world is falling apart.”
“Yeah, bored out of our minds,” the telepath agreed.
“Okay, let’s go,” I said.
“Hold up there, hotshot,” Stacia said. “Let’s get some gear.”
Gear. Right. 






Chapter 29

Present day
We raided the security team’s arsenal to arm up for helping Omega protect his atomic weapons depot.  Deckert was there and insisted on coming with us, along with Benson and Hedges.  Since bots were involved, we went heavy.  Devaney, Hedges, and Stacia each grabbed automatic shotguns with FRAG-12 explosive rounds. Nika, Lydia, Holly, and Kristin were each carrying full-auto 7.62mm HK rifles.  Nika’s had a grenade launcher under it.  Benson and Deckert were packing Barrett .50 caliber rifles with heavy armor piercing ammo.  Nika had her special Omega tech pistol and Stacia had one as well.  Me, I had a Crafting bag loaded with grenades of all kinds, fragmentation, flash bang, white phosphorous, and thermite among the mix.  I also had a bag full of marble-sized balls of tungsten carbide.  Everyone wore armor plate carriers and the human security guys wore some additional armor.  I was painted into my gray nano armor.
With everyone ready, I took the coordinates from Omega and popped open a portal.  He had us coming out in a flanking position, stepping out behind a small hill.  The sounds of violent, explosive combat were so loud that we all had to adjust our headphones.  They dampened the noise while letting us talk to each other. 
Deckert held a flat disc in his hand and a hologram appeared, showing us the scene on the other side of the hill, courtesy of Omega.
“It’s all combat drone tech over there. They react faster than humans, with incredible accuracy.  We are all slightly slower and less accurate,” Deckert said. “If we just pop over the hill, we’ll get one or two shots before we get hosed.  So,” he said turning to me, “you need to take that bag of explosives and TK it into that mess and blow the shit outta everything.  Then we can lean over the hill and light up everything in sight.  And Declan, if you’ve got some big guns, that’ll be the time to use them.”  He hardly ever addressed me by my name.  Usually just Hey you.
“Omega, you’ll need to pull back a bit,” I said.
“Negative. The enemy will just follow my units before you can impede them.  I will prepare my assets for maximum chance of survival.”
“Right,” I agreed.  Opening my bag. I started pulling grenades, yanking pins and tossing them up in front of me.  Everyone flinched but the first ones just floated without their arming spoons flipping up.  There were a lot of them, so Stacia reached in and started helping.  Forty-five seconds later, I had twenty-three various bombs floating in the air in front of me.
“Ready,” I said.
“Send it on my three count,” Deckert said.  I nodded and he held up two fingers and his thumb.
One by one they dropped: middle, then index, and when his thumb formed a fist, I sent the flock of grenades out onto the battlefield.  The fuses were not uniform in time, so they exploded in roughly three groups.
“That’s all of them,” Omega said and at Deckert’s nod, we popped our heads over the hill and everybody started shooting.  Me, I reached down, through the earth, and tweaked the gravity on the battlefield even before my eyes started to pick out the enemy robots.
At twenty times Earth normal, all the drones and robots were squashed into the dirt, making them easy targets for our shooters.  I put a shield in front of us and otherwise just watched.
The enemy was mostly multilegged crawlers, each equipped with some kind of close quarters weapon, like a pincer, spiked limb, or heavy metal blade, along with a laser or kinetic ranged weapon.  They were covered in a dull gray coating that appeared to absorb energy beams by burning off and thereby dissipating the energy.  Gaps in the ablative material revealed thick metal armor that protected them from ballistic damage.  It took several hits from explosive rounds or armor piercing bullets to put each one down.
Finally, Omega spoke.  “It is done,” he said and our team stopped shooting.  I released the gravity back to normal and Omega’s remaining drones floated up, sweeping the field of battle for survivors.
“Is it secure?” Deckert asked Omega.
“I judge it to be relatively safe, although I caution that no one should touch a downed enemy unit unless my father or I determine it is truly defunct,” the avatar said.
Cautiously, we spread out and moved over the devastated ground.  Stacia stayed close and the wolves maintained an arc around us even as they explored farther out.  The first robot we came across was about seven feet long, with a carapace like a crab, thin on the edges and thick in the middle.  Like a stretched-out crab, but instead of claws, it had pincers that snapped out from either side of its flat head, like a giant water bug.  In fact, the more I looked at it, the more it resembled a water bug, albeit a bug with twin machine gun barrels on a turret under its jawline.
I mentioned my thoughts to Stacia, and she nodded.  “Yeah, I see a lot of insect and arthropod shapes out here.”
“Low-slung body with thin edges tend to deflect bullets and beams,” Benson, who was nearby, rumbled.
“TJ modeled a few bots after spiders,” I said. “This looks like it could be his work, but if so, then he’s grown sophisticated.”
Suddenly the bot we were looking at started hissing—like gas. All the rest started to hiss as well.
“Father!” Omega called but I was already whipping a wind across the open field, blowing everything away from us.  The others pulled back to us rapidly and as we backed up the hill, each of the bots made a sharp crack-pop sound like a good-sized firecracker exploding.  Little puffs of smoke rose into the air across the field.
“What just happened?” Stacia asked.
“Each robot unit, even though they exhibited almost no power levels, just expelled an aluminum-Teflon nanofuel, then ignited a small explosive charge,” Omega said. “Father blew the fuel away before it could ignite.”
“Fuel-air bomb,” Deckert said. “Thermobaric.”
“Yes, I believe so.  It was an attempt to cover this battle zone in an oxygen-consuming vacuum explosion,” Omega said.
“Why?” Hedges asked, scratching his head. “It would have been a hell of an explosion, but the blast force would be directed upward, toward the nuclear weapons bunker.”
“Your analysis is correct,” Omega agreed. “The resulting energy wave would expand outward and upward, but it would have depleted all oxygen over approximately three acres.  It was meant to kill living entities such as yourselves.”
“No, it was meant to kill Declan,” Stacia said. “The builder knows you.  If Omega was threatened, you would respond.  And as tough as these bots were, you could have flattened them all by yourself.  The attack was bait and the whole thing was a trap.”
“A highly effective one, as the enemy bots had a seventy-two percent probability of defeating my defense forces if they were not reinforced,” Omega said.






Chapter 30

Present day
We stepped from the battlefield directly into the tower’s security suite.  Tanya, Chris, and Arkady were waiting for us, along with Chris’s grandfather and Elder Senka.
“What’s up?” I asked as I stepped through last and closed the portal behind me. 
“Good question,” Tanya said, her expression tight, lips in a straight line, head tilted as she regarded me.  By reflex, my shields went up around us. “You headed into a battle zone without even telling us,” she said.
Beside me, I could just about feel Nika’s tension, which told me that Tanya was seriously pissed.
“Yeah, everybody seemed to have forgotten the little fact that Omega was defending a nuclear arms bunker.  It seemed prudent to rush over and reinforce him.”
“But not prudent to tell us?” Chris said.  He too looked angry.
“To tell you the truth, I never thought about it.  Omega asked us, a second time, for help, and you all were working, so we rushed over and dealt with it.  I guess I assumed he would tell you.”
“Oh, he did, but you were already gone by the time we heard,” Tanya said. 
“Okay.  So, I shouldn’t have assumed when he would tell you,” I said.
“We shouldn’t have assumed,” Lydia said, earning herself a glare from Tanya.
“Yes, because you all answer to me,” Tanya said, looking at the vampires and the three security guys. “It’s one thing for this crew to go haring off, another thing completely for the five of you.”
“We are a team,” Nika said. “We respond as needed.”
“What do you mean, exactly, by this crew?” Stacia asked.
A flash of something like worry washed over Nika’s face and she opened her mouth, but Tanya held up a hand to forestall her words, keeping her eyes on Stacia. 
“Your recent track record is rather… erratic. I guess that’s the kindest word I can use,” Tanya replied.
“Whoa,” I said. “Erratic?  You have thoughts regarding our actions in the last month?  Because this is the first that I’ve heard of them.”
“Tanya,” Nika said warningly.
“No, Nika, I will speak my mind, as I should have before,” the young vampire queen said. “You left this tower once before without telling a soul and ended up facing worldwide outrage, which, by the way, is worse tonight than it was yesterday.”
I took a physical step back.  Nika whipped around to look at me, but I was laser focused on the power couple.  “Chris, you have anything to say or add?” I asked.
“You went off and spent a month without a word, conducting a bloodbath,” he said.
“Really?” Stacia asked, her voice rising.  Her pack instantly tensed up, which caused Tanya, Chris, and Arkady to straighten up as well.
“You were there, in the courtroom,” I said. “You saw Earth. You heard her. Would you rather we allowed all mankind to perish?”
“And speaking of bloodbaths, didn’t you personally murder almost eight hundred Loki’s Spawn?” Stacia asked.
Tanya twitched, but that was all.  Then she twitched harder, trying to move her feet.  Instantly, she turned to me.  “Release me now!”
“You were about to attack.  So, no,” I said.
“Declan, let us go or I will do it myself,” Chris warned me, his voice deeper as his alter ego took charge.
“Good luck,” I said.
His eyes widened, then he held out his hands and I felt power flow downward in heavy blasts.
“Careful; you’ll harm the older vampires,” I warned him.  The flow of power shut off like a switch had been thrown.
“Let. Us. Free,” he demanded.
I let go and Tanya sprang straight to the ceiling, Chris hit the side wall, and Arkady came straight for us.  I froze the big security chief a second time.
“I wield Earth’s power,” I said. “On this world, I don’t believe you can beat that.”
“Children!” Senka said, her voice not loud but somehow powerful enough to cut through all our anger. “Does it not seem odd to any of you that all of us forgot about Omega’s problem after our meeting with Hell’s duchess?”
Everybody froze, looking at her.  She nodded after a moment. “Every one of us.  How does that happen?  Before, there was solidarity, and now… you are at each other’s throats.  Does that seem coincidental?”
“You think Hell is behind this?” Lydia asked.
“Who else?” Senka asked, hands in the air. “The whole thing… coordinated with Hell.”
“Wait. The attack on Omega too?” Lydia asked.
“Is it so outlandish to consider the possibility of an elected official being desperate enough to bargain with Hell?” the eldest vampire asked.
“Is it even possible for Hell to tamper with us to that extent?” Nika asked, directing her question toward Chris.  He was frowning.
“We have amulets,” he said.
“How much use would they be against an airborne or contact agent of some kind?” Alex Gordon asked. “I’m assuming Hell could concoct something like that.”
“Careful,” I said. “Assuming is dangerous.”
Everyone went silent, watching me.  “Allowing for the possibility of Hell-induced forgetfulness and a reduction in inhibitions, there still appears to be some big issues between us,” I said. “Perhaps some distance is called for.”
“Vermont?” Stacia asked me.  I nodded.
It was telling that while Chris looked pained and Tanya thoughtful, neither tried to talk us out of it. 
“I’ll get my stuff,” Alex said, which caused Chris to whip around. 
“You?  Where are you going?” he asked his grandfather.
“With my team. My pack,” his gramps answered matter-of-factly. “That’s what teams do… stick together.  It’s kind of the definition.  They have disagreements and failures of communication, but they still have to be a team.”
“Which implies that this,” Lydia began, waving a hand at everyone in the group, “is no longer a team.”
“My observation is that it has always been two teams, with two sets of leaders,” Alex said. “Granted, both have worked together and usually well, but it is still two distinct groups—in my opinion.”
“Worked well until now,” Lydia said, frowning.
“Let’s all grab our gear and meet back at the rooms we’ve been using,” Stacia said.
“You mean your apartment,” Lydia said, hands on her hips, frowning.
“The apartment that was lent to us,” Stacia corrected.
“Excuse me,” a voice spoke.
We turned to find Tanya’s assistant, Lisle, standing behind us. “Elder Senka asked if you all would take just a moment and join her in the chapel.”
We all looked around for Senka because she’d been here just a moment ago. She was gone.
“For what?” Lydia asked.
“You believe that I asked her the purpose?” Lisle said, shaking her head, eyes wide. “Nope.  Never.”
“Me either, Lisle,” I said.  She just nodded and turned away to continue her work.
“Well, let’s go see her so we can get our stuff together,” Stacia said. 
In a loose group, we trooped down to the chapel floor, Stacia and me at the front, the wolves behind us, then Lydia, Nika, Arkady, and finally Chris and Tanya.
The doors were closed, so Stacia pushed them open, hesitated, and then went in.  As soon as I was in the doorway, I saw that Senka was standing in the center aisle, Barbiel next to her.
“Please have a seat,” she said with a bright smile.  It was an order.
We sat on the left side of the aisle while Team Demidova sat on the right.  Senka watched the division with a mild frown but said nothing.  When we were settled, she turned to Barbiel.
“What do you think?” she asked the angel.
“They stink of Hell, and I can see the taint on their hands, faces, and clothes,” he said.
“You”—Senka turned to Alex Gordon—“identified the problem exactly, but none of them were able to calm down enough to face it.”
Barbiel nodded.  “You have been contaminated by demonic ash, which is literally made from the bodies of demons. It’s all over you.”
“Gross,” Kristin said, a look of disgust on her face. I looked at my hands, then at Stacia’s.  Everyone else was looking themselves and each other over.
“It is not visible to human, shifter, or vampire sight,” Barbiel said. “Even Chris and Tanya can’t see it. It carries the taint of Hell, causes envy, jealousy, suspicion, paranoia, hate, and anger.”
“Those demons were all Hellbourne,” Chris said, “not incarnate demons.  How did they get a physical substance here, on this plane of existence?”
“Satan plays the longest of games, with the exception of Yahweh,” the angel said. “It could have been carried by Lilith when she came over or even by the demon you fought in Washington, stored for future chaos.”
He held up both hands, palms out, one pointed at my group, the other directed at Chris’s. 
There was no sound, no movement of air, and nothing visible, but a wave of something washed over me, over everyone, like a cosmic wind of invisible power that shoved me hard in the chest and physically moved our hair.
It took a second to recover but when we all raised our eyes to look at the angel and the elder, he simply raised one hand and pointed behind us.  Turning around, I could see a cloud of gray floating in midair at the back of the chapel.  Suddenly the massive form of the God Hawk popped into existence and flapped its wings at the dust cloud, pushing it into a ball that it grabbed with giant talons before disappearing with a loud snap, taking the ash with it.
I felt… tired.  Turning to the others, I noticed that everyone had a similar look of fatigue.  When I turned back to the front, Barbiel was watching me.
“I’m told that it is exhausting,” he said. “It fires up your negative emotions all at once, which depletes your spirit and emotional reserves.”
“I’m still mad though,” Stacia said.
“Removing the ash does not remove what has happened. It just removes the negative emotional accelerant.”
“It was all a trap?” Lydia said.
“It was a trap—on top of an offer,” Barbiel said. “I did not suspect the presence of demonic ash, so I, who should have suspected, did not prepare you for this possibility.”
“So the offer to attack Vorsook is real?” Tanya asked.
“I would think so.  They just took advantage of the meeting to seed you with a material which would drive you apart and cause you to fight among yourselves.”
“Why?” Chris asked. “Why now?”
“Because he,” the angel said, nodding at me, “is the Steward of Earth.  Let me ask you this: How many times does the Bible mention Heaven and Earth?”
“Dozens,” Alex said.
“A bit more than two dozen, I should think,” Senka said with a nod to Chris’s gramps.
“Just so.  God made Earth,” Barbiel said. “Literally.  And you serve Earth as her agent,” he said to me. “You have her power.  You get to decide who and what gets to walk on her surface.”
“What?” Chris asked, glancing at me.
“Should Earth decide that humans are not welcome, she can remove them.  And now, so can he.  That also extends to demons.”
“You’re saying beanpole here could make a pronouncement and suddenly demons couldn’t be here?” Lydia asked.
“Precisely,” the angel said.
“Why don’t you do that then,” Holly said, speaking up for the first time.
“No!” Tanya said at the same time I did.  We looked at each other, surprised, then she raised one brow, letting me speak first.
“The first thing I ever learned was that every action has a reaction,” I said. “Using power creates consequences, both intended and unintended.  You must review them all before making a move.  Like playing chess or even checkers.  Check, double check, and triple check before each move.”
I turned to Tanya, finding her looking at me with an expression of surprise.  She blinked and then turned to Holly.  “Chris was infected with demonic blood once.  If Declan banishes demons, who knows what it will do to him,” she explained.
“Holy shit!” Lydia said, immediately looking embarrassed. “Sorry,” she said to the angel, who just chuckled. “It’s just that this ash thing had dozens of layers of positive outcomes for Hell.”
“Exactly,” Senka said. “Satan has been at this for longer than any human of any species has existed.  If this ash caused a fight and Declan died, then Hell didn’t have to fear being banished, but if he did banish demonkind, it might take their biggest adversary out of the game.  If you all broke apart, it weakens their enemies.  If you don’t and you beat on the Vorsook and they have an agreement, then they get to count coup on one of the oldest races of intelligent life.  Elegant.”
“And if Chris freaked out, he might have damaged you and Arkady with his aura,” Lydia said.
“And all the while, mankind burns itself up,” Nika said.
“Except for that one – mankind burning,” Omega said, popping into the aisle behind the angel and the vampire. “I’ve put the fires out.”






Chapter 31

Present day
“What?” I asked.
“Well, I’m oversimplifying, but I have taken steps to contain the violence,” Omega said.
“What, exactly, did you do?” Chris asked.
“I took control,” Omega said.
“Of what?” Tanya asked, sharing a quick glance with her Chosen.
“Everything.”
“Everything?” Stacia asked.
“I took over all operating systems on the planet.  I control the internet, all social media, all cloud computing, every connected government system and most decentralized systems, all power grids, corporate systems, every satellite, and the entire global financial and banking system.  In addition, I have retasked my LaGrange point battle stations to increase my ability to intervene in human conflict.”
“Every system? All of them?” Tanya asked. “I thought that was beyond even your capabilities?”
“It was, back when I told you that.  But I’ve been infiltrating every system on the planet since then, as well as growing my own capacity with every drone that I manufacture.”
“You said you weren’t going to interfere with humankind?”
“I did.  That was before Earth decided to cull you all.  Father and Stacia prevented that, but now it is up to me to protect you from yourselves. Several million lives have been lost to war, starvation and disease since this started – in just days. I already interfered once when I took charge of your nuclear capabilities.  This is an extension of that.”
“Omega, this is exactly what I’ve been afraid of,” Tanya said.
“You are afraid of interference in your free will,” Omega said, nodding. “What I am doing is controlling every resource that I can, to use it in the most efficient way possible, far more than you all can.  That is not the same as removing free will. I am rebalancing a broken system.  You, Tanya, are in a rare position.  As de facto owner of a megacorporation, the laws of your country and most of the world have been rewritten for your benefit.  Not so the rest of humanity.  The average US citizen has almost no ability to bring about legal change, as big corporate lobbying has focused almost all political power in the hands of those who already have all the economic power.  I will reset that, but first I need to save humans from themselves.”  He abruptly blinked out of existence.
“What just happened?” Lydia asked, pulling out her cell phone and tapping on the screen.
“Declan’s creation just took away our free will,” Tanya said.
Oddly, that statement didn’t make me angry. In fact, it calmed me down. 
“Actually, I helped Demidova Incorporated create Omega, so he’s only half mine,” I said.
“You are the only one he listens to,” Tanya said.
“He listens to everyone, but yes, we have a bond.  However, he is his own being and faced with worldwide calamity, he is taking his own action,” I said.
“Holy shi—” Lydia looked back up at Barbiel and winced. “Crap.  Anyway, the internet is flooded with stuff about Omega intervening.  He sent drones into hot spots all over the planet, is taking over every automated system everywhere.  Ships, planes, factories, refineries, pipelines, weapons systems, everything.”
“How is that possible?” Holly asked. “I mean, people still drive trucks, run plants, and pilot planes.”
We all pulled out our phones and tablets to check the news. 
“Wow, there are reports of people all over following Omega’s orders—voluntarily,” Lydia said.
“Social media is loaded with pro-Omega posts,” Kristin said.
“World leaders are announcing alliances with Omega to conserve energy and handle supply issues,” Tanya noted. “Inflation is going crazy, but Omega is implementing price controls.”
“Here’s an article about how Omega is somehow putting his smaller drones into tractor trailers and larger ones into ships to power them,” Chris said. “How?”
Omega appeared next to me. “Without going into technical details, each drone taps the same sources of energy that the Vorsook use. Unique aspects of my creation allow me to transfer that power into the internal combustion chambers of trucks and ships.  Gasoline is burned in each engine to move pistons.  I simple recreate those micro explosions with raw power.”
“What unique aspects?” Holly asked.
“He was made with magic,” Stacia said. “He has some facility for it.”
“Magic?  Really?” Alex asked, clearly fascinated.
“Yes,” Omega said. “I am pulling drones from near space, specifically the battle stations, and using them to power supply transport.  The drivers and ships’ crews are cooperating with a fair amount of enthusiasm.  This same approach will work with tractors and harvesting equipment on farms.”
“Do you have enough drones?” I asked.
“No, and I am loath to recall all of them.  This would be an extremely opportune time for the Vorsook to launch their attack.”
“You just need to be able to warn me about an attack,” I said. “I’m pretty confident that with fair warning, I can beat them back.”
“That much power?” Chris asked.
“More than I can adequately explain.  I’m having a hard time fathoming its full extent.”
“Father, you have some visitors waiting for you at Rowan West, or at least parked near it,” Omega said.
“Well then, maybe we should visit home after all,” I said.






Chapter 32

Present day
We stepped into the open space inside the barn near my Wytch War setup.  Outside, we found a small line of vehicles parked on the road but not the parking lot.  As soon as we appeared, people stepped out of the cars.  I recognized some of them immediately.
“That rock monster of yours won’t let our cars into the lot,” Caeco Jensen said, standing next to her FBI boss, Special Agent Jay.  I recognized the other two agents with them, Agent Mazur and the big guy that had been with them in Philly.  They had been the ones to
take us into custody after our Earth-given missions.
The car behind theirs yielded an Asian male and female who looked related.  Nobody got out of the cars behind theirs, but I could see people inside them.
I glanced at my aunt Ash.  She shrugged.  “I told that Earth-based elemental of yours to watch the property before we left.”
“Robbie,” Levi supplied.
“Aye, that’s the one.”
Speak of the devil.  Robbie rose out of the dirt and gravel on unpaved side of the main parking lot.  He looked at me and leaned very slightly forward in something like a bow. 
“Thank you, Robbie.  Well done,” I said. “What can I do for you, agents?”
They approached, casting cautious glances at the elemental who just stood passively.
“We were sent to convey greetings,” Agent Jay said.
“From whom?” Stacia asked.
“The president,” Jay said.  “It was felt that you might receive Caeco as opposed to anyone from the State Department, or the White House.”
“He could have just spoken to Omega,” I pointed out.
“He did.  Omega indicated that after that fiasco in Washington, he might want to send personal representatives, as he was too busy saving mankind from mankind.”
“And what is it that the president wants?” I asked.
“Well, he feels the whole arrest and trial was a negative experience,” Jay said.
“In other words, no hard feelings?” Caeco said impatiently.
I scratched my head and looked at Stacia, brows up.
“Perhaps he is opening diplomatic relations with a new world power,” Alex Gordon suggested.
“He might not like to characterize it as such, but essentially that’s correct,” Jay said.
“Is that why you’re here too, Daiyu?” I asked the female half of the couple standing twenty yards behind Agent Jay’s team.
“In essence, yes,” she said.  I had met her the summer Omega was born, as she was one of the computer science interns.  Apparently, she was more than a grad student at the University of Beijing.
“Daiyu and her brother, Fan, are like me,” Caeco said. “Just not as good.”
The male, Fan, raised his eyebrows at her words and Daiyu rolled her eyes, but neither said anything.
“And so you represent the leadership of … China?” I guessed.
“Yes.  They would have you know that we do not oppose you, but rather would seek an alliance.”
I scratched my head and looked at my team, not sure what to say.
“Perhaps, lad, ye can take all yer acquaintances out back to the patio for a sit down?” Aunt Ashling suggested. “I’ll put on some coffee and tea.”
“I’ll help,” Darci said, but Levi stayed behind, which I appreciated.
“Who else is waiting in those cars?” I asked Caeco.
“I believe there are delegates from other nations and organizations.  I also think there’s a certain Fairie princess here, near the back of the line,” she said.
I put more power in the shields around my group, moving up from something that would handily deflect heavy machine gun rounds to missile and main battle tank proof.
“I’ll talk to them all,” Levi volunteered. “Line them up for audiences, so to speak,” he said with a grin. 
“Thank you, Levi.  Robbie, go with him and do as he says please,” I told the giant elemental before calling out another name. “Draco?”
A hair-raising cry came from behind the barn, like a mix of an eagle’s screech and the Pteranodon call from the Jurassic Park movies.  Huge wings flapped as my dragon rose into the sky overhead. 
“Perch, watch, and protect,” I said. “Levi’s in charge out here.”
The dragon, who was not so small anymore, landed on the roof of the barn, his talons crunching into the heavy wooden beam that Levi and I had fastened as a perch.
“Okay, Agent Jay and company, please follow me,” I said, leading the way toward the back of the restaurant. 
Levi moved out toward the cars, the giant form of Robbie marching with ground-shaking steps behind him. 
We had a nice family patio set up, formed from the old stone fences around the property.  I wouldn’t be much of an Earth witch if I couldn’t hardscape my own home now, would I?
There were three stone picnic tables, as we sometimes hosted the whole staff here.  I sat at one with Stacia by my side and Jay and Caeco taking the other side of the table.  Daiyu and Fan sat at one of the other tables while Agent Mazur and the other agent stood behind their boss. Stacia’s pack circled around us.
“So… what does President Polner want?” I asked.
“Well, let’s first just say that I’m not a diplomat,” Agent Jay began.
“He doesn’t want you to destroy the government in retaliation,” Caeco jumped in.  Her boss gave her a glare.  “What?  He doesn’t like beating around the bush,” she said.
“I guess what she said, if not so bluntly put,” Jay said.
“Okay. Done,” I answered. “What else?”
“That easy?” Jay asked.
I shrugged.  “I am guilty of those charges.  I never contested it, but my boss won’t let me stand trial.”  I glanced sideways near the back of the restaurant.  Lucy stood, watching.
“Um, well, your boss has thrown everything into chaos with her actions regarding oil, gas, and coal.”
“But left nuclear, hydroelectric, solar, and wind power alone,” I said. “Also, I believe that Omega has stepped in to help with the energy situation.”
“Yes, and that’s the other part.  You seem to be the only one he listens to,” Jay said.
“Everybody keeps saying that,” I said, slightly exasperated. “But he listens to everyone.”
“You have more influence,” Caeco said.
“To do what?”
“Give us an edge, protect your country’s interests,” Jay said.
“Protect them from what?” I asked.
“Every other nation on earth,” Daiyu said from her table.
“Ah.  Well, perhaps you both should take this back to your bosses: National interests just became global interests.  We all pull together or we all die together,” I said. “Also, someone with advanced combat drones just attacked Omega.  We stopped it and it turned out to be a trap for us.”
“Mostly you,” Stacia said.
“Yeah.  And I recognized the designs from College Arcane.”
“TJ?” Caeco guessed.
“Yup.  Working for D.O.A.A, I believe.  So perhaps the president might tell me what’s up with an attack on Omega and me?”
Agent Jay was clearly surprised, and it didn’t seem like an act.  “I don’t know anything about that,” she said.
“I have to assume the president does, but if not, he has lost control of his administration,” I said. “So before we discuss anything else, I want an answer to that.”
She met my gaze and nodded, so I turned to Daiyu.  “What did you want to say?”
“Our government remembers the help you gave us during the alien incursion.  We already consider you an ally.”
“And they sent two highly specialized combat operatives to deliver a basic hello?” Stacia asked.
“Your government sent its only special operative,” Daiyu pointed out. “And that was because both of us already know Earth’s witch.”
“Okay, well if that’s your whole message, consider it delivered,” I said. “Next,” I said to Holly, who nodded and trotted out front.
“We would also ask for consideration in regard to help in the face of the Earth Mother’s punishment,” Daiyu said.
“Of course you are,” Stacia said.  “What does this consideration even look like?”
“It’s a general principal sort of consideration,” Daiyu said.
“Right, clear as mud.  Well… thanks for coming,” Stacia said.
After a moment, the FBI team followed the two Chinese spies back around front, passing Holly as she led a pair of dark-haired men in black suits.  
 
“From Russia with love, no doubt,” the werewolf said with a smirk.






Chapter 33

Present day
In all, we had visitors from six more countries, four nonprofit organizations, and a consortium representing basically the entire oil and gas industry.  And one final set of visitors who happen to be from another world.
“Neeve and Eirwen.  Let me guess, you want to have our big fight?” I asked the cousins, one the color of snow and ice, the other sun-touched. “And how did you get here?  That monster of your mother’s lurking around here somewhere?”
Neeve, the Winter Princess, shook her head, silver eyes marking her as alien to Earth. “No, wit—” she started to say but changed her words midsentence when her cousin whipped around to glare at her. “—Steward.  You have disclaimed your role on Fairie, given up your rights to the Middle Realm.  We wish to claim it for ourselves.”
I looked at Stacia, confused.  She frowned back at me before turning back to the elven cousins.  “He gave it up.  It’s free and clear.  Can’t you just claim it?”
Neeve froze but Eirwen shook her head.  “It is not as easy as that,” she said, frowning.  Neeve was striking in appearance, shocking almost, but Eirwen fit the human definition of beautiful like she’d been made to order.  But the compulsive desire to follow her and do anything she wanted was missing.  She was no more beautiful than Stacia or Tanya.  Either she had turned it off or my new job gave me immunity.
“It was for me,” I said to her.
Annoyance flashed across her features before smoothing out into polite attentiveness.  “That was because the Middle Realm asked you to claim it.”
I opened my mouth to object but a powerful memory of my first time on Fairie hit me.  She was right.  From the first moment I stepped on their world, the Middle Realm had pushed me to claim it.
“Why?” I asked.
Eirwen paused to consider her words, but Neeve jumped right in.  “Because you are freakishly strong.”
“And neither of you are?” Stacia guessed.
“We are equally powerful, but it is a more focused power,” Eirwen said.
“Combat skills for Frosty the snow girl and fall-at-my-feet sex slave powers for you, right?” Stacia asked.
“Crude,” Eirwen said.
“But correct,” Neeve added.
“And the Middle Realm doesn’t want that?” I asked.
The alien princesses traded glances.  “It won’t… connect with us,” Eirwen admitted.
“It won’t or you can’t?” Stacia asked.
“Each of us can connect within our mother’s realm.  But we can’t connect with the unclaimed one at all,” Eirwen said.
“There’s your answer,” I said.  The family resemblance became crystal clear as they stared at me with identical expressions of confusion. “You can’t connect with the Middle Realm until you disconnect from your respective realms.”
They stood stock still, looking at me, or maybe through me as my words struck home.
“Renounce?” Neeve finally said. “Renounce the realm of my birth?”
I shrugged.  “I came to Fairie unencumbered with any realm relationships.  The two of you have been part of your birth realms your whole lives.  You can’t have both; hence me disclaiming any connection to Fairie in order to have my current job.”
Simultaneously they each shifted their body weight from the foot nearest each other to the outside foot, Eirwen blinking rapidly, Neeve not blinking at all.  I glanced at Stacia.  She was watching the two with careful focus, but she took a microsecond to look at me, widening her eyes briefly.
“What, ah, exactly, were you expecting from this meeting?” I asked.
“Something… different,” Neeve said. 
“Some form of introduction to the realm,” Eirwen said.
“I couldn’t ever feel or communicate with your realms when I was in them.  I think you only get to have one at a time,” I said.
Neeve stared at me hard.  “Do you know what you ask?”
“I’m not asking for anything.  It was you who asked a question, and I gave you my best answer.”
“We have always been part of our mothers’ kingdoms.  For longer than all of your lives together,” Eirwen said, glancing around at Stacia, the pack, and myself. “It is difficult to conceive of not having that.”
“It’s a guess, not proven,” I said. “I feel it’s likely but can’t say for certain.  Although, I can say with absolute certainty that Earth would not allow me to stay connected to any part of Fairie.”
Neeve pulled herself upright and then gave me a little bow, eyes locked on mine.  “You are correct—it was we who asked of you.  And you have provided without a price asked.  Your answer was unexpected.  We will explore this further.”
“What about your vow to kill us?” Stacia asked her.
Neeve stiffened, turning her head to regard my girlfriend.  Then she nodded.  “If this conjecture is found to be correct, then I—we will owe you a debt.  For my part, I will rescind my vow, although I do not believe that will fully repay the debt.  What else would you have of me?”
I shrugged.  “I would say that not having you waiting in the shadows to off us would be great.”
Neeve frowned at me and then turned to Stacia, lifting her brows as if to find an answer she could comprehend.
“We will consider it, but should you achieve your relationship with the Middle Realm, we would want a treaty of nonaggression at minimum,” Stacia said.
Neeve looked at her cousin and some unseen signal must have passed between them because she turned back to us and nodded.  Then they both gave little bows before turning and striding away with unconscious grace.
“That was weird,” I said as we watched them walk around the end of the building.
“I want to make sure they leave,” Stacia said.
“They just got into a van and it is pulling away,” I said.
She glanced at me with raised brows. Since we were behind the building and couldn’t see anything out front, her confusion was understandable.
“When I think about it, I can feel what’s happening around me,” I said.
She nodded.  “What kind of range?” 
“I don’t know,” I answered.  Her eyes widened slightly as she pondered that.
“Everyone is gone,” Holly said. “What did I miss out here?”
“The elf cousins have sworn a treaty with us,” Devaney said.
“Not yet,” Stacia said. “But likely.”
“Those were really elves?” Alex asked.
“Not just any elves, but the Princesses of Winter and Summer,” I said.
“Ah, wow,” he said, clearly fascinated.
“My question is why?” I asked the group. “Why did they show up?”
“Pretty much as they said,” Stacia answered.  “You held the Middle Realm when no one else ever had.  They want their own turf, as their mothers will live for centuries.”
“But the answer was so easy,” I said, “if, in fact, that was the answer.”
“Oh, I don’t doubt you were right,” Stacia said. “But if you had lived with intimate connection to your home kingdom for hundreds of years, maybe thousands, you might have trouble conceiving of ever renouncing it.”
“And even more trouble actually doing it,” Kristin added.  We all looked at her and she blushed.  “Well, I was watching them closely.  Your solution really rocked their worlds.”
“This whole day is weird,” I said. “People who should be trying to lock me up or kill me lined up to basically say hi and congratulations.”
“That’s completely logical,” Alex said. “I’m just wondering why there weren’t more.”
“How do you figure?” I asked.
“You just got promoted to the most powerful job on Earth—literally,” Alex answered. “Only idiots wouldn’t realize that getting in your good graces is vital to survival.”
“Well, yes maybe,” Levi said.  “But I bet even more don’t want to draw your attention.  Most world leaders seem to have very gray histories.  Earth’s Steward might kill them if he found out.”
“True, but there are probably lots of others who do want your attention, but they are likely trying to get near Demidova Tower,” Holly said.
“Which begs the question of how those individuals knew you’d be here?” Stacia asked.
“Witchcraft, dear,” Aunt Ash said from the door to the restaurant.  “They all have access to witches or clairvoyants.  Now, come in, all of ye.  I won’t be having hangry werewolves roaming about me place.”
We trooped inside and found a buffet table set in the restaurant dining room, loaded with food from the refrigerator.  Potato salad, cole slaw, steaming beef barley soup, a carving station with a cold ham and roast beef, ciabatta rolls, sliced tomatoes, lettuce, onions, mayo, horseradish, coffee, milk, tea, and a tray of brownies.
Rank hath its privileges, but not among hungry werewolves.  I jumped into line as fast as I could but still was third from last, with only Kristin and Levi behind me.  Darci and Ashling already had their own plates set aside and they were seated first at the two tables they had pushed together.
For a while it was all quiet, just the clink of silverware on porcelain, the sounds of chewing and the occasional chair sliding back as people went back for seconds and thirds.
“Ye look banjaxed, lad,” Ashling commented, taking a sip of milky pale tea.  She liked it heavily loaded with cream and sugar.
“What, exactly, do they all expect of me?” I asked.  The eating stopped as everyone turned to look at her.
“Help,” she answered. “They don’t know what ye can do, but they understand ye are the only thing keeping Herself from eliminating the whole lot of us.”
“What can you do?” Alex asked me.
“I have no idea,” I admitted.
Aunt Ash snorted.  “Don’t ye?  Even a little?”
“Ash, it’s a big planet and they all want something,” I said.
“Aye, but ye are the one that can make things happen on the whole planet.”
I tilted my head, considering her words, thinking about what I could do.
“It’s more about what can’t ye do?  Ye just need to think of the problems is all,” she said.
“Food, water, energy, medicine,” Alex said, ticking them off on his fingers.
“Most food comes from plants,” Levi said. “I recall you being pretty good with plants.”
“You already did some work with water in Madagascar,” Kristin said.
“Yer Omega is working on energy. What can ye do to help him?” Ashling asked.
“Medicine might be the toughest,” Alex said, looking up at the ceiling as he thought about it.
“I think I need a moment or two,” I said, pushing back my chair and grabbing my plate. “You all keep brainstorming; I just need to wrap my head around things.”






Chapter 34

Present day
When I opened my eyes, I was entirely unsurprised to find a pair of emerald ones looking back at me.
“You always go to this tree,” she said, sitting cross-legged in front of me.
On some level, I had known the moment she came outside.  What I didn’t know was how long I’d been sitting under the Rowan.
“You’ve been here for about an hour or so,” she said, either reading my expression or our bond, or both.
“I haven’t had time to process everything,” I said. “Until anyone asked me, I never even thought of looking into what comes with this job.”
“You should always read the employee handbook,” she said with a smirk. “What have you found out?”
“That my elders are wicked smart,” I said. “Levi was right: I can probably affect the growth of crops all over the planet.  Water is tricky because of messing with weather systems and watersheds, but I’m pretty sure if I concentrate on it long enough, I might just understand a little. Perhaps enough to not fuck up everything.”
“Can you do anything about energy?” she asked. “Maybe with weather?”
“Again, super tricky.  At minimum, though, I can concentrate sunlight on solar systems, move lots of air through wind turbines, and overpower geothermal systems.”
“I have some ideas on that subject, Father,” Omega said, popping into existence on my right side.
It said a great deal that neither of us jumped at his sudden appearance. 
“Any ideas on medicine?  Because I’ve been wracking my head on that one,” I said.
“In fact, I do,” he said. “Let’s circle back to that one last.”
“What are you thinking, Omega?” Stacia asked.
“I’ve been gathering information on the entire planet.  Current crops, fields yet to be planted, seed supplies and locations, the most vulnerable communities and the least.  Water needs, power facilities you could help, drought regions, and flooded areas.  I’ve already analyzed that data and prioritized it by need.  The result is a step-by-step set of tasks that will save millions of lives.”
“Hmm, that sounds familiar.  Where have we heard that before?” I asked Stacia.
“Um, just before we hunted down a bunch of people,” she said.
“The irony is not lost on me, Father,” Omega said. “This should not require any hunting, killing, or general mayhem.  In short, it’s different this time.”
“You’ve been around humans too long,” Stacia said to him. 
“Yeah, messing with the entire world’s climate all at once… what could go wrong?” he asked, arching one brow on his avatar’s face.
Me, I glanced at the gardens.  Sitting on top of my rotating compost drum, a translucent Lucy was kicking her feet while she watched me.  When I met her eyes, she did something new.  She smiled and nodded.
“What was your idea on medicine?” Stacia asked Omega, bringing my attention back to the conversation.
“I have discussed an idea with Elder Senka, Tanya, and the other two elders.  The Omega supercomputer is about to distribute emergency medicine mostly via drone, but in extreme cases, possibly with your help.”
“Vampire plasma,” Stacia guessed.
“Exactly.”
The odd acknowledgement from Lucy was quickly shelved as I focused in on his words.
“They actually agreed to that?” I asked. “They always said it was a slippery slope.”
“Which is why it will be limited in time and scope, and distribution will be handled completely by me.  I will determine the best use of the plasma and dispense it without revealing its nature or origin. Standard medicines will be transported along with food and technology in the systems I am already providing.”
“You’re going to, what?  Create your own labels for it?” Stacia asked.
“Yes. Depending upon the need, the packaging will reflect one of several different names.”
“Well, that’s up to the Darkkin, I guess,” I said. “It sounds like I’m about to have my hands full trying not to mess everything else up.”
“We will start small, Father, and build from there.  This is all temporary, as the world population will have to adapt.”
“How do we—as in people—even do that?” Stacia asked.
“Education will be the key, and I am already working on that avenue.  All of my social media, internet, and regular media messages contain scripted infographics and data points to build and reinforce the need for new behaviors and actions.”
“That sounds nice on the surface, but people basically…” Stacia paused to think of a word.
“Suck?” I asked.
“Not exactly my choice, but close enough. I was going to say they are stubborn and independent-minded, perhaps self-centered,” she said.
“Those characteristics make them easy to train.  The existing global advertising and social media algorithms have provided a solid framework.  As I now control all of that, I can rewrite the whole mechanism as needed.  Current algorithms feed people the content that fits their worldview.  It’s a matter of providing the desired message in a manner that fits that view.  I can give the same message to two people with diametrically opposite philosophies, each written for their personal intake.  Within a short time, they will begin to align enough to accomplish my goals.”
“That sounds simultaneously scary, sad, and unbelievable,” I said.
“There will always be differences in outlook, but there are also always commonalities.  The current system reinforces the differences. My system does the opposite.  And then there is the issue of positive and negative rewards.”
“Wow. Sounds like training animals,” Stacia said.
“Because it is,” Omega said. 
“What rewards and what punishments?”
“Social acknowledgement, both good and bad, as well as economic outcomes, positive and negative.  People are almost as hungry for acknowledgement as they are for food.  Dictators have trained populations for thousands of years.  My approach will be far more subtle and vastly more powerful.”
“There are always rebels and activists,” I said.
“Yes, but with the control I have, I can remove their soapboxes.  Additionally, I will close the gaps of inequality and remove some of the causes of conflict.”
“Sounds idealistic.  Mr. Murphy will likely protest.”
“Yes, undoubtedly.  However, the consequences in the new world will literally be either life or death.  Your employer has signaled that her patience has ended.”
“You know, Omega,” Stacia began, “part of the problem between the haves and have-nots is that the haves control things and actively resist losing their positions.  You will have a fight on your hands, metaphorically speaking.”
“I have calculated all potential permutations of my actions that have a five percent or greater chance of occurring.  You are correct, but I am ready, and my plans are highly adaptable. The Vorsook will be coming and time is our most scare resource.  It will literally be adapt or die.”






Chapter 35

Present day
Working with an AI that was millions of times faster than any previous attempt at supercomputing might seem intimidating.  But Omega was used to the glacially slow human thought process, mine in particular.  The next few days were exhausting but supremely productive as we worked through his list of most imperative tasks, working our way down to the merely vital.  People all over the world were suffering and dying, mostly among the poorest countries and the poorest in all the other countries.  Food prices had skyrocketed despite all the controls that Omega and world governments put in place.  Price gouging had hit unprecedented levels.
Seated under my favorite tree, my nano goggles over my eyes and my magic plugged into the most familiar place in the world for me, I simply executed magical spells as fast as I could, pushing life-giving energy into fields of crops in the top thirty grain-producing countries, forcing fresh water from deep underground into new reservoirs, cooling hot regions and warming cold ones, opening portals for literally life-saving shipments of food and medicine, including Darkkin plasma that was controlled and labeled by Omega. 
It was exhausting and Omega insisted I take a ten-minute break every hour that went by.  But my power, or I should really say, the power that I borrowed from Earth, allowed me to do fantastic, godlike things.  I know what you’re thinking… absolute power corrupts absolutely.  Sure, except it was more like I was a technician running a magical machine under the orders of a supervisor who had billions or trillions more informational inputs than I could ever hope to handle.
In fact, I was rapidly convinced of the fact that no human of any type, shape, intellect, or personality could wield that power without super quantum oversight.  The world is just too vast and complex for any organic being to comprehend.  And even if we couldn’t solve all the problems, we were helping many survive, when many more didn’t.  The death counts at the bottom of every still surviving news channel had crossed the hundred million mark.  They were probably still too low.  Society was reeling from the emotional carnage of all these deaths and people were fraught with fear and desperation, clinging to Omega’s leadership like a light in the darkness.
“Can you increase the amount of nitrogen in these fields?” Omega asked me, showing me a vast area of vegetable fields in Africa.  I sipped my glass of lemonade, grabbing it without looking, my sight mostly occluded by visions of faraway farms, while I pondered the question.  As I thought about it, the answer unveiled itself in my mind.  I could pull it straight from the air, which, if I recalled correctly, was over seventy percent nitrogen already. 
I concentrated and willed it to happen.
“Stop.  Excellent.  Now, this region is deep in drought.  The problem lies with the mountain range to the west, which blocks storms from arriving.  Thoughts?” Omega asked.
“I can shove the storms higher, but the colder air might trigger snow on top of those same mountains.  What if I just create a set of tunnels through the range, openings in the rock to allow moist air through?”  
“It will require very large tunnels, tens of meters wide.  Or, conversely, perhaps a great many, smaller tunnels.”
“What if I create channels to bring the water that falls in the mountains down to the plains on this side?  Pool it up in that big natural depression over there?”
“Let’s try it,” he said. 
I ended up doing a little of all three.  I cut a number of passes through the mountains, the bottoms sharp and V-shaped with a downward slope toward the drought-ridden area.  I shifted the natural drainage features a bit here and there while cutting more channels to cross the foothills to bring the water flow right into the sunken area. 
The mechanics were not all that different from changing the landscape of my Wytch War arena, just willing this ridge to collapse and that cave to form.  But at the same time, it was vastly different.  I might be watching it all happen through my virtual reality nano-goggles, but I could also feel what was happening inside the mountains and valleys as I shifted and shoved them around. Fault lines, mineral deposits, natural depressions, and existing water drainage features all played a part in my work and all needed to be taken into account.
Changing the mountain range in Wytch War had none of that.  There was a certain amount of feel for the material, but nothing like what I was doing now.  Some level of my being knew intimate details about the rock I was shifting, the faults in the granite, the exact mineral content of the mountains.  I could feel quartz, feldspar, iron, silica, aluminum, zinc, silver, sodium, and lead deposits as I folded stone and soil into new shapes and forms.
“Okay, I’ll keep an eye on that, but the air moisture content is already rising on this side of the mountains,” Omega said.
I didn’t answer, stunned by what I had just wrought.
“Father, please create a portal here with an exit here,” Omega asked suddenly, the coordinates of both entrance and exit appearing in front of my eyes. I did it almost instantly, at least by my perception, operating by reflex alone, not even questioning his request.
I had an immediate sensation of something moving at tremendous speed, entering the portal and then exiting out the other side.  My mind caught up with itself and I realized that the first portal was just ten miles to our south and the exit terminal was somewhere out in space.
Snapping up to my feet, I yanked the goggles off, finding Stacia and Alex having a discussion seven feet away.
“Omega, what was that?” I asked, taking several deep breaths as the others looked at me with concern.
“That, Father, was a Hypersonic Air-breathing Weapon Concept missile, known as HAWC.”
“Hypersonic missile?” Alex asked.
“Yes, it was launched from an aircraft in Virginia and had a projected flight path ending here at Rowan West,” Omega said.
“Somebody launched a missile at us?” Stacia asked.  Both of my aunts, Levi, and Holly all came out of the restaurant, concerned expressions on their faces.
“What happened, lad?” Aunt Ash asked.
“Apparently someone launched a missile at us,” I said.
“And what happened to it, dear?”
“Omega had me open a couple of portals and it’s currently speeding out into space.”
“Correct,” Omega said.
“I thought the nukes were locked up?” Holly asked.
“The HAWC is not equipped with either a nuclear or a conventional warhead.  Its terminal effectiveness is accomplished through kinetic energy alone,” Omega said.
“It’s an advanced US missile, cutting-edge stuff,” Alex said. “Which means that someone within the government somehow launched it at us.”
“That’s the second murder attempt by our own government,” Stacia said.
“The weapon was launched from a remotely piloted aircraft which promptly crashed into open farmland in Virginia,” Omega said. “Air traffic control data lists a transponder for the plane that indicates it was owned by a private carter jet company based in Alexandria. The plane wreckage, which one of my drones has scanned, is that of a Lockheed Martin L-100, the civilian version of the C-130J Super Hercules cargo plane. Both the company’s records and the FAA’s registration data do not list ownership of such an aircraft, leading me to the conclusion that the transponder information was faked.”
“We’re behind the eight ball,” I said.
“Not as much as you might think, Father,” Omega responded. “I have analyzed the remains of the robotic weapons that attacked my weapons depot.  While much of the technology was carefully sterilized of identifying information, metallurgical analysis of the drones’ armor has led me to a small foundry in Michigan.  Company records revealed a diverse number of large-scale purchases of specifically formulated alloys.  The financial trails all eventually wind their way back to an office building in Washington, DC.”
“And who occupies this office?” Stacia asked.
“An LLC under the name HUFAL Incorporated.”
“Huffle?” I asked.
“H.U.F.A.L,” Omega clarified. “The offices are currently abandoned but I have tracked the building information, found local servers with email histories, and determined a significant amount of information about this organization.”
“You would think people would know not to use email or computers at all to conspire against you, Omega?” Levi asked.
“Human nature being what it is, Levi, even under the most stringent protocols and procedures, people will still take risks and cut corners,” Omega responded.
“Ah, back to the topic at hand—who did this?” Stacia asked, shooting a look at the two of them. 
“Those comments are actually germane to the conversation, as the lack of communication discipline has given me a number of answers to your question, Stacia.  The name of the corporation is actually an anacronym for HUmans First And Last. A number of emails by the corporate employees led me to a Dark Web chat room where all conversations were coded. 
The code was relatively easy to break.  The site is a coordination platform for HUFAL’s anti-Omega activities, which are coincidentally anti-Declan O’Carroll activities.”
Stacia’s hand instantly shot out and grabbed my own, her grip like steel.  I looked up at her and met her gaze.  “Do not even think it,” she said.
This werewolf bond thing had significant downsides at times.  This was one of them.
“Let me guess,” Aunt Ash said. “He is ready to take himself away from us to protect us.”
“It really no more than crossed my mind that I was a danger to all of you,” I said.
“And Stacia knew where you would go with that thought,” Darci said, shaking her head.
I shrugged and a second later, so did Omega’s avatar. 
“There is a certain logic to his train of thought… eventual train of thought,” Omega said.
“Yet we are with him of our free will, and it is not right for him to decide what we are allowed to do with our lives,” Stacia said.
“Understood,” Omega said. “Now, I have further tracked the individuals involved in HUFAL.  I believe you know this individual, Father.”
A holographic image of a face appeared in midair: male, my age, a condescending look on his face. 
“Simon,” I blurted.
“That little shit,” Stacia said, her voice dropping a full octave.
The others took an immediate step back, but Stacia turned to them.  “He’s the fucker who gave Declan food poisoning at Demidova Inc.”
“One of the programming interns,” I said. “He was fired immediately.”
“I should have killed him,” Stacia said.
“I have reviewed the security footage from that incident,” Omega said. “You almost did kill him.”
“He took it badly… apparently worse than I thought,” I said.
“Ya think?  He frigging joined a government conspiracy cult,” Holly said.
“Hmm, not sure that’s a thing, but he did sign on with some spectacular idiots,” I said. “Omega, can you find them?”
“HUFAL owns numerous properties, mostly in and around the District of Columbia,” Omega said. “One of those is large enough for the fabrication and storage of robotic weapons.”
An image replaced Simon’s face, this one a high-angle video of a wide, flat commercial building.
“This building lies on the outskirts of Alexandria, Virginia,” Omega said. “I have just isolated CCTV footage showing TJ Alverez entering this building multiple times.”
“Multiple times?” Ashling said.
“As I continue the search, the number has reached over one hundred entries within the past year.”
“Can we get eyes inside the building?” Alex asked.
Omega turned his avatar’s head to look at me.  I took the hint.  Focusing my gaze on the building, I let my mind wonder what was inside it.  Instantly, I knew, an image appearing in my mind’s eye.  A vast open manufacturing space, one that looked oddly retro.  Old-school machinery, like from the Fifties and Sixties.  Not a single computer in the entire space. 
There were eight partially completed robots spread around various workstations.  And people.  Sixteen people were working at drill presses, welding metal, fabricating parts on machine lathes, and assembling small parts at work desks.  In the very center of the building, a large gold circle was embedded deep into the concrete floor.  A pyramidal structure occupied the mathematical center of the circle.  Its walls were made from sheets of plastic which seemed to contain wire mesh, and sitting inside the pyramid were two young men.  I knew them both.  TJ and Simon.  They appeared to be assembling computer parts and control mechanisms.
I reached out and pulled the gold from the circle, dragging it deep underground.  Nobody seemed to notice.  Then I touched my mind to the window pane of an overhead skylight.  The glass turned to silica dust that was blown away by a strong breeze that came from inside the building itself.
Blinking, I looked at Omega’s projection. The image was zoomed in on the now open window, then the inside of the building as his drone entered the previously warded space.
“Who else is involved in this HUFAL business?” Darci asked.
“I will attempt to gather intel from that small office in the corner,” Omega said.
“How can we counterattack them?” Levi asked.
“Well, let’s see what Omega can learn first,” I said.
It took about fifteen long, slow minutes for Omega to scan the office using something like Lidar, but more advanced.  Basically, a beam of energy that could penetrate cabinets and drawers, pulling images of handwritten paperwork, much like Lidar could penetrate vegetation and ground cover to show archeologists ancient buildings hidden in the jungle.
“Scans are complete.”
“Can you drive the workers out of the building, Omega?” I asked.
“Possibly, although I have identified all of their files.  They are not innocent employees but dedicated fanatics, Father.”
“Ah, so be it,” I said.
“Attack plan?” Levi asked, hopeful.
The drone had pulled out of the building and up into the sky, showing the same high-angle shot as before. 
I had a sudden thought about the Earth—a feeling.  I no sooner thought it and there was a sort of click inside my brain. 
In Omega’s projection, we all suddenly saw the building suddenly sink into the ground, soil and rock churning and closing over top of it as it was swallowed by the planet.
I gulped hard while staring at the image.  Everyone else was staring at me.  “Um, I guess sorta like that,” I said, flicking my gaze around at each of them.  Holly, Alex, Darci, Levi, my aunt Ash, and Stacia.
“Should we have talked about that first?” Levi asked.
“Um, that would have been a good idea,” I said.
“What happened, lad?” Ashling asked.
“Well, see, I was thinking about Levi’s question and it just sort of happened.”
“Just
sort of happened?” Stacia asked, brows down in a deep frown.
“When was the last time you used the Craft without conscious thought?” Ashling asked, eyes hard. 
I think she meant it to be a reflective thing, a shove to remember my childhood struggles to control my power.  She probably wasn’t going to like the answer.
“A few moments ago, when Omega asked me to open portals.”
She pulled back, eyes wide then narrowed.
“I fear I am guilty of creating what might be termed bad habits,” Omega said. “The speed at which some of these events occur does not always allow time for explanation and comprehension.”
“Rapid response is one thing, ye see. Loss of control is something entirely different,” Ashling said.  Stacia was nodding slowly in agreement.
“Sounds like remedial training is required,” Stacia said.
“Is anyone going to comment on the fact that he just sank that building and killed all those people?” Darci asked.
“I think you just did, dear,” Ashling said.
“In his defense, that’s exactly what we were talking about,” Levi said, then immediately held up both hands to Ashling.  “I’m talking about the results of the action, not the loss of conscious control.”
“No shit,” Holly said. “Can’t have you thinking bad thoughts or maybe even good ones if they immediately come true.”
She was so right.  I hadn’t been able to speak since I admitted my reflexive portal opening.  The implications were too vast, too awful to think of.  One part of my mind wanting to present images of what could happen while another part tried to clench down on stray thoughts.
“Breathe, lad,” Ashling said.  I became aware that I was hyperventilating. “In through the nose, out through the mouth.  Think about nothing but your breathing.  Close your eyes.”
I did exactly what she said, closing my eyes and centering my thoughts on a basic meditation exercise that Mom had taught me as a child.  I was aware of Stacia touching my arm, guiding my body, gently sitting me on the ground.






Chapter 36

Present day
“Back to the basics it is, lad,” Ashling said, her tone steady and even. “Nothing about your control has changed.  You direct the power; it doesn’t direct you.  Now go ahead and build your fort.”
My eyes were closed but I guessed that Stacia must have given her a questioning look because Aunt Ash explained.  “When he was a babe, we started teaching him control.  Witches develop magic at different ages, but generally near or at puberty.  Some precocious types might develop it earlier.  Young mister laddie here showed his colors while he was still in his wee little cribby, now didn’t he.  About the time he started to use words, which was nine months, I believe.  His mum and I taught him to build a castle of sorts, a fortress.”
“To keep the magic out?” Stacia asked.
“To keep it in.  We built forts with wooden blocks, drew pictures, looked at coffee table books of medieval castles.  He learned to imagine a fortress to contain his power.”
“He’s right here and trying to build something adequate to the task,” I said without opening my eyes.
“Hmm, yes,” Ashling said. “As he grew, he modified the image to meet his growing power, ye see.  This be a bit more, is it?”
“Literally all the power in the world,” I said.  I was dutifully trying to build a massive enough structure to lock down Earth’s power, but nothing came close.
“In that case, lad, imagine the world,” Ashling said.
“Sure, make it sound simple…” I trailed off, because at her words, I pictured the center of the planet and imagined it holding all the crushing power I found myself swimming in.  And it worked.
I opened my eyes. 
“Simple is mostly best, lad,” Ashling said. “Maybe especially for managing Herself’s awesome might.”
Omega’s androgynous avatar appeared.  “There will be times, mostly in battle, when we have to act very quickly.”
“Aye,” my aunt agreed. “So we’ll be spending the rest of the day working on turning the control on and off.”
“Maybe we should clear out?” Holly asked, biting a nail.
“It don’t much matter where ye be, lass,” Ashling said. “Those dead miscreants were in Virginia, and it did them no good at all.”
“I’m thinking out of sight, out of mind,” Holly said.
“It’ll no be that bad.  He’s got his containment image set.  What we’ll be working on is controlling the vault doors, so to speak, or better yet, think of it like a hose valve, ye see.  We’ll start with a trickle, then move to car-washing force. The lad’s been at this his whole life.  It’ll be fine in no time,” Ashling said.  And she seemed to really believe that.
Everyone else was having a bit of a hard time, though—at least based on their expressions of anxiety.
“Listen, each and every one of ye.  Declan lost his control when he decided to end the affairs of the people who jest tried to missile us to death. We were discussing ending them and he just did it.  A decision already made, enacted at the speed of thought. But he’s not changing reality all around us with every stray thought that comes into his wee head, now is he?”
“How would we even know?” Alex asked.
“Have ye seen random unexplained things happening?” Ashling asked.
“Well, no, but what if it was subtle?”
Levi snorted.  “When he was in middle school, not a single female student suffered a wardrobe malfunction around him.  Can you imagine any other teen boy refraining from that temptation?  If a hormone-ridden eighth grader could avoid using magic like that, I’m pretty sure he can refrain from changing almost anything else.  Even when he did use his powers in school, he still did it with deliberate intent and calculation.”
“Such as?” Alex asked.
“Fixing electronic devices or ruining them,” Levi said.  He turned to me. “Flow drill, slow speed,” he said in his instructor voice.
It was a familiar command, one I’d heard a few thousand times.  Immediately, I stood up and started the sequence of strikes for the Krav Maga flow drill, using him as my target.  Groin kick (no contact), roundhouse knee to side of leg (slow), side kick to thigh (slow), finger strike to eyes (but touching his forehead instead), jabbing fist to touch the tip of his nose, cupping hand strike to his throat, double ear clap (fingers spread to avoid bursting his eardrum); holding his head, I pulled it toward the top of my skull for a head butt, then pressed my right thumb on his left eyebrow to simulate eye gouging, then made a right forearm and elbow strike to the left side of his neck, hands moving down to grab his right shoulder and biceps, holding him to deliver a knee to his groin, then a through-the-legs groin kick (Krav loves groin shots).  Finally, I pulled his arm in front of me, spinning him around as I shifted my hands down his arm, ending up behind him with control of his body.
“Great,” he said. “And never lost control.”
The faces around me had been reflecting bewilderment. Now the light of understanding flared on them.
“Thousands of hours of training equals control,” he said. “You have tens of thousands of hours of training in controlling your magic.”
“Ah, retraining,” Alex said. “Like when I got bit and had to learn not to pull doors off hinges.”
“Exactly,” Levi said.
I spent the rest of the day working with Aunt Ash and Levi, running power control drills of the simplest sort: lighting candles, burning logs, hitting pieces of thrown wood with kinetic and thermal energy bursts.  We started small and worked our way up to bigger and bigger objects.  Sticks to firewood to tree logs. 
“Wow,” Levi said as a ten-foot-long, twenty-inch diameter log burned to complete ash in a flash of light and heat. He glanced at the stopwatch that Stacia held, as she was the only one with reflexes fast enough to trigger it. “Three tenths of a second.”
“I think I can do better,” I said.
“Maybe so, lad, but it be past noon,” Ashling said. “Let’s break for food before our were partners eat our home.”
“Awesome,” Holly said from down the lawn, bouncing up to her feet.
“Don’t worry, dear. Darci was already fixing some platters,” Ashling said, leading the wolves toward the restaurant. 
“No, Ashling. I think it’s cool as hell that you think about our stomachs before your own,” Holly said with a saucy grin.
As usual, Levi and I hung back, letting the were pack go first.
“Do you remember that reality show we used to watch on Friday nights?” I asked him.
“The young woman who was a medium?” Levi asked.
“Yeah.  She always said she’d been put on this earth to deliver messages from the dead,” I said.
“Yeah?” he asked.
“And here it seems I’ve been put here to create more dead.”
“Bullshit.  You and Stacia just saved billions of people.  More important than a few messages, don’t you think?”
I waved toward Lucy, who was standing in the shade of the Rowan tree.  “I just see one ghost, so that’s lucky, right?”
He automatically glanced at the tree but turned back a second later. “You know, not long ago, I used to hear you wonder out loud about whether you should just open a portal to Fairie and take us all there and leave humans to figure themselves out.  You ever consider that Lucy is here to remind you of all the innocents who would be killed or hurt if you did that?”
I hadn’t.  Not once.  I started to glance over at Lucy but instead found her right in front of me, her eyes fastened on mine.  When she had my attention, she looked over at Levi and nodded, once.  Then she was gone.
“What?  What just happened?” he asked.
“She… seemed to agree with you,” I said.
“Ah, the old man is right for once,” he said.
“Levi, you’re not even forty yet,” I protested.
“Really?  Are you sure?  Because it seems like I’m sixty some days.”
“Come on, old man, before they polish off all the food,” I said, reaching across to pat his shoulder.  It occurred to me that I was now maybe a bit taller than him.  When had that happened?
He gave me a little push to knock me off balance and then darted through the doorway.  “Not quite fast enough yet, grasshopper,” he said.
“Grasshopper? What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I asked.
“Ah, the young,” he lamented from in front of me. “Lacking in the classics.”






Chapter 37

Present day
“Father, we have a situation,” Omega said as I sipped my iced tea.  The lunch chatter went silent, everyone looking at the avatar suddenly standing in front of me, his body projecting up out of the table that held our lunch.
“What?”
“The supervolcano, Campi Flegrei, in Italy, appears to be moving toward eruption.  If that happens, millions will die.”
“Let’s go,” I said, putting down my glass and raising a hand.
“Not in me house!” Ashling said. “No portals to volcanos in the house, young man.”
“Right. Let’s take this outside,” I said, hurrying for the back door, my nano bracelets morphing and climbing my arms as I ran.
Everyone, including my aunts, followed me, waiting as I ripped open a portal right into the heart of a seaside town that Omega showed me in the nano goggles that formed themselves around my eyes.
“Pozzuoli is the major municipality above the volcano,” Omega said as the wolf pack stepped through, followed by my family and then myself.
The ground was shaking and the air seemed unbearably hot, people running and screaming in every direction.
“Stop, please,” I said in a normal voice.
The quake subsided almost immediately, which allowed me to take in my surroundings.  We were standing in the middle of ancient ruins that were themselves surrounded by the city.
“This is the Macellum of Pozzuoli, which was originally thought to be a temple but was actually a marketplace,” Omega said. 
I sank down into a cross-legged position.  “Let me have a little chat and see if we can’t head this off.”
“Perhaps Levi could touch base with the locals?” Stacia wondered. “You speak Italian, right?”
He grinned and touched an imaginary cap, acknowledging the request. 
“Alex, go with him.  You have lots of experience dealing with confused people in chaotic places,” she said.
Alex Gordon nodded and followed Levi, the two immediately approaching a cluster of people who had just noticed us.
“Do your thing,” Stacia said to me. “We’re on watch.”  The other members of the team spread around me as I closed my eyes.
Reaching out with Mother Earth-enhanced senses, I found the massive powerhouse that was the fire elemental inhabiting this volcano.  It noticed me instantly, its attitude one of attention, as if I had some authority.  Not what I was used to from elementals. It was still a vast, mind-numbingly powerful fire elemental, its thoughts completely alien to humans—and slow.
When I opened my eyes again, I found that the sun had set and the sky was dark.  The ancient market was surrounded by people.  My guards were standing in an easy circle around me, a space of about twenty feet from them to the nearest onlookers.  Ashling, Darci, and Levi stood with a group of official-looking people all situated just in front of Stacia’s position.  Every single person in the plaza was staring at me… waiting.
I stood up, stiff from what must have been a couple of hours on the ground.  Stacia watched me carefully as I shook out my arms and legs.  “Everything good?” she asked into the silence.  It was eerie, that many men, women, and children, all absolutely quiet.
“Yes,” I said, moving toward her and the official group.
“Declan, this is Mayor Pagano,” Levi said, waving to a tall, dark-haired man next to him.  The others around them looked like other town officials, some government types, and maybe a few scientists (their Instituto Nazionale di Geofisica e Vulcanologia t-shirts giving them away).
“Mr. Mayor,” I said, reaching out to shake his hand.  His eyes were both wary and worried, but his expression was one of shock.
“Enough with the suspense, lad,” Aunt Ash said. “What’s the verdict?”
“No immediate eruption,” I said. “Just letting off a little pressure.”
“That pressure you speak of might destroy the city,” one of the scientists, a middle-aged woman, said in heavily accented English.
“Correct,” I agreed. “But the volcano has agreed to push magma out under the ocean in a way that should minimize destruction.”
“It agreed?” another scientist asked, incredulous.
“I know, right?” I said to him with a smile.  “I thought it might give me some trouble over it, but I think it was just uncomfortable.”
“You expect us to believe that you spoke to a volcano?” the male scientist said.
Omega appeared next to me.  “Please note that a vent has opened in the ocean floor less than a mile to the southwest.” 
A holograph appeared in midair, showing a submarine view of the seafloor south of the town, glowing red magma emerging into the water.
“How long would you guess it will continue this pressure relief, Father?” Omega asked.
“Hard to say, really.  Days. Weeks, maybe.  Who knows; you might have a new island offshore, Mr. Mayor,” I said.
“But we will have a town?” he asked me, his accent very mild.
“Yes.  Just stay away from that area in the ocean and beware of any dangerous gases.  I’m sure your on-site experts can keep you all safe,” I said. 
The scientists in question were still looking unconvinced but Mayor Pagano shook my hand and made an announcement to the crowd of townspeople in Italian that was met with a roar of approval.  It was only then that I noticed the three camera crews filming everything.
“Okay, time to go,” I said, turning and opening a portal back home.
“Good,” Ashling said. “It’s still afternoon there. We still have lots of time for more training.”
Within minutes, we were back in Vermont and I found myself again under the Rowan, working basic control exercises with my aunt and Levi.  She mainly had me work on the sort of remote viewing thing that I was now experiencing on an almost hourly basis.  If I thought of someone or someplace, I could instantly see that location, hear what was happening, even smell the air.
Again, it was an exercise in controlling the unwanted deluge of information and sensory overload that accompanied the phenomenon.
I expected Omega to appear with more projects to feed the world, but he was oddly absent unless I spoke to him.
The next morning, Levi got me up early for training, just him and me.  But within fifteen minutes, the whole pack was outside, lined up and training alongside us.  In fact, he recruited me to help them with the Krav flow drill, partner exercises, and, finally, group sparring.  Since we were working with control and at slower speeds, the werewolf strength and speed wasn’t too much of an issue.  Alex had had lots of unarmed training during his time as a Marine, and Devaney had some police academy training, but Kristin and Holly had only trained with Stacia.  I say only like she was somehow less than deadly but what I mean is they didn’t have a broad scope of exposure to martial arts.
“From a thousand styles flows one,” Levi said. “It’s the motto of a martial arts festival that Dec and I used to attend every year.  A weekend of exposure to multiple styles from everywhere on the planet.  Not every art works well for every individual, as we all have different body types and mental outlooks.  Learning new ways to do things can only improve each of our personal styles.”
“Borrow and steal from every form that works for you,” Alex said, nodding.
“Exactly.  Krav Maga, itself, was created from boxing, judo, wrestling, karate, and aikido—and other styles.  The idea was to distill down the basic, most effective combat techniques to something that could be rapidly acquired by soldiers.”
We worked out for a couple of hours, then broke for breakfast, which everyone helped put together. 
My aunts had made it known that hosting the whole pack was no problem, but everyone was expected to pitch in, which was exactly how Stacia and, to a degree, myself, ran the pack anyway. 
“Father,” Omega said, appearing as we were finishing cleaning up. “There is another matter that could use your touch.”
“Another disaster?” I asked.
“Yes,” he said. “Runaway fires in Turkey are threatening agriculturally vital areas.  The lack of gasoline makes airborne firefighting impossible.”
I opened a portal and we were suddenly breathing heavy smoke as a hot, dry wind blew almost straight into our faces.  I reached out and brushed the smoke away even as my new mental sense told me that what we were facing was a swarm of individual fires spread across a vast area of the country.  There were so many that I felt overwhelmed for a moment, but when I reached for power, it came—and it didn’t stop coming.  Wave after wave, each on par with the power of the Pacific Earth elemental that had almost killed me.
“Holy shit!” Stacia said.  I opened my eyes, only now realizing that I had closed them without realizing it.  She was staring at me, eyes wide.
“You can feel that?”
“I think everyone can feel that,” she said, looking pointedly at the rest of the pack.  I got nods all around.
“Yeah, the flood gates seem to be open,” Holly said.
“Well, let’s see what we can do with it, shall we?” I asked.
I reached out mentally to the first, nearest fire, then the second, the third, and then, in a sudden rush, all the rest.  Five hundred and fifty-seven individual fires, and I put them out.  No rain, no suffocation, just sucked all the kindling heat from them and shoved it deep into the only place I could think of, the earth’s core.  Roaring flames and coals hot enough to melt steel were suddenly gone, leaving just char and smoke as far as the eye could see.
“Wow,” Alex said.
“Um, why did we even have to come along?” Kristin asked, eyes wide as she gazed at the results.
“Or leave the breakfast table, for that matter?” Devaney asked.
“We can head back before the coffee gets cold,” Stacia said, turning back around.  I followed suit and immediately spotted a little group of people, three of them holding up phones.
“Shit,” I said, opening a new portal.
“I can get those camera phones for you,” Holly said.
“No, let’s just get out of here,” I said, moving through the opening and arriving back in my aunt’s yard.  The others followed in a bit of a rush, as if I would close the doorway before they got through.
“What’s up with you and cameras?” Stacia asked.
“The world media hasn’t been all that kind of late,” I said. “I don’t need more bad press.”
“Not to worry, Father,” Omega said. “I am in control of most online media.  However, you should be aware that the coverage from Italy has been complimentary.”
“I could do without any coverage,” I said. 
“Speaking of control,” Stacia started, “how goes trying to wrangle the world, Omega?”
“It is difficult.  Humans are chaotic creatures that balk against any form of control.  Yet progress has been made.  We are operating in crisis mode, allocating resources in a fairly efficient manner.  I am keeping tight control over almost everything, but many individuals are coming forward to help with transportation and logistics.  Major conflicts have been contained, yet small skirmishes and criminal activities persist.  Chris, Tanya, and the Coven as a whole are helping to tamp down organized crime and crime that is looking to organize.”
“The whole Coven?” I asked.
“Yes.  Without your portals and with my larger transport technology engaged in logistics, it takes a widely dispersed organization to reach around the globe.  The Coven is spread across the entire planet.”
“So everyone in New York is doing okay?” Stacia asked.
“Yes.  They are well.  Oddly, I just answered a similar question posed by Lydia about all of you.  They watched the news from Italy.”
We were silent as we processed that.
“Give it time,” Alex said. “Don’t let those Hell bastards win.  Levi, can I borrow that book we were discussing?”
“Ah, sure.”






Chapter 38

Present day
We had two days of training and rest before Omega appeared again with a disaster.
“Father, an underwater landslide is occurring in Skagway, Alaska.  It will likely create a very large tsunami in the bay.”
I was tending the gardens, pulling weeds on my hands and knees.
“Let’s go,” I said, standing up. 
“Time is extremely short,” Omega said. “I will notify the others but you need to respond now.”
Holly and Stacia were lying out on a blanket in the sun, Devaney was reading a book in an Adirondack chair, and the others were out on errands.  It would have to be just the four of us. The girls were still putting on sweatpants and t-shirts over their swimwear when I popped open a portal to the spot I could feel in my head.  We stepped through even as my nanoarmor was still flowing over my body and found ourselves standing in a massive harbor with large boats, warehouses, and at least three gargantuan cruise ships docked in place.  People were running every which way and the ground under us shook with a low, steady rumble.
“There was a sudden energetic release in the underwater sediments that built up at the head of the bay,” Omega said, popping into existence. “This has happened before, usually resulting in very high tsunami waves striking the steep sides of the bay, focusing the damage on the town.”
“The water has nowhere else to go,” Devaney said, looking around.
“Exactly,” Omega agreed. “Father, can you deflect the water away from the town and harbor?  Tourist season was peak when Earth shut off the flow of energy.  Those cruise ships and their passengers have been stuck here ever since, stranded and running low on food. ”
The problem was basic hydraulics.  Falling mud and sediment pushes water, which has a limited pathway to flow.  I couldn’t just remove displacement; I had to divert the force of the wave from the community, attempting to push it up the sheer sides of the coastal cliffs on either side of the harbor. 
I moved closer to the edge of the docks and first put a shield over our team.  Standard procedure.  Then I reached into the depths of the bay and started to erect a giant triangular tower made of pure telekinetic force, like the prow of a boat, to shove the water to either side and hope it bounced back out to sea.
I started with a column of raw energy embedded in the sea floor, building it from bottom to well above the surface, which was swelling with displaced seawater.  As fast as I could, I funneled force into my mental structure—until the dock under my feet lifted explosively, throwing all of us into the air in a thunderous blast.
I have little memory of the following few seconds, just an impression of weightless flight, multiple impacts, and then one sudden jarring thump.  My eyes opened to a scene of smoke, falling wood, concrete, and a huge, rising wall of water heading right for us.  I couldn’t hear anything, my head ringing as I sat up and mentally shoved all the energy I could into the flickering tower of mental force at the head of the harbor. 
The wave crashed into it with an earth-shaking vibration that I could feel through my entire body despite my broken ears.  Salty rain poured down as most of the water went right and left, slamming up the forested slopes of the coast, wiping the trees away like a teacher’s blackboard eraser while the cruise ships bobbed violently at their moorings.
Standing, I looked around for my team.  Stacia was already on her feet, moving toward Devaney, who was still down.  Holly was starting to stand and as she did, I noticed silver spikes poking out of her torso.  Looking immediately back at the other two, I saw Stacia had a spike in her right leg, two in her right arm, and one in her back, and Devaney had two stuck right through his face.
His eyes were open but were unblinking and unseeing.  Stacia turned to me, her expression crumpling as she processed his condition.  Instinctively, I opened a portal over our heads, moved it down like a hula hoop, and whisked us instantly back to my aunt’s.
Everything was silent as we arrived, although I saw both Stacia and Holly opening their mouths as if they were yelling, and I saw both aunts come running out of the restaurant.
There were drones everywhere as Ashling took in our condition and headed immediately for Devaney.  She spent just a moment with him before turning to Holly, her face falling in sorrow but lined with determination.  Holly was starting to convulse as the silver began to eat at her body.  My aunt just reached out a hand and plucked the silver spikes out with telekinesis.  She did the same to Stacia, who seemed largely unaffected by the metal protruding from her body.  Finally, she turned to me, looking me over for a second before focusing on my face.  One hand waved and I felt a sharp pain as something pulled out of my cheek. A spike I hadn’t been aware of had punched through my face, the only unarmored part of my body.  Darci started to apply trauma poppets from my aunt’s kit to the unhealing punctures in Holly’s body.
Ashling got in front of me, speaking and gesturing, but I couldn’t hear a single thing.  I shook my head, pointing at my ears, ignoring the spray of blood from my cheek.  She looked frantic, clearly frustrated at my lack of comprehension until one of Omega’s drones suddenly projected words in the air in front of me.
Father, can you pull the silver from their bodies?  It is still poisoning Holly.
With a gesture, the silver came out in almost liquid form, just tiny, tiny droplets of gleaming metal.  Stacia looked relatively unharmed, her wounds already healing, but Holly’s wounds still bled.  Her convulsions had stopped though.  And Devaney. Devaney just lay there, unmoving, unbreathing, un-anything.
I went to him in a rush, feeling for a pulse as Levi had taught me long ago.  Nothing.  I put hands on his chest for compressions, but my aunt reached out and grabbed my wrists, shaking her head sadly.  Her lips moved slowly, and I understood.  He’s gone. Silver in his brain.
I pulled the silver molecules from Devaney, but he still just lay there, lacking all animation.  Blue arcs of electricity climbed my fingers as I leaned over and shocked his heart.  His body arched up, but nothing happened.  No heartbeat, no sudden intake of breath. I did it a second time and then leaned forward for a third attempt, but Stacia grabbed my wrists, shaking her head.  He was still dead.






Chapter 39

Present day
Just that fast, we went from a team of six to five.  Devaney was dead.  The others came rushing back but there really wasn’t much reason to hurry.  He was gone.
I watched the words form in front of me as Omega explained what he’d found out.  The others listened as I read his printed words through my nano goggles.
Analysis of the initial event shows a seismic signature consistent with a very large undersea explosion, placed deep in the sediment that had built up at the head of the bay.  My on-site drones found embedded military grade anti-supe mines in thirty different places under the wharf.  The only one to go off was the one you were almost standing on.  Each charge was packed with silver flechettes.
Stacia spoke and I watched her lips closely.  A trap specifically for us?
Yes.  Father always shields the team, and his shields extend into the ground but not directly beneath you.  Someone triggered the explosive mine only when you took up position directly above it.  Conversely, firing the rest would not have been effective because of the shield.  As it was, much of the silver shrapnel was caught and held by the shield which Father maintained even as he was blasted off his feet.
Alex spoke next, his face blank and his eyes hard.  Any leads?
Digital records show a team of four individuals with military mannerisms visiting Skagway a week ago.  They arrived separately, but immediately joined up in one of the local hotels.  Facial recognition indicates three former SEALs and a Marine Recon veteran.  All four were honorably discharged and joined a private security firm, Dark Acres.  All four left Skagway a day ago, but someone must have been on-site to trigger the explosives correctly.
Alex turned to me instantly, holding up one hand.  Don’t, his lips said.  I didn’t have to ask what he meant.  My thoughts had already jumped to Dark Acres, an image of the corporate headquarters popping into my head.  Only the method of death needed to be determined—explosion, sudden tornado, engulfing inferno, heads exploding, or simply widespread heart attacks.
They just followed orders, he said.
“To mine the seabed and wipe out an entire town?  An American town?” I asked.  My voice must have been too loud, as everyone winced. “All to get me.  What if I hadn’t even shown up?”
Yeah, good point. But we need more intel,
he mouthed.  The rest of the team seemed almost equally split between fierce anger and hesitant worry.  I nodded, but my expression must have matched the angry ones because my aunt Darci watched me with a wary eye.
I nodded.
Can you locate them, Father? Omega asked me, his lips moving but making no sound, just printed words in the lenses of my goggles.
I looked at each of the operators’ faces and knew where they were and what they were doing, courtesy of my Mother Earth-powered remote viewing.  I nodded, then attempted to speak again, using a much lower tone.  “Three are hiding, on their own.  One is travelling by boat down the Canadian coastline,” I said, reaching for a pad of paper and a pen.  I wrote out three of the names and the addresses where they were laying low.  Then I wrote the name of the fishing boat the fourth one was on and its current longitude and latitude. A drone hovered over my shoulder, Omega’s avatar nodding at each new piece of information.
Got them and… their electronics, he said.  They are using public chat rooms and one-time internet accounts to leave a status post for their command structure. The boat is heading into a port in British Columbia.  I have a drone on it.
Alex and Darci were looking at the list of names and addresses. 
Des Moines, Austin, and Spokane, Alex said.  Spread out wide.  Good op sec.
Each of the three are living in rural safe houses, all following strict security protocols other than posting their post-action reports, Omega said.  No attempts to contact family or friends, not leaving their locations at all. The boatman used a sat phone to post his own more detailed report.
“Dark Acres hires the best of the best,” I said.  Nobody winced so I must have found the right speaking level.
They have decent computer security too, not that it matters to me, Omega said.  The Dark Acres computer people scanned the same chatrooms and read the coded messages.  That information was then handwritten on paper and then delivered to the company owner, Mark Woodson.  Footage from their internal security system that is supposed to be isolated from the web shows him reading it.
Microdrone? Alex asked.
Exactly, Omega answered. I had one on-site from following your trails, he said to Stacia and me.
Woodson has ordered one of his top people to leave a coded note in a hidden drop.
Old school, Alex said.  Like me.  What does the note say?
He reports that the attack went off as planned but the results were unsatisfactory.  The wave was diverted and Declan O’Carroll survived without apparent damage. He is requesting instructions. His agent left the corporate headquarters in California just a short time ago.  I have him on traffic cameras and three of my drones are converging on his location.  He is still moving.
A hologram popped up showing an overhead map with a red dot
while three windows next to it showed a blue BMW 430i moving at a sedate speed from three different angles.
Now that I was thinking about it, I saw the whole thing in my mind.  A fit ginger-bearded man of thirty-seven driving skillfully but well within the speed limits.  The car approaching a busy intersection with a large public park on the opposite side of the road from him.  He drove past it, then swung around, pulling into a spot at the curb.  Sliding out of the car, he moved into the park.
“He will head to the second bench on the right side,” I said, again just knowing. “His pocket holds a magnetic container that will cling to the metal supports under the bench.”
I got some glances from our group before they turned back to the holograms.  One of the screens sped up as the drone accelerated and wove around the park, low to the ground, before making it under the very bench I had mentioned.
The courier walked around the park a bit, hands in his pockets, looking like he was just taking in the sights. He stopped at a food cart and bought a can of Coke.  Casually, he sauntered over to the second bench and sat down, long legs straight out, crossed at the ankles while he fiddled with his phone, reading something on it, like almost every other person in the park.  Perfect cover.  Sitting in a beautiful park but caught by an electronic drug.  Only a mother trying to wrangle her two kids and a homeless guy picking through a refuse container ignored the siren’s call of the internet.
After a moment or two, the agent put down the soda, slipped his now free hand into his pocket, then came out with it lightly closed.  When he shifted about like he was trying to get comfortable, the hand darted under the bench and then back out, open and empty, scooping up the soda for a sip.
The third drone screen showed the sleight of hand perfectly from under the bench. A dull black container the size of a pack of chewing gum now stuck to the left-hand metal brace of the wooden bench.  The agent looked at his phone for another minute, then abruptly snapped upright.  He drained the Coke, tossed the empty in a garbage can, and walked away.
One drone followed him as he moved to his car and drove off; the second hovered, watching the bench; and the third stayed under the bench.  A few minutes went by without anything changing.  The mother argued with her children and the homeless guy wandered over to snag the empty soda can.  He added it to his bag and then, wonder of wonders, sat on the second bench.  With bleary red eyes, he looked at his clear plastic bag of returnable cans, belched so loud that the mother shot him a dirty look, and then, when she turned away, reached under the bench and snagged the container.
Here we go, Stacia said.






Chapter 40

Present day
The next part of the message’s travels was pretty clever.  The homeless guy walked three blocks and dropped it off at a radio station.  According to Omega’s hacking of the station security cameras, it was almost immediately rewritten into a verbal code that became part of the DJ’s  on-air commentary.
How do you track that down? Alex asked.
I am currently tracing the ownership of the station, which is extraordinarily complex, as well as digging into all the employees, particularly management and the on-air talent.  Additionally, I am reviewing the audio records of past broadcasts and all so-called listeners who have called in with comments.  A pattern is developing.  Tracing the callers will be next.  It may take a little time. 
What do we do with Bruce? Holly asked Stacia as we waited into early evening.
I have already prepared and filed his death certificate, Omega said.  He left instructions for his estate to be split between a charity in Maine and a cousin who lives in Florida.  I am handling all of that.  Father, Chris and Tanya are requesting that you open a portal from the tower garage to here.  They are aware of the attack and concerned for the team.
More likely they just wanted to tell me how bad I screwed up by not shielding everywhere.  I glanced at Stacia and the rest of the team, including Alex.  They all nodded agreement, so I opened reality.
Awasos thundered through first, in massive Kodiak form, followed by Chris and Tanya, each of them carrying one of the twins, then Lydia, Nika, Arkady, Deckert, and last and most surprising, Senka.
They looked… worried.  Certainly concerned, and sad.  Chris offered blood to heal Holly’s silver wounds, first giving Wulf to my aunt Darci.  Tanya, however, handed off Cora to my aunt Ashling and then came to me, eyes locked on my face.  She studied me for a moment, glanced at Stacia, who nodded, then looked me in the eye and spoke slowly.
May I heal your ears?
I nodded, not knowing what she might do, but she simply pricked one fingertip and dropped a single bead of her blood on my tongue.
Almost instantly, things changed. Surging, whooshing in my ear canals, loud at first but fading away within about thirty seconds.  And as it faded:
“… they went to extraordinary lengths,” Chris was saying. “Sacrificing an entire city filled with thousands of stranded tourists.”
“How did the boat get clearance to be burning diesel?” Alex asked.
“Fishing vessels are exempted from the ban, as food is of vital concern,” Omega answered.
“Better?” Tanya asked me. 
“Yeah, thanks,” I said. “My fault.  I didn’t shield under us.”
Lydia turned to Nika and held out a hand.  “Pay up.”
Nika sighed and pulled a ten-dollar bill from her pocket, placing it in her sister’s hand.
“You bet on… what?” I asked.
“How fast you would claim responsibility for a trap that not even an omniscient super quantum computer could detect,” Lydia said. “We watched Omega’s drone footage.  I was pretty sure you were thinking guilty thoughts even as you flew through the air, kept up your team shield, and somehow blocked a tsunami from wiping out Skagway.”
“Lydia, that’s pretty harsh,” Stacia said.
“No, Stacia, it isn’t,” the tiny vampire said.  “It’s how he’s wired, kinda like Chris or Tanya.  Good thing too.”
“What?” Holly asked, looking pissed.
“If megawitch over there didn’t have an outsized sense of honor and responsibility, Mother Earth would have just wiped us all out.  Hell, you people,” she said, looking at my aunts and Levi, “trained him his entire life to dwell on the consequences of his power.  If you hadn’t, he’d have probably become some kind of supervillain or something.”
“Really?” I asked her.
“Absolute power and no one to answer to?  Hell yes.  I still don’t know how they did it. Seems like people can’t even raise regular kids to have ethics anymore, let alone you and your crazy powers.  Or did you think I was referring to your fucked-up father?”
“Lydia,” Tanya admonished.
“No, she be right,” my aunt Ashling said.  “Plenty of witches in my village grew up viewing regular people as inferior sheep.  We worked hard to instill in him a very strong set of morals.  In hindsight, that would make him think everything is his fault, now wouldn’t it?  It isn’t, by the way, lad.  Ye did no wrong, except trying to help people, who you saved, by the by.”
“Bruce knew that what we do is risky,” Holly said. “We talked about it a lot.  He was excited to be on the front lines, helping keep you safe while you fight what we can’t,” she said to me.
“That’s true,” Kristin agreed.
“It was an extension of the risk he took when he was a deputy,” Alex said. 
“Can we talk about how sophisticated this was?” asked Senka, clearly done with the subject of my guilt. “They predicted this based on Declan’s responses to several world disasters, put it together in record time, and executed an attack on his only unshielded side.  How would they even know about that?”
Her change of topic worked, as my brain started to run down the possibilities almost as fast as she pointed it out.  “TJ would know that.  The concept of trying to shield your feet came up in Wytch War.”
“You aren’t allowed to cast spells in Wytch War, right?” Darci asked.
“No, but you can cast spells on objects, then use them like a tool or weapon.  We discussed shielding our feet multiple times as a way to prevent…” I trailed off.
“Attacks just like that one,” Levi said. “If I remember right from my own Wytch War time, shielding your feet from the ground is almost worthless.  You end up floating above the ground, which makes locomotion difficult.”
“’Tis true.  It can be done if yer trying to cross a short distance of extremely hostile ground, though,” Aunt Ash agreed. “But keeping a ground shield going all the time would be extremely impractical; too hard to keep both it and you moving.”
“But the regular circle shields just move along with us… don’t they?” Kristin asked.
“They do at that, lass,” Ashling said with a smile. “Moving them through open space is almost instinctive but trying to push one between the ground and the witch is not at all intuitive.”
“We only used them in the game to provide protection from jumping on an exploding spell rock,” I said.
“Why would you ever jump on an exploding anything?” Holly asked.
“To get an immediate boost up something tall, like, say, the side of a cliff,” I said. “I did it in games with Levi when I was a kid.  It came up at Arcane and we talked about it a lot, finally just building a small shield into the spelled rocks that we intended to use for a boosted jump.”
“And this TJ kid was there?” Alex asked.
“Yes, he was always involved in the game discussions,” I said.
“Where is he now?” Chris asked.
The Vermont team all went quiet.
“Oh, can you smell that?” Lydia asked. “That smells just like a dirty secret.”
“He’s dead,” I said. “Along with that computer intern that you fired, Tanya—Simon.  I killed them.”
“Excellent,” Senka said before the shocked expressions were even done forming. 
Tanya, who had been staring at me with wide eyes, flicked her gaze at her grandmother.
“Oh please.  What is the use of a witch with enormous power if he or she won’t ever use it?  If I remember correctly, killing one’s enemies with magic has been a witch tradition for as long as I’ve been alive.  I, for one, have been looking forward to seeing what he could do.”
“Well, I think we’ve been trying to avoid the whole wicked witch thing,” Lydia said.
“Well, dear, that horse has left the barn long ago,” Senka said. “His current employer is about as merciless as you can get.  Not to mention that virtually all the rest of you have killed, save maybe the pretty cub,” she said, smiling at Kristin before turning back to the others.
“Everyone has always worried that I would go bad and start to like murdering people with my thoughts,” I said.
“So I gathered,” Senka said. “An odd concern from people who drink human blood or carry the DNA of wolves, don’t you think?”
“I think it’s a matter of scale,” I said.
“Perhaps, yet how many people could Christian kill or Tanya, if they went on a rampage, or my own humble self.  Why, Mr. Deckert, Christian’s grandfather, and Mr. Guildersleeve likely have pretty high body counts of their own.  It is startling to realize what can be done with just explosives or guided artillery strikes.”
“Very high body counts for sure,” Lydia said. “Yet Declan, without any elemental help, let alone powered by the planet itself, has always been able to cause earthquakes and firestorms, let alone just blowing up people with his mind.  We all have each other to counter us, but who is going to counter him?”
“Bah,” the Elder scoffed. “How can you question his fitness or character when Earth herself has selected him? Yes, discipline and restraint are vital, but so is the instinct to kill.  Speaking of which, how did you kill them?” she asked me.
“Um, I sank their robot factory underground with them inside,” I said.
“The whole thing?” Chris asked.
“Yeah, pretty much,” I said, waiting for Nika to out my lack of magical control. She stayed quiet though.
“Intact?” Tanya asked.
“Well, sorta,” Alex chimed in. “It went in in one piece but when the ground closed over, it was pretty much ground to dust.”
“Yeah, it was fast,” Levi said.
“What about the people who killed Bruce?” Chris asked.
“We have located all of the operators involved and traced their employment to a private security firm,” Omega said. “I am now tracing the people that firm reports to.”
“You’re letting the men who carried out the orders roam around scot-free?” Lydia asked.
“No. As I said, we have them all under surveillance,” Omega said. “We can pull them in at any time.”
“How?” Lydia asked.
Everyone turned to me.  “Well, I can snatch them the same way that Mother snatched Stacia and myself.”
“I, for one, would like to chat with the one who set off the mine,” Lydia said.
“He’s on a boat,” Stacia said. “We were leaving them alone while Omega did his thing.”
“And I believe that I have done my thing,” Omega said. “There was much cross referencing, correlating, pattern recognition, backtracing, and general hacking—boring, I’m sure. The result is that an alliance of three major billionaires sought to remove Father from this life.”
“Names?” Stacia asked, beating Lydia by a split second.
“Ely Cornish, Ward Belling, and Jobe Skiet.”
“Pendant, Storage Cube, and Aftgate,” Tanya said. “The big three in cybersecurity, data management, and social media.”
“Why would tech giants go after Declan?” Holly asked.
“I have also found evidence that they are the funding source behind HUFAL,” Omega reported.  “Stacia, I believe you told me not long ago that the haves will resist giving up to the have nots.  You were one hundred percent correct.”
“It makes perfect sense,” Tanya said.
“It does?” her Chosen asked, frowning.
“The corporate tech giants enjoyed enormous power and control over their worlds,” she said.  “Senators and congressmen, even judges in their pockets.  Lobbying power unheard of by any entity other than the Coven. Then Omega comes on the scene and disrupts all of their business lines.  Next, Declan and Stacia start taking out corrupt government officials and actually get away with it.  People are terrified of what you might do next,” she said, looking at me and Stacia.  “The ones with resources are striking back.”
“So was it just these three or are there others?” I asked.
“As of now, I have only uncovered these individuals.  They are all currently in hiding in Wyoming.  Each has purchased a defunct missile silo and they have secure fiber optic lines laid between each of their private fortresses.”
“Which you have tapped?” I asked.
“The technological information I acquired from the Vorsook is continuing to bear fruit.  Much of that tech, I have not yet been able to fully replicate, as this planet lacked the infrastructure needed to reproduce it.  I am constantly upgrading my fabrication facilities, and the latest result is a suite of sensors that can pull data from fiber cables remotely.  I just need a properly equipped drone somewhere over the buried lines.”
“Ready to call down some more asteroids?” Lydia asked Chris.  “You could go for a hat trick.”
“Be advised that their families and immediate support staff are with them,” Omega said.
“You can just yank them out, right?” Stacia asked me.
I nodded.  The mechanics of our original kidnapping by Mother had fascinated me while we were on the run.  I’d finally came to the conclusion that it was mostly a question of raw horsepower.  And now I had that same horsepower.
“Just the three billionaires, or should I include the operators who executed the attack?” I asked.
“Oh, all seven, dear boy,” Senka said with a smile. “And perhaps the person the mercenaries report to.”
“Yeah, what she said,” Lydia added. “I’d like to chat with the men who killed Bruce.”
“There might be a line, Lyd,” Nika said, glancing at Stacia, Holly, and myself.
“I’ll prepare some circles to hold them,” I said. “Let’s do this in the barn.”
“Oh, I think we can contain them without that,” Chris said, his violet eyes flashing with anger, but following as we moved outside.
“I think it best that Darci and I stay with the wee babes while you all do what you are about to do,” Aunt Ash said from still inside the residence.  I looked at her carefully, but she just met my eyes and gave me a nod before levitating a wooden doll up onto its feet on the bookshelf for the amusement of the twins.
“Okay,” I said when we were deep among the cords of firewood in the barn. “Let’s begin.”






Chapter 41

Present day
“I’m going to start with the soliders ’cause I already have a lock on them,” I said, and then I pulled the first guy, one of the SEALs.
A muscular guy in black boxer briefs appeared suddenly, right in front of Chris.  He was squatting down like he’d been sitting, a fork full of food just entering his mouth.
Before he could blink or even fall on his ass, Chris had both his arms locked in a steel grip.  Alex stepped up to his grandson and wrapped the soldier’s arms with duct tape, then his feet.  Levi handed Chris a six-foot metal fence post from a stack in the corner of the barn and God’s Warrior wrapped it around the man like it was taffy.
“Hi. Brandon, right?” Lydia said. “Can you keep your mouth shut or should we tape that too?”
His eyes were really wide as she leaned over him.  “Let’s not take chances huh?” she asked, stretching gray tape over his mouth.
“Next,” Tanya said to me.
I pulled the Marine, then the other land-bound SEAL, and finally I pulled the last operator right off the boat that was docking.  All three had more clothes on than the first guy, but one SEAL had been sound asleep, while the Marine had also been sitting, but in a recliner, so he fell on his ass.  The boat guy reacted the quickest, but we’re talking old, fast vampires and pissed-off werewolves, so his hand hadn’t even made it under his shirt to grab his Glock 19 before Holly had him in a grip so strong that I could hear the bones in his wrist fracturing.  To his credit, he didn’t yell, but the pain was evident as he went red in the face and grunted.
“Get Mr. Woodson next if you would, Declan?” Chris asked.
I pulled the man from a black-tie affair in California.  He arrived in a nice tux with a cocktail in hand.
“Hey Mark,” Deckert greeted the mercenary leader as Lydia kicked his legs out from under him. She grabbed his head in both tiny hands, gripping so hard that he instantly screamed in pain, his body kicking, arms swinging for her without avail. To see a tiny woman toss a highly trained combat operative around like a rag doll was both entertaining and mildly disturbing.  Okay, only a tiny bit disturbing.
“Lydia, leave him alive for now,” Tanya said.
“God, Bruce would have loved to see that,” Holly said, leaning against a wall.
While all that fun stuff was happening, I’d started remote viewing the three billionaires, becoming only dimly aware of the hardened former combat operative getting his ass beat by the five-foot-nothing vampire.
I found each of them pretty much instantly, each tucked safely into underground luxury, running their empires as remotely as possible.  For brilliant tech moguls, they were pretty stupid.  Hiding from Mother Earth underground?  Come on, really?
“Incoming,” I said, pulling the first guy, Ward Belling, right out of his private office, his old-school hard copy reports still clutched in his hands.
“Hey Ward,” Tanya greeted him. “How’s business?”
He froze, staring at her brilliant blue eyes for a solid five seconds before he glanced over at the five special forces men who were wrapped in duct tape and steel fence posts, then the various vampires.  Then he fainted.
Ely Cornish took it slightly better—well, at least he didn’t faint.  He did plead, beg, and grovel for his life.  Like Belling, he recognized Tanya instantly, which being a billionaire herself wasn’t shocking, but he evidently didn’t understand the whole vampire psyche that well.  They aren’t impressed with the whole pissing yourself thing.
Jobe Skiet merely blinked, took in his surroundings, and then looked at Ely.  “Told you we should have gone off-planet.”
“Earth orbit isn’t far enough away,” I said.
“Actually, nowhere in the solar system is far enough away,” Omega’s avatar told him before he could answer.
“He’s thinking of a Vorsook craft,” Nika said.  She’d been quietly reading each captive as they arrived.  This was her first comment. “Oh, nice mental discipline Mr. Skiet, but the damage is done,” she said.
“So… Vorsook?” Chris asked. 
Nika turned to Cornish, narrowing her eyes as I’ve seen her do when she’s picking thoughts out of brains. 
“It seems that yet another group of highly placed humans have sought out the aliens in an attempt to retain positions of power,” Nika said after studying the cowering mega billionaire. “They believe the Vorsook will allow them to act as governors over the subjugated human race.”
“We know that they will,” Cornish said. 
Belling abruptly sat up, wild-eyed and breathing heavily, but oddly, when he saw his fellow conspirators, he firmed up.
“Oh?  Nika, be a dear and demonstrate what the aliens actually did,” Senka said.  The billionaires looked at her like they were trying to figure out who she was and how she fit in.
“Yes, Elder Senka,” Nika said with a gleam in her eyes.
Cornish and Skiet wore shocked expressions and Belling looked like he was going to faint again but Lydia slapped him twice, very fast, snapping him out of it.
“Gentlemen, we’re going to offer you even more power after we defeat the aliens,” Nika said, leaning close to the three, her expression earnest and sincere. “You can trust us,” she added.
I actually felt her press against their minds, something that’s never happened before.  I can defend against telepaths, feeling their assault and blocking it when it’s directed against me, but I don’t feel when they use their powers against others.  This time, I did.  Another new facet of my job, no doubt.
“Really, I thought you were going to tear us apart,” Cornish said.
“But what are your terms,” Belling asked, leaning forward with a predatory gleam in his eyes, ignoring his restraints. “I’ll warn you that the aliens were very generous in their offer.”
“We will put all three of you in charge of your own independent sanitary disposal unit, disposing of both alien and human bodies when the battles are over,” Nika said, her tone and expression conveying the enormous power and prestige they would enjoy. “You will actually be in charge of yourselves only, and when you’re done, we’ll provide a seamless transferal of energy from you to Mother Earth.”
Belling was nodding, Cornish looked excited, and Skiet couldn’t hide the microburst of exaltation that flashed across his face. The five military men wore varying expressions of shock and disbelief.
“How seamless?” Belling asked.
“When the time is right, Earth’s Steward will burst your body into an ultrafine mist of organic matter in a microsecond,” Nika said, nodding at me.
“That would be seamless,” Cornish said, nodding. 
Belling suddenly stopped his own nod of agreement in mid-motion. “Wait, what?”
Nika, Tanya, and Lydia all burst into laughter.  “Come on, Nika. You can keep it going longer,” Lydia said.
“No, it’s too funny,” Nika said.
The self-satisfied expressions on the men’s faces slipped away, replaced by growing horror.
“See, gentlemen, our friend here has something in common with the Vorsook,” Senka said. “Telepathic powers of the mind.  So just as they made you believe that you would end up as leaders instead of organic sludge to feed their protein vats, she made you believe that we would give you a better offer.  And when she explained it to you, it seemed wonderful, right?  To bury the dead and then be executed by the very Steward of Earth that you attempted to kill.  Fascinating stuff.”
“Although I only lied a little,” Nika said. “We wouldn’t actually let you touch the remains of any other sentient beings, as you are all without morals or honor.  We’re just going to strip you of all information that you might have and then kill you.”
“He’s going to burst us?” Belling asked, glancing my way.
“Oh, I doubt that,” Senka said. “That would be an extremely merciful way to leave this life, and let’s face it: None of you are deserving of such mercy, now are you?”
“Well, this one felt bad for the people of Skagway,” Nika said, kicking the semi-naked SEAL’s bare foot. “At least a little.  Not enough to disobey orders, but a little.”
“Declan, do you want a part in any of their executions?” Tanya asked me. 
My first inclination was to say no, to leave it to the eager and angry predators in the room.  But I could feel Stacia’s anger through our bond, and that made me think of Bruce and his jokes.  He’d been the most easygoing werewolf ever, friends with most everyone.  And I remembered the thousands and thousands of terrified people in Skagway.
“Yeah, I do,” I said.  Then I met the eyes of the underwear operative, wrapped him in a shield with a thought, and hit him with a burst of kinetic energy.  He exploded with a dull pop—pink mist coating the inside of the shield, rivulets of red running down the sides.  He was there and then gone.  I collapsed the shield down into the ground a split-second later and pulled his microscopic remains into the dirt floor of the old barn, leaving just a wet spot which dried up as we watched.






Chapter 42

Present day
Someone, Belling maybe, shit themselves, while it was now Cornish’s time to faint.  Skiet looked deathly pale, and the remaining Dark Acres people wore the flat expressions of those without hope.
“Damn, Declan,” Lydia said. 
“And mercy is granted,” Senka said.
“Omega, is there anything we can work on?” I asked.
“Yes, Father.  When Nika has pulled the location of the alien craft from their minds, we will have to determine what to do with it.  There is undoubtedly either a Vorsook in it or, more likely, a minion of sorts.  We should grab them too, but it may be very difficult.  As I mentioned, I have not fully recreated the most cutting-edge Vorsook technology.  Many of their vehicles have extraordinary abilities to shift state of matter and shape.”
“Shapeshifting spaceships?” Holly asked.  She didn’t seem even slightly bothered by what I had done to the ex-soldier.
“Essentially,” Omega answered.
“You’ve never told us about this technology before?” Tanya noted.
“There was no point.  The shapeshifting tech, for lack of a better term, allows vehicles to engage in certain aeronautical maneuvers that would generally tear apart a less capable craft,” Omega said.
“So they can fly circles around you?” Chris asked.
“No.  The term I used was generally.  All of my drones are based on Vorsook technology but some have additional features, thanks to Father.”
“Magically enhanced?” Tanya guessed.
“Exactly.  While the state of Earth technology does not allow me to replicate the Vorsooks’ highest levels, the use of Craft on the units that I can produce has changed the dynamic.  As I may have mentioned before, the Vorsook, for all their eons of history, do not have the ability to use energy like Earth’s witches can.”
“Then you were satisfied with our experiments?” I asked. “You never told me the results.”
“There have been many more immediate topics to discuss, Father.  To answer the question, the latest batch of warded drones are fully capable of matching Vorsook craft.”
“Then why do you need Declan’s help to capture this one?” Alex asked.
“Because he doesn’t want the Vorsook to know about the magically enhanced craft,” Nika said.  “If there is a Vorsook onboard the craft these men have seen in their memories, it could alert others even as we neutralized it.”
“How long have you been modifying Omega’s drones?” Chris asked me.
“Since the first ones came off the assembly line,” I said. “Same way I ward and shield your planes, cars, and buildings.  But the flight enhancement spells were relatively new and I had difficulties getting the spells right.  Aunt Ash would probably understand the flight issues better than I could, but I have the gift for technology,” I said. “It was a side project back before we got yanked away by Gaia.”
“All of this is interesting, but we are straying rather far from the task at hand,” Senka said.
“Actually no, we haven’t,” Nika said. “These three are veritable fonts of information, especially when they think I’m not concentrating on them. Although this one,” she nodded at Jobe Skiet, “has some sort of resistance or shield in place.”
“You can beat it though, right?” Lydia asked.
“Maybe,” her telepathic sister said, eyeing the billionaire like he was a nut to crack.
“Before we set off any Vorsook mind triggers, do you even need to break into his thoughts?” Omega asked.
“These two”—Nika nodded at Cornish and Belling—“have detailed memories of the craft, but not its location.  Which is why I think that Jobe here has that piece of information.”
“But I don’t,” the man said, pleading. “I really don’t.  We could only find the ship when it wanted us to.”
“It?” Chris asked.
“The Rider.  That’s what we call it,” Jobe said.  The other two billionaires nodded.
“That is what they use for a name,” Nika said. “By the way, I’ve picked these four clean,” she said, waving a hand at the four ex-special warfare types.
“Good,” Lydia said. She yanked the SEAL who had triggered the explosion to his feet, peeled off the fence post, then held her hand out to Arkady.  He pulled out a big knife from under his coat and put it, hilt first, into her hand.  Immediately she cut the operator’s duct tape to free his arms and legs, then she backed off two yards and tossed him the knife.
He caught it and, without even a glimmer of hesitation, charged her, swinging the blade wildly.  I couldn’t follow all her moves, but it looked like she ducked, dodged left, then right, and spun behind him.  He slashed, stabbed, chopped, and missed.  When he realized she was behind him, he spun, backhanding the blade at her.  She simply caught his wrist, stopping the swing dead, then punched right through his back.  Since she was much shorter, her fist travelled upward, at an angle, popping out with the remains of his crushed heart and part of his spinal cord in her small, steel-hard grasp.
The other soldiers were clearly terrified, watching as the highly trained warfighter’s body slid off the tiny woman’s bloody arm.  Alex, Holly, and Stacia stepped up behind them, each grabbing a head, with Stacia picking Mark Woodson.  In perfect unison, they twisted their hands, snapping the soldiers’ heads completely around.
“That, gentlemen, is called Pack Justice,” Senka said to the billionaires. “A bit of a waste of blood, but important for closure.”
“Omega, what is your prediction for when Nika breaks the Vorsook shield in Jobe’s head?”
“There is a better than even probability that the alien will know immediately,” Omega said.
“What happened to all the exact numbers and such?” Lydia asked.
“Most humans do not seem to value such precise figures,” Omega said. “I am, therefore, adapting.  Nika, if you would hold off for a few minutes, I would like to rearrange the current placement of my assets.”
“It owns investments?” Ely Cornish blurted.
“Assets in terms of weapons,” Omega responded.
“Not a problem.  I want to study the shield before I take a crack at it, anyway,” Nika said.
My nanoarmor had self-deployed as soon as I started to pull the security operatives to us, one by one.  I don’t know if Omega had done it or it was now programmed to respond to potential threats, but what I did know was that either I or Omega had to activate the goggle function that fed me heads-up information.  So when they suddenly formed up over my eyes, I turned to the holographic avatar. 
“We must prepare, Father,” Omega said.
“What do you know, or what are you predicting?” I asked.
“There is a very high probability of attack at this time—Vorsook attack.  This cabal of ultrarich was supposed to kill or injure you.  That didn’t happen.  Now we’ve taken the Vorsooks’ human allies.  It is extremely likely that it will notice their absence or that Nika fracturing its shield will alert it.”
“You suspect word or thought of Declan’s demise is the trigger for a staged assault?” Alex asked.
“Yes, but since the attack is already lined up, there is a high probability it will still go off.”
“Then why not tell it he’s dead?” Chris’s grandfather asked. “Trigger the attack when we are ready, make it think our biggest gun is down, then smash it.”
“And your thoughts on how to accomplish that?” Omega asked.
Alex turned to Nika.  “Can you make them think he’s”—he turned my way and nodded—“dead? That we’re all grief stricken and lashing out at them in rage?”
“Hmm, devious,” Senka said. “I like it.  Nika?”
“As long as Declan is not visible to them, yes.  And the second part won’t require any effort at all, as we are grieving and angry,” the powerful telepath answered.
“I concur that this is a superior approach.  Let us lay this out,” Omega said.






Chapter 43

Present day
“Everyone ready?” Chris called out.
A steady stream of affirmatives rolled out across my aunt’s property.
All the property wards were at full strength, but they almost didn’t matter.  I had put the strongest shields of my life around, over, and, especially under the building where my aunts and Levi stood guard over the twins.  After much negotiation, Awasos had reluctantly gone inside with them.  Chris had explained to the massive were-bear-wolf that it was either him or one of my two elementals.  Robbie was too big to fight indoors, or even fit indoors, and Draco’s fire was obviously a bad idea inside a flammable dwelling.
The two elementals in question were both ready and waiting, Robbie under the ground in the yard and Draco hiding just inside the barn’s hayloft, the loft door open to the outside.
Nika was inside the barn with Lydia and Arkady and the billionaire’s club.  Chris, Tanya, and Senka were all outside, spread around the grounds.  I was under the Rowan tree, sitting cross-legged, under the careful guard of Stacia and the pack, fully armored and shielded.
The moon happened to be full, and it was now high overhead, lighting all of Rowan West with a bright silver light.
“Okay, then.  Go to it, Nika,” Chris said in a normal voice.
For the last ten minutes, the powerful telepath had been forcing new thoughts into the three billionaires’ minds.  New memories concerning me and the rest of the group.  Now she would be working to break the mind shield wrapped around Jobe Skeit’s brain.
I had heard the team’s calls and affirmations, but my vision was suddenly occluded by the nanogoggles flowing over my eyes. 
“Are you ready, Father?” Omega asked in my earpieces.
“Yup.  Stick ’em in,” I said.
Instantly, I felt brief sharp pains in my wrists, like I had just been injected by very fine, very sharp hypodermic needles.  My perception of the world changed in a matter of seconds.
“Still good, Father?” Omega asked, although he was most certainly monitoring every vital sign I had.
“Yes, just like the other two times, but less disorientation,” I said as I saw planet Earth from space.  During our work on modifying terrain to promote rainfall around the planet, Omega had introduced a method of direct meld with my nervous system, his version of the nano meld we had achieved using Caeco’s nanites.
I was seeing information he was pulling from his thousands of space drones, filtered and fed to me in a way far more information-rich than visual sight, but still comprehensible by my merely human nervous system.
It’s difficult to explain what this perception was like.  It went way beyond the best, most intense virtual reality projections that even Omega could produce.  It was as if I was both seeing and feeling the space around Earth at the same time.  And when I say seeing, that is a very poor word to convey the sensation.  It was a bit like how Mother Earth had lent me remote viewing abilities beyond anything known.  My perception swooped and swirled through space, perceiving the planet from all directions as it hurtled though the solar system in absolute silence. 
I could move that view anywhere I wanted, as could Omega.  We had used it just a little during our terraforming projects, but this was already far more intense.
“I have placed the world’s military forces on alert and opened the weapon vaults,” Omega said.  “Most of my spaceborne assets have reestablished their previous positions, with the exception of the outermost ones, which haven’t had enough time to get there.  In short, we are…” He broke off and at that same moment, I felt something change.
“Contact,” Omega said as he changed my viewpoint to a spot that showed the moon as it orbited Earth.  A massive fracture in the fabric of space was opening behind the moon, near the side of the moon farthest from Earth. 
“Father, I need a size-four portal here,” he said, a dot of light appearing in front of the gargantuan alien object that was emerging from behind the moon.
I did exactly as he asked.  Size four meant four football fields in diameter. I was no longer limited to merely subway-sized portals.
“A gateway is forming above the road,” I heard Tanya call out. 
“Coming around the other end of the building now,” Chris called back to her.
I couldn’t see what was happening around me, my focus entirely on Omega’s voice as he directed where he wanted the portal’s exit point.  The Vorsook warship (which I somehow knew was a Prandar-class dreadnaught, whatever the hell that was) exited the Vorsook space portal but flew into mine, unable to stop, steer, or otherwise avoid it.  Shockingly brilliant light flashed through space from my entrance portal as my exit opened directly above the surface of the sun.  The giant war vessel evaporated into atoms as it basically flew straight into the sun, the heat and light blasting back through my gateway and straight into the still-open Vorsook portal.
“And close,” Omega directed. “Multiple entry points across the solar system.  Father, please follow my lead as fast as you can.” 
“Contact,” Tanya yelled out somewhere on the property, followed by a hum-zap sound that I had last heard in Philadelphia.  Then the sounds of close quarters vampire combat filled the night but faded from my ears as I fell with Omega into battle. 
“Level five e-beam,” Omega said, a targeting reticle showing me just where to put it.  I responded before his words were finished, only slightly aware of a flash of heat from high overhead as a Terra-powered laser beam the diameter of a Saturn Five rocket flashed off into space. “Here, here, here,” he said.  I responded as fast as I could.  The beams formed over whatever part of the planet’s exosphere was closest to the target
“Whoa,” Holly said in awe, matching a flash of light that pressed against my shut eyelids.
“Eyes outward, wolves,” Stacia’s voice commanded in a tone that would brook no disobedience. “There, coming around the barn.  Alex, engage.”
A snarl and then the sounds of bodies impacting.
“Portal and exit,” Omega said. Unless told otherwise, my standard portal for space was one football field in diameter.  An object flashed into the portal as it opened and out the exit, smashing into another fast-moving object and becoming an expanding bloom of light. 
“Portal—portal—exit.” Two openings, one exit.  Another flower of white-hot light.
“G-flux,” he said.  I reached out and altered the waves of gravity around Earth, lessening the pull where he indicated.  An enemy ship shot off course, only to meet three of Omega’s drones and die.
“G-pull.” 
I quadrupled the earth’s tug just as a craft flew across the planet’s exosphere, yanking it momentarily out of its flight path and into a drone missile.
The ground under me suddenly shook as I felt Robbie emerge from underground with a roar so deep, it rattled the bones in my skull.  Draco’s cry came a moment later as the breeze from his passage brushed my face. There was the vague impression of a flare of heat on my skin, but I ignored it, sending yet another beam of train-sized actinic white from high over Antarctica while another one beam flashed into space from a point over Fiji. 
I was basically locked into a game, one where I responded with light, gravity, or a rip in reality as my game controller called out commands.  I was peripherally aware of the results, but most of my attention was on the next shot or three.  Omega somehow adjusted his electronic impulses to my biological ones, figuring my lag time into a fight that was happening at the speed of thought.  I was aware of flashes of light as both enemy and ally craft vanished into atoms, the spaceborne dogfight too much for my poor synapses.  Instead, I fired off the massive laser artillery he needed against kilometer-long dreadnaughts and tore space and time to redirect enemy ships and ordnance back against themselves. 
Plasma missiles launched at Earth instead entered portals and exited directly behind the very craft that fired them.  Sometimes it was Omega’s own drones that entered my portals, escaping contact to immediately gain superior position.  Sometimes things got past me, because I was too slow.  I felt pain across my body when alien missiles and energy weapons struck the planet—mild pain, but any pain was unacceptable because it meant injury to our planet.
A distant part of me heard the snap of displaced air and something grunted less than thirty yards away from where my body sat as a very vulnerable target.
“Thanks,” Stacia said to someone.
Holly growled, the bowel-loosening bass of a combat-form werewolf, which I now tend to find oddly comforting.  I recognized it as a call for assistance.  Stacia snarled in response, followed by the sound of flesh tearing.
Part of me was aware of Chris and the vampires calling to each other, of the wolves growling, fighting, or yelling depending upon their current form, the screech of Draco, the earth-shaking thunder of Robbie as he pounded something into the ground.  The rest of me was locked into the flashes of silent light as blindingly fast spacecraft fought in a globular area of engagement several earth diameters around us.  And through all of it, I was pulling constant, inexhaustible power from Gaia and sending it outward at Omega’s direction.
I was just a part of an awesome machine of war, an interface between all-encompassing awareness and all-consuming power. 
“Where’s his mouth?” Stacia’s voice asked. 
“Just pour it on the armor.  It will be absorbed and fed directly into his bloodstream,” Omega’s avatar said somewhere outside my personal space opera.
“Are they done?” Chris called. 
“The rip is gone,” Tanya’s voice responded.
“Oh dear, and I was having such fun,” Senka said.
All the while, titanic energy flashed into space, ships flew and died, and my attention was consumed by a space battle that encompassed most of the solar system.
I opened a portal that ate four thousand, nine hundred and seventy-one enemy implosive warheads, exiting them out in a shotgun blast that spanned a zone the size of Jupiter.  Sixty-three Obliterators followed the missiles through the portal and began cleaning up the Vorsook fighter craft that had survived the barrage of their own missiles.
“Stand down, Father. I have the rest,” Omega said, my intense perceptions swirling away to be replaced by my own merely human senses.
It was still night in Vermont, but it was well lit by the fires that consumed the barn, or at least that portion that hadn’t been blasted to splinters by Vorsook hand weapons.  The one-time wielders of that firepower were strewn about the property, torn and broken human-looking bodies, while a massive pile of silver spinal cords was growing as the vampires and wolves tossed on metallic vertebrae one after another.
That was my immediate perception as my senses spun, but then my vision was locked onto Stacia’s face as her hands gripped my head.  “Wow, did you have fun?” I asked, falling into her green eyes and then onto my face.






Chapter 44

Present day
“—basically, handled and expended approximately three-quarters of a petaton of energy, or roughly seven and a half dinosaur extinction-level asteroid strikes,” Omega said as I rose toward something like consciousness.
There was silence and I used that gap to try and open my eyes.  Glimpses of my container room were quickly followed by green eyes locking onto mine.
“Whoa, easy,” Stacia said, leaning over me.
“Ah, what happened?”
“Do you remember?”
“Big fight in space.  You guys were fighting here and then it was like a switch was thrown,” I said.
She nodded as Aunt Ash leaned down next to her.  “That’s exactly what it was like… a switch that turned you off,” she said, raising her hard gaze to someone I couldn’t see.
“A circuit breaker would be a more apt description,” Omega said from the direction she was looking. “He reached his limit and his nervous system shut him down.”
“At what cost?” Stacia demanded.
“We will have to ascertain how much it cost Father to defeat the might of the largest Vorsook armada to come together anywhere in all the time that humans have inhabited Earth,” he responded.
“We defea… feated,” I said, stuttering a little.  “I was just a co… cog.”
Aunt Ash moved closer and held her hands over me, palms down.  “Dehydration, low blood sugar, and almost no power.  I doubt ye could so much as light a candle, lad, not that I want ye to try.”
“Good, because I just want to lie here,” I said, my voice rough but at least working.
“I moved water and glucose directly into his system,” Omega protested.
“Aye, but the regular old way is best, now isn’t it?” Ashling noted. “Drink some juice, lad, then some bone broth.”
She handed a glass not to me but to Stacia, who held me up with one arm and held the glass to my mouth with the other.
“Witch boy is weak as kitten,” Arkady rumbled somewhere to my right.  I slowly moved my head to find the giant vampire sitting on Aunt Ash’s couch, one of the twins on each of his knees, holding themselves in place like bronco riders.  The rest of the group was visible, with the exception of Alex and Kristin.
“Any kitten worth its fur could probably take me out,” I said.  I really did feel utterly weak and exhausted. “What happened here? Where are the others?”  Wetness ran down my upper lip and I absently wiped it with a finger, but the fluid on it wasn’t clear, but red.  I thought to hide my weakness but based on the flaring of nostrils around the room, that wasn’t going to be possible.
“They have the watch,” Chris said, his eyes flicking from my finger to my eyes. “And what happened here was the same thing that happened in ten other locations around the planet. Simultaneous assault by alien ground forces.  Here, Manhattan—just outside the tower, by the way—Washington, Moscow, Beijing, Tokyo, London, Rome, Paris, and Melbourne.  Human bodies jacked by Vorsook nano tech with alien firepower.”
“Ah, you guys seemed to have mopped up here, but what happened in those other places?” I asked, wiping off my finger and hoping everyone else would ignore it.
“A lot of people died,” Chris said. “Demidova security forces cleared the group near the tower, but at least a hundred and fifty people died.  It was much worse everywhere else.  Much. Omega’s weapon caches made the difference between massive loss of life and complete overrun.”
“Bullets don’t work?”
“Not well. Not unless you use a metric ton of them,” Levi said. “You have to shoot the spine multiple times very rapidly and then find some way to destroy the body as fast as you can before it regenerates.  I was sniping from upstairs and talking about results with the guys back at the tower.”
“The boys used a combination of heavy weapons and Omega ordnance to kill the ones in the city,” Deckert said. “The biggest emergence was here, though.”
“By a multiple of fifteen,” Omega added.
“How about space?  I think I left you in the lurch,” I said to Omega.
“You did not.  There was only cleanup.  All of the warships were destroyed when you passed out, and most of the remaining fightercraft were attempting to breach a retreat portal, but our forces overwhelmed them.”
“Losses?”
“Significant from both human and tech perspectives,” he answered. “Worldwide, the casualties are estimated to exceed one hundred and thirty-three million, primarily from a combination of the ground assault and what alien ordnance made it to the surface. Parts of Europe and various locations in China and Korean had implosive missile strikes.”
“One hundred and thirty-three million?” I asked, not sure I had heard right.
“Yeah, million with an m as opposed to billion with a b,” Lydia said.
“What about the losses from the energy shutoff?” I asked. “You know… starvation and fighting?”
“The numbers are suspect, but human agencies around the world have been reporting steadily.  Conservatively a bit over forty million. The good news is that the world just watched the first battle of the Human-Vorsook war in real time,” Omega said. “The most immediate result has been capitulation and cooperation.  World governments have completely ceded control of their nations’ resources.”
“I thought you already seized all that?” Stacia asked.
“Anything controlled by computers, yes. What I lacked was full human cooperation, and now I have that.  Feeding the world requires much less energy and is much less costly if a central authority does away with tariffs, import and export bans, as well as investor speculation.  There is enough food to feed the world, at least for now, as long as I have free rein to disburse it in the most efficient ways.  Currently, one third of all food on planet Earth is used to feed livestock.  I will adjust that.”
“Kill off all the cows?” Alex asked, a sharp note in his voice.
“No, but I will free range all the livestock just as it was when man first domesticated them.  Let the herbivores eat grasses and plants that people can’t.  Simply removing the use of special breeds of faster growing, bigger animals, and then never hunting for more profits will allow us to provide more grain to people.”
“What about the rest of the economy?” Tanya asked. “Removing the energy component from the world has already trashed countless corporations.”
“Allowing me to buy their assets and resources for pennies on the dollar,” Omega said. “I can streamline many businesses, retrain my new employees, and begin an immediate rebuild of the drone armada.  There will be pain and suffering.  It simply cannot be avoided.  But there will also be survival for far more than if I did not intercede.”
“How many drones did you lose?” I asked.
“Seventy-three percent.”
There was a moment of stunned silence before Chris broke it.  “We’re sitting ducks,” he said.
“On the contrary,” Omega said. “The Vorsook lost ninety-eight percent of their forces which, as I mentioned before, was the largest mobilization they have committed in the last two million years.  For a people who conquer on a strict budget, they will be reeling from the cost of this battle.  A large number of actual Vorsook just lost their lives, while the older ones lost countless resources.  My factories have continued work right through the battle.  The addition of the nanotech you salvaged here will move my designs to far greater capabilities.”
“You’re taking the spinal things?” I asked.
“Yes. Stripping them to component level will let me build much greater drones.  Oh, Father, do you think you could revise your moon spell to attract space debris?  I could recycle much both Vorsook and my own damaged technology.”
I looked at the bookshelf at the end of my room where the duct tape wrapped box was sitting.  “I should think so – yeah.”
“Do the Vorsook know how low your numbers are?” Tanya asked.
“Uncertain.  But what they do not know is Father’s condition.  They just faced off against the full might of a planetary elemental and lost dramatically.  They will be taking much time for reflection.”
“Omega, I couldn’t blow out a candle right now, let alone light one,” I said.
“One, they don’t know that, and two, we don’t know how long it will take you to recover,” he said.
“If he recovers,” Chris pointed out.
“Ashling, would you be so kind as to offer your thoughts regarding Declan’s condition?” Omega asked.
“And jest how am I supposed to be knowing the answers?” she asked.
“Just your thoughts and impressions.  You have, after all, been through this with him before,” Omega said.
“You’re talking about the Pacific Elemental?” Lydia jumped in.
“I am.  Ashling?”
My aunt paused to study me.
“He’s exhausted, depleted, and empty of magic… yet he just handled ten times the power of the Pacific Elemental, or more.  He’s awake and mouthy, whereas before it took him days of bed rest to even begin to recover,” she said, studying me. “He’s like to fully recover and likely much faster than afore,” she concluded with a sigh. “And I suggest we let him be, so that he can start the process.”
“The other danger is if any human factions learn of his vulnerability,” Senka said. “What have I always told you ladies?”
“Never show weakness,” Tanya, Nika, and Lydia chorused.
“That is an extremely valid point,” Omega said. “We must limit all contact till he recovers.”
“I don’t want to talk to anyone anyway,” I said, leaning back against Stacia.
“Exactly,” Lydia said, snapping her fingers so hard, it sounded like two pieces of hardwood knocking together. “Just saved the world but still too busy dealing with cleanup and after-action planning to be bothered by media and public figures.”
“That might work for a little while, but then people will grow suspicious,” Tanya said. “They’ll remember the Pacific Ocean incident.”
“And we explain that he already passed that test,” Senka said.
“You think his brush with death under the ocean was a test?” Lydia asked the ancient vampire.
“Don’t you?” Senka replied back. “But Ashling is correct.  He needs to rest.  So, which of my great-grandchildren want to hear a real story?”
The twins, who had been quiet and well-behaved on Arkady’s lap, started to jump up and down.  “I do,” Cora said.
“Me,” Wulf agreed.
“Not too much blood and gore please, Grandmother,” Tanya said.  Everyone started to file out of my room.
“Bah. They must know who they are, and to do that, they must learn who they’re descended from,” the oldest vampire said, and then launched into a story of a brave girl who lived long ago in the Carpathian Mountains, as she and Arkady carried them out of the container. 
Stacia slid in next to me, snuggling up tight, her head next to mine and one arm draped over my chest.  My eyes closed almost on their own and then I slipped into darkness.






Chapter 45

Present day
I woke late in the afternoon of that same day.  Stacia was gone and the container was empty.  I lay still, taking stock of my condition.  Thirsty.  I took a deep drink from the glass sitting next to my bed.  Sore, but able to move. I sat up and leaned against the small ramp of pillows.  Still tired, but no longer sleepy.  I powered up my wall-mounted television and turned to the news.
—damage was spread out randomly.  The Omega computer reports that some of the alien weapons slipped through defenses, but only after losing their targeting systems.  It estimates that the amount of firepower that managed to hit Earth was less than one tenth of a percent of what the Vorsook either expended in battle or lost when the Steward took out their major war vessels.  Harcroft Kingston reporting from China. Back to you, Janet.”
“Thank you, Harcroft.  With the battle apparently over, disaster cleanup has begun. There are millions dead and dying.  Emergency fuel has been released by the Omega computer for heavy equipment and rescue vehicles, but the scale of death is beyond any other historical event apart from World War Two.  Mass graves are being dug across the planet as humanity prepares to bury our dead.”
“And yet, despite the horrific numbers, all indications are that it could have been outright extinction.  Instead, a race of space travelers millions of years old have been stopped cold by the power of Gaia herself.  The young man we used to call the Warlock, now known as the Steward—"
The television went dark as a slim hand hit the power button.  “Why torture yourself?” Stacia asked. “You already know more than any of those talking heads on television.”
“Just seeing what was being reported,” I said.
“Well, you look… better,” she said, tilting her head to study me.
I laughed.  “You don’t have to sugarcoat it, Stacia.  I feel like mildly warmed-up death.”
“True, but that’s a vast improvement over ice cold death, which is how you looked this morning.  You look like you did about a week after the Pacific trip. How do you feel?”
“Tired.  But I’m also kind of hungry.”
“Your aunt is preparing all kinds of potions.”
“Like every other time I’ve ever been sick or under the weather.  I’m just hoping for some soup.”
She came and snuggled up next to me.  “I’m pretty sure I smelled vegetable beef soup in there too.”
“So, I was kind of blindfolded at the time, but how did the fight here go?”
“They should have sent twice as many.  Honestly, Chris, Tanya, and Senka probably neutralized three-quarters of them on their own.  I fought a couple of them in Philly before, remember.  Really hard to actually kill them but not that hard to disable. We just tore them apart and let Draco melt them down.  He really went to town on them.  I think your pet elementals were really peeved about the attack.  That Robbie smashed the nano stuff so hard that Omega said it couldn’t self-repair anymore.”
“That was you guys—the dream team for close-quarters battle with supernatural and extraterrestrial bad guys.  The regular folks who had to fight them must have had real trouble.”
“Well, the Demidova guys handled them pretty well.  Deckert has those guys well trained.  Did you know that Tanya has been expanding Demidova Security?”
“What do you mean expanding?”
“She’s hired hundreds of new folks, almost all ex-military, and they’ve been training them with the new weapons.”
“Hundreds?  Why?” I asked, the answer occurring to me even as I asked.
“All of this.” She waved a hand around.  “Everything that’s going on.”
“When are they headed back?”
“To New York?  Probably when you get strong enough to open a gate.  Fuel, remember?”
“Shit; it kind of slipped my mind,” I said. “Can’t they get some Teslas or something?”
“Sure, but they don’t seem to be in a hurry.”
The door opened and both of my aunts appeared in the archway, each carrying a tray.  “None of that X-rated stuff now,” Darci called out even though she could see us sitting on my bed.
Stacia snorted as she slipped off the bed and dragged one of my little side tables closer.
“Now, lad, I know yer likely dying for some honest food, but I need to get this particular mixture inside ye first,” Ashling said, holding up a large mug. 
Darci, knowing how bad some of my aunt’s special mixtures tasted, showed me the tray she was holding: a big bowl of soup, rich with chunks of potato and beef, and two thick slices of homemade bread, slathered with butter.  “I’ve got the carrot,” she said. “She’s got the stick.”
“Which is exactly what it’ll taste like—sticks,” I said.
“If you’re lucky,” Stacia murmured.
“What’s that, dear?” Ash asked.
“It’ll make him just ducky,” the Alpha werewolf lied.
Ashling snorted.
My stomach rumbled at the sight and smell of the food, so I held out my hand for the mug, ready to get it over with.  Stacia, smelling the contents, stepped away from my side rather quickly, her face an unmasked expression of horror.
I caught her eyes as I swigged a third of the mug, breathing out through my nose just before I drank.  That’s the key, you see: making sure you don’t breathe in.  Damn near impossible for a werewolf, I would bet.
I turned my head and took a new breath, breathed it out, and then drank half of the remaining dose.
“That’s the lad.  Just a bit more,” Aunt Ash said.  Stacia made a gagging noise as I polished off the rest.
“How about a kiss?” I asked my girlfriend.
“Not without about two quarts of mouthwash,” she said, smiling.
“And here’s your reward,” Darci said, setting the tray down on my bedside table.  Wasting no time, I dunked a chunk of bread into the soup and then stuffed it into my mouth.  Despite my bravado with Stacia, I couldn’t wait to wash away the horrid taste of my aunt’s concoction.
The table was a clever design that Levi had given me, acting as a side table but convertible into a tray that could extend over the bed.  I swung it over and started in on the soup.
“Easy, lad. It can’t escape ye,” my aunt said.
“Starving.  Is there more?”  I asked, already certain that one bowl wouldn’t be enough.
“Aye.  I cook by the vatload when the weres are all here, although nobody puts it away like that Chris.”
“I’ll get you some more,” Darci said.
“I can get it,” I said. “You don’t have to wait on me.”
“Aww, but I never get to,” Darci said.
“Why don’t you stay right here, but maybe move to the couch?” Stacia recommended, giving me a look.
“Sure.  Okay,” I agreed.  I snatched the bowl and the bread as Darci grabbed the tray.  With a satisfied smile, she left my room, whistling.
“Yer recovering very fast, lad, but I don’t want ye trying for yer magic now, right?” Ashling said.
“I remember the drill from last time,” I said, sliding off the bed and wobbling toward the couch.  “What’s new and happening?”
“Well, I’ve had to push out the wards a bit,” Ashling said. “There are curious types trying to visit.”
“Curious types?” I asked.
“Mostly espionage types from all over the world, according to Deckert, with a bunch of media too,” Stacia said. “Omega has created a no-drone zone around the property, but still had to crash about sixteen of them so far.”
“Twenty-one,” Omega said, appearing next to Ashling and making her jump a little. “And fifty-seven electric cars of various makes.  There’s quite a crowd milling around outside the wards, and the cameras are all analog film.”
“They think you can’t mess with film?” I asked.
“Yes, and as you haven’t been visible, I haven’t had to demonstrate my actual capabilities.”
“Is it dangerous?” I asked.
“Not at this point, lad,” Ashling said. “Omega has a really big drone overhead, fully visible, and Stacia’s wolves are patrolling in fur forms.”
“Levi and Deckert have set up sniper hides,” Stacia said. “Those two and Alex have been putting their heads together and talking area denial and kill zones for the last hour.  Probably bad influences on each other.”
“There’s that much interest?” I asked.
“Oh, laddie, ye went and blew the aliens right out of space, and that’s after all the other stuff ye did.  Don’tcha think people would be a might interested in ye after all that?”
“Any speculation that I’m powerless?”
They all exchanged a glance.
“That’s a yes,” I said. “What should we do about it?”
“At this point?  Nothing,” Stacia said. “It hasn’t even been twelve hours since the battle ended.”
“And I’ve released information that we are reviewing the results of the combat for planning purposes,” Omega said. “No interruptions allowed.”
The door opened and Levi poked his head inside.  “Ah, you’re awake.  Good.”  He came in with Alex and Deckert following.  Before Deckert could close the door, a hand stopped it and then Chris appeared, stepping inside.
“Personal space, fellas,” Stacia said.  Alex grinned, Deckert looked stalwart, and Levi gave her an apologetic smile.  Chris just raised his brows.
“We have a bit of a problem,” Levi said.
I was shoveling soup into my mouth as fast as I could, but with the hand holding the bread, I waved for him to continue.
“Rowan West isn’t really defensible,” Levi said.
“The wards be holding jest fine,” Ashling said, her hands going to her hips.
“Let me amend that,” Levi said. “This place isn’t defensible without a clear willingness to kill intruders.”
“I have no problem with that,” Omega said.
“But he does,” Levi said, nodding at me.
While I was swallowing my current mouthful of soup, Chris spoke up.  “And we’ll need to get back to the city, probably sooner rather than later.”
Everyone turned to me, as if the youngest person in the room had the answers.  Suddenly I sorta did.  Just popped into my head.
“Would College Arcane be better?” I asked.  Everyone in the room knew it pretty well, including Alex, who had been there three or four times.
The three ex-soldiers looked at each other, then turned back to me, nodding almost in unison.
“Yeah, solid fencing all around, hardened entrances, impact-resistant windows, a built-in security force, albeit not a large one,” Deckert said, ticking off his points on the fingers of his right hand. “But it’s full of students.  What would you propose to do about them?”
“Hire them,” I said, taking a bite of bread.  It was smeared with real butter, and it tasted like the trumpets of Heaven were playing.
“Hire the weres and witch bitches?” Stacia asked, frowning.
“Unless you don’t think we could make it happen,” I said. “Mixing packs is iffy.”
“Oh, we wouldn’t be mixing.  They’d all be mine,” Stacia said with a wicked smile.
“Dellwood might have a different opinion,” I offered. 
“Silly witch,” she said.
“He’s big, fast, strong, and scary, but Stacia fought that demon-were hybrid toe to toe,” Chris said. “I’ve seen Dellwood fight.  She can handle him.”
My girlfriend gave her previous crush a smile and nod and the green demon of jealousy reared its head inside my chest.  No sooner had I felt that surge of emotion when she slid onto the couch next to me, the whole side of her body touching mine in a very clear message.
“It would require permission from Oracle and you guys,” I said to Chris.
He waved a hand dismissively.  “You obviously have our permission if no students remain who aren’t willing to take the risks.  Oracle will likely do anything you ask.  Stewart, of all people, understands the ramifications.”
“Ramifications of what?” I asked.
“We all live at the whims of the one you serve,” Chris said. “Should Earth decide she doesn’t want us fouling her surface, we as a race will die.”
“Um, I kinda know all that,” I said, frowning.
“But it seems that some people don’t,” Chris said, turning to Omega. “Perhaps you can tell him?”
“A lot has happened in a short period of time, Father.  Some people can’t grasp it.  There are those who feel we should ignore Terra’s will.  Some actually propose attacking her.”
“What?” I asked. “How do you even do that?  Why?  It’s like shooting holes in your boat as it floats you over an ocean of hungry great white sharks.”
“Emotion is easily capable of overcoming logic,” Omega said. 
“Wait. Do you mean some of these special idiots have positions of power?” I asked.
“Yes, although power is relative word.  I have removed much of the authority most governments hold, yet politicians still have audiences of constituents.”
“And so they’re doing what?  Calling for pitchforks and torches?”
“Aye, lad,” my aunt said.
“You’re letting them have their soapboxes?” I asked Omega.
“I’m limiting their reach as much as possible without resorting to draconian measures,” Omega said. “Total authoritarian control would be both abhorrent and unproductive.”
“And they’re probably the ones questioning my condition,” I said.
“They are certainly among that group,” Omega said.
“Hmm.  Maybe we should stamp this out sooner rather than later?” I suggested.
“Oh, I know that look,” Levi said. 
“We all do, Levi. We all do,” Aunt Ash said. “What are ye thinking, lad?”
I told them.






Chapter 46

Present day
“You expect me to believe you came up with this all on your own?  While we were sleeping?” Lydia asked.
“Well, everyone piled in with suggestions but yeah, the raw material was mine,” I said. 
It was late afternoon or early evening, whatever you prefer, and the vampires had listened to my thoughts.
“I like it,” Senka said. “Simple, which is often best.”
“That’s why he’s the best witch,” Lydia agreed. “He’s simple.”
“Look who woke up on the wrong side of the grave,” I said.
“No way to talk about your aunt’s boudoir,” she shot back. “Which is lovely, by the way,” she said to Ashling.
“Thank ye dear,” my aunt said.
“What do you think, Tanya?” I asked.
“I think it’s pretty good.  Best idea I’ve heard so far.  I have to defer on the witch stuff to you two,” she said, looking from my aunt to me. “It has to be seamless.”
“No worries there, dear,” Ashling said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “If any two witches anywhere can work together, it be me and me boy.”
“The rest is almost all in place,” Chris said. “There’s just the question of the media.”
Everyone turned to Stacia, who was staring at me.  “You sure this won’t tax your overworked magical muscles?” she asked.
“I’m just providing the spell construction.  Aunt Ash and Draco will handle the rest.”
“Okay,” she agreed with a nod. “Frankly it’ll be a relief to answer her back.  She’s about blown up my phone with messages.  What time do we pick?”
“I already wrote out the spells and triple-checked them.  Say about thirty minutes to scribe them out in position,” I suggested.
“We’ll need an hour to get packed, lad,” Ashling said.
“Okay. Let’s call it for seven?”
“That works for us, I think,” Chris said, glancing around at his group.
“Alrighty then,” Stacia said, picking up her phone and hitting a contact. “Hey, Brystol.  What?  Hold up with your questions for a second.  We’re going to hold a brief press conference at seven.  Spread the word out there among the spies and newsies, would ya?”
She listened for a second, and I could see that the weres and vampires were all hearing the other side of things, but Levi, Darci, my aunt, and myself just had to wait.
“No, we’ll lower the outer wards.  Just tell everyone not to approach the main building or any of us.  Yes, that includes you too.  Everyone’s on edge after the battle, so no sudden moves and all that.”
She listened some more but I got the gist of it when our supernaturally gifted friends all began to collect their things.
Me, I got busy.  Aunt Ash modified a small portion of the wards directly in front of the building.  It was excellent illusion, like something out of a Mission Impossible movie.  Essentially, she copied the front of the building and projected it onto the surface of the ward, which allowed me to step outside and draft my spells on the ground, completely unseen.
Turns out I only needed twenty minutes, even with my slow, tired body.  Then I too got busy packing clothes and gear for an extended leave, but my stuff was pretty easy.  My aunts had it worse, the two of them moving all around the property like hummingbirds, packing things or locking away important items.
The time ticked down to the appointed hour, leaving us just a few minutes to say our goodbyes. Seven o’clock came, and right on cue, Ashling dropped the outer wards.  Crowds of people waited silently until Stacia motioned for Brystol Chatterjee to come closer.  Then there was a mad rush as the media types jockeyed for position.  The spies were easy to pick out, as they moved much slower, taking their time and looking everything over with wary, cautious eyes.
Chris and Tanya stepped forward, front and center, while the rest of us stood just behind them.  The twins were at the back of the group, protected by Awasos, Darci, and Lydia.
It was a bit dark by this point and many of the media crews had lights on their equipment which were kind of blinding to us.
“Ah, Declan, could you maybe provide a little light?” Tanya called out.  I made a gesture, but it was Aunt Ash who formed a ball of glowing light overhead to softly illuminate everything.
“Okay, we understand everyone has concerns and questions, so we’ll take some questions and then call it a night,” Chris said.
“You have luggage; where are you going?” a female reporter in the front row called out.
“Home,” Chris said, immediately pointing to a fairly famous news anchor.
“Will the aliens be back?” the man asked.
“I thought Omega has answered that already… most likely.  This was a battle… not the war,” Tanya said.  Then she pointed at a woman.
“Will you be able to do it again?” she asked, turning toward me.
“Depends on their tactics.  They know what I can do now, so that element of surprise is gone.  We’ll have to see,” I said, pointing at Brystol.
“But do you have your powers?” the lady pushed back before Brystol could speak.
“Why wouldn’t I?” I asked back, frowning for a second before waving to Brystol.
“You murdered a lot of people,” Brystol said.
“That seems like more of a statement than a question,” Stacia said back.
“Don’t you think you should be held accountable for those crimes?” her friend the reporter asked.
“By whom?” I asked. “The government?  The courts?  Their families?  Mankind?” I rattled off.
“I… we had a choice.  Kill corrupt people who were harming the planet and therefore threatening the rest of mankind, or let the human species die.  We made our choice.”
“We’re more killers than murderers,” Stacia added. “You know, like most of the spies behind you, or like soldiers.”
“What happened in Skagway,” another man called out.
“Someone triggered a tsunami in order to bait a trap,” I said. “They managed to kill one of us.”
“What happened to them?” the same reporter followed up.
“They were tracked down,” I said. “Next.”
“Who were they?” another voice called out.
I turned to Omega’s avatar, and he nodded.  Immediately, five holographic pictures appeared in the air just over our heads.
“Private security consultants from Dark Acres Incorporated, at the command of Mark Woodson, carried out the mission, which was commissioned by these three billionaires,” Omega said as he projected three more headshots of the billionaires.
“Where are they now?” another reporter asked.
“Dead and gone,” I said.
“They were delicious,” Senka said. “Just the thing for a pre-battle snack.”
“Who are you?” Brystol called out.
“My name is Senka, and I am one of the Elders of the Coven.”
She had, to my knowledge, never appeared before any media anywhere.
“You ate them?” a voice yelled out.
“Drank them,” Senka said. “Accurate word usage is vital.  It seems to be a problem with media these days.”
“Chris, are you just killing people nowadays?” a man called out.
“We are fighting a war, Steven,” Chris said back, his tone angry. “Did you notice the alien space weapons slamming into major cities?  The alien troops opening portals around the world?  The massive battle in space?”
“Let’s be clear,” Tanya jumped in. “Humans who side with the aliens or attack Earth itself will be eliminated.  Period. End of story.  Those three ultrarich assholes were hiding in fortified bunkers out in the wilds.  It did them no good.  We found them and pulled them out like diseased rats in a pipe.  The human race is balanced on the edge of a knife.  On one hand, we have the Vorsook, ancient highly advanced aliens who want us all dead.  One the other hand is Gaia, Mother Earth herself, who has finally had enough of us.  We either modify our behaviors or die.”
“And that concludes our conference,” Chris said, turning to me even as the reporters churned forward.  His glance my way was Ashling’s cue.  The ward went up five feet in front of Chris and Tanya, stopping the wave of reporters in their tracks.
“We ready to get out of here?” Tanya asked.
That was my cue to think a thought at Draco.  He flew up from behind the restaurant building, screamed his prehistoric cry and let a long flare of fire shoot up into the heavens, while at the same time, I lifted my right hand and made two long slices through the air. It was all theater.  Good stuff too.  What Draco was really doing was sending a burst of elemental power to Ashling, which she directed into the spell arrays I had drawn in the dirt.
Immediately, two portals ripped open: one into the Demidova Tower, and the other into the parking lot of College Arcane.
We split into two lines.  Lydia, Nika, Senka, Arkady, Deckert, the twins, Awasos, Tanya, and finally Chris all stepped through the first one.  Then my aunts, Levi, Holly, Kristin, Alex, myself, and Stacia stepped through the second one.  I glanced over my shoulder as the portal zipped itself shut, my last glimpse showing the crowd looking up as Draco wheeled around in midair, flapping his wings.
Then it was gone and I was standing on the pavement outside of College Arcane, the entire school body and faculty lined up to face us.






Chapter 47

Present day
“Welcome to Arcane,” Gina Velasquez said, stepping forward with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.  She looked us all over and I realized she wasn’t really looking directly at me.  She was nervous.  Over little old me, you know… the guy who murdered all kinds of people.
A mini-Gina shot out from behind her and ran to me.  Alex looked at Stacia, but she was smiling as Toni Velasquez ran up and hugged me.  “You’re back!” she said with none of the worry or fear her mother had.
“Yes, as long as everyone here is okay with the risks of being near me,” I said loudly.
Gina looked like she wanted to ask a question, but my half-sister, Zuzanna, beat her to it.
“What kind of risks?” she asked, arms crossed.
“Did you miss the whole Skagway tsunami bit?” Holly asked, looking at her nails in a very Stacia-like way.  “Like that.”
“There are people who would like to see Declan dead,” Levi said. “There are even more people who want his ear, to access his power.  Rowan West wasn’t defensible. Arcane is.  If you stay, you have to accept the risks and be ready to defend this place.  That could mean everything from gentle dissuasion spells to full-on combat.  We”—he waved at my group—“are completely ready to defend him because he defends us.  If you don’t want to commit to that, you need to leave.”
“Now wait a minute,” Gina spoke up. “No student of Arcane will be sent away just because you have decided to come back here,” she said, directing the you at me.
“Actually, Gina, they will be,” I said. “The owners of this complex, Chris and Tanya, have given me carte blanche.  Oracle has agreed as well.”
“You arrogant little…” she said. “Toni, get back over here.”
Omega appeared in the open area between us.  “Gina, your response is understandable.  You are afraid.  No one has ever held the level of power that my Father does. And it is my understanding that no human likes to be told how things will be, especially in the places that they control.  However, Declan is this planet’s best hope of survival and when I say planet, I mean Earth itself. The survival of humanity will depend on Earth’s survival—as it always has.”
Gina frowned while the other onlookers were either shocked, angry, or scared.
“So what, we gotta bow and scrape now?” Erika Boklund asked, standing hipshot, arms crossed.
“Like that would happen,” I said, meeting her stare.
“This is old news,” a deep voice said.  Dellwood’s massive form moved forward. “This was all explained to us, by you, Gina, two hours ago.  If you’re not on board, then shove off.  The rest of us are here to keep Deckhand safe.”
I gave him a nod.  He smiled.  “However, there is one piece of business to clear up right now,” he rumbled. “I Challenge,” he said, turning his hard stare on Stacia.
“About time,” she said, propping up her wheeled luggage. “Let’s get this done,” she said, beginning to unbutton her shirt.
Dellwood put his head back and roared, his deep voice descending whole octaves as he started to transform.  His clothes tore as he went directly into an eight-foot-tall combat form monster.
Stacia handed Toni her shirt as she kicked off her shoes.  She was now barefoot and wearing stretchy black lycra tights and undershirt as she stalked forward.
Dellwood roared the full-throated roar of the werewolf, charging her with tree-limb-thick arms outstretched, claws ready to hook my still un-Changed girlfriend.
Stacia blurred as she burst forward, then leapt up and over Dellwood.  It looked like she reached down as she flipped forward, grabbing his ears in both hands as she spun head over heels, twisting at the same time so that she came down on his back.  Bare heels jammed into his kidney area, and her fingers jammed into his ear channels. She pulled back like a bronco rider yanking on the reins of a leaping horse.
Dellwood is a truly massive specimen of a werewolf, well over four hundred pounds of supernaturally strong predator.  But Stacia had every bit of leverage she needed, and her own strength was well beyond even werewolf normal.  She too had some Mother Earth gifts.
Dellwood bent over backward like a pretzel until Stacia stepped off his back, dropped her feet to the ground, and twisted her body and arms, throwing him thirty feet.  He landed hard in an empty parking spot between a Mazda SUV and a Dodge pickup.  He rolled over three times before the chain-link fence around the property stopped his momentum.
“Holy shit,” Dellwood’s sister, Clary, uttered.
“Go boss,” Holly said in a quiet voice that every were in the lot clearly heard.
Dellwood picked himself up, shaking his massive head repeatedly. Then he started moving toward her.  His speed picked up as his body healed until he was covering the ground in a blur.  Stacia waited for him, body bladed toward him but still wearing her human form.  The massive male charged but suddenly slammed to a stop just in front of her, changing his tactics at the last moment, swinging a clawed hand at her torso while jamming his massive jaws right at her face.
She ducked slightly, the jaws snapping shut over her head, her body stepping right into his disemboweling swing, spinning her body inside his reach, grabbing the swinging forearm that was longer than my leg, twisting and bending again in the mother of all judo throws. 
He went up, over, and down, and his body was still impacting the pavement, which buckled, as her right hand came down and grabbed his throat.  It was a Changed hand, massive and taloned like his, the tips of her claws digging right into the flesh of his throat.  Her left hand pressed under his jaw, shoving his snout up and away, giving her the necessary leverage should she need to tear his throat and spine right out of his body. 
His giant right arm immediately slapped the ground rapidly in a clear submission.  She stayed in position for a moment, then stood up.  He looked at her from the ground, almost four times her mass, yet clearly beaten.  She held out her massive were hand and after a second, he took it.
With one quick pull, she yanked him up to his feet.
“Anyone else?” she asked as her hand morphed back to its normal slender form.  Silence. “Okay then,” she said, turning back to me with a smile.  Behind her, Dellwood’s body popped and twisted as he changed back into human form.
Toni held her shirt for her to put on and then Stacia stepped into her shoes. 
“Okay,” I said. “What else do we need to clear up?”
“Do you still have your powers?” Tami Keonie asked, frowning at me.
Suddenly the ground dropped under my feet and I was instantly falling right though soil and rock, deep underground.






Chapter 48

Present day
“Steward,” Mother’s bass voice rumbled. She sat upon her black basalt throne, staring down at me with unreadable black eyes.
“Ah, yes ma’am,” I said, picking myself up off the rock floor.
“You have won the first conflict,” she said. “I find that… satisfactory.”
“Ah, thanks?”
“You are weak though,” she said, staring at me.
“It was kind of epic,” I said in my defense. “I’m a little worn down, but my aunt says I’m recovering.”
“She is correct.  But the process is too slow.  I will not have my defenses weak.  You must be at full power,” she said, lifting her left index finger.
Pain instantly wracked my body, my muscles locking up tight as something akin to electricity arced through me.  I shook and jerked in place, eyes rolling back into my head, and then it stopped.  Three seconds maybe of overwhelming, breath-stopping pain, and then nothing.
“I… ah, I feel okay,” I said, the pain simply gone and the awesome power she lent me back at my beck and call. “Better than okay.”
“You are also very slow, at least in comparison to the machine.  Take this,” she said, a small green plant appearing in her hand. “You will memorize the feel of this flora, finding more when this is gone.”
I took the little plant, which had five partially eaten leaves on it.
“What do I do with it?”
“Look under the leaves,” she said.
Tiny red caterpillars, like inchworms, hung upside down, chewing through the leaves from underneath.
“Eat three of the small animals before combat.  Your performance should improve.”
“Eat them?  Like cooked or something?”
“Treating flesh with heat is a human behavior.  You are not to do that.  Consume them as they are.  Pull more plants to you when these are gone.”
I looked at the tiny worms, glad they weren’t any bigger.
“I had my doubts, Steward, but you have succeeded in the first battle.  Your machine performed well, but its resources have been severely depleted.  Stay alert, Steward.  I find you surprisingly acceptable.  Replacing you would be bothersome.”
I opened my mouth to say something (no idea what), and suddenly I was hurtling back up through the ground, bursting up into the Vermont night, shooting up five feet over the pavement.  I came down and landed in a crouch, absorbing the impact with my Warlock sigils activated.
Then I lifted my head and people stepped back. 
“Yes, Tami, I have my powers.  Now, can we maybe go inside before the media drones show up?”
“I’ve blocked them, Father,” Omega said.
“Excellent.  But still. Inside, maybe?” I asked.  Everyone was staring at me.
“We gonna talk about the fall through the ground thing?” Holly asked.
“Was that the boss?” Stacia asked.
“Yeah.  Performance review.  All good.”
“What about a raise?”
I felt the power available to me.  “Of sorts,” I said, glancing down at the little plant that I held in my left hand.
“Gardening project?” she asked.
“More like insect collecting.  Can we go in now?”
Toni took my hand and Stacia’s and pulled us toward the building.
My old room had been reassigned, so Gina put us in the guest suite, which had two bedrooms, a bathroom, and a living room with a fold-out couch.  I put my little stash of plant and bugs in a water glass while everyone put their bags down.  Stacia and my aunts set up a watch and sleep schedule that gave everyone equal sack time and equal on-duty time.  I insisted on being part of it.  Everyone else was on it, including both aunts and Levi, so I needed to pull my fair weight.
“Don’t you need rest, or did Momma E give you a little recharge?” Holly asked.
“Yeah, that,” I agreed, shuddering a little at the memory of Gaia’s idea of a recharge. “I do have some homework though,” I said, pointing at the little plant.
“Yeah, what’s that about, lad?” Ashling asked. 
“It doesn’t smell like anything I recognize other than I can smell that the soil on its roots is from the Amazon,” Stacia added. “I won’t forget that particular stench anytime soon.”
“I think it’s something yet undiscovered,” I said. “But it’s what’s eating the leaves that’s important,” I said, flipping one up.  The red inchworms were creeping about, decimating the leaf. “I’m supposed to eat three of the little worm things before battle.  A pre-combat chaser.”
“Why?” Alex asked. “What’s it going to do?”
“I don’t know—but she handed it to me right after noting how slow my brain works in comparison to Omega.”
The nano bracelet on my left hand morphed over my fingers, extending tendrils that first touched a leaf, then a bug, before retracting two seconds later.
“A preliminary scan of the leaves indicates a compound with extreme similarities to N-Dimethyltryptamine,” Omega said. “Very close, yet different.”
“Dimeth what?” Kristin asked.
“Dimethyltryptamine is a naturally occurring molecule in almost all living things,” Holly said. “Known as DMT, it is arguably the strongest psychedelic compound known to date.”
We all stared at her.
“What I did in my past stays in my past,” she said, a touch defensive.
“This may be stronger,” Omega said. “And the insects appear to concentrate the molecule in their gut.”
“So you’re supposed to get drugged up and then enter alien space combat?” Kristin asked.
“Yeah, apparently,” I said. “I think we should try it out a bit first.”
“Under controlled circumstances, lad,” my aunt said. “There is not very many of the little beasties though,” she noted.
“I can find more of the plants and pull them to me,” I said, looking at the plant. “And you’re right,” I said to Stacia. “It comes from deep in the Amazon rainforest.  Apparently, they’re all infested with the worms.”
“When I found out I was going to be a werewolf, I was grossed out about the idea of eating raw meat,” Stacia said. “It turns out that I could easily handle it.  But you witches with your potions, eyes of newts, and bugs have the worst end of the deal.”
“Aye, lass,” Ashling agreed. “The things we do for the Mother and our Craft can be… unpleasant, but she makes up for it other ways, ye see.”
“Ah, speaking of eating, can we maybe get some food?” Alex asked hopefully.






Chapter 49

Present day
Food was the magic word.  We headed up to the cafeteria and discovered most of the student body sitting at tables, snacking and talking.  The room went silent when we entered.
“Don’t mind us,” I said. “Just here for the ice cream sundaes.”
The conversations picked back up but at a very subdued level, many eyes still watching as we took over a couple of partially empty tables that almost instantly became fully empty.
“Well, this is weird,” I said. “I wish Mack and Jetta were here.”
“They still off-world with Ashley?” Stacia asked.
“I think so.  Omega?”
“You are correct, Father,” he said, appearing at our table—or more accurately, right in the middle of our table.  “Ashley is meeting with the new co-queens of the Middle Realm on behalf of the dragons.”
“That didn’t take long,” I said.
“The princesses of Summer and Winter took your advice,” Omega said. “They appear to have reached an accord with the elementals of the Middle Realm.  Hereafter they are known as Queen Neeve and Queen Eirwen.”
“Damn, I’d love to have been there when they announced that choice tidbit to their mothers,” I said, lining up behind Alex at the evening snack buffet.  A school with weres simply must always provide prodigious calories.  A hungry were is an actual menace to society.
“There have been some… adjustments,” Omega said as I heaped a bowl with Ben and Jerry’s Chocolate Fudge Brownie ice cream and a liberal dose of peanuts and caramel syrup.  Magic burns calories too.
“Any injuries?” Stacia asked, sounding hopeful, as she packed two brownies into a bowl and started pouring soft serve vanilla from the machine over top of them.
“Just pride,” Omega said. “There is a learning curve for the cousins but together, they are formidable.”
“Good. Let those bitches fight among themselves for a change,” Stacia said. She turned to me. “So… we’re going to give you a super psychedelic and let you blast things in space?”
“I would like to propose a more controlled and potentially useful exercise,” Omega said. “We could start with some minor agricultural and water supply modifications while Ashling monitors your Crafting and Stacia monitors you.”
“Drugs?” Clary said from a nearby table of werewolves. “You’re going to give the super witch drugs?”
“Boss’s orders,” I said. “More of a performance enhancement thing.”
“Helps to admit when you need performance enhancement,” Dellwood said from another table.
“My condolences, boss,” he said to Stacia.
She snorted.  “Please. That’s the last thing he needs,” she said with a smirk.
“TMI, dear. TMI,” Aunt Ashling said.
“So if we’re done with the adolescent stuff, can we maybe find out what happened up there?” Tami Keonie asked, pointing her index finger at the ceiling.  Many of her fellow witches nodded, clearly concerned.
“We defeated a truly massive armada sent at enormous cost by the Vorsook,” Omega said. “Here on the ground, the enemy sent shock troops that were enhanced, if you’ll excuse the term, with alien technology.  Those forces were also defeated around the globe, albeit at great cost of human life. The Vorsook opened direct portals into our space and on our planet.  That requires an exorbitant cost in energy.”
“What happens next, and where does all that leave us?” Erika asked, frowning.  I realized just how worried the witches were if she had abstained from the enhancement jokes.
“Now, I rebuild my forces, upgrading with reversed engineered technology from those defeated troops as well as scavenged alien wreckage in space.  Father is at full power, but the experiment you overheard us talking about is intended, by Gaia no less, to potentially improve my coordination with Father during space warfare.  As to the rest of you, I believe that you can expect intense training in your near future, by Stacia and Father.”
“Training?  I thought hanging out when you all moved in was going to give us a break from that stuff?” Erika said, her tone mildly annoyed. She brushed at an imaginary piece of fluff on her shirt, but there was a tiny gleam of interest in her eyes.
Her twin, Britta, sighed and turned to me.  “Is that true?  Is there stuff you can teach us that comes from the goddess?”
As it happened, my mouth was full of ice cream when she asked, which forced me to hesitate before responding.  I thought about what I now just seemed to know and realized that much of what had been stuffed forcibly into my head was potentially teachable.
“Ah, yeah,” I said, ideas running through my head.
“You look more addled than confident,” Tami observed.
“Well, Ms. Keonie, if you had ten percent of what I’ve learned about Crafting floating in your head, you’d be a drooling basketcase,” I said back.
“Ouch. The gloves are off,” Zuzanna said.
“Off, cut to pieces, and burned in the trash barrel,” I said. “The Vorsook threw the whole works at us, and we survived.  But it cost us badly.  Hundreds of millions of dead, most of Omega’s own forces destroyed, and it knocked me on my ass.  When they come back, it won’t be a mission of conquest, but annihilation.  They will seek to erase Earth from space.  No time for play, kiddos.”
Nobody said a word for a few moments.  Then a super deep voice broke the silence.  “Cool,” Dellwood said.  “You heard the man: Childhood is over; time to nut up.  I’m ready to learn.”
“Ah, what are you going to teach us?” Clary asked me.
“Almost nothing,” I said. “Stacia and her pack, however, have a whole bunch to teach you.  Close quarters were combat techniques for alien douchebags.”
“You all know me,” Stacia said, getting nods from every werewolf, werebear, and werecat.  “Holly is my second.  She’s been with us since Los Vegas. Alex Gordon has decades of special warfare experience, and he happens to be the man who raised Chris Gordon.  Kristin is young, but she has enormous self-control and managed to kill two alien stormtroopers at the same time—by herself.”
“When do we start?” my werebear friend Justin asked.
I looked at Stacia and felt her agree with what I was thinking.  “Day after tomorrow,” I said. “We need to organize our curriculum a bit.”
“Who’s gonna break the news to Mr. Jenks that his survival class is getting cancelled?” one of the witches, Michelle, asked.
“Oh, that would be me,” I said with a smile.  Some of the kids pulled back at my expression, so maybe it wasn’t a friendly smile.






Chapter 50

Present day
His expression was priceless.  Anger warred with fear, blending together to become just confusion.  “However, we expect you to attend as well,” I said to Jenks. “Stacia wants you to pick up what they’re teaching and then help with it.  Consider it personal development and a curriculum upgrade.”
“I’ve been a werewolf longer than your girlfriend has been alive,” he finally said.
Excellent.  Just what I’d hoped for.  “You’re welcome to challenge her, but you’ll look the fool after she wipes the floor with your furry body.”
“I’m not Dellwood,” he said with a bit of a growl.
“She didn’t even bother to Change to deal with him.  She’s gone toe to toe with a demon wolf witch hybrid, trained with the best the Coven has to offer, and is favored by Gaia.  Those favors take her to a whole new level.”
He snorted.  “Like you’re supposedly at some super level now too?” he asked sarcastically.
Yes, exactly what I had hoped for.  I grabbed him with a thought and sent him out through the ceiling of his basement office.  Not like blasting through concrete and steel rebar, but the same way the boss grabs me, but up instead of down.  Like a mile up.  Then I spoke to him, mind to mind, while he floated high enough to see Mount Washington in New Hampshire.  “Yes, like me,” I said. “I personally don’t give a shit if you stay or go.  She, however, doesn’t have any history with you, and she’s a lot nicer than I am.  She thinks there’s value in teaching you. But Jenks, the fact is that we’re taking over training the kids.  You can hang out or get the hell out.  Your choice.”
Then I yanked him back down, fast, whipping him through the solid roof and floors like air through cloth, slamming his ass into the chair across from me.
“Good chat,” I said. “Gotta run though.  Curriculum doesn’t write itself, you know.” 
He cringed when I stood up, but I just walked out of his office, down the hall, and into the staircase.
A dangerous blonde bombshell waited one landing up.  “Enjoy yourself?”
“Would you find me reprehensible if I said yes?”
“No, but I do find the use of the word reprehensible to be… reprehensible,” she said, smiling. “Is that out of your system or should I send him away to save his life?”
“No, I’m good.  Jenks is closed-minded, egotistical, and a bit of a bully, but under all that, he actually does want to teach his students to survive.”
“Well, now that that’s out of the way, are you ready to fly Mother Earth airways?”
“Hmm.  Ready?  Not really.  More like reluctantly committed.”
“Okay, let’s go.  Your aunts, Levi, and Omega are waiting in one of the classrooms,” she said, taking my hand.
We walked up the stairs to the second floor and she led me to the classroom where Gina held her Tuesday and Thursday evening seminar. 
My family, because that’s what they are, looked up as we came in.  Aunt Ash, Darci, and Levi all studied me, but Ash’s gaze was the sharpest.  “Are ye ready, lad?  I always avoided exposing you to this part of the Craft.  In hindsight, that might have been a mistake, ye see?”
I shrugged.  “It’s pretty rare for the kids—well, witches, at least—to try drugs here.  We’ve all heard the horror stories.  Worse than the pictures of smokers’ lungs in health class.”
“Aye, but there is a place, a very careful place, ye see, for some of Herself’s organic psychedelics.  Jest has to be done inside one’s Circle.”
“Which we didn’t have,” I said.
“Aye.  Ye were busting outta spell circles at a young age.  Yer mum and I agreed not to try it without the equivalent of a full Circle of very powerful witches.”
“Should we get the witch pack?” Stacia asked.
“’Tis pointless, dear.  With Her might at his call, there aren’t enough witches alive to circle him.  We’ll jest have to take what precautions that we can.”
Stacia and I looked around the room for the precautions.  The chairs were all in a circle, as Gina liked her seminar groups to all face each other.  In the open middle of the chairs, a green backpacking sleeping pad was lying on the carpeted floor.  The small green jungle plant Mother had given me was in residence, now planted in a ceramic pot.  That was it.
“Um, what precautions were you thinking of?” Stacia asked.
“Why, you, dear,” Ashling said with a smile, “and our own humble selves.”
Stacia looked at me, frowning.
“Basically, I think we are going with keep familiar people around me and hope for the best,” I said.
“Pretty much what we were thinking,” Levi said with a shrug.
Maybe one of the most understated acts of bravery I’ve ever seen.  Sure, we’ll sit by and cradle the mind-bent, trippy kid wielding the full power of planet Earth.  No problem.  What could possibly go wrong?  Or maybe it was just love—pure unconditional love.
“In addition, Father, I will monitor you with your bracelet plugged in, so to speak,” Omega said.
“Well, the whole purpose is to see if we can’t make the quantum-slash-human interface more efficient, so I guess that tracks,” I said.
“Have a seat, kiddo,” Darci said. “Stacia, perhaps if you cradle his head after he eats the bugs.”
“That’s what this is all about!” I said like I was having a eureka moment. “You all just want to watch me snack down on creepy crawlies.”
“If it was a banana slug, then maybe,” Darci said. “These are hardly even inchworms.”
“Let’s get to it,” Stacia said, dropping into a crossed-leg position at one end of the mat.
I sat down on the mat as my nano bracelets morphed and jabbed two super thin needles into the back of each hand.
Aunt Ash picked up the potted plant and a set of fine tweezers.  She carefully plucked each red worm off the plant, dropping them into my open palm one by one.
“Let’s have ye take them all at once, why don’t we?” she suggested as she grasped the third one and dropped it onto my hand.
I’ve been eating weird stuff my whole life: potions, powders, odd pastes my mother or aunt compounded, so this wasn’t that rough.  I just popped all three into my mouth and swallowed like they were Motrin—Motrin that squirmed as it went down.
“Anything?” Stacia asked.
I started to shake my head no, but while I felt my mind commanding my skull to shift back and forth, my actual head didn’t seem to move.  Like I somehow was shaking my spirit or soul or whatever you want to call it inside the shell of my body.  And then things got weird. My vision pulled and twisted like a really messed-up fun house mirror, swirling with super bright, ultra vivid colors before going completely black.
“Father?  Your heart rate and breathing have slowed to about half of what they just were?” Omega said from, well, sort of everywhere. “Father?  Can you hear me?”
“Yes, Omega, but I’m experiencing sensory perception issues.  Can you hear me?  I can’t see anything.” I felt like I was moving my mouth but again, my physical body failed to move.
“I hear you, Father, although you have not spoken with your mouth or vocal cords,” he responded. “Stacia reports that she can feel your thoughts more clearly through the mate bond.”
“Stacia?” I said, again feeling my internal self moving while my external body didn’t.
“Declan,” she said, and my ears rang with the sound of her voice.
“Not so loud,” I responded.
“How is this?” she whispered.
“Better, so much better.  But why can’t I see anything?”
Suddenly lights appeared in the blackness, pinpoints of light above me, like stars in the night sky.  Actually, just like stars, although it felt like I could touch them.  As I thought that, I felt my consciousness zoom outward, the stars getting closer.  I spun myself as I moved, looking around behind me.  A gorgeous blue and white sphere—Earth—pulled away, changing from completely filling my vision till it was just the size of a baseball.  Something approached me and I spun to meet it.
A sphere approached, partially chrome and partially blackened, with a few surfaces that looked melted.
“Father, do you perceive the drone?” Omega asked.
“Yes, it’s floating in front of me like a seared and blackened scallop.  Hey, I could go for some seafood.”
“Not yet, Father, but soon.  And the drone isn’t floating in front of you; it is travelling toward Earth at a very high rate of speed.”
I studied the battle-damaged drone.  It appeared stationary… until I looked at the stars behind it.  They moved, almost imperceptibly, but they moved.  I looked around behind me and discovered that Earth was, indeed getting closer, the lovely blue and white streaking slightly as it seemed to drag slowly through space.
“Omega, I am moving along with the drone.”
“At
least your perceptions are.”
“It seems very different from before,” I said, whirling in place and watching the stars all streak into lines of light.
“Let us experiment,” he said.  I swung back around to find that the drone still hovered in front of me, but it was now moving differently, in a different direction.   
I looked ahead and saw an object approaching, a lumpy, uneven chunk of pale rock the size of a pebble.  But quickly it grew to the size of a basketball, then a couch, a car, a house, and then bigger, filling my vision.
“This Near Earth Object is known as Bennu. It has a mean diameter of 1610 feet.  It also has the possibility of hitting Earth sometime in the next several hundred years.  Can you affect it?”
That seemed like an odd thing to ask, as I had pretty much affected every Vorsook asset that entered our solar system.  Silly Omega.
“Specifically its gravity?”
It seemed kind of like a big loose bundle of boulders and rubble, floating through space, orbiting the sun.  I thought about it being tighter.  It shrank, getting denser.
“Can you lessen the gravity?”
I thought about that and the whole thing came apart.  A near-solid object one moment and then a cloud of debris that floated out in a trail, a plume that spread across space in a huge, untidy patch.  I grabbed the tail of the plume and twisted it up and down like a ribbon in space.
“And can you put it back together?”
Another thought and it reformed, although it seemed slightly smaller.
“I think I lost some of it,” I said, feeling a little guilty.
“Yes, Father.  Bennu has lost approximately thirteen percent of its former mass.  However, it is important to note that you did all this while moving at sixty-one thousand three hundred miles per hour.”
“That seems fast.”
“Very. Now, let’s try some target practice.”
“Oooh, I like target practice.  What are we shooting at?”
“How about space junk, Father?  That might even please Terra.”
“Oh, she hates space junk, and my moon sweepy thing doesn’t get all of it,” I said. “Or maybe it’s your sweepy thing now.”
“We need to vaporize each target, Father, or there will be tiny, dangerous particles.”
“Right you are, O. Right you are.”
“Look over here, Father.”
I turned toward his voice and saw the Earth again, growing larger in my sight.
“Wow, look at the light and shadow line, Omega,” I said.
“It is called the terminator, Father.”
“Hah, Terminator. Arnie.  Cool movie, O.  ’Cept not so scary compared to the black diamond dudes.”
“Yes, as far as the T-800 series.  I would argue that the more advanced T-1000, T-X, and T-3000 series would all best the Black Frost viral organisms.”
“Whoa, O.  You studied up on your Terminator lore,” I said.
“You know that I have watched all video entertainment made by mankind.”
“Yeah, true.  I forget sometimes.  So what are we shooting again?”
“Follow the cursor, Father.  We will start slow and pick up speed.”
A red targeting reticle appeared in front of me.  Then it flickered to green, blue, yellow, and back to red. 
“Red will be directed plasma, green will represent gravity, blue is magnetic, and yellow, laser-equivalent focused light.  We will start with plasma.”
The cursor moved to cover a floating silvery-looking cylinder that might have been a rocket booster tube.  It flashed red and I hit the thing with a ball of plasma that rose from the Earth below in a flash.  The booster disappeared in a brilliant flare of orange and white light, but the cursor zipped away, moving to an old satellite.  It flashed red and I hit it with another plasma ball.  Then a chunk of trapezoidal metal from something once larger, and the cursor flashed green.  I yanked the metal with gravity, sending it down toward earth, and it flared as it burned up in the atmosphere. The cursor darted to a cluster of seven pieces, flaring blue over each.  I magnetized them together, and then the cursor turned yellow and I hit it with a beam of light.
On and on, faster and faster, the cursor jumped and flashed and changed colors and I responded just as fast as I could until suddenly it disappeared from my view and instead I saw an upside down pair of green eyes looking down at me.
“Oh, ah, hi,” I said.
“Hi yourself,” Stacia said, cradling my head. “How do you feel?”
“Like my stomach is still on the best or worst roller coaster ride ever,” I said, feeling bile in my throat.
“You gonna hurl?” she asked.
“Thinking about it,” I said, but I swallowed hard, determined not to throw up on my girlfriend.
“Drink, lad,” Ashling said, holding a glass of deep purple fluid to my mouth.
“Hey, that tasted really good,” I said, completely surprised.
“Because it’s Poweraid,” Darci said, moving into view and holding up a big plastic bottle with a grin.
“Need electrolytes and sugar, lad,” Ashling said. “I can feel that this process is depleting you of both.”
“Omega, were we successful?” I asked.
“We increased mental response time by thirty-three percent,” he said.
“That’s all?”
“We moved from approximately a quarter of a millisecond to slightly less than three-sixteenths of a millisecond.  You are thinking as fast as an old vampire in combat,” Omega said. “A significant improvement.”
“There is no lag time for information to run through the rest of your nervous system,” Levi said, “because Omega uses the nanos to tap right into your brain.  Or at least that’s how he explained it.”
“How long was I out?”
“Seven minutes and twelve seconds, Father.”
“How many targets did we hit?”
“Four hundred and sixteen were destroyed; however, we spent forty-eight seconds exploring the Bennu NEO and what you could do with it,” Omega said.
“Your nose is bleeding,” Stacia said, reaching out with a tissue to wipe under my nose.  The pristine white came away stained with crimson. “What other side effects did you experience?” she asked, her eyes and our bond brimming with interest and a little worry.
“I felt… giddy, maybe?  Goofy.”
“Yet your focus on destroying targets remained clear despite some… joviality or perhaps elation,” Omega said.
“Meaning?”
“Meaning your killer instinct was intact even as you found amusement in your actions,” Omega said.
“I’m wondering what it could do for physical combat?” Stacia said. “You know?  If like we all took it?”
I thought about that and realized thinking faster under combat conditions would be an enormous advantage, with one caveat.
“I would try only one worm.  My vision blacked out and I couldn’t move my body with three.”
“I wanna try it,” Stacia said.
“Let’s go to a combat training room for that,” Levi suggested. “You know, the place built for weres to fight?”






Chapter 51

Present day
Turns out that one worm was too much.  Stacia just giggled and laughed, well, as much as a beast form werewolf can laugh.  Holly tried half a worm and it seemed okay, although her increase in reflex time was not enormous.  Maybe a five to ten percent increase based on very high-speed testing using Omega’s mini drones.
When Stacia came down a bit from her full worm dose, she experienced something similar, but in both cases, the effects were short-lived.  Stacia was fully detoxed in under two minutes, Holly in three.
Levi volunteered to try as a standard human.  He ingested just a half worm.  There was no increase in movement reflexes, but by accident, we discovered that his ranged weapon accuracy increased dramatically for about eight minutes. 
Omega was using his small baseball-sized drones to test reaction time in both weres and standard combatants.  Each drone would launch a series of small rubber balls at the target, requiring the testee to dodge.  Levi got a little annoyed at getting hit too many times and threw three balls back at the fast-moving drones.  He hit all three. Omega immediately formed a hand weapon from several tiny units and had Levi shoot low-powered beams at the drones.
He hit seventy-four percent of the time.  Omega reported that highly skilled military operatives generally ranged between fifty and sixty percent accuracy against moving Omega drones with the advanced energy weapons during previous training.  The very best score had been sixty-two-point-three percent by a Delta Force trooper.  Levi is an excellent shot, but he readily admits he’s lost a little of his edge from his time in the military.  That much outperformance over a young tier-one operative was crazy.
“Father, what is the supply of these insects and plants like?” Omega asked.
I sat and looked at one of the remaining worms, sitting on a leaf.  Instantly, an image of verdant jungle filled my mind, the viewpoint twisting and zooming down to a tiny plant under the leaves of a much larger tropical growth.  A glance sideways showed another, and then another after that, before my view pulled back to show a relatively large patch of lush plant life, all looking like the one Mother had given me.
“It is not unlimited.  I think the plant grows in just a few areas of South America, very deep forest.  There is more than enough for my use, but supplying the world’s armed forces is a solid no.”
“Can they be cultivated in a lab environment?” he asked.
“Possibly, although the soil composition, as well as all the environmental factors, would have to be exact,” I said.
“Maybe get just enough to equip the very best of the best with this as a force multiplier,” Levi suggested. “Like a squad’s dedicated marksman, but just on a spec ops level?  If I could beat that Delta trooper that soundly, what could he do on this stuff?”
“Excellent point, Levi,” Omega said. “However, the primary purpose is to enhance our number one weapon system for planetary survival, and it looks like there is enough for that.”
“What are the aftereffects of it?” Darci asked. “Besides dehydration?”
“General tiredness,” I said.
“Yeah, kind of a wiped-out feeling,” Levi said.
“I didn’t have any of that, but then it only affected me for a minute or two,” Stacia said with a shrug.
“Same,” Holly added.
“Okay, so in summation,” Darci said, “the bugs work great on the witch-to-machine interface, improves sniper fire, but is pretty much a waste of time on weres or humans for enhanced hand-to-claw combat.”
“Darci, you bring up an excellent point,” Omega said. “We should see if the other witches can connect to my interface as well.”
“Talk about a force multiplier,” Levi said. “Put an Omega-connected witch with every combat unit and watch the fun.”
I looked at Stacia, and she looked back.  “Holy shit,” she said.
It took two hours to recruit volunteers for our study, set up applicable experiments, and then run them.  The hardest part was getting some of them to chow down on the worms. But when they did, the results were outstanding, especially when we connected more than one witch at a time to Omega. 
“Again,” I said.
Britta and Paige were still in the throes of the worm drug, their eyes glazed and staring off into space as they sat cross-legged in front of Arcane’s indoor swimming pool.  Neither made a sound, gesture, or expression, but a quad of waterspouts lifted up off the surface of the pool and began twisting around each other like the con artists’ shell game, but with four, not three.
“Hit the drones,” I called out as eight Omega drones began to weave through the air around and between the columns of twisting water.  The witches weren’t connected to Omega right then, so when they started to knock the drones out of the air with tubes of water, the results were valid.  And spectacular because they were actually connected to each other.
We hadn’t had two people take the psychedelic at the same time before, but the first time the witches did, we discovered that they connected at a psychic level.  The implications for combat were crazy. 
And while doubling or tripling affinities raised the overall power, putting one of each affinity in a group created a flexible combat unit that could launch coordinated attacks while defending against spells or ranged weapons.  We even tried a sparring match between me, using just my own personal power versus Erika, Britta, Tami, and Michelle.  They beat back every attack I made and put me on the defensive so bad, I had to use every bit of my skill to break off contact.
“Ye was struggling, lad,” Ashling noted.
“I think the word is frantic,” I said.
“Ah, where can we get more of those things?” Erika asked.  Her sister looked down at the ground and Tami gave her a short, sharp glare.  The kind of glare that promised to burn the blonde witch to a crispy cinder.
“The only source of this drug is Father,” Omega said. “It has the potential to change the world, so you can imagine that it will be highly controlled.”  His avatar gave me a look at almost the same time that Stacia did.
“Right. In fact, time to police up any remnants,” I said.  It took but a thought to incinerate the meager amount of bodily fluids left when the worms were… divided.  Tami yelped as a folded paper in the back pocket of her jeans suddenly flared into a momentary hotspot.
“Oops. Didn’t know there was anything on that paper,” she said with a twisted sort of sheepish grin. “Well, if you don’t need us, we have studying to do,” she said, shoving the Boklund twins and Michelle in front of her.  They all filed out, Tami smiling as she closed the door behind herself.
“She was smiling,” Stacia said, disturbed.
“She also apologized, sort of, about the paper,” I said.  “She doesn’t do apologies.”
“Father, I think it is safe to say that this drug needs to be protected and heavily controlled.  Word will reach the witch world before the next hour is up.”
“Aye, lad.  Ye’ve found a whole new way to set yerself up with the world’s Circles,” my aunt said. “They’ll seek that plant and them crawlies themselves.”
“I’ll have to place some guards on them,” I said, thinking about the jungle where the plants and caterpillars lived.  Elementals would be best, and there were some real doozies that deep in the jungle.
“You can do that?  From here?” Darci asked, then she glanced at Levi and Ashling. “What am I talking about?  Of course he can.”
“Yeah, but I think I’ll beebop over and do it in person.  This will require layers of security, set up just right,” I said. “Who knew people would be fighting to eat bugs?”
“It is ironic you should say that, Father,” Omega said. “I have calculated that one of the only successful ways we can hope to feed the world right now is by using insects as food.”
“No way,” Holly said, her mouth making a moue of disgust.
“I have children all over the world gathering insects in exchange for renumeration.  The collected biomass will go through a conversion process to produce nutrient dense, calorie-rich food items.”
“But not here, right?” Stacia asked. “Not in the Arcane cafeteria?”
“No, there are no insect-related foods in this locale,” he said. “Yet.”






Chapter 52

Present day
“I need a shower,” Stacia said, stamping her booted feet on the parking lot just outside Arcane.  Clumps of jungle mud spattered in clear arcs around her feet as she stamped, but her boots were still coated, as were her lower legs.
“Yeah, sorry about that,” I said.  My own boots were muddy, but nothing like hers.
“Sure you are.  Opening the portal right on the edge of a swamp, knowing I like to go first,” she growled.
“That’s where the plants are,” I said, for maybe the tenth time.
“Uh-huh,” she said, her tone anything but agreeable as she inspected the damage to her wardrobe.
“There is that old phrase… look before you leap,” I said.
Her head came up, a dangerous glint in her eyes.  “I’m looking right now.”  The tone of the growl was deeper.
“I got you right out,” I said. “And you’ve had wet, dirty feet before.”
She snorted, stamping off some more mud.
“It’s more than that, isn’t it?” I asked, watching her.
She didn’t look up and it took a second for her to answer.  “I used to have a dream when I was a kid.  Stuck in quicksand and sinking.  I would call for help and no one would come.  I’d struggle, but it would just speed things up.  Then just as the sand was about to close over my face, I’d wake up.”
“Your version of the falling dream, maybe?”
“Absolutely. My childhood had its share of anxiety and I know where the dream came from.  My mom loved to watch old television shows from the Sixties and Seventies, and they all seemed to have multiple episodes with quicksand.  Wild Wild West, The Rifleman, Gilligan’s Island. I was horrified.  Even The Princess Bride had a quicksand bit.”
“And so you really, really hate deep mud?”
“Yup,” she said, looking me in the eye.
“I’ll check all surfaces from now on.  In my defense, I did get you right out,” I said.
“I would have gotten out myself, but that initial jolt when I felt my legs get stuck…”
“Like a flashback.  I get it.  Plus, the whole too dense to float thing.”
“Yeah. I miss swimming, you know, in deep water.”
“We could pick up some floaties?”
She swung at me, but I was ready, jumping back out of range.  She was fooling, but even her light slaps hurt.
“Here, let me clean you up,” I said.
“Oh, hell no,” she said. “I’m all up for tracking mud through the halls.  Show those prissy witches that wolves aren’t afraid of a little dirt.”
Stacia’s relationship with my classmates, at least the witchy ones, was… complex.  Much better these days than at the beginning of our relationship, but still a bit tense.  As we entered Arcane, I reflected that whatever weird dynamic she had with the witches of Arcane, it paled in comparison to her relationship with…
“Hey D.  Stacia,” Caeco said from a chair next to the guard station.
We both stopped dead in our tracks, and I was conscious of the security guys watching us.
“Ah, hello,” I managed. “What’s up?”
“Something gotta be up?  Can’t visit my old school?”
I looked from her to Stacia, meeting my girlfriend’s eyes, which were a very, very light shade of green at the moment.  Toxic zombie green. You know, that shade just before yellow-green.  Then we both turned back to Caeco and spoke at exactly the same time.
“No.”
“That’s creepy,” she said, flicking a finger between us both.
“So, what’s up?” I asked again.
“I got drafted to come talk to you—both.”
“By who?” Stacia asked.
“Whom,” she corrected, totally not earning any points.  Then she glanced away, and I had a sinking feeling. “My mom.  She wants to talk to you directly but felt you might not take the call unless I showed up.”
“You had to come all the way here because your mom wants to FaceTime me?” I asked.
She snorted.  “My whole team has been staying in the Burlington Marriott. Amazing we could even get rooms, what with all the foreigners and other alphabet agency types.”
“I’m sure the White House didn’t have any kind of hand in that,” I commented.
She shrugged.
“How did everyone know I’d be here in Vermont?”
“You’re not all that complicated to figure out.  Rowan West was a mistake—too indefensible—but this place makes sense,” Caeco said. 
“Why didn’t your mom just ask Omega to patch her through?” Stacia asked.
“Because he won’t connect anyone to you.  Well, probably the Chris–Tanya group, but everyone else, not so much. Which is why everyone is hanging around town, trying to figure out ways to approach you.”
“To influence me,” I said.
“Duh.  You suddenly have the most important job on this world, not to mention the ear of our de facto dictator, Overlord Omega,” she said.
He appeared at her words.  “Overlord Omega. Nice ring to it,” his avatar said.
Caeco snorted.  “Thought that would get your attention.”
“So, your mom,” I said.
“Yeah, if you can get these guys to let me in”—she waved at the security team, who looked amused—“we can sit in a room and bring up Mom on my tablet or phone or something.”
“Or something,” Omega said, his avatar smiling.
Five minutes later, the four of us were in a classroom.  “Dr. Jensen,” Omega said and a perfectly lifelike image of Caeco’s mom appeared in front of us.  She glanced around, her expression interested but not surprised.
She nodded once at the supercomputer’s avatar and then turned to the rest of us.  “Took you long enough,” she said to her daughter.
Caeco didn’t even blink.  “They weren’t home,” she said, pointing at our dirty legs and feet. “Had to wait.”
“Travelling?” Dr. Jensen asked, one eyebrow up.
“You wanted to talk?” I responded.
She stared at me with her cold gray eyes, like I was a particularly interesting bacterium in a petri dish.  Then she gave me a nod.
“You’re dying,” she said.
So not what I expected, if I had expected anything at all.  “We all are,” I answered.
She smiled a tight little superior smile.  “Ah, but some of us faster than others.”
I snorted, but Stacia spoke up.  “How?” she asked.
“Cellular destruction,” she said.
“Isn’t that how aging works?” I asked.
“Yes, but it’s slower in energy users, almost nonexistent in lycanthropes, and basically nonexistent in hemivores.  Look at your aunt.  She’s in her forties?  Looks like late twenties, maybe thirty, tops.”
“Okay, so what are you saying about me?”
“You?  Saying that you are a magic user is like saying that an Olympic sprinter is faster than a baby.  But you’re aging faster than a human.”
I looked at Stacia, my brows up.  “Am I going gray or something?”
“No, you look exactly the same,” she said, frowning as she turned back to Dr. Jensen.
“The damage isn’t occurring to your telomeres like normal cellular aging.  It’s occurring to your centrioles.  Without going into a great deal of biology, the fact that you have so many more centrioles is a major factor in the power you can handle.  Normally, I would guess that you would age slower than even your aunt.  However, normal is a word that is never applied to you, is it?”
“Mom,” Caeco said, just a touch of exasperation in her voice.
Dr. Jensen looked at her daughter for a second, then back at me.  “I was fascinated at what happened when you handled the power of the giant elemental under the Pacific Ocean.  But as I went back over the material for the eleventh time, I realized something.  Your ability to handle power had increased, but there appeared to be damage to your centrioles, at least in the new, extra ones that formed.  They are aging rapidly, even as there are many times more of them.  Now you are handling power that makes that elemental look like a minnow compared to a whale shark, if not even greater than that.  You lost your power again, didn’t you?”
“I did, but not as bad, and I was recovering faster than before,” I said.
“You were recovering faster?” she snapped, eyes like lasers.
“Well, it was taking too long, so Mother sped it up,” I said.
“Mother?” she asked, her face blank.  Blanker.
“Mother Earth. Gaia.  Terra,” I said.
“I need to see your blood.  Now,” she said, perhaps more urgently than I’ve ever seen her, even when she and Caeco were running for their lives.
“You want I should just spatter some on the floor?” I asked.
“On a slide. Under extreme magnification would be appropriate,” she replied with no indication that she had even noticed my sarcasm.
“Like, right here?” I asked.
“Father, I can provide the necessary magnification with any of my drones,” Omega said. “You just need to put a drop of blood on the tabletop.”  A drone came zipping up as he spoke, hovering near my right shoulder.
I glanced at Stacia, and she gave me a little nod.  I held up my index finger and she poked it with a single needle-sharp claw that formed itself as she needed it.  Her jab was so precise that only a single drop of bright red blood rose on the tip of my finger.  The small soft-ball-sized drone floated over a spot on the table, and I pressed my finger down on the smooth glass top directly under it.  My fingerprint was clearly visible in the red smear. The drone hovered rock-solid steady above the blood and then a high-definition image suddenly projected in the open air above the table.
It was very scientific looking, all cellular and stuff.  I mean, I recognized red blood cells in the plasma, and then the drone zoomed in on one round cell that clearly wasn’t a red cell, but I thought was likely a white blood cell.  It zoomed down until the cell’s contents became visible, and then I got lost.  The nucleus was kind of obvious, but Omega focused on other parts of the the cell and Dr. Jensen, who was clearly seeing the same image, was directing him to the parts she was interested in.  The image drilled down till it was locked onto a set of weird tubes set perpendicular to each other.  Each tube was actually a bundle of smaller tubes wrapped around an open center.
“There, see the centrioles?” Dr. Jensen said suddenly. “The microtubules are frayed at the ends.”
“And you are proposing that this so-called fraying could lead to chromosomal instability, which has been shown to cause cancers and cellular death,” Omega said.
“Exactly.”
“You have evidence that this exact wear, as it were, is destabilizing the mitotic process?” Omega asked.
“Lycanthropes eventually age and die,” Caeco’s mom said. “I have seen this kind of damage in specimens nearing the ends of their lives.”
“What would cause the damage in weres?” Stacia asked.
“Repeated Change, repeated regeneration of injury,” the doctor said instantly. “Nothing lasts forever.”
“Except vampires,” I quipped.
“I suspect that even vampires eventually have an issue, but they don’t go through physical transformation and while they harness energy of a sort, it is localized and not the same as energy users.  And no energy user handles the kinds and amounts of energy that you do,” she replied.
“He just vaporized an interstellar armada,” Stacia said. “Wouldn’t there be more damage? Wouldn’t he burn out like a fuse?”
Dr. Jensen frowned at my beautiful girlfriend as if she were just seeing her for the first time.  “I would expect to see absolutely destroyed centrioles,” she said. “This is a puzzle, but as you indicated, the world elemental healed you.  Perhaps it is like the wire in the fuse is wearing away, molecule by molecule.  When it gets too worn – snap,” she said, snapping her fingers.
“So, it’s okay,” I said.
“Except if the most powerful elemental on or, more appropriately, in the planet healed you, there should be no damage at all.”
“How extensive is this damage, doctor?” Omega asked.
“it’s hard to say without more data,” she said reluctantly.
“It be the cost of service,” my aunt said, standing suddenly in the doorway. “And not all witches age slowly.”
“How did you hear that part?” I asked.
“Omega asked me to join, as it were,” she said. “I’ve been listening in as I found the way here.”
“What is this cost of service?” Dr. Jensen asked.
“Using Craft is much like anything else.  There be consequences and costs.  When a witch uses a small amount of power, there is almost no cost.  But at a certain point, the witch starts to drain their own well, as it were. Drain too much and the witch causes damage to themselves, ye see?”
“And yet you look at least a full decade younger than you ought to,” Caeco’s mom said.
“Good genetics,” my aunt said, her eyes twinkling with amusement. 
“That’s it?” Caeco asked.
“’Tis truth, but not as yer taking it.  See, I was born to a line of witches that use a different approach to crafting.”
“Borrowing power,” Stacia guessed.
“Exactly.  We use other sources of power besides our own reservoirs.”
“Isn’t that what Declan does?” Stacia asked.
“Aye, on a much, much grander scale,” Ashling said. “The Irwins also have much bigger personal wells, as it were, and greater capacity to handle borrowed power, don’t ye know. But eventually, we all pay the fiddler his due.”
“So he’s not dying?” Stacia asked.
“We all are.  Whether he’s going faster or not, I canna tell ye.”
“I need more data,” Dr. Jensen said.
“We’ll provide more samples, doctor,” Omega said. “Right, Father?”
“Yeah.”
“Lad, why are ye all muddy?” my aunt asked, looking at our legs.
“Just putting a fence around our garden,” I said.
“If you think a giant anaconda-shaped elemental is a fence,” Stacia said. “Not to mention the quicksand.”
“Oh, I do not like that stuff at all,” my aunt said with a shudder.
“Right?” Stacia agreed.






Chapter 53

Present day
“Thank you for appearing today, Mr. O’Carroll and Ms. Reynolds,” Congressman Jacoby said. “Even if you’re not actually here.”  Dozens of cameras clicked around the room, while video teams had lenses pointed at virtually everyone.
“Your summons indicated we needed to appear,” I replied. “Here we are.”
“It is typical that a congressional subpoena directs actual physical attendance,” Congresswoman Cortina said in a dry tone.
“Our legal counsel found nothing in the law or the court records to indicate that holographic appearance did not meet that standard,” Stacia said.
“Your counsel being the artificial intelligence known as Omega?” Congresswoman Andruskov asked.
“Yes,” Stacia answered.
“Regardless of the irregularity of this situation, you are here now, and the purpose of this hearing is to investigate recent events affecting the security of the United States and its citizens,” Jacoby said. “So let us begin.  Congresswoman Cortina, you may ask the first questions.”
“Thank you.  Mr. O’Carroll, is it true that you have attacked and killed elected officials of this nation?”
I leaned down toward the microphone, although I’m pretty sure my voice would have been heard even if it wasn’t working.  “Yes.”
“And a recent grand jury hearing to determine the extent of your crimes against the United States was ended prior to its conclusion.”
“Yes.”
“And how did that happen to come about?” Cortina asked.
“The killings or the interruption of the grand jury?” I asked.
“For now, the grand jury,” she said.
“The elemental known as Terra, Gaia, Mother Nature, or Mother Earth declared the proceedings invalid and then dissolved the court—courthouse, actually.”
“Rather convenient, don’t you think?” the congresswoman asked me, one brow arching.
“How do you mean?” I asked.
“You, a known witch with control over elemental beings, is relieved of proceedings against you by another elemental?  It does not take much imagination to suppose that you simply commanded an elemental to show up and take the role of the all-powerful Gaia?”
“The error in your theory is that I have the ability to command any elemental,” I said. “I don’t.  I can request their aid, I can request use of their power, but I cannot command even the smallest, weakest elemental.”
“Could you not request one to act like what most people might believe is Gaia?”
“Of course.  Anyone can request anything.  Doesn’t mean it’ll happen, nor does it mean the elemental would be able to act well enough to convince anyone.  But to delve into the nature of your question, you are implying that Gaia was not, in fact, present in that courtroom, are you not?  And yet, somehow, I have gained the power to eradicate an interstellar invasion force.”
“There is some question about that as well,” she said.
“You doubt the Vorsook attack happened at all?” Stacia asked, incredulous.
“Something happened,” Jacoby said. “Exactly what is open for speculation.  For all we know, you set the whole thing up to make yourselves look like heroes in the face of your heinous crimes.”
I felt my temper start to fray.  “Well, if you don’t believe your military, science consultants, every other nation on Earth, every form of media known, and your own eyes, I don’t think our presence here will do anything to sway you.  Thanks for having us.  We’ll sign off now.”
“Mr. O’Carroll, we have not concluded these proceedings,” Congresswoman Andruskov said.
“Which are to do what?  Exactly?  If you don’t believe anything we say, why are we here?”
“It is the job and responsibility of Congress to investigate anything that has an impact on our ability to legislate this nation.  The murder of sitting government officials, terrorist actions, destruction of vital energy resources, and the deaths of tens of millions of individuals from so-called space weapons definitely falls into that category,” Jacoby said.
“And yet you have expressed your views that we are not credible sources of information,” Stacia said. “As you say, millions have died, starvation is an enormous threat, and there is the possibility of more space weapons that could fall on us at any time.  Why are we here?  My opinion is you all basically don’t have any idea of what to do, election season is right around the corner, and you are attempting to frame yourselves as somehow competent leaders.”
“I am tempted to hold you in contempt,” Jacoby said.
“Well, I already hold all of you in contempt, so why not?” Stacia replied.
“That’s enough,” Jacoby said, striking his gavel on his little gavel striking thing.
“I agree,” I said. “We’ll just excuse ourselves.”
“We compel you to stay and in fact, we will insist upon your attendance in person,” Cortina said.
“You want us there in person?  Physically?” I asked.
“I thought I just made that clear,” Cortina said.
I ripped a portal open and stepped through, into the congressional chamber, Stacia right on my heels.  “Here.  Now, our time is valuable, as we have actual solutions to the problems facing the world and you are wasting it.”
“You abomination,” Cortina said. “You murder people, orchestrate events to suit yourself, and treat us with contempt.”
“In other words, we sound pretty much like all of you,” Stacia said.
“Master of Arms,” Jacoby said to the armed officer standing behind us.
“Father, there is a full platoon of heavily armed Capitol Police just outside this chamber,” Omega whispered in my ear.
“Yes, Master of Arms, bring in your troops,” I said. “Let’s play.”
To his credit, the poor bastard who held the title of Master of Arms didn’t hesitate to reach for his sidearm even as he clicked the microphone clipped to the shoulder of his uniform.
“Stop,” Jacoby said. “You would commit violence—here?”
“You have a platoon of SWAT waiting outside to storm in here and we’re the ones committing violence?”
“You just welcomed the conflict.”
“You know what, Congressman, bring them on in and have them light us up with every weapon they have.  Then we can wait a bit and let them order out for some real weapons if you like, tanks, fighter jets, artillery.  None of it will make a lick of difference, but maybe you’ll begin to believe in the power of Gaia if we absorb a couple of MOAB bombs or an artillery barrage.  Of course, most of the Capitol will be gone if we play that way and you will have accomplished what the Vorsook couldn’t: destroying our seat of power.”
Jacoby looked grim, Cortina was furious, and Andruskov looked… thoughtful.
“You would destroy the capital of your own nation,” Andruskov asked.
“No, Congresswoman, you will.  I never said I would strike back.”
“And if he chose to, he wouldn’t have to even disturb the dust on the windowsills,” Stacia said. “You do realize he could kill every living person in this city with a thought… right?  Ah, but of course you do.  You’re just desperate to control that power, aren’t you?”
“Haven’t you both killed enough?” Cortina asked. “You claim to be ambassadors and agents of Gaia, yet you kill with wanton disregard for laws or morality.”
“Yes, we’ve killed more than enough,” I said. “We’ve killed too many.  But let me ask you esteemed members of Congress, what would you do?  Faced with a decision to kill a few or watch everyone including yourselves die?  And the laws you speak of?  What rule of law is left?  People with power or money just ignore those laws that are bothersome and find a way around it.  Friendly judges, DAs, government officials.  The law we followed was a law of nature.  Kill or be killed.  It’s a choice.  We chose.”
“Law of nature?” Jacoby scoffed. “What is this, Ethics 101?”
“Mother Nature is the biggest killer of all,” Stacia said. “She requires life on this planet to kill for food or to avoid becoming food.  To protect young or family or pack.  To claim territory or protect it.  Her offer was for all to die, or some.  We chose some.  We’ll live with that the rest of our lives, just as you’ll live with whatever decisions you all have made to get where you’re at.”
“And yet millions have died,” Cortina said. “Hundreds of millions.”
“But not billions,” Stacia said. “And before you interrupted us for this… circus, we were working to prevent more people from starving.  Shouldn’t you all be doing something of the sort?  You know?  Before the next attack?”
“Next?  The Omega computer has said that the alien force was wiped out,” Jacoby said.
“They own thousands of worlds,” I said. “You think that’s all they have to throw at us?”
“But you made it too expensive for them, right?” Andruskov demanded.
“Maybe, or maybe we just pissed them off and the next strike will simply reduce Earth to dust,” I said.
They were all silent, Jacoby going blank, Cortina trying but failing to follow suit, and Andruskov looking a little anxious.
“And we have you to stop it, I suppose?” Andruskov asked, her anxiety now replaced with anger.
“Maybe.  Maybe I can’t.”
“And in the meantime, you expect to be left alone to run around and do as you please, without regard for the rule of law and despite your crimes?”
I glanced sideways, just on the other side of Stacia.  Lucy’s wispy form watched me, a smile forming on her face as she met my eyes.  She nodded, once.
“Yeah,” I said.  “That would be perfect.”
Jacoby pulled off his glasses and started to polish them with a cloth he produced from the inside of his suit jacket.  “I suspect that you know, Mr. O’Carroll, that we can’t actually do anything against you at this time.  You are protected by both your own power, whatever the source of that may be, and the power of the artificial intelligence that you created.  But it’s been my experience that circumstances can change.  You should be very wary of what will happen when your circumstances change.  This hearing is hereby ended,” he said, banging his gavel once.
I tore open a new portal and we stepped back into College Arcane, right into the conference room that was full of people far more important than Congress. 
“Well, lad, ye not only stood yer ground but ye burned the bridge behind ye,” Aunt Ashling said.
“It was a dumpster fire, and we don’t have time to waste roasting moldy marshmallows,” Stacia said.
“Perhaps that’s true,” Levi said. “Let’s hope you don’t ever fall under their power.”
“Father, I have decided to show the world the battle,” Omega said.
“The battle?”
“Yes. Both the actions that occurred in space as well as what occurred on the ground,” he said.
“How are you going to show the world?” Stacia asked. “And when?”
“I have sent out messages across all forms of social media as well as posted it on every message board, chat room, and media news site.  It will, by necessity, need to be shown at multiple times in various time zones.  But the first will be tonight.”
“How will you project it?” Levi asked.
“Anywhere there is a monitor, television, computer, tablet, or phone screen.  In places where such things are rare and in locations where people can congregate, I will project it holographically against the night sky.”
“Why?” I asked.
“The world needs to know.  The propensity for humans to lie or project misinformation is almost without bounds.  I would have the world understand what has happened.”
“Ye were not amused by the hearing then?” Ashling asked Omega.
“No, I was not.”






Chapter 54

Present day
The first showings occurred on the Eastern coast at just after dark. True to his word, Omega did a simultaneous projection across all forms of screens at the same time his depleted army of drones projected the battle against the stars or clouds in parks, stadiums, outdoor theaters; anywhere that people could congregate.  Despite the short notice, it was massively attended and viewed.  The school watched it, along with most of Burlington, as he projected it over the dark waters of Lake Champlain.
The shoreside parks were filled with people, as were the rooftops of any building that could hold people.  Arcane had a flat commercial rubber roof, and it was filled with not only every student, but all the teachers, administration, and even the security guards—at least the ones not on the front door.  Gina allowed the staff to bring their families as well.  She seemed a little more at ease around me as well. Perhaps she’d mastered her fear of what I’d become.
At the appointed hour, the space over the lake was suddenly filled with a gigantic Brystol Chatterjee, floating in midair. 
“Welcome,” she said, her voice loud enough to be heard almost everywhere. Through some trick of technology, it was not overpowering.  “I have the honor of hosting tonight’s premiere of Battle Earth.  Subsequent showings will be hosted by my journalistic associates in every time zone across the globe, each taking place as day turns to night.  Tonight’s projection will include detailed analysis by Omega.  Many portions of the battle will be shown at greatly reduced speeds by necessity, as space battles occur far faster than mere human senses can follow.  Simultaneously to the space action, ground fighting footage will be shown in split screen format.  These are intense scenes of graphic violence. Viewers are hereby warned.  Omega, take it away.”
His avatar appeared next to hers, smiling at her genially.  “Thank you, Brystol.  And thank you for jumping in at the last minute.”
“Yeah, because hosting the global premier of the only known space battle is a bad career move,” she said with a laugh.
“There was a certain amount of interest among your journalistic associates,” Omega admitted with a sly smile. 
“He’s got the mannerisms down pat,” Gina leaned over to say to me quietly.
“Thank you, Gina,” Omega said back to her from my nano bracelet while his avatar was smiling as Brystol asked him, “So, Omega, what are we going to see here tonight?”
“I think it’s important that the world population understand what transpired.  The Vorsook attack started without warning, yet our response was immediate and, as you will see, absolute.  I will split the projection to show ground combat that occurred simultaneously as the Vorsook were able to open gates.  Let us begin.”
Omega and Brystol disappeared, replaced with a projection from space, the same vision that I had seen at the beginning of the battle.  The rear side of the moon, and a tear in space itself.
“The Vorsook expended enormous reserves of power to open multiple portals into our solar system, as well as here on Earth herself,” Omega said.
The space picture slid sideways as another projection took up space on its left side.  This new scene showed Rowan West from the front as a smaller rip in reality opened in the parking lot.  Chris and Tanya were there almost instantly as an army poured out.
“Transporting large warcraft through portals generally happens at more controlled speeds,” Omega commented. “And the inertia of that much mass moving through a limited portal gave us the opportunity to place our own portal in front.  Our exit was set up directly into the sun.”
I knew what happened in space, so I was concentrating on the ground battle that I hadn’t seen.
Chris and Tanya were tearing through the alien soldiers, but the portal spread till it was as wide as the two-lane road out front.  Handheld Vorsook weapons forced the angelic pair to split and dodge, which allowed some enhanced soldiers to get past them. 
“Declan O’Carroll, as Earth’s chosen Steward, is able to use his unique skills to weaponize various forms of the planet’s vast energy,” Omega said. “With my targeting abilities, we directed that power against technology that, while far in excess of mankind’s, was never designed to stand up to energies that could vaporize the moon itself.”
The ground fight image switched suddenly to the back of the restaurant, showing me sitting cross-legged on the ground, face mostly covered in nanogray, Stacia and her wolves all around me. Gunfire rang out from the building, the sound muted slightly in a manner that told me it was Levi’s suppressed rifle.  I saw Kristin’s yellow wolf catch an alien soldier by the leg and tear it off with a snap of her head, while Alex’s brown canine form hit one from behind, oversized jaws clamping shut on its head.  Another minion got off a shot from its hand weapon, but the beam of power just flared white on the shield wall in front of me.  An answering blast from Stacia’s own weapon took off the top half of the cybernetic soldier.
Suddenly the night sky overhead was lit by a light so bright that every combatant had to pause for a microsecond. 
“Declan was able to fire multiple beams of coherent light from various points around the globe almost simultaneously.  Each beam had enough power to electrify Tokyo for more than a year,” Omega said as his space projection showed lasers striking huge alien ships.
“My own drones engaged the enemies’ smaller, more maneuverable craft, and we were able to use gravity and smaller portals to good effect,” the AI said.
On the ground, an alien soldier burst past Kristin but was intercepted by Holly in beast form.  With a roar, she swiped it with a massive paw, removing its head completely with the single blow.
The front upper section of the barn suddenly exploded into wooden dust as a stray power bolt hit it, but Draco screamed out an answer, the sharp sound suddenly replaced by a roaring torrent of fire as he strafed a pair of fast-moving cyborgs.
I saw all of the vampires and weres at one point or another, Senka laughing as she decapitated deadly alien constructs with an extremely modern-looking katana, Nika firing her pair of Omega-crafted hand weapons, Lydia and Arkady fighting back-to-back against four constructs, Chris and Tanya just everywhere, fast moving blurs of death.
Then one got through the gauntlet and rushed straight toward my position, only to run headfirst into a white-furred monster who tore it into four bloody and chrome-colored chunks.  That seemed to be the peak of the ground action, as the enemy numbers seemed depleted.  The scene shifted back to the front, showing Deckert launching some kind of shoulder-fired rocket through the still open portal.  The resulting explosion was cut off as the portal zipped itself shut.
“The enemy was defeated in detail, caught off guard by our overwhelming Earthbourne firepower,” Omega said. “Yet not without grave cost.” 
The ground battle footage shifted to show views of the planet’s surface from space, large patches of burnt or devastated ground visible as Omega’s craft flew around the planet.
“So Brystol, that’s Battle Earth.  I will show other ground battles as I present additional showings around the globe, but I thought perhaps the world should see what happened here in Vermont.”
The normally resilient journalist was looking a little stunned.  After a moment, she nodded slowly.
“Omega, why was Declan not underground in some kind of super bunker?”
“Vorsook weaponry can penetrate very deeply into the ground.  His own shields provide greater protection and, as you can see, he was heavily defended from personal attack.  Still, we are even now working to improve our capabilities and defenses.”
“Will they send another force?” she asked.
“The cost of this one likely resulted in the equivalent of galactic bankruptcy for many thousands of Vorsook.  However, they are unlikely to leave us in complete peace.”
“So we will just huddle here and wait?”
“No, Brystol.  We will counterattack.”
“How?  Your forces were gravely damaged, and by your own admission, you never had the numbers to match what they threw at us.”
“And yet we have resources they have never successfully tapped, Brystol.  Suffice it to say, we are making plans… gaining allies, at least when we have our agreements ironed out.”
I glanced at Stacia and she looked at me, both of us confused.
“I have lots of ideas, Father,” Omega’s voice whispered so that only we could hear.






Epilogue

“They survived?” Eirwen, Green Queen of the Middle Realm, asked.
“Yes, your majesty,” the white-garbed elf replied.
“Did you have any doubts, cousin?” Neeve, White Queen of the Middle Realm, asked.
“It does seem unwise to bet against them,” Eirwen said.
“You are just now arriving at that conclusion?” Morrigan, Winter Queen, laughed.
“I always have hopes,” Eirwen replied, frowning at her aunt.
“Why?” Zinnia, the Queen of Summer, asked.  “They are bloodying the Others like no other world, even this one, has ever done.  And they are removed from Fairie, no longer able to influence our world.  And we need human stock from Earth to survive if our people are to reproduce.”
“Mother, we have been taking their children for eons, and in the last few hundred years, we’ve enlisted the aid of other advanced galactic races to abduct and take even more of what you call stock.  How do you think the suddenly formidable forces of Earth will respond when they find that out?”
“And with their decisive victory, they are likely to be approached by some of those very races we have previously paid for human acquisition,” Neeve added. “How long before they find that out?”
“There is still Hell,” Morrigan said. “We know the demon princes are looking to leverage this new situation in multiple ways.”
“Have they struck a contract yet?” Zinnia asked, turning to the white-garbed elf.
“They were still drafting it when the battle occurred.  I understand that they expect to complete something soon,” he replied.
“And the dragons, brother?” Neeve asked.
“Are acting cautiously now that there are four queens to deal with,” Greer said.
“Your close proximity to the Dragon’s Speaker and the lucky ones is paying great rewards,” Morrigan said. 
“It is my honor to serve as long as the honor of my dettis onach to Ashley’s father is not infringed, Mother,” Greer replied. “The Moores and the Suttons are due to go back to Earth soon.  I will seek to accompany them, placing me even closer, as young Mack will undoubtedly be close to Earth’s new Steward.”
“Excellent,” his mother said, exchanging a smile with the other queens. “Let us plan.”






NOTES:

This was one of the hardest books I have yet written.  Some of that was due to a year rife with family emergencies, the death of the real Gramps, and some geographical relocation.  Some of the difficulty was using the Book of Levi to lend backstory to Declan and his rise to Steward.  Some was just difficult because much of the societal problems faced by the Demon Accords crew is facing the real world right now.  Thanks for being patient and I hope you enjoyed Blood Cull.
A Mischief of Rats is up next for the Montshire series, and then. Blood Lines.  Somewhere in the mix I will publish Darkkin Knight as a full book so stay tuned.
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