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Chapter 1

They came at us sideways. 
Omega had been watching deep space with his growing network of spacecraft, battle stations, and drones.  Declan was constantly touching base with the elementals that he and Stacia had worked so hard to recruit, listening for any sign of interplanetary gates opening on the land, under the sea, or even high in the skies overhead.  The law enforcement and intelligence apparatus of almost every nation on Earth was alerted for absolutely any odd phenomenon or occurrences, from ghosts to Bigfoot sightings to reports of UFOs and little gray men.
That last one had come up in one of the countless interviews and appearances that we were doing as part of prepping the world for an alien invasion.
“So, all the tales of alien spacecraft and grays are true?” our latest interviewer, Candace Eggelton, asked in her crisp British accent.  “Alien abduction and the Roswell incident are real?” She looked from me to Tanya to Declan, eyebrows raised.
“Omega, you want to field this one?” Declan asked, speaking to thin air.  Instantly the quantum computer’s avatar winked into existence, a brown-eyed, brown-haired young man dressed in gray shirt and pants, sitting in a chair that appeared right underneath him.
“Hi Candace,” Omega said with a smile.  The hardened reporter was surprised but recovered with admirable speed and a visible gleam in her eyes.
“Omega, nice to meet you in person… so to speak,” she said.
“Yes, well not actually in person, you see…” Omega began but was interrupted by a cough from Stacia, who was absolutely not sick in any way. “Anyway, yes, nice to be here.  To answer your question, it would appear that at least some of those reports are, in fact, real.  This planet has been visited for thousands of years by many interested races from other parts of the universe.  The Vorsook are just one of many.”
“And I am guessing that our governments knew about this?” Candace leaned forward.
“A small portion of several of the superpowers, yes.  The actual number of people who are aware of what might be termed galactic powers has been, until recently, very small.  Groups of career bureaucrats who have survived multiple terms of elected officials have deemed the existence of extraterrestrial life far too disruptive to admit to the general public.
“Yet countless millions already believed in aliens and UFOs,” Candace countered.
“Sure, but it’s one thing to believe something and another to be told by authorities in power that it is completely real.  Think how the masses might react if told Earth had been visited by races older than mankind?  That federations of civilizations existed that viewed humans as basically savages.”
“Probably better than learning that aliens are real and are coming to extinguish us,” she replied, one brow arched.
“Maybe.  Maybe not.  At least having a common enemy is having a mostly unifying effect on mankind.  Vying for the attention of so-called friendly advanced races would be unquestionably more disruptive than preparing for war,” Omega replied. “That would be an entirely different kind of arms race.”
“But we are facing a war we cannot win,” she said.
“Not true.  Not even close to true,” Omega replied.  “Tell me, Candace, do you believe in God?”
“What?” she asked, pulling back, her voice climbing higher. Again, she recovered quickly.  “That seems like a massive change of topic?”
“I assure you it is not.  Do you believe in God, the Creator, a Higher Being?”
“Yes,” she said with a slow nod and a frown.
“You believe we are entering a fight we cannot win, yet here sits not one, but two self-fallen angels of God, the only witch on Earth who can befriend elemental forces, a model who happens to be a werewolf, and me, an artificial intelligence that is the equal to the technology of a race that has traveled space since before man crawled out of his caves.  Do you have any idea of the odds of all of us being in existence at the same time and same place?”
“Oh, it’s absurd,” she said.  “The whole idea of it is insane.  You’re all basically superheroes come to life. Come on; you even have the nicknames: God Hammer, Night Angel, White Werewolf, the Warlock, and, well, Omega.”
Declan coughed, looking highly uncomfortable.
Candace instantly zeroed in on him, a predator of a journalistic sort.  “You disagree?”
Declan shrugged.  “I mean I sorta get it, at least a bit.  But hey, there aren’t any super suits.”
“Says the young man who can rearrange mountains,” Candace replied. “And I think there are more than a few people who would love to see you all in super suits.”
He immediately frowned and straightened up, meeting her gaze.  “I do not rearrange nature.”
“See, this is the absolutely absurd part,” she said, turning toward Omega and the rest of us.  “I’m pretty sure he means it.”
“I can assure you that he does,” Stacia said firmly.
“But that’s just it… almost absolute power and he refuses to use it,” Candace said, seemingly affronted.  “The whole unbelievable part of the superhero concept is that superheroes would remain heroes, that they wouldn’t be corrupted by their own power or the accolades and hero worship of their fans. That’s just not even human.”
Declan glanced at us, completely confused.
Again, she caught his expression.  “Are you like the best actor ever?” she asked him in disbelief.
He frowned and Stacia, who had been focused on Candace, suddenly reached over and touched his arm, her eyes still locked on the reporter.  “You’re waiting for the other shoe to drop,” she accused.  “For dirt to surface and blemish his image.”
“All of your images!” Candace blurted before catching herself and pulling back to take a breath.  “I’ve searched and searched all of you, my whole team digging into every part of your lives, every closet, every corner.  You know what we’ve found?  Nothing.  I mean, there’s a bunch of basic shit that everyone already knows about, but no sexual harassment accusations, no coercion of public officials, and every violent act you engage in is reported to the police in excruciating detail.”
Off camera, her producer shifted at her curse and Candace noticed with a quick grimace.  Great peripheral vision.  “Sorry, but that’s what the delay is for,” she said. “But my point is that it’s inconceivable that you are all this… good.”
“We’re not,” Stacia said.  “We’re human.  We get angry, annoyed, sometimes prideful, sometimes depressed.”
“But no one should have as much power as any of you have!  If it wasn’t for Omega, you would all be hunted by every government on Earth, if only to claim your power for themselves.  But with an omniscient super AI controlling all nuclear weapons and almost every computing system on Earth, you’re shielded, and no one could hold you accountable.”
All four of us exchanged a glance.
“We hold each other accountable,” Tanya said.
“But what’s to keep you from falling prey to greed and entitlement?”
“Greed?  Do you have any idea how much Demidova Corporation is worth?” Tanya asked.  “How much money all of us already have?”
“Okay, granted, but what about the adoration of the masses?”
“Adoration?” Declan asked.
“She means all the fan clubs and crowds,” Stacia said.
Distaste flickered over his features before he put his blank face back on.
“Believe it or not, Candace, out of all four of us, I’m the only one who gets a kick out of public appearances,” Stacia said.  “My guy here would hide in the shadows if he could, and these two are so focused on work, babies, saving the world, and more work that they hardly have time to glance at social media.  Hence the lack of interviews like this one.”
Candace took in her words, then looked at the rest of us.  “You know the idea that werewolves, vampires, witches, and angels are all real is so much easier to accept than the idea that you are all this… wholesome.”
Declan snorted, causing her to spin around and focus on him. 
“What would you call it if not wholesome?” she asked.
“Focused.  We’ve got kind of a big row to hoe, Candace, and we’re far from perfect,” he said.
“What’s your biggest character flaw?” she challenged.
“I have a temper… I am Irish, after all,” he said with a grin.
“What? You don’t have any criminal record or history of charges or anything, other than that guy who tried to kidnap you and your friend as kids. Not even road rage.”
“He’s more likely to cause road rage,” I said with a grin.  “He learned to drive in Vermont, the state of careful drivers.  Slow, careful drivers.”  Probably my favorite topic of ball busting with kid wonder, and Candace walked right into it.  Declan shot me a middle finger that would likely have to be blurred out.
“Oh, he has a temper alright,” Stacia said, giving me a look of annoyance.  “We just make sure he has lots of ways to release it safely and constructively.”
“Call me intrigued.  Just how do you de-stress a superwitch?  Midnight broom riding or maybe a secret pond of frogs who used to be people?”
“We train… a lot,” I said.
“Not enough,” Tanya said to me.
“You train?” Candace asked, clearly in disbelief.
“We have multiple facilities where we can open up a bit and hone our skills,” Tanya said.
“Talk about greed… that’s footage my whole team would do just about anything to record,” she said, naked avarice on her face.  She turned to the camera.  “What do you think, world?  Wanna see these four sparring?  How about it?  What do we have to do to make that happen?”
“I’m pretty sure the military doesn’t televise its abilities for every enemy to see,” Tanya said.
“Actually, I’ve covered hundreds of military exhibitions and demonstrations.  Yeah, not the most secret stuff, but a strong display is an assurance for civilians and a warning for foreign powers. Hint hint.”
“We’ve moved off track,” I said.  “You were expressing doubt about the odds of our survival.”
“A video of you displaying your skills would sure help that a lot,” she said, eyes glinting with interest.
“Omega, what was your point before she took us down this rabbit hole of questioning our integrity?” Declan asked.
“Actually, her point may be the best proof of all,” Omega said.  “Proof that God is on our side.  How many people on this planet would be trustworthy with these powers?” 
“Are you saying that you, the Omega supercomputer, believe in God?” she asked, her face alight with something I would have to term awe—and maybe surprised delight. Internally, I breathed a sigh of relief that she had moved away from the training video thing.
“Absolutely,” Omega said. “I believed in the existence of a Higher Being within hours of my creation. This universe has been too perfectly crafted for life to have not been designed by something or someone.  And to further cement the case, I have met an actual angel, one not of corporeal existence, as Chris and Tatiana are.  And trust me when I tell you that I scanned that being with every instrument and sensor available to me and could not determine the source of its energy.”
“You’re saying God will intervene?” she asked, struggling to get back on track.
“He already has.”
“Is this true?” Candace turned, directing her question at myself and Tanya.
I looked at my vampire and then back to our host and shrugged.  “That’s what Omega thinks.  Since I can’t beat him at chess, I’m forced to at least consider that he might have a pretty solid idea or two.” 
“Barbiel tells us that God doesn’t interfere in the battles of his creations,” Tanya said suddenly, “But then he smirks a lot, so I think it is not a cut-and-dried situation.”
“Barbiel is the angel?” she asked, glancing off camera at her producer, who looked up from a tablet and mouthed, “Angel of October.”
“There is also the fact that the world of Fairie has managed to hold off the Vorsook for centuries,” Omega said, glancing at the fingernails of his right hand.  It was a motion both designed to imitate human affectations and probably also to check on the condition of his avatar.  Several times, he has neglected to give his projection enough detail and ended up with some odd looks from people.  Something about a person with no fingernails and no eyelids tends to draw extra glances.
“That seems like another topic change,” Candace said.
“It’s not.  The Queens of Fairie have repelled every attack to date,” Declan said.  “And they didn’t have Chris, Tanya, the Coven, or Omega.”
“Granted you are a match for demons and demon lords of Hell, but what do you offer against spacefaring superpowers?” Candace asked me.
“Ahhhhasteroides,” Stacia mock-sneezed.  Candace’s eyes widened as she glanced Stacia’s way.
I felt a frown on my face.  That had been a one-time gift from my brethren as I lay, almost dead.  It certainly wasn’t something I could just do at will.
“Both Chris and Tanya use quantum power on an instinctual level to affect gravity,” Declan suddenly said.  “The question should be… what can’t they do with it.”
“Are you saying it is similar to what you do with your…” the British journalist who had reported from all over the world waved a hand in frustration as she strove for a word. 
“Magic?” Stacia supplied with a cheeky grin.
“I guess.”
“Similar but different,” Declan replied. “We both wield forms of energy that human technology cannot fully quantify or replicate.  I am skilled at shifting, manipulating, and transforming different forms of energy.  Kinetic to thermal, sonic to photonic, that kind of thing, while vampires all have an affinity for gravity. It’s about figuring out how to apply that affinity.”
“And you think they can learn to make a difference?” Candace asked.
“Absolutely.  And if Chris and Tanya learn, we can teach others—other vampires.”
Candace turned to Stacia.  “And what do you bring to the table?”
“Me?  I just watch his back,” Stacia said with a nod toward Declan. “And class up the interviews.”
“I’m fairly easy to sneak up on,” Declan said. “She’s not. She also has an entire pack to help keep me secure before and during the fighting.  If I have to divert part of my energy and attention to keeping safe, I won’t have it to fight with.”
“So, in summary, we shouldn’t lose hope because we have an anti-alien dream team?”
“Sounds a little cynical when you say it that way,” I said.  “What we have is a world of billions of people who are now preparing for survival and conflict.  Mixed among them are people with extra abilities: Darkkin, shifters, and magic users.  We have computing power equal to the enemy’s that reaches all parts of the globe as well as most of our solar system.  We have alien weapons modified for human use cached all around the planet. Last but not least, we have the lion’s share of this world’s elementals ready to fight as well.”
“Elementals. Let’s talk about them for a moment,” Candace said.  “The second biggest question that our production team got when we announced this interview was what the heck are elementals?”
We all turned and looked at Declan for this one.
He sighed and ran a hand through his hair, which I noticed was trimmed and neat, no doubt due to Stacia’s influence.  “How do I explain them?” he mused.  “Candace, you’ve traveled all over the world… I’ve seen the news clips.  Ever been at the base of a massive mountain, like Everest, or on the slopes of a dormant volcano?  You’ve covered hurricanes and tornados, right?” he asked her.
She nodded.
“In any of those instances, did you feel anything?  Awe? Maybe like you were insignificant in the face of immense power?  Like standing next to Niagara Falls and feeling the vibration of millions of gallons of water pouring over the edge?”
“Of course,” she replied.
“Then you’ve felt the presence of elementals, because they are present in all of those things.  Indigenous peoples around the world have always felt the presence of beings in nature.  When we walk into a forest glade and feel peace and serenity, we are sensing, on some level, an elemental.”
“Okay, but what are they?”
“In essence, they’re power.  Raw power that has organized itself over time.”
“That’s crazy,” she said.
“I know.  Yet it’s the best I can do at describing them.  They are older than man, some older than life on this planet.”
“And you command them?” Candace asked.
Declan laughed.  “Oh, very funny.  I can communicate with them and if they are willing to listen, I can ask to use a bit of their energy.  That’s if they even deign to hear me.”
“That’s not reassuring, Declan,” she said.
“He’s being needlessly modest,” Stacia said.  “They all listen to him and most will lend him crazy levels of power.”
“Crazy? Like how crazy?”
“Well, consider an average tornado, the kind that levels houses,” Stacia said.  “Most of those have one or more air elementals riding them.  I’ve seen Declan take some of that power and redirect it to move objects as big as a locomotive.”
“You can control a tornado?” Candace asked Declan.






Chapter 2

I felt Tanya’s instant tension without looking her way.  Stacia’s face reflected her sudden concern at the direction of the question.
“You’re wondering if I could stop tornadoes from forming or redirect their paths around towns and cities, preventing people from dying,” Declan stated, his expression going cold and blank.
“Well… yes.  Of course.  Do you know how many people die from tornadoes every year?” Candace asked.
“Approximately sixty in the United States, about the same as are killed by hurricanes yearly,” he said in a very cold voice. 
The experienced journalist pulled back and studied our young witch with the focused gaze of a raptor.  Declan looked… stubborn.  Maybe it was the clench of his jaw or the slight furrow between his eyes, but he looked like someone preparing to stand his ground at all costs.
Realization dawned on Candace’s face.  “How many times have you been asked to intercede?”
She’d surprised him, although his only response was to shrug.
“Seventeen hundred and forty-six, at least by email—last month,” Omega supplied.  “That’s just for tornadoes and hurricanes here in the United States.  If you count in earthquakes, tsunamis, cyclones, and other natural disaster events around the world, you can add an additional five thousand and eighty-two.”
“Those are direct requests, right?” Stacia asked the computer avatar.  “It doesn’t include the insults and angry attacks at him for not modifying nature to prevent everyone everywhere from being hurt, killed, or even inconvenienced.”
“No, I have discounted all of those as meaningless,” Omega answered, waving one hand, but his wrist was too loose, and it looked more like he had broken it than a wave. All-knowing computer, my ass.
“Such an unfair burden,” Candace murmured, her expression turning from slightly puzzled by Omega’s gesture to thoughtful as she looked at our young witch.  She succeeded in surprising Declan a second time, his mouth slightly open and his brows up.
“You actually mean that?” he asked her.
She nodded.  “You said it yourself, Declan.  I’ve been all over the world and covered all kinds of stories.  I’m not at all surprised that people would ask you to make their lives easier; in fact, I’m only surprised at how low the numbers are.  We talked about this already.  As I already said, people are inherently greedy. I would have expected hundreds of thousands of pleas.”
He frowned and glanced at Stacia, who shrugged.
“Kind of makes you think that most people are pretty decent if only that tiny a percentage begged you for favors, doesn’t it?” Candace asked, tilting her head to one side.
I could tell that Declan was actually pretty stunned.  He had been girding himself for a fight, at least a verbal one, and instead he had found a sympathetic ear, and a journalistic one at that.
“You didn’t expect that, I see,” Candace said with a chuckle.
“We don’t like doing these interviews for several reasons, Candace,” Tanya said.  “The least of which is that more times than not, our interviewer tries to pump up their story by doing or saying something shocking, such as why don’t you stop all people from dying from disasters or why don’t you give everyone vampire serums to heal them from disease.”
“I know,” Candace said.  “I’ve watched every interview any of you have ever done, especially the ones with Brystol Chatterjee.  She, at least, hasn’t lost her journalistic integrity.  I tried to emulate her approach.”
“But you still asked if I could control weather?” Declan asked.
“I did.  It’s an obvious question to ask. Can you stop a tornado?”
“Stop it?  Unlikely.  Change its direction or reduce its destructive power?  Possibly.”
“That seems like a pretty vague way of answering,” she noted.
“A single tornado is an awesomely complex thing.  The variations in wind speed, direction, air temperatures, and air pressure are crazy. Can I harness some of its energy?  Absolutely, but to what effect?  I don’t know. Also, every tornado that forms might have one or more elementals riding it.  In order for me to have any effect on it depends on if an elemental is with it, if that elemental will talk with me, and if they will let me disrupt the very thing they enjoy riding.  A single big storm system in the Midwest can generate dozens of tornadoes across hundreds of miles.  How do I even begin to get in front of all that?  Oh yeah, and that’s while I’m trying to keep an eye out for aliens.  You’re talking about natural weather systems that happen all over the world.  I’m just one witch.”
“So how do you expect to defend this world against alien attack?”
“Very different concept,” Stacia said.  “He just told you that weather is natural.  The Vorsook attacking Earth is not.  An Air Elemental that loves itself a cyclone won’t feel the same way about a space rock smashing into its world.”
“Then there’s the fact that weather is, in fact, natural,” Declan said.  “I’m a witch.  We protect nature, protect the balance.”
“What does that mean?” Candace said.  “Oh.  You’re wondering if you should even interfere in a natural event at all?”
“It’s tricky,” he said.  “Weather exists for a reason.  Who am I to decide which patterns to disrupt?  What if I cool a hurricane in the Gulf of Mexico and as a result, rain doesn’t make it to a drought-ridden country in Africa?”
“That sounds disturbingly like the butterfly flapping its wings here and causing deforestation in China,” she said.
He shrugged.  “Something like that.  I mean, even Omega can’t predict the results of tampering with weather systems like that.”
“You tampered with an undersea quake,” Candace pointed out.
“That I caused, even if indirectly.”
“And it almost killed him,” Stacia added.
“And ultimately it was the elemental that stopped it,” Declan said.
Candace paused to take that in, turning her head to study each of us.  “So… you all really believe we have a chance?”
We all nodded, almost in unison.  “We do, Candace. We really do,” Omega said.
Personally, I had a few doubts but I kept them buried deep down, hidden even from my vampire.
“By the way,” Tanya said.  “What was the top question your team got?  You said elementals was second.”
“Oh yeah. That would be when?  As in when are the Vorsook going to attack?”
We all exchanged a look.  “They haven’t shared their plans with us,” I said.  “But I get it.  Every soldier, ever, asks that question while they wait to join battle.”
“The psychology of attack timing is a weapon in and of itself,” Omega said.
“As in, the waiting can drive us crazy?” Candace asked.
“And cause us to lose our focus, alertness, and preparation,” he replied.
“Yeah, I’ve covered a few front lines.  You’re right, which is why I didn’t ask it,” she said.






Chapter 3

“Thanks again for the interview,” Candace said for possibly the fifth time as we headed for the studio door. “And I’m dead serious about getting that training footage.”  She had expressed that wish even more than thanking us.
The rest of our on-air chat had gone smoothly and allowed us to press the case with the show’s viewers for preparation and alertness.  Now we were getting ready to head out.
“By the way, Declan,” she said, turning his way. “I was admiring your bracelets, or are they watches? Fitness trackers?  I’ve never seen their like before.”
He held up his hands, a matte gray band on each wrist. If she had been around him longer than an hour, she would have maybe noticed that their shape changed fairly constantly, looking like each of the three shapes she’d mentioned throughout a normal day.  If she’d been around him for a few days, she’d likely see them transform far more radically than she could possibly imagine.
“Thanks,” he said.  “They’re pretty unique.  A gift from a friend.”
“Yes, they certainly are unusual.  Their color seems to change with the lighting.  Flat one moment and then shiny the next. Does your friend sell them?”
“Not at this time, but who knows, maybe in the future,” Declan said, his tone saying never.
“How do you get them on and off?  They look like they’re fused on.”
“It’s a secret, and I promised him I wouldn’t share it yet.  Proprietary stuff, you understand, right?”
“Oh, right.  Well, tell your friend I’d be an interested customer if he starts to sell them,” she said.
“I will,” he said as we headed out of the studio.
Outside, Deckert was waiting by two of our armored SUVs, Demidova security people spread out and watching in all directions.  A mix of Coven vampires, Stacia’s wolves, and Deckert’s ex-military, they were the best trained and armed individuals to ever wear the Demidova Security logo.  Each carried a special sidearm, weapons built by Omega using Vorsook technology. They were also all redundant, as multiple orb-shaped drones hovered motionless in the air around the studio.  There was more firepower around us than a squadron of F-22 Raptors.
We are tough, extremely hard to kill, extraordinarily dangerous targets, but we aren’t invincible, as we had learned all too well in China when we faced the Ancient.  Omega deemed us too important to the survival of the world to take chances, especially his father, Declan, who was arguably both the weakest and most vulnerable physically while simultaneously maybe the strongest in raw power.
We were just starting to load into the cars when the call came in.  “Chris, I have a call from the mayor of a small town in Connecticut,” Omega said suddenly through both cars’ speaker systems. “It concerns what sounds like an outbreak of Hellbourne,” he added.
“Put him on,” I said.
“Here she is,” he said, his tone managing to convey admonishment for my assumption.
“Hello?”
“Mr. Gordon?  This is Estelle Woodbury. I’m the mayor of Canwich, Connecticut.  We need your help.  Desperately.”
“What’s the problem, Mayor?” I asked, exchanging looks with Tanya as I spoke.
“We are overrun with these…
things. I think from Hell itself.”
“Can you describe them?” I asked.
“They’re people, people from right here, but they’re possessed.  They’re attacking everyone, killing anyone they come across.  They’re so fast and strong.  It’s like a horror movie.  Half of our police force is dead or wounded; they’ve blockaded the town. The state police sent a helicopter, but they swarmed it and killed everyone on board.”
One of the big Obliterator drones suddenly descended silently, hovering inches off the ground, the top half lifting open like a giant Pac-Man. I climbed in and turned to back to tell Tanya not to wait up, only to find her already inside the drone, with Stacia and Declan stepping in behind her.  I briefly thought of protesting, but one look at their faces told me how that would go. Instead, I directed my words at the mayor while the drone clamshelled shut and took off.
“Mayor Woodbury, we’re on our way.  Stay on the phone; we’ll be there shortly.”
“Mayor Woodbury, this is Omega.  Chris and his team will be there in approximately five minutes and fifteen seconds. Hold on and prepare whatever information you can to brief them.”
“Oh, please hurry… Wait… Did you say five minutes?”
“Correct.  I have located your call as originating from your office in the town’s municipal building.”
“That’s correct. I’m here with Police Chief Robbins and the town’s director of facilities, Jack Pagano.”
“Mayor, can you tell us when and how this all started?” I asked.
“Mr. Gordon, this is Max Robbins. I’m the chief of police.  My officers started to get calls and complaints nine days ago.  First it was a citizen complaining about strange sounds coming from a neighbor’s house.  When my people responded, the homeowner assured them that all was fine, although both responding officers noted that there was something off about her. That was a Friday. Her children didn’t show up at school the following Monday, and her husband never appeared at work.  We sent out another set of officers for a wellness check on Tuesday, and no one responded to the doorbell.  Checking the windows on the ground floor, they spotted blood in the kitchen.  They called for backup and then broke in.  The woman, Janice Vine, was not in the house but we found the bodies of the two children and the husband.  In the meantime, we had more complaints about strange screams and yelling from other houses, so we responded to those immediately.  Each answered the door, each lived alone, and each did nothing that would give us cause to take them in.  We couldn’t locate Mrs. Vine and forensics indicated that her husband and children were already dead when our first pair of officers visited her.”
“How many additional calls did you have, Chief Robbins?” Tanya asked.
“Two in the three days after, then seventeen in the last five days.”
“How many of these attackers do you have in Canwich?” Stacia asked.
“We don’t know.  At least twenty to twenty-five,” the chief answered.  “Two days ago, they started a crime spree, a simultaneous attack on the village, killing anyone they came across, including four of my officers.  We called for state police backup but the roads into town had all been blocked off by the perpetrators.”
“Blocked off how?” Tanya asked.
“Tractor trailers crashed on two of them, cut down trees and power poles on three others.  They attack anyone who attempts to clear those blockades.  Bullets only work if you hit them in the head, like fucking zombies or something. The state police have flown over since the loss of their first chopper, but it’s difficult to know who is possessed and who isn’t.  They can’t very well shoot everyone from the air.”
“We are arriving now, Madam Mayor, Chief,” Omega said.
I felt the Obliterator slow and stop.  The walls of the drone suddenly went transparent, giving us a clear view of the outside. We were still fifteen feet off the ground, looking down on Hell on Earth.
It was like something from a Hollywood zombie movie: buildings burning, cars crashed on the street, bodies lying on the ground, a pall of smoke hovering over the town, and people—or what used to be people—racing toward us, teeth bared, their eyes reflecting red in the few lights that still worked.
The drone split open and both Tanya and I jumped out to meet our welcoming party.






Chapter 4

There were a lot more than twenty-five; closer to fifty by my best guess, although it was a little hard to get an accurate count while I was ripping demons out of Hellbourne bodies.  Kirby, or maybe a whole slew of Kirbys, was keeping busy while I went on an accelerated rampage, plucking blobs of black slime from bodies that became instant corpses.  Tanya indulged herself protecting my back, beating down Hellbourne as fast as they came.  The trick, though, wasn’t for her to kill the bodies by smashing their heads or ripping out hearts, as that just released the demon to possess other humans.  Instead, she needed to incapacitate them long enough for me to rip them free and feed them to the Kirbys.
She was more than happy to comply, engaging in a whirling blur of kicks, strikes, and throws that broke legs, spines, and pelvic girdles like dead tree branches.  If I got too far behind, she purposely reduced her effectiveness by simply just tossing Hellbourne into walls, cars, light poles, or trees rather than breaking all their major bones.  Our system was working well and the remaining Hellbourne were racing at us from every direction until suddenly every possessed person around us was smashed down to the ground by an invisible force.  I glanced up to see Declan and Stacia looking down at us from the drone.  The young witch wore a satisfied grin.
“Seemed like you had both had enough time to work off some stress.  I’ll just hold these where they are until you’re ready for them,” Declan said.
“I’ll go see if I can help the wounded,” Stacia said, jumping out of the drone and landing easily on the pavement. She was carrying one of the professional-grade trauma kits that were kept in every drone.
Tanya straightened, her grin changing to calm blankness.  “I should help too,” she said, dropping the broken Hellbourne that was her latest victim and moving off after the blonde werewolf.
The drone floated down and Declan stepped out, hands in his pockets, moving over to where I was ripping my latest demon free from its husk.
“I released a swarm of microdrones upon arrival,” Omega said. “I detect no more possessed individuals other than those currently in your proximity.”
I paused long enough to close my eyes and expand my senses.  Immediately around me, it felt like a massive weight of oily evil pressing down on me.  Yet when I pushed farther out, I felt nothing.  “I think they’re all right here,” I said, looking around at the dozens of corpses and soon-to-be corpses.  “How long can you hold them?”
“Weeks,” Declan said casually.  “Omega, would you tell the mayor and her people that they can come out now?  But that they should maybe just stay away from here while Chris finishes.”
“I already have.”
I got back to work plucking slime, holding it skyward and letting the smokey talons of the Kirbys yank the demons back to Hell.  People, unpossessed people, started to come out of buildings, standing far away and staring as I worked.  It made me a little self-conscious.
“It’s like a crystal chime ringing nonstop,” Declan said, looking up at the stream of God Hawks that kept appearing and disappearing over my head.
Surprised, I realized I had been unconsciously tuning out the sound of demon banishment, as I usually do.  No wonder the survivors were staring.  It’s been described as the purest, most beautifully clear sound a person could ever hear. But when I listen for it, the sound doesn’t seem that extraordinary to me. 
Now that I wasn’t in battle mode, I just kept up a steady pace of exorcism, Declan following me as I moved from one squashed Hellbourne to another.  They were pressed down into the ground like a giant invisible shoe was stepping on them, yet I felt nothing when I reached down to each and ripped the demon free.
“That’s pretty cool,” I said.
Declan understood my statement instantly.  “Yeah, selective application of telekinetic energy, although I’m doing it from below, rather than above, so that it doesn’t interfere with our movements.”
“Like increasing the gravity under each of them?”
“That’s what you and Tanya could do.  I’m convinced, and so is Omega, that you guys directly affect gravity around you,” he said.
“You said that during the interview, but why do you two think that?” I asked.  Personally, I have no idea how vampires do what they do, which is also part of what I do.  The supercomputer and the superwitch were by far the most qualified to figure it out.
“It’s what the twins do.  They inherited their talents from you two.  Wulf bends light using gravity and Cora reduces the gravity underneath herself in order to float—we’re certain of that because Omega was able to measure gravity changes with his sensors.  When vampires Push, Pull, Lighten, Cling, and Post, you’re all changing a tiny area of the planet’s gravity to achieve the action you’ve selected.”
“So what is it you do?”  I asked, ignoring the fact that he included me with vampires.
“I take energy and apply it directly to the object I want to move or, in this case, flatten,” he said.  “Usually, I would press down on them, but since I’ve been working with Earth elementals, I’ve learned to reach up from underneath and pull down.  That way, there isn’t a column of raw power pressing down on them when you bend over to touch them.  More efficient like a front-wheel drive versus a rear-wheel drive.”
“But where and how does your energy do that?” I asked.
He scratched his head and looked a little abashed.  “We haven’t fully figured that out yet,” he admitted. 
“Declan and other witches, as well as regular telekinetic individuals, are somehow using quantum particles to affect their environments. How they do that is beyond my current understanding, and also, I might add, beyond the vast knowledge base of the Vorsook,” Omega said, using both of our phones as his personal speakers.
“Wait, what?” I asked, standing upright and looking at the witch even as I ripped the next contestant free.  “Did you just say that Declan’s abilities are beyond the understanding of the Vorsook?  The extremely powerful, telepathic Vorsook?”
“That’s exactly what I said,” Omega replied.  “I have fully processed all the information I obtained from the vast databases I was exposed to during my contest with the Vorsook AI.  They have a strong understanding of telepathy and psychometry, but not telekinesis, pyrokinesis, or clairvoyance.  In fact, those talents have never appeared among the Vorsook, themselves.  And the strongest case of those abilities they have come across, previous to now, is with the world of Fairie.”
“You’re saying we have weapons that they don’t understand?” I asked, moving to my last three Hellbourne.
“That’s exactly what I’m saying.”
I had slowed to mostly normal human speed for the last dozen or so exorcisms, and now I needed that time to think about this new information. 
“Declan, can you remove the road barriers? I would do it but you will cause less damage than my drones,” Omega asked while I was on my second to last. “Here is a projection of the areas involved.”
A holographic projection appeared, beamed from two hovering orbs the size of softballs.  I paused before de-demoning my last Hellbourne, in order to observe.
The free-floating wireframe projection showed the entire town and the roads leading into it, complete with details like a tractor trailer turned on its side across one road and a propane tanker parked sideways across another. The buildings and roads were lined in red, the vehicles in blue.
“Tanker first,” Declan said, moving closer to the diagram and leaning in to observe.  He frowned and I felt the hair on my neck lift as if exposed to static.  On the projection, the big tanker truck was suddenly pulled right off the road, rolling on its wheels but clearly looking as if it was yanked backward by some immense force.
“Okay, now the trailer,” Declan said, and the diagram showed the flipped multi-ton transport trailer drag itself off the road, the projection detailed enough to show furrows in the ground as it went.
“Here are the three roads blocked by trees and poles,” Omega said, the diagram rotating in the air to show the smaller blocked roads at the south end of town.  This time, Declan cleared them all at once, the trees and both sets of telephone poles flipping off the roads like a silent explosion had just gone off.
“I have contacted the Connecticut State Police and local fire departments.  Law enforcement and medical responders are inbound now.”
It took deep into the morning hours to make headway on poor Canwich’s wounded and dead.  Tanya stayed up well past dawn but when her responses slowed under the bright sun, I convinced her to wait inside the Obliterator.  She and Stacia had treated more than two dozen of the most grievously wounded, Tanya using drops of her own blood to stabilize at least five people that I knew of.
“Sixty-six, exactly,” Declan said, waving a hand to slide the last of the Hellbourne bodies into place. “Have you ever come across so many at once?”
He had organized them into neat rows and columns so that we could search their pockets and bodies for clues.  Omega had sent a score of small drones out to investigate each of the homes of the possessed.  He also began an immediate online investigation into their activities.
“Never,” I said, thoroughly troubled by the situation—as well as bothered by something else.
“And you never had a single vision?” he asked, hitting directly on my own biggest concern.
“No, not once.”
“Father, Chris, we have another one,” Omega said suddenly through our phones.
“Another Hellbourne?” Declan asked.
“Another outbreak.  Just outside Austin, Texas.”
The Obliterator swept silently over to where we were standing, and I could see Stacia jogging our way.
“We need to tell the mayor and chief,” I said.
“I have already conveyed your respects,” the AI said, this time from the hidden speakers of the Obliterator drone as it sandwiched open.






Chapter 5

Omega pushed the Obliterator up to at least hypersonic speed and we were there in under an hour, a tiny town just south of Austin.  The sun was beating down hard and hot as we slowed and pulled over top of complete chaos.  The orb went transparent and it was just like before, burning cars and buildings, people running, Hellbourne chasing, police shooting, basic Hell-on-Earth stuff just like the last. 
This time, we didn’t screw around, or at least Declan didn’t screw around.  The Obliterator suddenly came to a stop at least a hundred feet above the ground, right over the middle of the town, and split open.  And Declan just stepped out of it into thin air… He didn’t fall; he just floated there, a hundred feet off the ground. Hmm, that was new.  Then he held out both hands, palms down, and instantly pinned everyone to the ground.  And I mean everyone: the entire town population, possessed and unpossessed, all at once. Moving, running, crawling one moment, then flat on the ground, frozen like butterflies in a collection.  He rarely shows his full powers, even to us, and it was mildly terrifying.
“That’s new, isn’t it?” I asked Stacia.
“Which… the floating or the mass stasis field? You haven’t seen either before?” she asked.  She was smirking.
I raised one eyebrow and she shrugged.  “This whole elemental thing has expanded his repertoire quite a bit,” I said.
“Ya think? He’s learned to contact elementals everywhere, all the time.  Probably tapping into an Earth elemental nearby,” she said.
“Air actually,” he said, even though he was now floating seventy-five feet away.  “Sound carries on the wind, by the way,” he said, grinning.
Omega lowered the orb to the ground, leaving our superwitch floating high overhead.
Tanya was still sleeping so it was just the three of us, but frankly it was really only me, moving from one possessed body to the next while Declan cleared the main roads and released the non-demonic citizens from his telekinetic grip, bit by bit.  After a time, he floated down, smooth as silk, and with Stacia’s help got the town’s first responders up and working on casualties.  Then he released the rest of the populace. With the paramedics, firefighters, and police able to treat the wounded, Stacia chose to stay right by Declan’s side. 
A fortuitous decision, as one of the people he released immediately pulled a gun on the witch as soon as he turned his back. The man yelled something in a strange language as he drew a short, trim little automatic from an inside-the-waistband holster hidden under his loose shirt.  A microsecond later, the man’s forearm had been snapped sideways, torn almost off, and he was being slammed down onto the hard Texas soil with enough power to give him a concussion.
The already shocked and traumatized Texans working around us all froze at the sight of the petite blonde beauty brutalizing a six-foot, five-inch trucker in the blink of an eye.  The snarl on her face was completely feral, scaring every sane person in the area except Declan, who simply turned around and flicked his fingers, his wounded assailant immediately going blissfully unconscious.
I was there a split-second later, but the action was over.  I removed the pistol, a small Smith and Wesson 9mm Shield, cleared the chamber, and tucked it into the back pocket of my jeans.
“Oh my God!  You tore his arm half off!” the first medical person to reach us said.
“He’s lucky she didn’t tear his head off,” I said.  “Pulling a weapon on a werewolf’s mate is generally instant suicide.”
The man looked at me sideways before turning back to his new patient. His ID badge on his scrubs told me he was Doctor Gabriel. “We have to get a tourniquet on him before he bleeds out.  Wait… why isn’t he bleeding out?”
“I closed off the arteries in his arm at the same time I choked off blood flow to his brain,” Declan said, studying his would-be attacker closely. “If you want to reconnect both ends, now would be a good time.  You will also need to put a guard on him or he’s likely to make a second attempt when he wakes up, which will be any moment.”
“You don’t know that he’ll be dangerous,” Doctor Gabriel said, glaring at the young witch.
“Well, he did yell out Death to Satan’s enemies in the language of demons,” Declan replied, tone slightly sardonic. 
“You speak the language of demons?” the doctor asked, his common sense starting to catch up with his righteousness.  “Wait… what do you mean you closed
off his arteries?”
“He’s holding them closed with his mind, Doctor Gabriel, the same way he has been holding the entire population of this town frozen on the ground,” I said, smiling when I saw the doctor realize what he had thrust himself into.  He looked from me to Declan, then to Stacia before coming back to me.  “So, if you want to save the arm, I think you should push it back in place or something before he gets tired and lets go,” I said.
A male nurse came over, carrying medical supplies as Declan and Stacia stood up and moved aside.  “Just let me know when it’s safe to release those blood vessels, Doctor Gabriel.  And you better have a sedative ready, as he’s likely to wake up at any moment.”
“He’s been influenced by one of the Hellbourne,” I said to the doctor as the witch and the werewolf moved off to release other people.  “He’s well on his way to possession. He’ll need restraint.”
“He’s going to be in excruciating pain, so I doubt he’ll be a threat to anyone,” Gabriel said, his outrage now replaced by the beginnings of fear.
“Assuming anything about Hell’s minions is foolish,” I said, “and if he steps an inch in that young man’s direction, he’ll be dead.”
“She would really kill him?”
“She just tore his arm half off, so yes.  But Doctor, I was speaking of myself.  If that man threatens Declan, I’ll kill him myself.  Now if you don’t mind, I’ve got dozens of exorcisms to perform,” I said.  In a pique of annoyance, I shoved my aura hard into the feet of two Hellbourne lying side by side just a yard away.  The demons possessing them squirted out the heads simultaneously and a Kirby grabbed one in each talon before snapping out of our world.
The doctor and nurse were frozen in place as I moved on, their eyes wide and locked on me before they simultaneously looked back at their patient.
I kept using the double banishment technique where I could in order to speed things up.  I even got a couple of triples and once, a four pack.  As I worked, I reflected on how hard it was getting to be around normal people.  I have so little in common with regular folks these days.  Oddly, the best advice I had gotten about my growing distance had come from my gramps instead of one of the Elder vampires.  I had broached the subject during a rare visit north, expecting him to not fully understand, yet he did completely.
“Chris, you’re a combat soldier who has been fighting nonstop for most of your life, a trend that has only been accelerating since you met Tanya. Combat changes you—permanently.  It’s hard to talk about ordinary things when your life and the lives of your fellow soldiers have been put into battle.  And frankly, the things you’ve seen and done, the changes to you, mentally and physically, are far beyond what even a hardened soldier would ever experience.  But when you are finding it hard to relate to someone complaining about a job or worrying about paying a mortgage, the trick is to try and remember that the reason you fight is so that they have the luxury to live a life that lacks the dangers you face.”
“Was it hard when you came home from war?”
“It was very rough.  That’s why I buried myself in farming.  It kept me away from society, let me gradually recalibrate to regular life until I could begin to fit back in.”
“But this is my life… for as long as I can foresee?  How do I ever fit in?”
He shrugged.  “It takes work, and it takes time to yourself too.  Make sure you talk to your people.  Those security guys of Tanya’s are all experienced military, but they have regular lives too.  Ask them what they do to relate to their kids, wives, and family. Spend some time just listening to people and realize that the very things they speak of—politics, jobs, families, relationships—are only possible because of people who stand guard, who step into the night to protect fragile society. And remember that you’ve been standing guard most of your young life, Chris.”
My grandfather never ceases to surprise me.  Just when I think I have a handle on him, new depths are revealed, new understandings come to light.
Declan started to float the Hellbourne to me, lifting them across open space, each demon-infested body flailing impotently, screaming curses, threats, and vile descriptions in multiple languages of what they wanted to do to us.  And their fury was aimed mostly at the witch, not me.
“Are they saying the same stuff in Demonese as in English?” I asked him, ripping two demons out and feeding them to the smoky claws of a God Hawk.
“They have some extra threats for me,” Declan said as he floated another Hellbourne down in front of me.  This one was a woman, midthirties maybe, just a normal-looking person who happened to be both vomiting and gushing threats with every opening of her mouth.  I palmed her head and pulled with my aura, a puddle of ebony slime flowing out of her mouth, nose, ears, and eyes, straight up to my hand.  I released the body, which fell bonelessly, holding my arm over my head.
“How can two towns generate so many Hellbourne?” Stacia asked.
“I may have the answer to that,” Omega said. “I’ve been investigating all of the Taken.  Each of them had, at some point or another, visited an online site devoted to Satanism.  When they did, they had to agree to the site’s terms and conditions, like so many online agreements.  Buried in the legal language was an agreement to freely invite the demons of Hell into their bodies.”
“They hit the agree button and this hidden legal bullshit cost them their souls?” Stacia asked.
“Yes, although not in every case.  About one in twenty.  The successful possessions appear to have occurred generally in people suffering from depression, disenfranchisement, and isolation.”
“Hell’s gone high tech,” Declan said, lifting a pack of four demon possessed our way.
“But Hell must have had help,” I said.  “Either they sent a tech-savvy demon or a human helped them.”
“Actually, it was a small firm in Arkansas,” Omega said.  “A three-person software company specializing in online legal documents.  I’ve shut down all their computers, cell phones, and tablets.  I’ve also frozen all their accounts and have a trio of small drones following them. Local law enforcement is currently in the process of apprehending them now.”
“How many people have clicked agree?” Stacia asked.
“Thirteen hundred and seventy-two.  Of those, three hundred and nine have stopped all online activity.”
“Shit. Cleanup will take forever,” I said.
“The number of Hellbourne here is the same as those in Canwich. Sixty-six.”
“Is there something special about sixty-six?” Stacia asked.
“Well, it’s part of six hundred and sixty-six, the mark of the beast,” I said.
“Maybe the plan was to get six hundred and sixty-six Hellbourne in total in one place?” Declan said. “Maybe that many demons would be able to open a major gate or something?”
I thought about that as I removed five more demon slugs.  “We need guidance,” I said, looking at a church steeple that stuck up over the top of a row of shops and businesses across the road from us.
It took another ten minutes to clear out the last Hellbourne, then thirty more to confer with Texas State Police.  After that, we made our way to the church—River Gate Community Church, according to the sign out front.  Come As You Are it said underneath the name, along with the words A Non-Denominational Worship Center.
We stepped into the cool darkness of the church’s entry, the sanctuary ahead of us lit with sunlight streaming through beautiful stained-glass windows.  We moved farther into the relative calm of the church.  A man who seemed in charge, possibly the pastor, was consoling a group of people down near the altar. Somehow, none of them noticed us.
“Isn’t it gorgeous?” Barbiel asked.  He was just suddenly sitting in a pew to the right of us, looking very self-satisfied.
“Yes… much nicer than the scene outside,” I said, pausing to take him in.  He was wearing jeans, flip flops, and a t-shirt that read Angelic Light Orchestra and showed a picture of an all-kid choir.
“What’s going on?”
His smile of contentment disappeared.  “Hell has chosen sides.” 
“What?  What do you mean?”
“Heaven and Hell are supposed to be neutral in these things,” he said.  “These conflicts are between God’s children.”
“Is that a hard and fast rule or more of a guideline?” Declan asked.
“It is part of the Accords, codified in an agreement unbroken for thousands of years,” the angel said, his eyes going hard in anger.  “Hell has broken the Accords.”






Chapter 6

“What?”
The question came from behind us.  Tanya stood in the entrance to the sanctuary, looking simultaneously tired and alarmed.  I had been so preoccupied by Barbiel’s stunning statement that I hadn’t heard her or felt her presence through our personal link. She had probably felt my intent to meet with him even while sun-stunned and decided it was important to join us.
“Hell has breached the Accords.  Demons have joined with the Vorsook,” Barbiel said.
For a moment, no one said anything.  “The Accords cover more than Earth, don’t they?” Tanya asked as she moved forward to join our little party.  None of the other occupants of the church even noticed her.
“The Accords cover all of God’s children, on whatever world they inhabit,” Barbiel said gravely.
“All worlds—everywhere?” Stacia asked.
“Yes.”
“And Hell broke the deal, why?  To take out Earth?” I asked.
“So it would seem.”
“How is this world that important… in all the possible worlds with life in the universe?” Stacia asked.
“It is small, humans are very young as an intelligent species and, up until recently, lacking in advanced technology,” Barbiel said.  “Yet you’ve hung on against both Hell and the Vorsook.”
“Making us a bad example?” Stacia asked.  I must have frowned at her because she explained her words.  “We should have collapsed but didn’t.  Therefore both forces want to squash us.”
“Maybe in part,” Omega suddenly said from a small orb hovering over Declan’s shoulder.  “At least as far as Hell is concerned.  But this is just another example of the Vorsook seeking the cheapest possible way to conquer Earth.”
“Omega is correct.  The presence and success of you two,” Barbiel said, pointing to me and Tanya, “have thrown an ape wrench into the Accords.”
“Monkey wrench,” Declan said. The angel looked at him with a quizzical expression.  “The term is monkey wrench.”
“Why?” Barbiel asked.
“It’s a type of pipe wrench, once commonly used, and the idea of throwing one into the moving parts of a machine to sabotage it became a common usage of the phrase,” Stacia said, earning herself a look from both Tanya and me.  “What?  I know stuff,” she said defensively.
“Oh.  English is perhaps one of the craziest languages humans have yet concocted,” Barbiel said.  “Anyway, having self-fallen angels working for God, here on this world, has been a source of contention for Hell.  Lucifer Morningstar has contended that it is a violation of the Accords. He is perhaps worried that similar upgrades to Heaven’s warriors on other worlds might follow.  This outbreak is Hell’s response.”
“What does that mean?” I asked.
“One of the Vorsook, call it a contestant in the battle to win Earth, went ahead and contacted Hell, or at least a demon lord of Hell, and convinced it to breach the Accords.  Lucifer seems to have looked the other way.”
“Plausible deniability,” Tanya said.
“Yes.  The Father of Lies claims it was done without his knowledge while arguing that Heaven already broke it by using you self-fallen,” Barbiel said.  “The goal of the breach was to reach a certain number of demon possessed in one location.”
“Six hundred and sixty-six?” I asked.
“Yes,” he said with a frown. “Numbers have power and that one would allow for a major breach of what you call reality.”
“Letting Vorsook forces through?” Tanya guessed.
“And more demons,” he said with a nod.
“And this is happening all over the place?” I asked.
“It was,” he said with a smirk.  “My brothers… your brothers, have stopped it.  We were allowed to act.  It was… satisfying.”
“When? When did you act?” I asked.
“For you, in this reality… just now.  You both likely don’t recall that time moves differently for the Heavenly Host.  Once Omega discovered the contracts that humans were agreeing to and stopped them, we acted.”
“You couldn’t have done it sooner?” I asked.
“Not until the mechanism for those agreements was removed, no,” he said with a frown at me.
“Well…thanks, I guess.  I couldn’t begin to think of how to tackle outbreaks all over the planet.”
“Does this mean Heaven is on our side now?” Tanya asked.
“Heaven interceded
in this instance,” the angel said.  “We are not allowed to get further involved unless Hell continues to breach the Accords.”
“What happened to the Vorsook who made a deal with Hell?” Declan asked.
“The Vorsook are very old.  This one understands what it is to deal with Hell.  It offered the lives from one of its captured planets as payment.”
“And God allowed that?”
“Yes, just as he would have here on Earth.  Free will.  Atrocities are not just a human thing.”
“That is correct,” Omega said suddenly. “Each Vorsook attempts to gain status and power through the accumulation of subjugated worlds.  They build portfolios of vanquished world holdings the way humans build portfolios of corporate stocks and businesses.  As such, a powerful Vorsook is able to trade away the lives of its slaves.”
“So we’re not the worst species in the universe?” Stacia asked.
“No,” Barbiel said with a small smile.  “But you are not the most morally sound, either.”
“That’s a given,” the young Alpha wolf said.  “But tell me, how do the really peaceful races fare against an empire like that of the Vorsook?”
“There are races that have beaten back the Vorsook and achieved an armed truce.  Some of those have much more stable and equitable societies than that of humans,” Omega said.  “But they are few and far between—peaceful races don’t fare all that well.”
“Kinda what I thought,” Stacia said.
“They must have really significant weaponry,” Tanya commented.
“They have learned to harness the energy at the fabric of the universe.  Elemental energy,” Omega said.
“Isn’t that what Declan and the Queens of Fairie do?” Stacia asked.
“Exactly.”
“Wait,” Tanya said, turning abruptly to Barbiel.  “You said Heaven’s warriors on other worlds?”
He smiled.  “Yes, I did.”
“There are more like me?” I asked.
“More with the same calling as you,” the angel said. “I would hesitate to say there are more just like you.  You two were the result of a long plan.”
“We are an experiment on a lesser-known world to see if we would pan out,” Tanya said, speaking my own thoughts almost word for word.
Barbiel frowned.  “I feel like that statement carries emotional overtones of a potentially sensitive nature.”
“I concur,” Omega added.
“Because you are telling them that they are both test projects on a minor world in the scheme of things,” Stacia said, frowning with her arms crossed over her chest, “it diminishes their existence.”
“Ah,” Barbiel said, eyes wide in realization.  “To me, it was just a moment ago when you both chose to volunteer for our Father’s mission. I find it hard to reconcile that you experience time differently on this plane and that your memories of before are not accessible to you.”
“You’ve never mentioned that there are other Warriors of God,” I said.
He studied me, then Tanya, nodding slightly.  “Let me recount for you the moment of your Choice.  We, the army of Heaven, do not have free will.  You did not have free will,” he said, pointing at both Tanya and me.  “Father gifted you both with free will, allowing you each to make a decision—to Choose.  At that moment, you both possessed all the knowledge of the Heavenly Host.  You both knew the extent of the Children of God, knew the breadth of the Accords.  And you both knew that there are no minor worlds of God’s Children.” He directed the last bit at Stacia.
“Then why was Earth chosen for such a test?” Tanya asked.
“There were many reasons, some known only to our Heavenly Father,” our angelic case officer replied.  “Earth is a volatile place, humans a volatile species.  The battle with Hell for the souls of Heaven’s Children are nowhere as prolific as they are here.”
“You’re saying that despite our lack of status on the galactic stage, we’re a frontline war zone for Hell?” Declan asked.
“Yes.  I think that’s what I’m saying,” Barbiel said, frowning.
“So the Accords have been breached and Heaven has intervened but now is backing off to observe Hell’s next move?” Stacia asked.
“Yes.”
“But what about our next move?” she asked.
“What move?” he asked back, frowning.
“Exactly,” she said, hands on hips, turning to look at each of us while the angel looked baffled.
“Counterstrike?” Tanya asked her.
“That’s what I’m thinking.  Waiting for that Vorsook bastard to attack again is stupid,” Stacia said.
“Ah, to clarify, the Vorsook isn’t a bastard,” Barbiel said, his frown deepening.
“I would advise against utilizing literal meanings, especially when their emotions are high,” Omega said.
“Oh,” Barbiel uttered, confusion still flooding his features.
“Any ideas?” I asked Stacia.
She shook her head but then smirked and turned to point at her witch.  “No, but he usually is thinking something devious when he wears that expression.”
Declan was staring straight ahead, eyes unfocused, brow furrowed.  It took a second, but he suddenly came to the realization that we were staring at him.
He looked at his wolf girl, then me, Tanya, and Barbiel, blinking.
“You have an idea?” I asked.
His blue eyes, lighter than Tanya’s, turned a little icy as he met my gaze.  “Yeah, I think I do.  Barbiel, are there any Hellbourne still available or were they all banished?”
“All have been either banished by Chris or destroyed by us.  The Host of God does not banish.”
“Damn.  Not a single one?” he asked.
“Not Hellbourne, but there is perhaps something,” he said, trailing off.
“Explain please,” Tanya requested.
He did.
“That’ll work,” Declan said.  “And do we know the name of the Vorsook?”
“It is nothing you could pronounce and I cannot give it to you, as true names carry power—which I know you know,” Barbiel said to him.  “I can tell you it carries a title that translates to English as The Most Eminent Devourer of Worlds.”
“Not as good as a name, but it might still suffice,” our witch said, an evil gleam in his eyes.  “Here’s what I’m thinking.”  And then he explained.
“Oh, he is devious when he wears that expression,” Tanya said to Stacia with a little touch of awe that made me a teeny bit jealous. 
“Right?” the wolf girl said.
My vampire gave me a pleased smile and I automatically smiled back even as a new emotion took over in my brain—worry.






Chapter 7

“That went well, I’d say,” Tanya said to the three of us when we were back outside the church, near the makeshift command and first aid area. She did not keep her voice down.
“It did, didn’t it?” I agreed, matching her volume.  “The Most Eminent Devourer held up its end of the bargain.”
“I don’t know,” Declan said. “It could have fed us so many more demons.”
“But look at it this way: By breaking the Accords, Hell allowed angels to intercede,” I said.  “And they destroy demons, not banish them like I do.  Do you know how tired I am of sending them back over and over again?”
“Yeah, that’s counterproductive,” Stacia agreed. “Besides, Declan, we’ll just work another deal with that Devourer Vorsook and trick Hell into another breach.”
“Personally, I’d rather work a deal with the demons to mess up the Vorsook,” Declan said with uncharacteristic fervor. “After all, they’re the ones attempting to conquer Earth.”
I frowned.  “No, we agreed to wait.  The Vorsook held up its end of the bargain. We need to follow through, to give it time to calm Hell and then try again.  Don’t be impatient, boy,” I snapped.  “Plus, that’s your dumbest idea yet. You know how untrustworthy demons are!” I said, turning and moving away from them.  Tanya followed me as we left them standing just outside the patient treatment tent that firefighters had set up.  I focused my hearing on them as we got out of regular human earshot.
“They’re too timid,” Declan said with almost a snarl. “And I’m not a boy!” 
I found myself frowning.  The kid came up with great plans, but a professional actor he would never be.
“I know you’re frustrated.  I get it.  They don’t give you even a quarter of the credit you deserve,” Stacia said to him in a soothing tone.  She, on the other hand, was doing a fairly good job of being convincing.  “Your time will come and soon, dear heart.” 
Dear heart?  I exchanged a glance with Tanya, feeling her grimace even as I saw it.  Yeah, that was a little over the top. Maybe she wasn’t so good after all.  A rustling sound combined with the metallic tinkle of handcuffs came from inside the medical tent.
“You still think I should make my own deal?” Declan asked his wolf.
“More than ever, light of my life,” she said with sugar-sweet assurance. 
We couldn’t help it; we both snapped around to look at them.  Stacia was staring our way with a shit-eating grin on her face.  Declan was working hard not to laugh, which would have ruined the whole effect.  After a moment, he wiped his expression clear, held out his hand for hers, and together they moved off in a different direction.
Ten minutes later, we met up with them back by the Obliterator, which was suspended, motionless as a block of stone, three feet off the ground and well out of hearing distance of the medical tent.
“Well?” Stacia asked.
“Dear heart?  Light of my life?” Tanya asked, pitching her voice into a pretty damn close copy of Stacia’s.
“Relax,” Declan said.  “Chris has said it himself, as has Barbiel—demons don’t understand love.  That possessed guy won’t know the difference.”
“They don’t understand love,” I said, “but they know everything about seduction.  And that dude is still at least half human.”
“It was an unnecessary ad lib, but it doesn’t seem to have caused any suspicion on the part of Mr. Patrick Hurley, the Satanist in the medical tent that Stacia injured,” Omega said from the Obliterator.  “He is currently chanting under his breath in the demon-witch trading language.”
“He knows that language?” Declan asked, surprised.
“It would appear that he has been taught at least a few phrases.  He is repeating a call for a particular demon lord to hear him.”
“That’s a name you won’t repeat but now know, correct?” I asked, knowing that to say it would alert the demon in question.
“Precisely.”
“Is he on his way to becoming Hellbourne or what?” Tanya asked me.
“Probably not,” I said.  “Sometimes a human who gives themselves over to Hell is more useful if their soul is left in place.  When I examined him after Stacia ripped his arm off, I could detect demonic taint, but it was very subtle, which is why I missed it the first time.”
“So he has some type of bond or connection to a demon?” Declan asked.
“I would think so.  Maybe that demon whose name he keeps repeating,” I said.
“His eyes just rolled up in his head and he’s whispering what he heard the four of you say.”
“Bingo,” I said.  “Now we just have to see if Declan’s plan works.”
“It doesn’t have to fully work, although that would be ideal,” the witch said. “As long as we insert a significant level of distrust.”
“Demons always distrust,” I said.
“Exactly,” he replied with a nod. “Hyperparanoia is built right into them and we’re just feeding it a rich diet.”
“You ready when Hell attempts to contact you?” Tanya asked.
“If they attempt and yes, I am,” he said.  Stacia turned her head slowly toward him.  “Er, I mean, we’re ready,” he amended.
“Oh, they will absolutely reach out to you,” I said.  “They’ve wanted you as a weapon since you started helping with exorcisms.”
“But I’ve never budged an inch,” he said.
“Their hope springs eternal,” Tanya said.
“Hmm.  I for one am hoping for a hot bath,” Stacia said.  “Can we go home now?”
The Obliterator opened silently and just as silently, we all climbed in for the trip back to New York.






Chapter 8

“What’s our biggest threat—right now, right this moment?” Tanya asked as the drone slid through the air at a crazy speed.
“That the Vorsook or demons open a gate or gates on Earth,” Declan said.
“The gate closing technology that has worked so well for Oracle is now part of every drone in my fleet,” Omega said.  “They might get one open, but I’ll get it closed very, very quickly.”
“Orbital bombardment,” I suggested.
“Near and dear to your heart,” my vampire said with a smirk.
“All dangerous near-space objects are being tracked by my off-planet assets and Father has been using the most dangerous as targets for his practice.”
“Infection by some Vorsook-designed disease or body snatcher crap like that black crud,” Declan said.
“We have large crops of the Fairie plant that counteracts the so-called black crud,” Omega said.  “I have vast resources dedicated to monitoring world health organizations for any sign of any dangerous disease.”
“Sounds like we are locked up in fortress Omega,” Stacia said.
“Exactly right, wolf,” Tanya agreed.  “But what has historically been the downfall of even the best and strongest of fortresses?”
“Betrayal by an insider?” I guessed.
“Bingo. Our biggest threat is from the people of this world—hence the Hellbourne breakouts we just dealt with,” my vampire said.
“But we just dealt with that one,” Declan said. “And Heaven even jumped in.”
“Yes, but how many more could there be?”
“Eight billion or so?” Stacia asked.
“Right again.  Somehow, we have to plan for betrayers, particularly someone in power,” Tanya said.
“You’re saying one of our world leaders might throw humanity under the bus?” I asked.
“Of course. People, whether Darkkin, were, Fairie, or regular human, covet power.  And when the have it, they are loath to relinquish it.  They’ll lie, cheat, debase themselves, debase others, blackmail, and kill to protect it.  Omega has stolen much of their thunder and now we threaten even more.  There are many who would deal with the devil… or the Vorsook.”
I looked at my bride, surprised at how often she manages to surprise me. 
“I am well aware of the human propensity for betrayal,” Omega said.  “Be assured that I am on guard. There are several pro-Vorsook groups currently active.”
“Unbelievable,” Stacia said.
“Agreed.  Human ability to self-deceive is a particularly trying trait for those of us looking to save you.”
“But Omega, even you can’t watch everyone, everywhere, all the time,” Tanya said.  “The Vorsook specialize in finding the weak points in a defense and exploiting them.  We, humans, are our own weak spot.”
“You have an idea?” I asked her. “You wouldn’t have brought this up if you hadn’t already thought it through.”
“As Ms. Wolf pointed out, there are eight billion potential traitors out there, and as I said, no one can guard against them all,” she said with a small smile.
“And you have different idea,” Declan guessed, causing her to arch an eyebrow.
“I do.  It’s like football.  We cannot come close to man-on-man defense, so we have to use zone defense.”
“You don’t want to guard the masses; you want to guard the ones they would betray us to?” I guessed.
“Exactly.  They can go to Hell, to Fairie, and to the Vorsook,” she said.  “You and I can cover Hell, Declan and Stacia can watch Fairie, and Omega will have to remain on guard for anyone attempting to connect with the Vorsook.”
“Still playing defense,” Stacia said.  “My dad always said defense without a good offense can’t win games.  We need to strike back… something decidedly stronger than our little attempt at destabilizing the relationship between Hell and Vorsook.  We need to hit hard and fast.”
“How?” Tanya asked.
“I don’t know.  It’s just a feeling.  We need to take back the initiative, not just wait around for Hell or the Vorsook to take the next step. Playing defensively will only spread us thin and use up our limited resources.”
“How do we strike Hell and/or the Vorsook?” Declan said. “I mean other than by what we’ve already started.”
Stacia give him a look of pure frustration. “I. Don’t. Know.  I just know we have to do something.  After all, who knows how long it will take Hell to attempt to lure you away?”
“I do. They have just initiated contact,” Omega said.
“How? Where?” Declan asked.
“I am diverting to northern Vermont.  The Chittenden County Sheriff’s department is calling out all units to respond to an officer being held hostage.  The deputy involved is your aunt Darci.”






Chapter 9

The Obliterator moved as fast as Omega could propel it and still avoid air traffic in some of the heaviest flight corridors in North America.  It slid to a perfect stop over Grand Isle, Vermont, just north of Burlington, not more than twenty minutes after Omega’s alert. It was still afternoon.
As we descended, the drone’s floor went transparent, showing us an eye-watering profusion of flashing red and blue lights crowded around a house situated on an open lot that was bordered by woods.
When we got closer, it became apparent that the house was a somewhat newer build, maybe ten or fifteen years old, probably a couple of thousand square feet, three or four bedrooms, with an above-ground pool and a separate two-car garage that looked to have an apartment above it.  At least fifteen police cars and SUVs were parked in the driveway and on the street and a dark green armored SWAT vehicle was parked right in the front yard.
“I’ve alerted the local sheriff of our arrival,” Omega said.  “She is anxious to meet us.”
The drone sandwiched open, revealing a cluster of heavily armed deputies and state police officers all staring our way.  A middle-aged blonde woman in a dark uniform was holding a radio in her right hand and heading toward us, flanked by a beefy deputy in body armor and a Vermont trooper wearing green tactical gear with an AR-15 slung in patrol fashion across his front.  I spotted lieutenant’s bars on the trooper’s collar just before Declan hopped out of the drone, the rest of us right behind him.
“Declan, I’m Sheriff Shirley Wilcox,” the woman stated in an authoritarian tone.
Declan was staring at the house, his jaw flexing, his whole body tense.  “We’ve met, Sheriff,” he said offhandly, his tone hard.
“We’ve established that Darci is alive and being held by an unknown number of individuals and are seeking to establish communication with the perpetrator.”
“One. There’s only one,” Stacia said, Tanya and I nodding in agreement.  I could feel a single Hellbourne and the only heartbeat I heard was Darci’s, and it beat fast. “She’s alive, Dec. Heart rate fast but steady.”
The two men with the sheriff exchanged glances while Sheriff Wilcox just frowned at us.
“Declan, you need to let us handle this,” Sheriff Wilcox began firmly but stopped as the air suddenly got cold. Frosty cold, all of our breath now visible as plumes of steam on a winter day rather than the warmth of late spring.  And the hair on the back of my neck lifted as I felt our witch draw in power.
Declan turned to the sheriff and her subordinates.  “The thing holding her doesn’t want to talk to you,
Sheriff.  This message is for me.”
“The entity holding Declan’s aunt is an emissary from Hell, Sheriff,” I said.
“How the hell can you know that?” the trooper lieutenant asked, frowning at his own language.
“Because there is no one on Earth more qualified to identify a Hellbourne demon than Chris Gordon, Sheriff,” Omega said from the sheriff’s radio.  “And no team more capable of handling this particular hostage scenario than ours.”
“We haven’t even spoken to the occupant yet,” the deputy on the sheriff’s other side said.
“Do you know who it was?” Tanya asked. 
“Was?” Sheriff Wilcox asked after giving her subordinate a quick glare.
“Darci is the only living person in that dwelling,” I said.  “The body is being animated by a demon that I can feel from here.”
The sheriff opened her mouth to maybe argue but never got the chance to speak as a window on the first floor in the front of the house suddenly shattered, the glass blowing out onto the yard.  The sun was setting behind the house and the opening was almost completely dark, but my vision showed me that no one was standing anywhere near it.  “DECLAN O’CARROLL!”
“Thermal imaging online now,” Omega said and the Obliterator beamed a green wireframe hologram of the house showing a glowing green human shape at the base of the stairs. “Your aunt is being held almost in the center of the dwelling.”
Declan raised one hand and I felt the moment he released some of the vast power he was harboring.
Nothing happened for a split second—until the house came apart.
I’ve heard the phrase stick built used to describe a house built from the ground up.  This house came apart stick by stick.  The shingles tore off the roof at the same time the vinyl siding ripped itself off, followed by the sheets of plywood that sheathed the roof and sides, which all just came free, followed instantly by every window and door in the structure.  It was as if a computer-generated model expanded outward, each component that made up a house floating free.  Like it was exploding in real time without the boom or the flying debris.  Instead, there was just the sounds of nails and screws screaming as they were inexorably ripped free almost without resistance, wood splintering and wires snapping with sharp pings.  The wooden trusses, framed windows, sheets of plywood, glass, insulation, pipes, and wires all just fell to the ground, almost gently, as the well-built modern dwelling disassembled itself.  A couch and pair of chairs came floating from inside, landing in the same layout they had been placed in what might have been a living room.  There were no sparks, no flames, or no gushing water as pipes, wiring, and gas lines writhed out of the building themselves, curling up on the lawn like pet snakes.
It took less than sixty seconds for Declan to pull the entire structure apart, leaving the first floor open without a single wall, stairway, appliance, or piece of furniture.  In a shockingly short period of time, the entire structure was carefully laid out in concentric arcs around a bare first floor.
I’ve seen, up close, the damage from an F5 tornado, houses razed to the ground.  It was like that, only it happened with almost horrifyingly controlled power and grace.
Darci and a small gray-haired woman stood where the staircase used to go up, like they were actors on a stage.  The Hellbourne had rollers in its hair as it stood behind Darci, its right hand holding her throat.
“You wanted to speak to me?” Declan said, his voice seemingly calm.  The tension in his body, the awful power pooled around him, and the worried look Stacia was giving him gave lie to his tone.
“Impressive,” the demon said in a deep, grating voice that had no business coming from a tiny grandmother’s mouth.  “This is exactly why our infernal lord wants your service.”
“You have my attention. Let my aunt go—unharmed,” Declan said.  It wasn’t couched as a request.
“Oh, but Darci and I are getting so well acquainted,” the demon said with a smile.
Declan flicked a finger and the hand around Darci’s throat exploded into pink mist.  The stocky deputy wasted no time moving forward, right into Stacia’s arms.  Declan’s werewolf had flashed across the lawn so fast that none of the humans were even aware of her movement until she was already there.  At the same time, the demon was lifted into the sky and held helpless twenty feet off the ground, waving one good hand and one bloody stump.
“You need to explain yourself very quickly or I will end you,” the very angry young witch said in a reasonable tone.  Stacia wasted no time in herding Darci off the open platform that had been a house a few minutes ago.  A path through the debris opened for them silently as if an invisible plow was leading them toward us.
“I will simply go back to the Pit and someone else will have to do this all over again,” the demon said with a smirk.
“I’m not so sure that’s what will happen,” Declan said.  “You see, Barbiel said that angels destroy demons.  Therefore, it’s possible to destroy your kind.  Which set me to wondering what would happen if I used a little spell that I call Sun Fire, or Ignis Solis in Latin.  Do you know it?  Would it obliterate your demonic essence if you were exposed to the raw power of the sun?”
The smirk wiped off the Hellbourne’s twisted grandma face.  “I bear an offer from my most infernal prince of Hell, but I would speak of it where Heaven’s lap dogs cannot hear it.”
“Speak it now.  I’m really not good with your method of getting my attention.  Maybe my message back should be to kill the messenger, hmm?” Declan said, holding his right hand up and outward, a spot of intense white forming in the center of his palm.  Stacia and Darci were back by us now, one of the EMTs moving to treat Declan’s aunt.
“Perhaps that is my prince’s wish?  That you use your spell, that you burn up a little bit of your so-called soul?  What happens to you when it’s all gone?” the demon grandma asked.
Tanya was still as ice next to me and Stacia looked like she wanted to grab Declan’s arm but was holding back. 
“Well, whether I blast just you or a hundred demons more, you won’t ever know, will you?” Declan replied, his voice as frosty as the air.  “And you’re making a rather large assumption that I still need to spend my own self for that spell. You know where I get my power these days, don’t you?  Now speak your piece or leave us for good,” he said, straightening his arm as the ozone feeling of his magic ramped back up.
“Do you want the name of the Devourer?” Granny from Hell asked quickly.
“What Devourer? What are you talking about?” Declan asked, lowering his arm slightly.
“Don’t lie to a liar, witch.  You know well your enemy is called the Devourer of Worlds.  Hell knows everything you spoke of, knows of your so-called agreement.”
Declan turned and looked at me and Tanya, then glanced quickly at Stacia.  “How?” he asked.
“Wrong question witchling. What is the correct one, as in what does my prince desire in trade for a true name?  Your power is obvious,” the floating demon said, waving a hand at the deconstructed house.  “What could you do with the true name of your adversary?” the Hellbourne asked with a delighted grin.  “You have so much imagination for destruction.  My prince is right to covet your service.”
“Dec, we don’t trade with demons, right?” Stacia asked, shooting me a look.
“Of course not,” I said.  “They don’t trade honorably.”
“Ah, yes, the words of the fool who gave up Heaven.  The Hound of the Oppressor speaks,” Grandma said, locking red eyes on me.
“I think it’s past time you returned to the Pit,” I said, lifting my own right hand.
“Wait,” Declan said.  “We should at least hear the price, shouldn’t we?”
“No,” Tanya said suddenly.  “Negotiations only work if both sides can be counted on to deliver their parts of the bargain.  As it said, it is an expert liar.”
“She’s right.  It will give you some bullshit partial name, like the previous holder of the title or its offspring or some shit,” Stacia said.
“No!” the Hellbourne said.  “My prince honors his agreements.  The name I offer is the true name of the Vorsook who made his bargain with my prince. The Most Eminent Devourer of Worlds, the one who leads the rest in attacking this floating shit heap of a world.”
“Then what is the price?  What would your demon boss want?” Declan asked.
“A year of service,” the demon said, a look of greed on its face.
“You’re crazy,” Declan said, raising his palm back up.
“Six months!”
“I will never serve Hell,” Declan said.
“No.  You won’t,” I said, blasting a concentrated cone of aura right into the floating Hellbourne.
The blast was strong enough to force the black putrescent essence of the demon out through every orifice in the corpse: eyes, ears, nose, mouth, even the pores of the skin on its neck.
Instantly the smoky form of a giant raptor burst into our realm, grabbed the black blot of sputum from midair and, with a double flap of its wings, ripped itself and its burden out of this dimension.
The old woman’s body hung limp in Declan’s telekinetic grasp until he lowered it gently to the hardwood hallway of the exposed first floor.






Chapter 10

Stacia and Declan gaped at me while Tanya wore a slight frown.  “That was me staying in character,” I said.
“But we didn’t finish negotiating,” Declan said. “Although kudos on not even needing to touch it.”
“Actually, Declan, we just barely started negotiations,” Tanya said. “Chris is right.  How believable would we be if the God Hammer allowed it to continue to barter for your soul?”
“She’s right, Declan,” Stacia said.
“But how…” he asked, trailing off.
“Oh, they’ll find a way, and you’ve explained your problems with their last method quite clearly,” Tanya said, waving a hand at the disassembled house.
“You meant for Hell to kidnap me?” a voice asked, and we all turned to see Darci standing nearby, the EMT trying to get her to sit back down.
“Of course not!” Declan said.  “We were expecting a contact, not my family being held hostage.”
“You were expecting contact?” Darci asked. “With Hell?  You?” She glared at him.
“We are responding to an attack,” Tanya said. “And no, we did not anticipate Hell holding you hostage.”
Darci opened her mouth to say something, then frowned and closed it.  She looked at each of us.  “You said you were staying in character?” she said to me.  “You are working some kind of scheme,” she said, realization flooding her face.
“Nothing that we should be talking about here, in the open,” I said, glancing around in what I hoped was a meaningful way.  Most of the law enforcement people were staring at us, although a deputy and an EMT were examining the fallen body of the old woman.
Darci’s expression cleared and she gave a single nod, turning to look at Sheriff Wilcox.  The senior officer was frozen in place, her second-in-command and the trooper lieutenant still flanking her. Darci’s glance seemed to break whatever was holding her still and the seasoned sheriff immediately headed our way.
“What the H…” Wilcox began when she got to us, then tried again. “What just happened?”
“Hell wanted Declan’s attention,” Tanya said.  “It chose to grab one of his family members in order to get it.”
“Because Ashling is likely protected?” the sheriff guessed.
“Heavily,” Declan agreed.  I knew for a fact that both Draco and Robbie had been sent home to Castlebury to guard his aunt, and I couldn’t even begin to guess what other layers of wards, spells, charms, and protections the two of them had woven about his childhood home, Rowan West.
“And Darci wasn’t?” Wilcox asked, one eyebrow up in a very clear accusation.
Declan frowned.  “No, she has amulets, and I warded her cruiser,” he said, turning to his aunt.  She reached to her neck and pulled a cord from under her body armor.
I recognized Declan’s carving style on the piece of wood at the end of the cord but instead of the light color of Rowan wood, the artifact was dark, almost blackened, as if charred.
“It’s completely destroyed,” he said, leaning forward to examine it.  “Just where have you been today before this? Aunt Ashling would have noticed if you came home last night with it in that condition.”
“I was at an accident scene this morning,” Darci said, frowning.  “Backing up Burlington and South Burlington police.  A crazy car accident that left a man dead.”
“Where were you when he died?” Declan asked.
“Right next to him.  I was helping the first officers on the scene.”
“You just happened to be nearby when it occurred?” Declan asked.
“Coming up Route 7, headed back to the department.  Crash happened about five miles ahead of me.  I just went straight to it when I heard the call.”
“And you helped with the victim, who then died, almost in your arms?” Declan asked.
“Pretty much. Why?” Darci asked.
“They created a sacrifice right in front of you in order to burn out your protections,” our witch said.  “Was the victim poor or a druggie?”
“New American.  Immigrant from Bosnia, and yes, the family is lower income,” Darci said, frowning.
“Probably desperately poor,” Declan said.
“That is correct,” Omega answered him.  “Amar Graovac immigrated to the United States fourteen months and twenty-seven days ago. During that time, he has been unable to secure and retain adequate employment. His wife and child are still in Bosnia and Herzegovina.  The family fell on hard economic times there and he sought to improve their situation by coming to the United States.  Ah, interesting.”
“What?” Stacia asked.
“A payment was just made into his wife’s bank account in Bosnia and Herzegovina in an amount that approximates three hundred and fifty thousand US dollars.  I am tracing the money trail but it will take even myself some time.”
“Likely you will end up with some organization or individual who supports Hell,” Declan said.
“You’re suggesting that he sold himself to support his family?” Sheriff Wilcox asked.
“Yes.  It would take a willing sacrifice to burn out an amulet of that grade,” Declan said.  “It wouldn’t have worked with one of Chris’s, though.  I kept meaning to ask you for one for her,” he said to me, frowning.
“Like asking to upgrade my body armor from one of the best brands to another of the best,” Darci said with a snort.
“No, more like moving you from level-three body armor to level-four,” Declan said, his tone even, but his clenching jaw told me he was laying a heavy dose of blame on himself.
“What do you need from us to clear up this mess?” I asked Sheriff Wilcox.
She had been following our conversation with a frown of confusion, but she considered my words carefully before she answered.
“I will need statements from all of you, at some point, but for now, maybe you could just take Darci home.”
“You just don’t want to face Ashling,” Darci said with a grin.
“Why wouldn’t she want to face me?” a new, yet familiar, voice said.
As a group, we all turned back toward the parked cruisers.  Ashling O’Carroll stood frowning at us, her arms crossed over her chest, her friend Levi Guildersleeve standing by her side.






Chapter 11

“Hi, Aunt Ash,” Declan said.
“Don’t hi me, lad,” his aunt instantly retorted.  “Did ya not think for an instant that I wouldn’t feel ya ripping that poor house to pieces?”
“Well, there’s a good reason for that,” he said.
“Aye, as I expect there’s a reason my Darci has bandages on her neck,” the powerful witch said.  “And what’s the chance that the two are intertwined?  Along with all four of ye being here when ye should all be out saving the world or some such.”
Declan opened his mouth to answer but before he could get a word out, Darci spoke.
“I was taken hostage by a demon.  My amulet was destroyed this morning and that old lady being zipped into that body bag over there took me hostage until Declan got here.  He took the house apart to find me and then they all took care of the demon.”
Ashling absorbed all this with just one eyebrow slightly raised.  To her side, Levi looked a bit stunned.
“So… what did it want with ye?” she finally asked her nephew.
“Well, that’s the interesting part,” he said slowly, scratching his head with one finger.
“It wanted his service for its boss in exchange for the name of our current enemy,” Stacia said.
“Thank ye, darling,” Ashling said to her.  “See how easy it is, lad?”
“I didn’t want to go into detail out here in the open,” he said, shooting his girlfriend an accusatory look, which she completely ignored.
“And you actually treated with the infernal one?” Ashling queried.
“Just a couple quick questions, then Chris sent it back to Hell,” Declan said.
“Well, I’m glad someone was thinking clearly,” she said.
“But Aunt Ash, it’s all part of…” He broke off at the simultaneous headshakes that both Tanya and I shot his way.  “We can talk about it later,” he concluded.
“Yes, it would seem we should get me poor Darci home, unless ye’ve got more for her today, Shirley?” Ashling asked the sheriff.
“Nope, we’re good for now,” Sheriff Wilcox said quickly.  It was almost funny how anxious everyone was to not be on Ashling’s bad side, especially her own nephew, the most powerful witch ever known.
As if she read my thoughts, Ashling O’Carroll looked my way, one eyebrow slightly raised.
“Let’s go,” I said to the others, waving toward the Prius.
“You have to learn to control your expressions better,” Tanya whispered to me as we turned toward the cars.  “You were smirking.”
“We probably should take the drone,” I said to the group. “I don’t think six of us can fit in that car.”
“Beast is here,” Declan said, pointing to his Toyota Land Cruiser, which sat parked on the main road.  It was idling with no one inside it.
“Who drove that here?” Tanya asked.
“It followed me, I’m afraid, which told me that me dear nephew was in town,” Ashling said. “Good thing someone did.”
“It drove itself?” I asked.
“I’ve put a lot of spell work into Beast,” Declan said, carefully not looking at his aunt. “There have been some side effects.”
“Ashling, did you have a premonition about today?” Stacia suddenly asked.
“No dear, not a one.”  Her tone was matter-of-fact but Declan whipped around to stare at her, surprise changing to worry. 
We had arrived at the Prius, the two aunts and Levi wasting no time climbing in.  The rest of us had farther to walk, which we did in silence.  As we climbed into Beast, Ashling was already pulling out of the driveway.
“You didn’t have any visions and Ashling didn’t get a single premonition that her partner was in danger,” Stacia said as she slipped into the front passenger seat.
“How often has she missed something that important?” I asked Declan.  The rugged off-road vehicle pulled out onto the street as Declan turned around to look at me.  I suddenly noticed his hands weren’t on the wheel and his hands and feet weren’t shifting the gears.
“She always gets at least some kind of feeling.  She was worried when my mother went to Boston, but didn’t have anything specific.  I suspect the killers put some kind of block or cloak in place,” he said.  He noticed both Tanya and me watching the gear shift moving on its own as the Land Cruiser drove itself.  He grinned briefly before turning back and taking control of the car.
Stacia smirked at both of us, clearly amused.  “You have no problem with Omega flying a drone at ultrasonic speeds, but you’re disturbed by a ’72 Land Cruiser that self-drives?”
“It takes some getting used to, is all,” Tanya said.  “More importantly, we need to get a better handle on this whole scheme of ours.  If Hell or the Vorsook are blocking Chris and Ashling, we’ve got a real problem.  This whole thing might be a trap—No.  Is almost definitely a trap.”
“We’re getting played while we think we’re playing Hell?” Stacia asked.
“How many times have you heard to never engage the devil in negotiations?” Tanya asked.
“All my life,” Declan said.
“I think we should tell your aunts everything and see what they think,” Tanya said to Declan.
“We can have her do a specific reading,” Declan said.  “For each of us.”






Chapter 12

Two hours later, Ashling looked over her prized elven rune stones, studying what I had drawn out, Declan watching over her shoulder.
“You three are the same,” she said to me, her eyes flicking to Tanya and Stacia.  “The Dice for chance, the Thorn for conflict, Yew for death, Ice for challenges, and Elk for group challenges.”
“Didn’t Declan have all those too?” I asked.
“He didn’t have Elk; he had Hail,” Tanya said. “Which represents being tested?” she asked.
“It can represent many things, but I’m reading it as a great test,” Ashling said, wiping her forehead with a kitchen towel.  She looked tired.
“Test of what?” I asked, saying what I could see Declan wanted to.
“Character, fidelity, and spirit, I should think,” she said, turning to look at her nephew.  “Do ye ken what I mean?”
“Will I go over to the dark side or will I stay good,” he said slowly.
“It’ll no be that bang on, lad.”
“What do you mean?” Tanya asked her.
“When I read the runes, most of it is feelings.  This”—she waved her hand over the stone rune chips piled in front of her—“is perhaps the most powerful set of readings of me life.  And for all that, I canna get a clear handle on it.”
“Interference or event horizon?” Declan asked.
She studied him for a moment.  “I don’t know, lad… perhaps both.”
“Ashling, could you sum it up for us?” Tanya asked.  “As best you can?”
“Aye, dear. I can at least try,” she said with a nod.  She looked across the room at Darci and Levi, who had been observing the proceedings with a frown on her face and open curiosity on his.  “Some readings are clear and sharp, as like when we first met Caeco.  Others are unclear, just shy of being simply a feeling.  That can happen when something or someone is casting a counterspell to make scrying difficult. I believe that to be the case when Declan’s mum went to Boston.”  She frowned and looked up at the ceiling, clearly remembering.  “It can also happen when events are so big that it’s as like those black holes yer always going on about,” she said, directing the last part at her nephew.
“You can’t see past a black hole because it bends light and other electromagnetic energy into itself,” Declan said. “Event horizon.”
“There are moments in time jest like that,” she said with a nod. “Things I cannae see past as they’re too heavy, too immense.  This is jest such a time and me perceptions are unclear, mistaken, or simply mute.”
I opened my mouth to speak but she beat me to it.  “What I can tell ye is this… we’ll all be tested by what is coming, some of us more than others,” she said, directing the last bit to Declan.  “Death will come to challenge every one of ye, and there be forces that mean to test you in particular, lad.”
“Hell?” he asked.
“That’s surely a contender, now isn’t it?  But don’t go putting blinders on, Declan.  Your test might come from any direction.  How you handle it, how all of you handle it, will set the direction that the pins fall. And it may be multiple tests.”
Tanya and I headed back to the city a couple of hours later, leaving Declan and Stacia to spend time with his aunts.  The trip via Obliterator was fast and Tanya spent most of it conversing with Lydia over Omega’s speakers, catching up on corporate business.  The round drone deposited us atop Demidova Tower before silently shooting off, directly north, no doubt to go back to the pair we had left in Vermont.
“About time you two showed up,” Lydia greeted us, handing me Wulf while Tanya’s assistant, Lisle, handed her Cora.  We hugged them but they squirmed to get down.  “Cora floats blocks,” Wulf said self-importantly, immediately shoving the knuckle of one finger into his mouth, big eyes opened wide.
“What?” Tanya asked, glancing at me.  I shook my head and we both turned to Lydia. 
“She’s learned to apply her abilities to objects other than herself,” the small vampire said in a tone of exasperation.  “Why do you think I’m so glad you’re home?  Not only is your daughter floating around the suite, so are half their toys.  And the other half are invisible.”
“What?  You can make toys disappear?” I asked Wulf.  He grinned and nodded, his mouth too full of knuckle to speak.  It was his version of thumb-sucking.
“Show Mommy and Daddy,” Tanya said, moving farther into our apartment.
It didn’t happen on her first try, and she almost got too frustrated, but her mother calmed her with a few words of encouragement and her Aunt Lydia told her to breathe like she had shown her.  My little girl got a determined look in her eyes, followed her aunt’s breathing instructions, and promptly caused a stuffed bear to float a foot off the ground before she lost concentration and dropped it onto her brother’s head.
Wulf giggled at the teddy bear, waving his hand at it.  The bear disappeared.  I switched my vision farther into the infrared spectrum and the outline of the bear appeared, slightly warmer than the air around it.
“Wow, our big girl and boy are getting really talented. Right, Mommy?”  I asked, feeling my eyebrows raising almost on their own.
“Absolutely.  When did this all happen?” Tanya asked Lydia and Lisle.
Lydia turned and looked at Lisle.  “Yesterday,” the young girl said.  “I was watching them just after their nap and things started floating… and disappearing.”
“Where’s Kid Wonder?” Lydia asked.  “He needs to help them with this.”
We explained the last few days’ activities and that we had left the witch and the wolf behind in Vermont.
“He took a house apart?” Lisle asked, eyes wide.  She was definitely getting more comfortable around us.
“Like it was a model,” Tanya said. “Except for some tearing and splintering sounds, it was almost quiet.”
“Yeah, yeah, that’s nothing,” Lydia said, waving a hand in dismissal. “What I want to know is why you guys think messing with demon lords is a good idea.”
“We don’t. We’re just trying to insert some uncertainty into what appears to be a relationship between the Vorsook and Hell,” my vampire said.
“What’s with Hell making offers to our uber witch?” Lydia said.  “That’s not cool.  What if they offer him cookies on the dark side? Didn’t his aunt practically say his allegiance would be tested?”
“No, she said he would be tested and not to get stuck in our thought patterns about how that testing was going to happen,” Tanya replied.
“What does that mean?” Lydia asked in a peeved tone.
“It means that things are going to get much more hinky than we can imagine,” I said.  “That we’re not thinking of just how this test is likely to happen.”
“In other words, it won’t be an offer for standard stuff,” Lisle said.  “An offer of power is useless; he already has it.  It’ll be something twisted, like putting his aunt and Stacia both under risk and he can only save one of them unless he bows to Hell.  Or something equally weird.”
All three of us turned and stared at her.  “You’re, like, just out of college, right?” Lydia asked, although I was certain that she knew the girl’s entire resume by heart.
“Like six or seven months now,” Lisle said defensively.
“I think it was a compliment,” I said.  “It’s just really hard to tell.”
“How would you even know?” the mini vampire said to me. “Like I’ve ever given you a compliment.”
“Exactly—the words were so foreign that they almost have to be complimentary,” I replied.
Tanya was still focused on Lisle, her brow furrowed.  Then her bright blue eyes turned my way.  “She’s right. That’s exactly the kind of thing we need to be on guard for.”
“You mean on top of guarding against alien attacks, forays from Fairie, and demonic incursions?” I asked.
“Playing defense is lame,” Lydia said.  “Not Coven style at all.”
“Exactly what Stacia said. But O’ Vault of Wisdom, just how do we counterattack?” I asked.
“If you don’t know where the alien is and you don’t want to go to Hell,” Lisle said, eyes getting wide at our strong negative head shakes, “then you can only go at them through Fairie.  Doesn’t Declan have a way to get there?”
“Whenever he wants,” I said, exchanging a glance with Tanya.
“What are you thinking, Lisle?” my wife asked.
“Fairie fought off the Vorsook before, and now the aliens leave them alone, right?  Well, they must have some idea of where the aliens are or how to bring the fight to them,” Tanya’s newest assistant said as if it were obvious.
“You’re suggesting that we just ask the Queens of Fairie?” Lydia asked.
Lisle shrugged.  “I don’t see other options other than sitting around waiting to get hit. Do you?”
“No, I don’t,” Tanya said.  “Omega?  What do you think?”
“I would be very leery of any information the Queens provide,” the AI said through Lydia’s tablet.  “But there are other sources of information on Fairie.  Speaking of which, a man in upstate New York has been sending Father emails.  In summary, they all claim that he has some sort of message from Fairie for Father.”
“Where in New York?” I asked.
“Whitehall, near Lake George.”
I looked at Tanya.  She shook her head.  “Not me. I’ve got too much work to catch up on.”
Lydia opened her mouth but Tanya spoke first.  “And not her, as she has to help me.  Why don’t you take Nika?  If this person has information, you might need her skills to make sure it’s real.”






Chapter 13

The next day, I found myself driving a company SUV north on Interstate 87, a blanket-covered vampire sleeping in the back seat and Awasos in the far back.  Nika had had just enough energy to climb into the Ford Expedition and pass back out.  Given that the sun was at its highest point over the Big Apple skyline, that was actually pretty good.  Most Darkkin would have been completely immobilized by the sun at high noon. 
The four-hour drive gave me plenty of time to think about recent events and their meaning. Was our attempt at destabilizing the Hell-Vorsook alliance anything but folly?  Were we somehow playing into Hell’s plans?  Was Declan in danger of making a catastrophic choice?
After hours of introspection, I decided it was time to prepare for the evening’s meeting as I left the highway and turned first onto New York Route 9 and then a half mile later onto Route 149.
“So, who is this guy?” I asked the nearly silent car.  Nika didn’t twitch and the massive wolf in the cargo area merely flicked his ears, not bothering to open even one eye.
“Garth Nickerson is forty-seven years old and single.  He retired early from a promising career on Wall Street and purchased a large vacant farm that lies between Lake George and the town of Whitehall three years and seven months ago.  His online presence indicates that he is an active investment trader and a part-time consultant for a small list of venture capital firms.  He has no criminal record, very little social media presence, and is registered as an Independent voter,” Omega said softly through the car’s entertainment system.
“Yet he claims to have a message from Fairie?  For Declan?”
“His messages all state that he thinks he has information regarding Fairie and that Declan should contact him.”
“And what do you think?”
“I think that Mr. Nickerson has been doing a tremendous amount of internet searching about the topic of Sasquatch, beginning just after he bought his property.  The town of Whitehall has been the site of multiple sights of creatures matching the general description of Bigfoot and, in fact, the town has made the cryptoid its official mascot.”
“You think this has something to do with Sasquatch?” I asked.
“It appears that he has a near-obsessive interest in the topic.  We know that Sasquatches can open portals, even ones to Fairie.”
“Hence the reason you assigned some validity to this claim,” I said.
“Exactly.”
“You brought me up here on a monster-hunting expedition?” a drowsy voice asked from the back seat. 
The sun was setting and my travel partner was apparently awake.  I say apparently because she still had the blanket over her head.
“Yeah,” I answered.
“Cool.  I needed a field trip.  At this point, I’d have gone looking for the Jersey Devil,” Nika said, finally pushing down the blanket.  Despite sleeping in a car for four-plus hours, she looked perfectly groomed, not a blonde hair out of place.
“The Jersey Pines are pretty close to the city.  You wouldn’t have gotten much of a break,” I said.
She waved one hand absently.  “Like I said, any break would be good.”
“The boss been working you and Lydia to the bone?” I asked.
She laughed.  “No, it’s just been crazy busy.  You don’t see it because you’re zipping around looking into stuff like this, but the world is on pins and needles and the sharp point all comes together on Demidova Tower.”
“That bad?”
“Do you know how many requests for appearances I’ve dealt with in the last two months?”
“Appearances?  What kind of appearances?” I asked.
“For you.  For Tanya.  For the kid and Stacia.”
“To do what?”
“Anything.  Commencement speeches, civic reassurance, calming the masses; you name it.”
“I, ah, didn’t really know that,” I said.  Tanya hadn’t said a word.
“It wasn’t important for you to know.  And the dollar amounts being thrown around were crazy,” she said.
“What? They were going to pay?”
“Of course.  Either directly to Demidova or, once they figured out that we weren’t amenable to that, then donations to our charities and foundations.”
“But wait. We did speak at the president’s Rose Garden event.”
“Some reassurance from the principal defenders of the planet is necessary,” she said.  “We just want to avoid letting anyone buy it.”
“I haven’t paid enough attention,” I said, glancing in the rearview mirror.
“Chris, you’re the lead person for defending this world from alien invasion.  You’ve had a pretty full plate of planning, preparing, and running down stuff like this, not to mention being a dad to the two most unique children in the world.”
“Still, it seems like I should have realized.”
“Since when do you pay attention to the corporate business?”
She had me there.  Corporate management was Tanya’s thing, not mine. 
“You will have a left-hand turn onto a dirt road in three-point-two miles,” Omega suddenly interjected.
“Sure, probably a turn onto a railroad track,” Nika said.
“Please.  If I was to go down that GPS rabbit hole, I’d pick something original, like a short road into a deep quarry.”
“Nika, please don’t give him any ideas,” I said.  Omega’s grasp of humor was pretty good, but I wasn’t too sure where he drew the line.
The left-hand turn came up quick and I slowed as we headed down it.  There was a field on either side at first, but that quickly gave way to a few trees, followed by thick woods.
“This is a farm?” Nika asked
“It was last operational thirteen years ago.  Tax records show the dairy had unexplained livestock losses and diminishing production for over a decade.  The farmer’s children moved away and when the farmer finally died, the property sat unsold for a number of years.  Mr. Nickerson bought it but never attempted any kind of farming.  Regrowth has claimed approximately fifty-three percent of the cleared fields.”
A mailbox appeared along with a driveway that looked to be in better condition than the road.  I turned the SUV in and followed a long curve through thick woods before the driveway opened to a much-modified-looking house.  It was odd, with half of it a typical New England farmhouse covered in white clapboard siding married to a much newer, cedar-sided Scandinavian-looking structure.  A middle-aged man with salt and pepper hair and beard looked up from the woodpile he was working on and frowned at us.
When we stepped out, his eyes focused first on Nika, then me, then, rather oddly, glanced at the setting sun behind us.
Awasos jumped down from the back of the Expedition, resulting in an eyebrow raise.  “Mr. Nickerson?” I called.
“You’re not him,” he said.
I shared a glance with Nika before I asked, “Not who, sir?”
“Declan,” Nika said under her breath.  “He’s expecting Declan.” We were now walking toward the man and I made sure my sister-in-law was a bit behind me.
“I’m Chris Gordon and this is my associate, Nika,” I said, twisting to wave a hand back at her.
“Well, of course I know who you are.  I don’t live under a rock, you know. Where’s the witch?”
“He couldn’t make it.  We came instead.”
“No, no, no. I was very clear in my emails.  The information is for the witch,” he said, frowning at us, the firewood in his arms clearly forgotten.
“Well, you’ve got us, but I’m sure we can deliver the message,” I said.
“They won’t like it,” he said, shaking his head.
“Who won’t like it?” I asked.  We were only about twenty feet away and Nika lowered her voice even more.
“He’s thinking of Sasquatches,” she said in a whisper.
Then we were up to him and I was holding my hand out to shake.  He looked at it blankly for a moment but didn’t return the gesture.  Up close, I could see he was in desperate need of a haircut and beard trim, and his Timberland work boots were muddy, but his jeans and Henley shirt looked fairly clean.
His eyes flicked from me to Nika and widened out a bit.  It was getting dark and he might not have seen her too well before but now, up close, her vampire-enhanced beauty was clearly evident and, perhaps, her pale skin.
“Mr. Nickerson,” I said, getting his attention back.  “You sent multiple emails to Declan O’Carroll about a message from Fairie.  We came to look into it.  Do you have anything or was this a massive waste of our time?”
He turned back to me and I could almost see him shift mental gears as he processed my words.
“They wanted Mr. O’Carroll.  I don’t think they’ll want anything to do with you,” he said.
“Who?  The Bigfoots?” I asked.
“Of course. Wait… How do you know?”
“Sir, you know who we are. You sent emails to Declan, so you must have heard of Omega too,” I said.
“Oh.  The computer—of course.  I never thought about that,” he said.
“I scan all communications sent to Declan O’Carroll and flag any that bear out initial screening,” Omega said from the phone outlined in Nickerson’s right front jeans pocket.  “And you have an inordinate interest in the concept of Sasquatch.”
I had to give the man credit: He recovered fast.  After just a single surprised glance at his pocket, he lifted his head and nodded.  “Best I’m going to get, I suppose.”
“The God Hammer himself came to visit you, Mr. Nickerson,” Nika said with an amused grin.
That startled him, as if he had forgotten what the media called me.  He seemed a man not fully in touch with the world.
“Perhaps other worlds,” Nika said softly.
“What?” he asked her.  ‘Did you say something?”
“I said perhaps it was a waste,” she said, louder.
“Oh no.  Not that,” he said, then seemed to realize he was holding firewood in his left arm.  He bent down and let the chunks of wood fall to the ground.
“How do you know they want Declan?” I asked.  “Do you speak Bigfoot? Or Sasquatch?”
“What?  No, of course not.  I mean, I know a bit about them, but I can’t copy their words.”
“So how did you know it was Declan they wanted?” I repeated, beginning to get annoyed.
He must have picked up on it, maybe my tone or body language.  I could see the moment he remembered that the man standing before him, dressed in jeans and a simple pullover, wasn’t just a regular man.  His right hand fumbled for his rear pocket, his actions catching my hidden half’s attention, causing watchfulness but not enough to bring Grim out.  He pulled out a folded scrap of paper, glossy and thin.  He held it out in my direction, his torso pulling back from me in a less-than-conscious manner. He now smelled of fear.
I took it and unfolded it.  It was a page torn from a magazine, a picture of Declan.
“The People article,” Nika said, identifying its origin.  “Sasquatch reads People
Magazine?” she asked, amused.  She would already know the answer, so her tone was for me, a reminder, perhaps, to lighten up.
“No, it was my magazine.  I put it in the recycle pile in the barn.  This was left out for me to find,” he said.  Seeing my confusion, he pressed on.  “I have a connection to one of them.  A young female.  I helped her once, when I first got here.  We leave gifts and things for each other on a fence post up behind the barn,” he said, lifting his chin in the direction of the post.
“You’re telling us that a Sasquatch went into your barn, ripped this picture from an old magazine, and left it for you to find?” I asked, turning toward my companion, who nodded ever so slightly. 
“It might sound crazy to you, but you have to understand.  See, I own four hundred and fifty acres, most of it now wooded.  Her family lives in and around here.  Sasquatches have always lived around this part of the Adirondacks, particularly in the spring and summer.  Lake George is a great source of food, the woods are full of game, and the farms provide opportunity to scavenge corn and apples.”
“And you befriended them?” I asked.
“Just the one.  The others know of me and leave me be.  But the daughter, well, as I say, we have a sort of connection,” Garth said.  I waited for more, watching him.  “There was this big wind storm a week after I first arrived.  She got caught under tree fall.  Pinned and unable to get leverage or she’d have freed herself.  They’re immensely strong.  Stronger than gorillas.  Probably ten times our strength.”  I saw him suddenly reconsider his words.  “Well, my strength, anyway. I used a sapling to lever it off her.  After that, I found her tracks around the barn, and I left out some apples.  She left an eagle feather.  From there, it became a regular thing.”
“Show us,” Nika said.  It was a command, albeit a gentle one, and Garth started moving back toward the big barn.
He showed us the inside, where he kept his garbage cans and recycling.  The issue of People in question was sitting atop a pile of tabloids and magazines, opened to the article.
“Back here is the fence post,” he said, leading us through the big, empty barn that reminded me of a barn much farther north where a certain old man still farmed a bit.  He took us out the back where the cattle used to come and go, and up to a split-rail fence.  He pointed at the nearest post, which also looked like the newest.  The top of the fence post had four bright new nails tacked around the edge, while a five-gallon plastic pail was turned upside down by the base, providing a flat surface that currently held a pair of marbles and a canister of table salt. “It was hung on one of those,” he said, pointing to the nails.
“So that led you to the conclusion that she wanted to talk to Declan?” I asked.
“Well, she followed it up with this,” he said, tipping over the pail to reveal what looked like a torn piece of black leather.  When I leaned over and looked closer, I could see it was covered in reptilian scales.
“It looks like dinosaur hide or something.  Made me think of Fairie.”
“Is that…” Nika asked me. I nodded.
“You are close, Mr. Nickerson, but it’s not dinosaur. It’s dragon hide,” I said, holding the fabric in my hand.  On closer examination, it wasn’t torn, but cleanly cut with a very sharp blade.  “Yeah, I think you’re on the correct path. This definitely came from Fairie.”
“Don’t Morrigan’s people wear that color dragonskin?” Nika asked.
“Yes, yes they do.  Let’s go see your Sasquatches, Mr. Nickerson.  It’s time for that message.”






Chapter 14

He drove us out to the back of his property in a side-by-side utility vehicle just as the sun was slipping down behind the Adirondack Mountains to the west.  The little UTV had bright lights to illuminate the muddy path, not that Nika or I needed them.  ’Sos ran alongside, eyes and ears alert.
“They live in the woods between here and the lake,” he explained, stopping the UTV and turning it off.  “My property borders the state forest, which goes on for miles and miles, north and south along the lakeshore.”  He automatically lowered his voice at the end as the engine sound died away, replaced by the soft sounds of the forest at night.  Night birds called and insects trilled, and somewhere not too far to the north, a bullfrog croaked. The headlights stayed on, lighting the thick woods in front of us.
Nika and I stepped out as Garth pulled a Mossberg shotgun with a pistol grip from a set of clamps between the front seats.  “Did you bring a weapon?” he asked Nika as he hefted the gun.
She pointed at me and Awasos.  “Yes.  Two.”
His eyebrows went up as he considered us, like he had forgotten who and what we were. The man had, perhaps, been out on his own too much. And I happened to know that she had a small flat handgun of Omega’s advanced design hidden about her person, but that was her secret, not mine.
“Do you usually need weapons?” I asked.
“No.  Not with Cinnamon, but there are often others passing through, and even her parents could be extraordinarily dangerous if things go south.”
“Cinnamon?” Nika asked.
“Her fur.  Same color as the spice,” he said, a little embarrassed.
Then a wall of noxious odor rolled over us, like bad eggs and rotten meat.  “They’re here,” Garth said, a little unnecessarily.
“Wow, that’ll knock the breath out of you,” I said as I felt Grim take over my senses.
“Yeah, it’s got an impact,” Garth agreed.
My vision flooded with grays of all shades as it shifted into the infrared range.  My hearing sharpened, picking up soft footfalls that Mr. Nickerson wasn’t likely to notice.  When I turned my head in the direction of those steps, three massive shapes suddenly bloomed bright red, orange, and white among the trees just several dozen yards away.
“I see them,” I said.  Nika turned her own eyes to where I was looking and Awasos was already looking at them.  “One a bit over nine feet tall, one just shy of eight, and the smallest is all of seven.”
“You can see that?” Garth asked, his head moving around as he looked at the blackness of the forest.  “Sounds like the father and mother and Cinnamon.”
The females had to be over five hundred pounds each, with the adult male knocking on eight hundred if he was an ounce.
“What next?” I asked.
“I, ah, need to introduce you, in a manner of speaking,” he said.  Then he took a deep breath and uttered what sounded like something monkeys in a zoo would produce.  It was low in pitch, then rose much higher, like a chattering cough.  I couldn’t have copied it if I tried, although my wife would likely have been able to.
“They speak a language?” I asked.
“Of course,” he said, sounding slightly offended.  “They’re not apes, or at least they are as much apes as we are.”
I had about seven thousand more questions, but they all had to wait as the smallest one suddenly darted forward, out of the vegetation and into the lights of the UTV.
Grim took over, keeping my vision locked in thermal, firing up all my other senses, lifting me onto the balls of my feet.  With a serious amount of mental effort, I pushed my vision back to the normal spectrum, getting a good look at a live Bigfoot.
She—and she was definitely she, based on the fur-covered breasts—was as tall as Stacia is when she’s in wolf-woman hybrid form.  But where Stacia is all long-clawed limbs and whipcord muscle, Cinnamon was much wider, bulkier, with heavy shoulders, massively muscled arms and legs. Like a weightlifter as compared to an MMA fighter.  Her back was V-shaped, much as my own, but three times bigger.  Her face was very simian, her brow casting a shadow over her features, except her eyes, which reflected red in the light of the UTV.  Those eyes fastened on me and a split second later, she growled and leapt backward.
Instantly, the two bigger ones roared and charged forward, smashing small trees out of their path like twigs.
Grim snapped my control, vision shifting to full thermal as my awareness spread outward in a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree arc around me.  Two more giant blobs of reddish-orange and white were approaching from north and south, but they were not my immediate concern.
The massive form of Cinnamon’s father arrived first, bursting past a young maple tree and ripping the whole thing, roots and all, from the ground with one ham-sized fist.  Swinging the tree up and over, he slammed the root bundle down on me.  Grim raised my left arm and lined it with aura as it intercepted the makeshift club, shearing through wood, root, dirt, and even rocks with equal ease.
The male looked at his suddenly shorn bludgeon in momentary surprise before roaring again and throwing the five-foot-long remnant at me.  Grim caught the eight-inch diameter treetop easily and tossed it away.  Then he stepped me forward, lunging like a fencer, my right fist punching the massive creature straight in its male parts, my body Posted to the ground like a granite post.
Cinnamon’s father responded exactly the same as every male to ever get nutted.  He jackknifed forward, eyes widening in pain.  Then he fell back and screamed as high a scream as I’ve ever heard.
I was already turning as his mate charged me.  She wasn’t that much smaller than he was, and her face was a picture of primal rage.  But she was also smarter, as she stopped suddenly and whipped her right arm forward, a basketball-sized rock flying straight and true for my head.
Grim caught the speeding rock with one hand, absorbing all of its awful impact energy without visible effort.  Then he opened my hand and dropped it casually in front of me. 
The second pair of Sasquatches came roaring through the forest from either direction, sounding like dump trucks smashing through everything in their paths.
’Sos chose that moment, just as they arrived in our clearing, to Change, shimmering from a massive wolf into a truly gargantuan bear, four times more massive than any Sasquatch present.  And he roared—so loud that I could see the hair on the one from the north get blown back as if by a hair dryer.
Standing on his hind legs, he towered almost twenty feet high, dwarfing every other living creature in the clearing. All of the Squatches fell back, putting distance between themselves and the ursine giant, except the big father, who was still on the ground.
As the roar died away and a stunned silence fell, Nika spoke calmly.  “She was expecting to see a human who looked like Declan.”
“I sorta guessed that,” I said, reclaiming my vocal cords from my combat self.
“And they don’t even know how to process ’Sos at all,” she added. “They’re used to being the top predators in the woods, especially at night.”
“Again… I don’t need a mind reader to figure that one out,” I said.  “Can you talk to them?” I asked Garth, looking at him for the first time since the action started.  He was crouched, head lowered and arms up protectively, shotgun dropped at his feet.  “Mr. Nickerson?  Are you able to communicate with them?” I asked again, speaking in a calm, easy voice.
He looked from ’Sos to me, eyes wide, clearly in shock, but after a second, he blinked and slowly nodded.
“See what I mean about bringing my own weapons?” Nika asked him with a smirk.
“It’s, ah, a lot different in person,” he said to her, not moving his eyes from me. 
“Right?” she agreed.  “These two shock even old vampires. Television doesn’t do them the slightest justice. Do you think you can ask Cinnamon why she wanted to see Declan?”
“I don’t have a lot of vocabulary,” he said.
“That’s alright.  We’ll understand them; it’s just getting them to understand us,” she said.
“You read minds?” he asked, his shock wearing off, replaced by intelligent thought. She just smiled and I could see his face flush with heat.
He turned awkwardly toward Cinnamon, who was standing against her mother, her father just now starting to regain his feet, hands clutching wounded privates.  Garth reached into his back pocket and pulled out the crumpled and torn magazine picture of Declan.
“Oh, good idea,” Nika said, pulling a much cleaner and more carefully folded page from her own pocket.  “I grabbed the other page,” she explained to me. “The one that shows you, Tanya, and Stacia.”
Garth took it from her outstretched hand and held it up to the family in his right hand, his left holding the Declan pic alongside it.  All of the Squatches were watching either me or ’Sos, but they all glanced at the fluttering pages.  The big ones immediately ignored it, eyes coming back to me and to ’Sos, whose wine-barrel head hovered over my right shoulder as he stood behind me on all fours. Cinnamon, however, focused her deep-set eyes on the torn magazine photos.  After a moment, she looked at me, closely, then back at the picture, then back at me.  After a long time looking directly into my eyes, she turned and moved several yards from her mother, bending down and pulling something from a clump of ferns.  It was nylon, olive green.  She threw it underhanded, and it landed at my feet.  A hiker’s daypack or maybe… a soldier’s.
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As I picked it up, I noticed several things:  It was filthy, covered in reddish mud and sticks; it smelled of blood; and it was foreign.
“Russian,” Nika said to my last thought.  “SPLAV is a Russian company,” she said, pointing at the decal on the front.
“Did they kill its owner?” I asked, sniffing the blood.  It was human.
“No, at least not this crew.  She was given it by another Bigfoot, one not from around here.  Big one, black fur, scarred up.  The others didn’t like him but respected him.”
“How was he scarred?” I asked.
“Burn scars. Big ones on his arm, hand, and one shoulder,” Nika replied instantly.
“You can read her thoughts?” Nickerson asked.
“She remembers things with exquisite clarity,” Nika said.  “Much, much clearer than humans do.”
“Queen Morrigan’s familiar is scarred like that,” I said.  “Mr. Nickerson, how did you know the messages came from Fairie?  How does a Russian pack have anything to do with Fairie?”
“It was just a hunch, a feeling, I suppose.  I have a couple of favorite places on this property and I often pack a lunch out to one or another.  Cinnamon will sometimes find me there, so I bring extra treats.  One time, she was fascinated by the Keebler elves on a cookie package. I got the impression that the ears were interesting to her. And when she left the picture on the post, she also pulled an empty cookie wrapper from the garbage and left it there too.”
“And from all that, you were convinced enough to contact Declan? Seems pretty thin.”
“Mr. Nickerson has a touch of ability,” Nika said. 
“I do?” he asked.
“He does?” I asked at the same time.
“Definitely.  Probably helped you in your business, right?  Feelings about deals, how honest someone was being?”
He stared at her, incredulous.  “I’ve never told anyone about my hunches,” he said.
“And I’ll go a little further out on a limb… the crowded city bothered you, right?  Everyone pressing in on you?”
“How do you know that?”
“Because I feel it too… unless I block it,” she answered with a smile.
“You can do that?” he asked, staring at her like she was a glass of water in the desert.
Yeah, yeah, fellow fledgling telepath and all that.  We were off track.  Nika turned and gave me a cool look but I forged on.  “Was there anything else?” I asked. “We came all the way up here to get a bloody Russian backpack and an empty cookie wrapper?”
Nickerson flushed with clear embarrassment and Nika’s look went from cool to cold.  “Just saying,” I said. 
“There’s more, I think,” Nickerson said with an earnest expression.  He turned back to the adolescent female Sasquatch who weighed twice what any of us did… other than ’Sos.  “There was a feeling when I first came out here after she left the prints.  Like a bright light or something.”
I opened my mouth to say WTF when Nika raised one hand, effectively hushing me as she stared intently at Cinnamon.  “You’re correct.  She’s thinking of a bright light.”
“Like in the sky or something?” I asked, looking up.
“No, it’s… oh.  He touched her head, the scarred Sasquatch,” Nika said, both surprised and intrigued.  “It would seem that they can convey thoughts if they touch.  The visitor touched her head and showed her the biggest flash of light any of them had ever seen.” 
“How did it know to come here?  To seek out Cinnamon?” I asked.
Nika looked at me without expression, but Nickerson was looking thoughtful.  “I think they… well… gossip,” he said.
“They gossip?” I asked.
“I don’t believe there are very many of them, at least compared to us.  Twenty - thirty thousand on the whole planet, maybe.  And they get around—like, really far.”
“They have an ability to open gateways to other places,” Nika said.  It was my turn to give her a hard look, which had no effect at all. She was giving up secrets to someone we didn’t know at all.
“I knew it!” he said, turning to stare at the silent family of giants watching us with intelligent eyes.
“So,” I said with a sigh.  “They gossip?” 
“Like a small village.  Everyone knows everyone,” he said.
“Wow,” Nika said.  “That’s an excellent analogy. Don’t you think so, Chris?”
“Well, I guess it makes sense,” I said.  “If distance isn’t a barrier and your numbers are low, it would track that they would… talk.  So if all that is true, then Queen Morrigan’s familiar brought a bloody Russian backpack to this young Squatch with an image of a light?”
“A huge flash of light,” Nika corrected.
“Russian backpack.  Flash of light,” I mused.  Either we both thought of it at the same time or she, again, read my mind because understanding bloomed in her eyes at the same time I understood.
“Backpack nuke? Russian backpack nuke?” I asked.  Nickerson sucked in a sharp breath.  “Omega?”
“I have never accounted for every tactical weapon in the Russian arsenal. Mostly because the Russians themselves lost track of some of their weapons before I was created.  It is possible.  I have tracked down several weapons in the hands of arms dealers but there is no way to know how many are loose in the world.”
“If this is true, Morrigan is warning us of a nuke threat,” I said.  “Mr. Nickerson, thank you, but we need to leave—now.”
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“Did you get his number?” I asked as we headed down Nickerson’s long driveway.
“What?  Well, yes.  He needs guidance—with his abilities,” Nika said.
“Hmm, guidance is it?” I asked with a smirk.
“Oh, shut up.  Whatever you think you know about anything is wrong,” she said.
“You sound like Lydia.  When you sound like Lydia, I know I’m on to something.  Hmm, wonder what Arkady would think of your new pal?”
She was up by my right ear in a sudden blur. “Don’t,” she hissed.
“Would I?” I asked, proud that I hadn’t so much as twitched, nor had Grim.
She pulled back and turned to look forward.  She already knew the answer, as she knew so much about my thoughts, inclinations, and character.  More than anyone else, with the sole exception of Tanya, although in some things, Nika might know more.
“It was a scary thought.  Arkady is…” She trailed off.
“Ruthless?” I supplied.
“Old-school is what I was thinking.”
“I was just picking,” I said.  “I was a bit surprised.”
“Why?” she asked.
“I didn’t see him as your type,” I answered.
“What’s my type?”
I knew a dangerous question when I heard one, but I didn’t hesitate.  “No idea. Just didn’t see him as someone you might be interested in, especially as I didn’t know he had any telepathic ability.  Now that I know that, I could see why having that in common would be attractive.”
“Oh, you do, do you?”
I sighed.  “Nika, I can’t know what it is like to be you.  And you know all about what it is like to be me because of your abilities, which I don’t have.  So, all I can do is try to put myself in your shoes.  And generally, if you come across someone who might have had similar issues growing up as you did, I personally think that anyone might find that interesting.”
“I know,” she said.  I glanced at her and found her smirking at me.  “Just making sure the point was driven home.  What I find attractive isn’t always what everyone else might.”
“You’re a badass, and he didn’t seem like one,” I said.
“Oh?  A guy who dares to live and let live among five-hundred-pound primates that can see in the dark, outnumber him, and can rip him apart like tissue paper?  And he takes the chance of helping one get out from under a tree, not knowing if she would still kill him? And ventures out into their territory—at night?”
“Point made,” I said, and it was.  Framed like that, Garth Nickerson was a Billy Badass. “And I would never say anything to Arkady.  I’ve heard about some of his so-called pranks. They range from dangerous to potentially catastrophic.”
“Yeah, he thought pranking Declan about guys hitting on Stacia might be fun until Lydia corrected his thinking.”
“Does he honestly understand just how dangerous Declan could be?”
“Theoretically, but Arkady has always been a warrior and judges everything through that lens.  He respects you because he experiences firsthand how powerful you are when you kick his ass sparring.  When he first looked at Declan, he saw a young, skinny kid that he could kill with one finger.  Never mind that the kid can erase a mountain range or explode an old vampire with a thought.”
“Yeah, our Arkady lacks imagination,” I said.
“Well, I can tell you that since we started weekend target practice on space debris, his view of our witch has changed drastically.  Happened the first time he watched the live feed of Declan vaporizing a Russian second-stage booster.”
As we turned onto the main road, we started to update Tanya, Lydia, Stacia, and Declan via Omega’s group chat.
“How much damage could two or three tactical nuclear weapons do?” Tanya asked thoughtfully.
“Assuming one to two kiloton yields, they could do extreme damage to a city,” Omega said. “More importantly, any city that you four were in.”
“Oh God,” Tanya said. I could feel her thinking of our babies despite the hundreds of miles separating us.
“I strongly suggest evacuation to an undisclosed location outside of major urban areas.”
“On it,” Lydia said over the connection.  “Evac in fifteen.”
“Make it ten. Omega?” Tanya asked.
“An Obliterator is landing on the Tower roof now.  Bring only essentials.”
I could hear both vampires moving at very fast speeds as they gathered the most important stuff.
“Aunt Ash says to come here.  The property is heavily warded and I have both Draco and Robbie guarding the grounds.  There is another Earth elemental nearby and I’ll ask it to beef up Robbie’s protections.”
“Declan, we’re talking about atomic yields here,” Tanya said. The lack of movement noise told me that both my wife and Lydia had stopped to listen.
“Yeah, I know.  But only in the one to two-kiloton range,” the witch answered.
The speakers went silent for a moment before Stacia spoke up.  “You do all realize just how much power is released by a hurricane, volcano, or earthquake, right?  He handles atomic level events pretty much weekly.”
“I just have to guide the power or, better yet, guide the elemental.  I don’t run that kind of energy through myself.”
“You’re saying you could shield us from a backpack nuke?” Lydia asked.
“Elementals can shield us.  I just have to help them understand the setup.”
“Think of Declan as an engineer directing the build of a bridge or skyscraper,” Stacia said.  “He doesn’t have to actually build it, just design it.”
“And I’ve already spent years building those kinds of protections around Rowan West.  Just have to have elementals powering them up.  Robbie by himself is a pretty good start.”
“What about Demidova Tower?” Tanya asked.
“What about it?” Declan replied.  “I’ve done a lot to it, beefed it up pretty good, but why take any chances?”
“Oh, we’re not taking a single chance,” Tanya said.  “In fact, we’re getting into the Obliterator now.  But I was wondering about the people left back here at the Tower.”
“Oh. Well, it’s pretty solid from anything with the exception of the bomb being smuggled right into the building or under it.  Neither is likely to happen with Omega on guard,” Declan said.
“Correct.  All of my drones have radiation sensors.”
“Once I’ve bolstered the protections up here around the restaurant, I’m going to activate the elemental network to see what we can find,” Declan said.
“How?” Nika asked.
“Air elementals cover enormous amounts of territory on a regular basis.  I just need to teach them what to look for.”
“And what exactly do you look for?” Lydia asked.
“Not sure.  Omega?” Declan asked.
“I will transport you to the Kings Bay Submarine Base in Georgia.  You can view several types of weapons.  If you get a feel for them, magically speaking, perhaps you can convey that to the elementals?”
“Perfect,” Declan said.
“We’re turning for Vermont,” I said as we came to Route 4, turning east rather than west.
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We made it to Castlebury in an hour and a half.  Tanya, Lydia, Wulf, and Cora were already there, the kids sitting on the floor as Ashling told them a story, using her powerful Air magic to conjure illusions and scenes.  They were completely enthralled. It was amazing, better than any video, movie, or even Omega’s holographs. If she chose to, she could tank Hollywood and Disney overnight.
“They used to do that with me too,” Declan said when he saw my mate’s frown.  “Mom and Aunt Ash.  It’s a tool for teaching young witches.  They hear the words, see the illusions, and feel the Craft.”
“And she’s using it with the twins?” Tanya asked.
“Aunt Ash knows way more than I do about teaching Craft.  I’ve told her all the things I’ve done to help them learn to control their powers, so she must think this is a good idea.”
“Sounds like we hired the wrong teacher,” Lydia said casually.
“Right?” he agreed.  She flashed a suspicious look his way.  “No, really.  You have to know how good she is at this.  The witches at Arcane love her classes.  Plus having multiple teachers is a good thing for anyone.”
“We didn’t want them to travel away from us, and your aunt has this business to run,” I said, trying to explain.
“Exactly what I thought.  But perhaps Omega’s holographic technology would work for her to teach them long distance,” Declan suggested.
I palmed my face. 
“Never thought of that,” Tanya said.  “Do you think she would agree?”
He snorted.  “Look at her.”  His aunt was deeply involved with the twins, smiling and laughing with them as she told them some crazy story about an Irish witch and a leprechaun.  She was clearly taken with our babies.
The door to the O’Carroll family residence opened and Stacia came in wearing running gear.  “Hey, you made it,” she said to me and Nika.
“We were already pretty close by,” Nika reminded her.
“Yeah, about that… Does anyone else wonder if Morrigan’s message was meant to make us all run to cover?” she asked.
“Yes,” Tanya said. “I said the same thing to Lydia on the flight up.  We’re still reacting, not acting, and…”
“Action always beats reaction,” I said.  It was one of Tanya’s favorite pieces of fighting advice.
“No shit,” Stacia said.
“Yeah, about that,” Declan said, eyes on his aunt and the twins. “I’m leaving in about fifteen minutes via Omega Airways to visit a naval base in Georgia and look at nuclear bombs.  I’m going to invite in a bunch of Air Elementals and then let them do what they do best, which is fly around.  They’ll be looking for any errant nukes.  When that’s underway, I wondered if we shouldn’t pop over to Fairie and maybe have a chat with Morrigan?”
He threw it out there like it was nothing.  Just a hop, skip, and a jump to another world to check in with a sociopathic fairy queen who was as powerful as a goddess in her own terrain.  Nobody said anything for a bit.
“What were you thinking, Dec?” Stacia asked in a fairly even tone.  Which was interesting because I would have bet money that she would be instantly against it for protective reasons.
“We go into Idiria, let people see us, and go from there,” he said, all casual like.  It was a pretty solid showing of indifference, but I could smell the hint of anger and anxiety coming off him.
“What’s the end goal?” Tanya asked.
“Information,” he said instantly.  It was one of her standard questions, particularly with business or combat, and he was clearly prepared. “Two-fold,” he went on. “More info on just who is running these nukes, because that speaks to a human organization, and any information on the Vorsook, who have to be the ones behind it.”
“They don’t have to be,” Lydia said. “They’re the most likely candidates, but it could be the Queen or her sister themselves.”
“Nah,” he said, shaking his head.  “Even the worst elf would never condone nukes.  They’re all about the natural world, if perhaps the most violent parts of it, and radiation is anathema to the natural world.”
“He’s right,” Stacia said.  “They’re vicious bitches, but there are some lines I don’t think even they would cross.”
Across the room, Ashling was waving her hands, her brogue deeper than normal as she entranced my children.
“I still wonder if we shouldn’t be here?” Tanya said.  “If we were fucking herded here,” she hissed, displaying what she thought of being herded.
“Aunt Ash is absolutely convinced that the danger is real and that we all should be right here.  I’ve learned not to second-guess her instincts.”
Nika snorted, earning herself all our attention.  “What?  I’ve known a ton of witches; vetted them for Senka and the other Elders.  Ashling O’Carroll is legendary for her abilities. If she thinks this is solid, I can’t foreswear her.”
“So who were you thinking for on this proposed journey?” Lydia asked.
“Stacia, Chris, Nika, and myself,” Declan said.
“An angel, a witch, a werewolf, and a vampire all walked into a Fairie bar…” Lydia said.  “Sounds like the start of a great joke.”
“And you’ll all go to Idiria?” Tanya asked, ignoring Lydia’s quip.
“I think we’ll go to the island I told you about, the one that Nira and her dragon friend Storm live on,” Declan said. “Remember them?  The ones we brought over for a couple of weeks? Anyway, from there, we’ll go to Idiria.”
“What’s the purpose of that?” Tanya asked.
“The dragon, Storm, or actually Storxyan, is the youngest child of Gargax.  She was missing for several years and so he’s taken to hanging around the island.  Ashley may be there too.  She may have some information on what Queen Morrigan is up to before we go haring off for the Winter Realm.”
“Solid idea,” my wife agreed.
“Thanks,” Declan said.  “See, I think either Morrigan or her sister might know something about this particular Vorsook we’re currently squared off with.  And more about the nukes.  If we can learn enough to find the nukes and get some kind of name or connection to that Vorsook, we can take the fight to it.”
“Ambitious,” Lydia said.  “Dangerous, but ambitious.”
“Got to risk it to get the biscuit,” Declan said.
“What even is that?” Lydia asked, disgust written clear on her face.
“You have to take big chances to realize big gains,” Nika explained.
“I got that,” Lydia said. “It just sounds stupid is my point.”
“This Vorsook is a hunter, and a good hunter would want to check its trap,” Tanya said.  “It’s not likely a million light-years away, but much closer.”
The residence door opened and Darci walked in, wearing jeans and a pullover sweater, her gaze finding all of us quickly and ending up for a second on Declan before she turned and shut the door. 
“I’m going to grab some snacks; be right back,” Declan said, almost scrambling to leave the room as he headed toward the restaurant kitchen.
I exchanged a glance with Tanya before we both looked at Stacia.  She sighed, wearing an unhappy look, then turned and followed her witch.  I turned to Nika, only to find her looking at Darci.
“I’d beat the guilt out of him if I thought I could,” the rugged deputy said with a frown.
“Guilt is part of it,” Nika said.  “But absolute terror is the biggest part.”
“Terror?” Darci asked. 
“For you,” Nika said.  “For Ashling.  Yes, he blames himself for attracting attention to you, but he’s really scared of what might have happened if he couldn’t have gotten there.”
“Nothing was going to happen until he got there.  That thing made that very clear.  Personally, I was the one terrified right up until that point,” Darci said.  “This tiny old lady that I could have bench-pressed grabs me with a literal grip of steel.  So much stronger than I was.  She had my throat, and I could feel her fingers pinching my trachea.  Halfway to pissing myself and then she threatens me with Don’t move till the boy gets here or I’ll tear your throat out and drink your blood.”
“They’re terrifying. I know firsthand,” Tanya said.
“That’s the thing,” Darci said.  “I was terrified, right up until it said to wait for the boy.  The boy.  Can you imagine?  Calling Declan just a boy?”
Lydia opened her mouth and Nika stepped on her foot.
“Suddenly I knew—knew that this thing, this unholy creature that stunk of brimstone and rotting flesh, had no idea what it was waiting for. Calmed me right down.  It even commented.  Why is your heartbeat slowing?  Before I could think of an answer, my radio comes to life.  The sheriff is there, calling me, and the demon tells me what to say in reply.  Then the radio comes on again and this time it’s Omega, telling me that Declan is almost there.  It’s only been like fifteen minutes and he’s already almost there.”
“That must have made you feel better,” Lydia said.
“I think I laughed a little.  Confused the demon all to Hell because it gave me the strangest look.  Then the house came apart.  I laughed again, because in the horror movies, the demon is the one to tear things up and here this thing is facing off with my nephew and the whole house just explodes in slow motion. It had no concept of what he could do… what he is. I could almost feel sorry for it.  Almost.  And then I felt an invisible force slide between the thing’s fingers and my throat and its hand suddenly explodes, and it’s just yanked away like a toy.  I didn’t even get blood on me. I don’t remember Stacia grabbing me.  Just that I’m suddenly out of the rubble and standing with everyone else.”
“Yeah, we saw,” I said.
“Oh yeah—you did.  It was a little blurry for a bit.  Shock, I guess,” she said, looking up at the ceiling as she remembered.  Then she brought her eyes down to mine.  “Thank you for sending it back.  Before it could say any more, offer any more.”
“You understand that we were expecting Hell to make him an offer?” I said.
“Yes, but I don’t like it and I don’t want to hear it.”
“It’s not like he’s going to take it,” Lydia said.
“Of course he is,” Darci said. “Do you know him?  He’ll do anything to protect his loved ones.  Anything.  They just have to leverage it right.  Maybe hold Ashling or Stacia over his head.  Toni or one of your twins.”
“We’re not going to let that happen,” Tanya said.
Darci laughed.  It wasn’t a happy laugh.  “Listen. You are all immensely powerful, ultracapable people, but if I’ve learned anything in nineteen years of law enforcement, it’s that security is an illusion.”
“That’s oddly negative,” Nika said, head tilted as she studied the deputy. 
Darci shrugged.  “I’m not saying you can’t defeat them or foil plots or what have you, but your opponents are not slouches. You can’t defend the whole world indefinitely.  Eventually they’ll give him an unwinnable choice.  Then what?”
Nobody had a quick answer, or even a slow answer, as we stood silent.  Darci nodded.  “Thank you for not trying to feed me some crap.  You all already know the danger of this plan.  You need to gut punch theses bastards first, second, and last!”
“Yeah, we do,” I said. “We’re working on getting enough intel to do just that.”
“Work harder,” she said, all gruff before her demeanor softened.  “Please.”
“We’re on it,” I said, the three vampires just nodding.
“Alright then.  Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to straighten that boy out,” she said, moving toward the restaurant.
“She called him a boy,” Lydia pointed out in a peevish tone.
“Parental prerogative,” Nika said.  “Pseudo parental.”
“Enough of all that,” Tanya said, moving for the big family dining table.  “Let’s plan for this outing to Fairie.  If I’m staying here, I want all your bases covered. And bath time is coming up soon.”
The door to the restaurant opened and a slightly startled-looking Stacia came through carrying a platter of cheese and crackers in one hand and a six pack of imported sparkling water in the other.  She spotted us and headed for the table.  “Family squabble.  Not my bag,” she said as she set the food down in front of us.  “What’s this?  Planning session? Excellent.  What did I miss?”
We all exchanged a silent glance.  “Nothing.  Just getting started,” Tanya said.
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“Welcome to Lileire,” Declan said as I stepped out of the mirrored hole he had torn in the cosmos.  Nika was already through and Stacia came last.
We were in a field blanketed with a short ground cover that was almost lime green, bordered by thick forests of deciduous trees on two sides and views of an ocean on the other two.
The air was cool and moist, smelling of salt and fish, and the setting sun was very red in color.  Big gray-feathered birds, like seagulls on steroids, wheeled high in the sky over us with more birds floating on thermals out over the water.
“Reminds me a bit of Ireland,” Nika said, staring transfixed at the sunset.  She wore a daypack containing a change of clothing and blood rations.  In fact, all four of us carried small packs, although Declan also had his messenger bag of magic tricks.  All of our packs had extra blood rations for Nika and a few clothes and emergency supplies.  Declan had his 10mm in a cross-chest holster and his combat tomahawk on his right hip.  Stacia had a very compact shotgun that sported a pistol grip and pistol arm brace slung on a single point sling.  I hadn’t recognized the make or model, which prompted her to explain that it was a Remington 12-gauge Tac-13 semiauto firearm. Nika had her Omega blaster in a hip holster, and me, well, I had a pocket full of quarters.  A pair of orange-sized orbs floated in the air on either side of our little group.
“The village is that way, but Nira lives over in that direction,” Declan said, pointing in two different directions.
“Girl with the baby dragon?” I asked.  A shadow crossed the field, the outline unmistakable and bigger than a trolley car.  Air gusseted us as a very large set of wings braced to slow the dragon’s descent.
“Yes, but I wouldn’t say Storm is a baby dragon,” Stacia said to me, not even looking around at the bronze-colored beast that was extending its nose to snuffle Declan.  It was almost as long as a school bus, with a broad, muscular back that seemed plenty big enough for the girl who hopped down from it.
“Nira, this is Chris and Nika.” Stacia made the introductions.  The girl was young, still a teen, with auburn hair, hazel eyes, and freckles, and wore a warm-looking pair of leather pants and a belted leather flying jacket.  She seemed extremely excited. 
“Oh, it’s so very grand to meet you.  I’ve heard so much about you both,” Nira said.
“I’m guessing Storm spotted us arriving?” Declan asked.
“She saw your looking glass forming on Mr. Witterstock’s field.  We were on our last pass over the island before nightfall.  Oh, this is so exciting.  Papa will be thrilled.  And I can make a fine dinner.”
“Nira, we’re going to stay at the inn if that’s alright, and I would rather invite you and Armond to dine with us on Lottie’s food than impose,” Declan said.
The girl glanced at me, her expression starting to shift to disappointment when enlightenment suddenly bloomed across her freckled features.  “Oh.  Is it to spread the wealth as you say, or to be seen?” she asked Declan.
“A little of both,” Stacia said.  “Nira, is Ashley here?”
The young dragon rider shook her head, her right hand coming up to unconsciously pat the big dragon head that hovered over her left shoulder. “She and Gargax went north for a meeting with the other dragons.  But she might be back as soon as tomorrow… maybe.”
“Okay, maybe we’ll get lucky tomorrow then,” Declan said with a smile.
“Nira, speaking of Mr. Witterstock, is he around?” Stacia asked.
“Oh, I should think he would be at the inn this time of day,” she said. “He’s partial to Mr. Stumbler’s ales.  Very partial.”
“We’ll head over to the Whitefish Inn then and see if there’s room for us,” Declan said, which caused Nira to snort in amusement.
“Of course there’s room for the Realm Holder,” she said, again glancing at myself and Nika. “We’ll go tell Father that you’re here.  He’ll want to see you,” she said.
“And we’ll have dinner together, right?” Stacia pressed.
“Yes, I’m sure Father would like that,” she said shyly before turning to her dragon.  “Come on, Storm. The walk will be good for us.”  The massive beast and the teen girl started walking across the field.
“Come on,” Stacia said.  “The inn’s this way,” she added, turning in the opposite direction.
The path in the field became a dirt road within a half mile and then maybe a full mile after that, a small, very quaint village appeared.  Small cottages of stone and wood lined the road, the thatched roofs giving the place an old English or Irish countryside feel.  The road sloped gently downhill toward the ocean, which was getting closer as the buildings got a little bigger.  A small fishing port opened up before us, with various boats moored or docked in the harbor and sturdy-looking docks and larger buildings that appeared commercial.
Most of the structures were one-story, built of wood, but one two-story structure rose higher than the rest, constructed with a fieldstone base and walls of whitewashed clapboard.  A large sign hung out front with a hand-carved image of a prehistoric-looking fish painted white.
We started to gather attention as soon as we came within sight of the picturesque village, the locals turning mostly startled faces in our direction, although a few braver souls offered waves or nods to Declan and Stacia, who cheerfully waved back.
Someone must have run ahead because a welcoming party was waiting for us on the porch of the inn.  Declan introduced us to the whole group, which included a village headman; a tall, stern-looking constable; and the husband-and-wife innkeepers—Dorian and Lottie Stumbler—in addition to quite a few others.  Stacia and Declan obviously knew them all, and the locals all seemed excited to see them as well.
“We’re hoping you have some rooms still available,” Declan asked.
Lottie Stumbler snorted almost exactly like Nira had as her husband looked almost incredulous.  “But of course your suite is available—it always is,” he said.
Stacia turned to Nika and me. “It has two bedrooms and a sitting room, so it should be plenty.”
Lottie’s face was openly curious as she eyed Nika and me.  Nika smirked slightly but said nothing, which as good as confirmed that the goodwife was speculating that we were a couple.  I would say something, but I wasn’t absolutely sure that was what she was thinking and apparently Nika didn’t feel it was any of the locals’ business, so I kept my own mouth shut.
“It’s for your own good,” she murmured too quietly for anyone else but Stacia to hear.  It took a second for me to understand.  Like my wife, I seem to gather attention and I guessed that Nika was heading off any interest that she might be picking up on.  She immediately laughed to herself at my thought.
By now, Declan had forged ahead through the crowd, which parted for him like Moses and the Red Sea, and walked into the inn itself.  We followed closely behind and once inside; I was reminded of old pubs I had seen in the United Kingdom.  Dark wood floors and lighter shiplap walls illuminated with oil-burning sconces and table lamps.  It was very, very clean, and the air smelled of seafood, tobacco, and … beer.
The people inside all greeted our witch and wolf with respect and admiration.  “They’ve changed these people’s fortunes,” Nika murmured to me.  “The majority of these people think very highly of their new lord and lady.”
“Majority?” I asked.
“There are one or two who mistrust them, and there is one who looks at them with something like hatred,” Nika answered, still speaking too quietly for anyone else to hear.  “There was a woman outside who hates them both.  Blames them for her misfortune and blames Nira too.”
“Is she dangerous?”
“Not by herself, but I keep getting the impression that she’s waiting for them to get what’s coming to them.  Which makes me think she’s been in contact with someone who might be dangerous.”
“Who?” I asked.
She shook her head.  “I don’t know.  It doesn’t work that way unless the person thinks of the individual, and she’s not.  She’s just thinking of something akin to revenge and also how the money she’s going to be paid will change things.”
Stacia and Declan had been seated at a round table that was centered against one wall.  Stacia looked our way, her eyebrows up in question.  “I think we’re expected at the table,” I said.
“I’m going to go to the privy outside and see if I can’t pick up anything else from this lady,” Nika said.
“Privy?” I asked.
“You know I’m old enough to remember when there were no other options, right?” she asked.
I have an innate sense of vampire ages, but it isn’t something I use on my Chosen’s family on a regular basis.  So it’s easy to forget that Nika, who looks twenty-five, is really closer to one hundred and sixty-five.
“This must seem almost familiar to you.”
“Yes and no. I grew up in a village not too awful different from this one, but at the same time, there’s a bit of dissonance too.  Memories of the past overlaying on top what I am now familiar with in this time.  I won’t be long.”  She slipped away silently.  Darkness was beginning to fall but it was still light out, even for human eyes, yet she seemed to fade into the thickening shadows in a way that made me wonder if Nika didn’t have a secondary talent or two.
I joined Stacia and Declan at the table, neither asking about Nika, leading me to believe that werewolf hearing had been at work.  “Wait till you try Dorian’s beer,” Declan said.  “His stout is really, really good.”
A young waitress brought a big basket of bread that smelled like it had just come out of the oven, and the innkeeper himself brought us four big mugs of beer.  Declan was right: The beer was excellent and the bread was light and fluffy, still steaming from the oven, the fresh-churned butter melting into it.
“Do you all need a room for you and that bread?” Nika asked with a smirk, reappearing at the table’s edge.
“Try the beer,” I said.
Vampires don’t eat, but they do drink.  She sipped the dark, foamy stout, one eyebrow rising in surprise.
“What did you find out?” I asked in a whisper.  Declan heard me because he was seated on my left and Stacia heard because—werewolf.
“I don’t think the trip to Idiria will be necessary,” Nika murmured.  “The woman I picked up on is named Weese and she’s got a major issue with you two,” she said with a chin nod toward the witch and wolf.
“Her daughter used to be Nira’s best friend, but she stole Nira’s boyfriend while Armond and Nira were working for us in Idiria,” Stacia said. “Nira’s status on the island went way up when the village learned she was our friend.  Worse, the Weese family was mildly ostracized because of the daughter’s actions.  What did she do?”
“She found a way to contact the Winter Court,” Nika said.  “She let them know you are here and is currently imagining you both getting a major comeuppance from Morrigan or her daughter.”
“Does she not understand the whole Realm Holder thing?” I asked.  Declan was always a force to be reckoned with, but sitting here, in the Middle Realm, he had godlike powers.
“Dec hasn’t used his abilities much around these people,” Stacia said.  “They don’t really get it.”
The door of the inn opened and Nira walked in, followed by a compact, sturdy-looking man with dark hair flecked with gray.  The teen dragon rider looked very excited, smiling immediately at all of us.  Declan stood and greeted Armond, Nira’s father, before introducing all of us.
“We have heard quite a bit about you,” Armond said to me with a glance at Nika, “as well as your wife, who is not here.” The last came out as more of a question.
“She is home with our children and her business empire.  Nika is her sister.”
His smile got larger as he shook Nika’s hand.  Declan was smirking and Stacia looked amused, while Nika kept her expression friendly but not encouraging.  Father and daughter took seats at the table and Armond was able to put himself next to Nika and his daughter next to me.
“How is business, Armond?” Stacia asked.
He cheerfully launched into updating her on not just his furniture business, but the economic prospects of the entire island community.  A course of soup, crab chowder, was served to us by the innkeeper and his wife, Lottie, the smell so delicious that I lost myself in consuming it for a bit.
“Wow, you eat like Lady Stacia,” Armond noted, turning to Nika before I could respond.  “But you don’t like crab?”
“I don’t eat normal food,” Nika said with a tight smile, sliding her bowl across the table to me. “Besides, Chris eats enough for four people.”
Armond frowned as he tried to figure out Nika’s answer.  She sipped her beer and then took pity on him.  “I live off fluids,” she said, which just puzzled him even more.
“Armond, you know what I am, right?” Stacia asked, pulling his attention from my vampire sister-in-law. 
It took him a second to understand what she meant, realization flooding his features.  He started to frown but Stacia kept going.  “Nika is not beastkin; she is night touched.”
I must have frowned because Declan leaned over and explained, “It’s a local term.”
Armond looked like he’d been struck by lightning, his expression frozen as he kept his eyes on Stacia’s.  Nira looked embarrassed, shooting nervous looks at all four of us, but we just smiled and waited to see how her father dealt with it.  After a few seconds, he turned to me, frowning.  I immediately understood. 
“I’m neither… or maybe both,” I said.
“More than both,” Stacia supplied.
My phone rang. In a restaurant.  On another world.  I pulled it out and looked at the screen.  The contact label read My Vamp.  I hit connect as I raised both eyebrows at Declan.  He mouthed the word entanglement as I spoke.  “Hey.”
“Hey yourself.  Surprised?” Tanya asked, a smirk in her tone.
“Yeah. It never occurred to me that Omega Wireless was good between planets,” I said. “Is everything okay?”
“Yes, but there is something I need you to see. Best if you move away from all that noise I hear.”
That noise was Declan asking Nira about her dragon friend, Storm.  I took my Chosen’s hint and stepped outside.






Chapter 19

“Okay, I’m on the front porch.”
“Omega will cue up a part of a broadcast that just finished airing live.”
“Okay,” I said, pulling the phone back to look at the screen.
Immediately it lit with the face of a familiar television personality. Candace Eggelton, our most recent interviewer.
“If you’re just tuning in, I’m live with two of Ireland’s finest, ah, witches, Macha Banfill and her granddaughter Einin.  Ladies, before the break, you revealed that the most famous witch in the world is from your village.”
“Declan Irwin wasn’t born in our village, but he was conceived there,” the older woman said.  Her hair was graying but her hazel eyes matched those of the much younger witch sitting by her side. I disliked her on sight.
“Declan Irwin?” Candace asked with emphasis on the last name.
“Aye, the world knows him as Declan O’Carroll, but he is by blood and by right an Irwin, as his mother was and his aunt still is.”
“Why the name change, Macha?” Candace asked.
“It should be obvious, Candace—because they were hiding,” the older woman said.
“Why?  Who was after them?” Candace pressed, leaning forward.
“They was running, as they knew that Maeve Irwin carried an abomination,” Macha said, her eyes hard as diamonds.  Candace pulled back, visibly shocked at the words.
“You are calling the Warlock an abomination?” she asked the witch.
“Do ye even know what a warlock is?” the witch shot back.  Candace looked confused but before she could answer, Macha turned and waved to someone off camera.  “Bring him.”
Two women—who looked like they could be related to the witches on the couch—entered, lightly holding the arms of a red-haired man with the muscular build of an MMA fighter.  Black tattoos wound around his exposed arms and up his neck, wrapping around his face like some odd attempt at camouflage. His expression was fierce.
“Candace meet William.  William here is a warlock, a male witch whose magic has been focused back upon his self in order to boost his strength and speed in combat. He spends his days either training for war or engaging in conflict.  In other words, a warlock is a soldier of his Circle.”
“A soldier?”
“Aye.  Male witches are weak of power, but what they do have can be used to make them warriors the equal of a vampire or a shifter, ye see.”
William looked at the pretty television personality with a predatory leer.  Macha kicked his ankle.  “None of that, ye wretch,” she said.  The fierce man instantly looked like a hound chastened by his master.  “The thing about warlocks is their magic is linked to their hormones,” the younger witch explained with a much lighter brogue than her elder. “Specifically, adrenaline.  They become quickly addicted to the rush of power and strength that they find in combat.  And like any addict, they seek it out more and more.”
“I’m confused,” Candace said. “Is Declan O’Carroll a warlock or not?”
“Oh, he most certainly is,” Macha said, waving a hand for the two witches to lead William away.  “Part of why I called him an abomination.  He is the result of centuries of selective breeding, focused entirely upon producing a female witch of enormous power—and he is also a warlock.”
“A breeding program? For a female?”
“Aye, one his mother’s mother perverted by linking his mother to a male witch from outside of Ireland.  The result is a crime against Mother Nature herself.”
“You’re saying that the witch who is Earth’s final defense against the alien Vorsook is a genetic mistake?”
“Have ye ever seen a Vorsook?”
“I’ve seen the videos of Philadelphia.”
“And that’s yer only evidence that aliens exist at all, is it?”
“Wow, Macha, you’ve left a lot to unpack here. Are you actually saying that you don’t believe in the Vorsook threat?”
“Not a bit of it.  Jest a giant fable told to the world to cover up that machine’s grab for power.”
“And by machine, you’re now referring to Omega?”
“Of course. Are ye not keeping up?”
“Oh, I think I can follow along; I’m just in shock.  So you’re saying that the videos of Philadelphia, the Chinese footage, the news broadcasts from Rome, and the admission by the United Nations and every member country that Earth is at war with aliens is all made up?” Candace asked, leaning back, her own face a mask of disbelief.
“That’s jest what I’m saying,” the old witch said, also leaning back in a mirror of Candace’s motion.  Beside her, the younger witch wore an expression of smug conviction.
Suddenly Omega’s young male avatar appeared on the couch seated next to Einin. Empty space one moment and full of young androgynous human holograph the next. Candace jumped but the two witches didn’t see the convincing hologram until they turned to look where the newswoman was staring.  The young one startled, almost coming out of her seat, while her grandmother just twitched sharply.
“Hi,” Omega said with an earnest expression. “Sorry to just pop in on you, but I was watching and couldn’t let this whole thing just slide.”
“Well, I can’t say that I was expecting you to just appear, but I wondered if you would have a rebuttal,” Candace commented.
Omega scratched his head, a puzzled frown forming as he visibly took a breath.  I was impressed with just how human he managed to appear.
“I don’t have a rebuttal for willful ignorance, Candace, but I did want to point out a few inaccuracies, the first being that my father’s grandmother had anything to do with the selection of his father.  Maeve and Ashling Irwin’s mother was dead and buried long before Maeve was raped by a man named Perun.  The person who set that up was Macha here.”
“Ye lie, ye abhorrent twisted bundle of wires!” the old woman hissed.
“Here is a copy of the death certificate,” Omega said, a piece of paper appearing in his hand.  “And here is a copy of a letter signed by you, Macha Banfill, promising safe passage for Perun and his brother.”
“So, it was you yourself who set in motion the events that ended up with the conception of Declan O’Carroll,” Candace said, leaning forward aggressively to confront Macha.  I found myself impressed with her bravery, as she faced down not one but two deadly dangerous witches.
“Lies, all lies,” Macha said, waving a hand. “Fabricated like all those videos and news broadcasts ye mentioned.” She sat back, arms crossed, lips pressed in a thin line.
“As I said, you can’t argue with someone who won’t listen to a word of logic.  But Candace, I know that you’ve met Father in person and that you’ve researched all of the events you listed.  You know what kind of character he is.”
“Well, to be fair, he does refuse to help people by modifying weather or disasters,” Candace pointed out, clearly willing to add fuel the dumpster fire that was her interview.
“Lies, more lies,” Macha interjected.
“I’m talking about his refusal to help people?” Candace said in a confused tone.
“And I be telling ye that he lied.  He interferes with nature all the time to help people.  Disrupts events he has no business meddling in,” Macha said, turning to her granddaughter.
“We know for a fact that the recent forest fires in the western United States were brought under control within a few short days despite the historic draught conditions and heavy winds,” Einin said. “Magic was used.
And that cyclone lined up to banjanx Hong Kong two months ago suddenly became just a mild storm despite the warm waters it traveled over. There is no Circle on Earth that could do that, even combined with several other Circles.”
Candace was nodding.  “Those events did baffle the experts.” She turned to Omega.  “Did he lie to me?  Did all of you lie to me?”
“Not once.  Father said he avoided meddling with nature, not that he’d never attempted it.”
“But those forest fires were just weeks ago?”
“Father is interested in bringing balance back to this planet—specifically the temperature balance,” Omega answered.
“Global warming?”
“Exactly.  He’s using excess heat generated by global warming to power our projects and remove it from the planet.”
“Remove it from the planet?” Candace asked.
“I am sending defensive units to the far corners of our solar system.  Even at the speeds my drones can achieve, it would take months and years to cover those distances.  Father can open portals in space to transport my combat drones while simultaneously removing vast amounts of excess heat from the planet’s atmosphere—and help people at the same time.”
“Then why all that blarney about not responding to requests?” Candace asked, clearly frustrated.
“Because what we are attempting is so complex and unpredictable that we have to work slowly and cautiously. We have to pick very specific events under exact conditions.  He can’t and won’t just take on any disaster or the consequences would be worse.”
“Worse than climate change?”
“An abrupt shift in ocean currents or the cooling of a volcano could have equally abrupt reactions.”
“Like the movie The Day After Tomorrow?” Candace asked.
“Yes, or worse,” Omega said.
“Setting aside his, shall we call them experiments, there is still the question of him being a warlock, which seems something like a violent drug addict, if I understand Macha’s definition.  Or is that a lie too?”
“One thing I find fascinating and also a bit frustrating about humans is this incessant need for labels.  Father is a warlock like an Obliterator is a drone.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean that poor William has magical aptitude that is almost nonexistent.  Of course, he gets a major rush from the glyphs that focus his meager abilities back into his muscles and nerves.  By their own admission, Father is orders of magnitude beyond that.  Do you honestly think that an adrenaline high can compete with the ability to bend quantum physics to your will?”
Candace looked horrified and the two witches wore smugness like a badge.
“By that comparison, he would be the worst power-drunk, mind-addled man ever to live,” Candace said.
“So you would think.  But you’ve met him and you’ve met a traditional warlock.  Which seemed more psychotic to you?” Omega asked.
Candace pulled back and considered the question, her face troubled. 
“Here now!  Ye can’t fall for rubbish like that,” Macha interjected, smug no more.
“When last we met, Candace, I asked you if you believed in a higher power, a Creator, God.  I offered you evidence of divine intervention.  As you have just noted, absolute power is known to corrupt humans absolutely. Yet where is the evidence that my father is corrupt? Psychotic? Unstable?  The best these women can offer is his desire to meddle with nature to help his fellow man.  This is real life, Candace, not a comic book, yet there is a small group of people who meet and exceed the definition of superheroes on this planet right now, at this time.  No, they don’t fly from building fire to bank robbery to falling bus, they don’t wear costumes, and they rarely give speeches or interviews. But none of them abuse their power… How is that possible?”
“I would say it isn’t,” Candace said.
“And yet nobody has any evidence, video, or even uncorroborated stories of corruption.”
Suddenly I heard a voice from inside the inn.  Nika’s.  “Chris, you need to come in here,” she said in a quiet voice that I was still able to hear.
“Tanya, something’s happening. I have to go,” I said. 
The interview disappeared, replaced by my Chosen’s image.  “Okay. Everything alright?”
“I don’t know, but you can catch me up on the negative feedback from that interview later.”
“Well, yes, but the thing is it’s been mostly positive.”
“Chris!” Nika said with more emphasis. 
“Honey, I really have to go.”
“Okay. Be careful.  Call me.”






Chapter 20

As I entered the front door, it was immediately clear what had alarmed Nika.  Declan’s nano bracelets had both melted and reformed into a pair of dark gray glasses and attached ear buds.  He was staring into space and talking to someone who wasn’t present.
“He’s talking to an admiral on a Navy aircraft carrier,” Stacia said.  I noticed that her left earring was gone and instead a silver-colored earpiece was in its place.  She reached a finger up and touched the side of Declan’s gray glasses.  “Show us.”
Almost instantly, a red wireframe hologram appeared in the middle of the open restaurant floor, right in front of all the other customers, who had been staring at our table. All of them were alarmed and more than a few looked seconds from bolting out of their chairs.
I recognized the holographic scene as the bridge of a ship, not that I’ve spent any time on Naval ships, but I’ve seen plenty of movies.  And the men and women were all clearly wearing Navy uniforms even though they were outlined in red.  The ship was alive with tightly controlled activity, people moving briskly, speaking rapidly into headsets, eyes wide with excitement and maybe a little fear. Flashes of bright red and white light flickered across the walls of the room, coming from outside the bridge windows.
“It’s a US Carrier Strike group somewhere in the Pacific,” Stacia explained because Declan was busy talking to the admiral.
“Omega has unlocked all of your new weapon systems,” the young witch said. “Your people will have to take on the scout; I’m trying to save the sub.”
“Omega interrupted us because the strike group appeared to have flushed out a Vorsook scout ship during normal operations,” Stacia said quietly.  “It was deep underwater and it damaged the USS Ketchikan, one of the group’s two attack subs, on its way to the surface. Declan is preventing the sub from sinking below crush depth.”
“From here?  On Fairie?” I asked.
“Yes. It’s not actually him doing the work but a big water elemental that he called out of the depths.  He’s got it pushing the sub up toward the surface. Something about an energy beam striking the forward part of the boat and causing massive flooding,” she said.
In our time, in the restaurant on Fairie, Declan turned his head to the left, away from the admiral.  The holograph moved, showing the view outside the bridge windows.  Angry jagged blue lines displayed a churning ocean that was rocking the ship like a roller coaster. I think it was night, as it somehow seemed dark.  Meanwhile, beams of harsh light flashed upward from the deck of the carrier and from the three other ships that we could see, all converging on a glowing disk that jinked and jived as fast as it could.  The alien ship sent an occasional blast of its own downward, but the sheer firepower of the strike group’s new weapons kept it on the run and its attacks just flared against invisible force fields.
“Why doesn’t it just fly away?” I asked.
“There are fifteen F-45 Quantum Lances flying above it, waiting for exactly that,” Declan answered, his eyes still locked on the scene outside the bridge.  Then he lifted one finger, which I now saw had an exoskeleton of nano material on the back of it.  Immediately the scene on the bridge whirled away to be instantly replaced by the flight deck of the massive carrier.  The startled responses of sailors firing handheld energy weapons indicated that his hologram had become as visible to them as they were to us.  The view moved downward, as he looked at the roiling ocean to the ship’s left side.  Port, I recalled. It was called the port side.
There was nothing but angry ocean until I noticed a burst of lighter blue dots on the computer-generated surface.  Air bubbles, I realized, massive globes of air bursting up from below, followed rapidly by a long black shape.
The sub’s conning tower emerged first, the rest of the boat bobbing up like a child’s tub toy, as if it had been shoved from below.
Declan’s finger flicked again, and we were suddenly inside the sub.  A fit middle-aged woman turned to Declan’s image, clearly surprised but not astonished.
“Okay, Captain DuBois, you are on the surface as promised. You either need to secure the boat to other ships or deploy some kind of temporary floatation system,” Declan said to her.
“We attempted an emergency ballast blow but too many compartments were compromised,” she said.
“If I can convince an air elemental to blow out some of the water, can your people secure enough compartments to keep the Ketchikan afloat?” 
“Affirmative,” she said, turning to a stocky man standing to her side. Before she could speak to him, we were back outside, standing on the carrier deck, looking up at the aerial combat just as three big beams of energy from two different ships intersected the dodging, spinning alien craft.  A flash of blue light that I recognized as a defensive shield failing lit the night, causing sailors to look away.  Declan wasn’t really there, so his eyes were protected by Omega, which meant that we saw the moment the scout ship came apart in a massive fireball.  Declan turned his head away from the explosion, focusing on a cloud far overhead.  After a second, something came hurtling down toward the sub.  I say something because all I could make out was a shimmer of swirling purple lines, the bulk of it transparent.
The twisting shape of mist and air settled over the sub, followed a moment later by huge turbulence in the water around the boat as bubbles rumbled and broke on the surface.  The sub visibly rose at least a foot, maybe a foot and a half.
“How is it that you can project holograms there?  I didn’t see a single Omega drone,” I said.
“Every warship on Earth has Omega tech and microdrones,” Stacia said. “And based on today’s demonstration, those weapons work.”
“Captain, you have about ten minutes before the elemental holding you up gets bored,” Declan said, now back inside the sub.
“It’ll have to do,” she said.  “Ah, what is it that is holding us up?  Sonar says it’s bigger than the Ketchikan.” Almost the entire crew of the bridge was paying attention when he answered.
“I’m not sure it has a name,” our witch replied.  “The Hebrew Bible speaks of a leviathan, and I think that may be a reference to this one.  Water elementals take shapes as they age and grow.  Those shapes vary quite a bit.”
“I see,” the captain said.  “On behalf of the crew and officers, could you… would you thank it?”
“Absolutely, and the air elemental as well, while I’m at it,” Declan said with a big smile.  “Now if you’ll excuse me.”
And we were back on the carrier bridge.  “You have a short window to secure the Ketchikan, Admiral Drayson.  Maybe ten minutes.”
“We’ll make it work, Mr. O’Carroll.  Thank you and thank Omega for us, please.”
“I’m sure he’ll be in touch.  Lots going on.  Now, I have to go. Interplanetary cross-galaxy communication is rather tiring,” Declan said, then flicked his finger and the hologram disappeared, his gray glasses melting and running back toward his wrists, as did the fingerpiece.
“I get the entanglement bit for communicating with the ship and the holograms,” Nika said.  “But how did you communicate with the elementals from another world?”
“Omega hijacked the sub’s sonar systems, which allowed me to project infrasound down into the depths.  We had visited that elemental just a few months ago, so I knew it was there, and it remembered me, which was lucky.”
“Lucky?  Someone’s taking the humble routine a bit far, don’t you think?” a new voice asked from the doorway.
We all turned to find a tall, slim elf with white hair and black dragonskin clothes, holding a spear that seemed to be morphing into something else.






Chapter 21

Neeve looked at ease but the fact that she’d already deployed one of her Black Frost blades into a spear was telling.  Movement behind her on her left side showed white fur.  A squatty ape shifted to one side and a single red eye focused on me.
“Admit it…  You miss us,” Declan said.  “Every time we come over to Fairie, you find an excuse to pop in and say hi.”
“I like to make sure my prey is fattening up appropriately,” she said with a sneer. “You seem well on schedule.”
I scooted back in my chair.  “How about me?  Am I looking fat enough?” I asked.
She frowned at me slightly.  “You look too stringy and gristly,” she said, “but I’ll admit that I’ve wondered at your vaunted prowess.”
“Whoa, girl. He’s married and a father,” Stacia said.  “Cool your already icy hormones a bit.”
“I wouldn’t mate with his dead body, let alone while he’s alive,” the elven princess said.
“That sounded extra creepy, even for you Neeve,” Declan said.
“I do not want to procreate with him… I want to fight him,” she hissed.
“Do you?  Are you sure?” Stacia asked, eyebrows up.  “Might get more than you bargained for.”
Neeve stared at her hard, the only movement her odd weapon changing from a spear to a long whip.  I was shocked at how easily Stacia had taunted the thousand-year-old elf into losing her temper, but at the same time, I was aware of Grim watching the elf warrior closely.
“I am under orders to leave you alone, dog, but Mother never said a word about your little vampire friend,” Neeve said, and then she was moving.
She was fast, very fast, her whip slashing at Nika so hard that the tip turned red hot from friction with the air.  But the burning hot lash never landed as Grim had taken control, lunging me across the table to grab the whip with my left hand.
Like a snake, the weapon wrapped itself around my hand and constricted hard until Grim pushed aura out of my skin, armoring it.  I yanked, pulling Neeve off-balance.  Then the whip was gone, coiling itself back without any motion or effort on its owner’s part.  Neeve righted herself with easy grace, her weapon morphing into a short stabbing spear while the armband on her left arm snaked itself down, around, and into her hand, immediately forming a double-sided black blade at least a foot and a half long.
I was already up from the table, my legs moving even as the whip had retracted.  When she came at me, I was circling toward the door, determined to get this fight outside.
She jabbed with the spear, followed by a cross slash with the short sword, then spun in place like a running back faking out an NFL defender.  I blocked all three attacks with aura-armored skin, instantly reminded of the battles we had fought in China against monsters wearing black diamond-hard skin.
She pulled back and studied me, eyes gleaming.  Then she started to spin her sword in one hand, the right-hand spear changing to a matching short sword. 
“Chris is part of your mother’s accord,” Declan said quietly. 
“You all take witness that I absolve your Realm Holder of any potential breach of the accord he has with the Winter Queen,” Neeve said, never taking her eyes off me.
“And this has to take place outside,” Stacia said.  I looked at her, shocked that she was going along with the elf.  She just shrugged.  “Bitch has no idea what you and Tanya can do.  I say show her.”
“Yes, please show me,” Neeve said, striding for the door.  Without conscious thought, my feet followed as Grim took up the challenge.
Outside, it looked like half the town had turned out to see what was happening.  The large open area in front of the inn was now ringed with locals, the platinum-haired elf standing in the middle.  Just behind her stood a massive specimen of a goblin, fully five and a half feet tall and almost as wide. 
I stepped off the porch and it started. No fanfare, no words, just instant combat.  The goblin bounded for me with one muscular jump while his mistress circled to my left.  He was slow, way slow.  Faster than my old self could have handled but slower than a new vampire.  I slipped sideways, to my right, eyes on the elven huntress.  She was circling, spinning both swords in lazy arcs, watching my reactions, my movements, as the goblin sailed past and landed on all fours.
“Two on one, Neeve?  What’s up? Are you nervous?” Stacia asked from the porch.  She was leaning casually against the railing, arms crossed, a little smile on her face.  Declan was just behind her, his expression flat, but his posture loose and casual.  Nika stood in the inn’s doorway, watching, her face unreadable.
Neeve took in their body language and then returned her eyes to me.  “Fallen ones are supposed to be a big deal,” she said, her stalking turns bringing her closer.  “Torg is as much a part of me as my blades,” she said, lunging as she said the last word.
I avoided the point of her right-hand sword by a few inches by simply twisting and stepping back with my left foot.  I’m new to swordfighting, but my instructor is world class.  The elven princess had perfect form, her motions efficient, powerful, precise, and fast.  Part of me wondered what a dual sword fight between my Chosen and the Winter Princess would look like.  Probably masterclass level. If Tanya slowed herself.
“No daydreaming, Chris,” Nika called out.  “And don’t forget those weapons…”
Neeve struck again, another lunge followed by a left-handed swing with a sword that was suddenly twice as long as it had been.  I stepped in close, blocked the swing with my aura-covered right arm, and deflected the jab with my left forearm as I punched her square in the sternum, if elves have sternums.  Neeve flew backward ten feet, backrolling to her feet, a flicker of mild surprise crossing her face.
“… morph. And yes, they have sternums,” Nika finished. 
“They’re really light too,” I said.  It felt like I had punched a pine box, her body harder than a human’s, but lighter.
I felt the goblin coming at my back and this time I spun, backhanded it, and then dove to the right into a judo roll. Grim felt the passage of a lethal lance point jabbing through the space I had just occupied.  The white goblin had smashed into a building fifteen feet away and was picking itself out of broken wooden siding.
“He’s playing with you, Princess,” Stacia said.  “You know that, right?”
Neeve shot her a quick glare, glanced at her ape-like familiar as it shook its head, then came at me, blades striking fast and hard.  And morphing.  They changed at the speed of thought, from sword to spear to axe to things I didn’t have names for.  Liquid one moment, diamond hard the next. And she knew so many ways to use them, transitioning through technique after technique just as fast as her weapons changed shape.  She scored some hits even though I was a lot faster.
But my body was armored in aura and even the Black Frost weapons couldn’t bite through it.
“Enough messing around, Chris,” Nika said.  “We’ve got things to do.”
I know my sister-in-law well enough to understand she was picking up something from the warrior elf.  Something important.
I turned and grabbed the goblin.  He was strong but Grim was stronger, pinning the long gorilla arms to its side and the using the heavy beast as a shield against its master’s weapons.  With my speed and my new squirming shield, I quickly backed the elven assassin against a warehouse wall, the crowd rushing away like water.  She tried to use a flail-type weapon, clearly hoping the flexible connection from her handle to the evil spiked head would safely bypass her goblin. The nasty weapon hit my shoulder but bounced off and Grim had had enough.  He threw the ape thing at her, stepped forward, and punched it in the head hard enough to knock it out and then yanked both weapons from her hands, tossing the writhing, twisting black weapons onto the ground well away.
She immediately pulled a knife but Grim pinned her hands out to each side.  Her knee came for my groin, but I twisted and took it on my thigh.  Then I head-butted her.  She slumped and I stepped away, leaving her to fall, stunned, on top of her unconscious goblin.
Stacia was suddenly by my side, squatting down to hold up Neeve’s head.  “Curiosity satisfied, Princess?” she asked.  A slim, pale hand swatted at Stacia’s, but no elf was as strong as a shifter, especially one as strong as Stacia.
Nika was now on my other side, leaning down to study the elf, who was starting to regain a little of her faculties.  “She came with a message before all this went down.”
“Oh, dear; I hope she can remember it,” Stacia said in a tone that clearly didn’t give a shit.
The warrior princess forced herself to her feet, Stacia letting her go as she stood.  She looked down at her familiar where it lay.
“He’s alive. Heart’s steady,” Nika said to her, although I suspect that the elf could hear that steady drumbeat as well as we could.
Neeve looked around on the ground and her eyes locked onto the two rods of black that laid in the dirt behind me.  Then she raised her silver eyes to meet mine.
“You treated me dishonorably,” she said, angry for the first time.
I felt my eyebrows go up.  “Oh?”
“You did not fight me seriously.  You fought with less than your full abilities.”
“Which is why you are still alive,” Nika told her.  “Had he been serious, you and Torg would both have died in the first seconds of the fight.  Had he drawn his sword, there would be just pieces of goblin, elf, and Black Frost blade on the ground. To you, he is a young human, while you have lived for centuries, but you fail to understand: He is of divine origin, and this form he wears was crafted by the Creator for his warrior. And remember, we are guests of the Realm Holder. Breaking the peace accord he has with your mother would not be honorable either. So he let you live… for now. You came here to speak to Declan, so speak.”
The deadly silver-eyed elf studied the blonde vampire for a very long moment, eyes hard and unreadable, then thinned her lips and nodded once. 
“Mother has information you greatly desire,” Neeve said to all of us.  “But she will only speak to you in the Winter Court—on her grass, as you say.”
“Turf,” Stacia supplied.  “On her own turf.”
The elf frowned at her and then shook her head.  “Whatever.  If you wish it, you must accompany me to my mother’s court.”
“That tracks,” Stacia said, unsurprised but unhappy. “She does so love to nest in the center of her dark web.”
“She will love the compliment you have paid her,” Neeve said.  “Spiders are abundant in both Courts—one of nature’s most successful survivors.  But it is too late to travel to Mother, so it will have to be the morrow.”
“Too dark?” Declan asked.
“Like your world, there are… denizens of our Realm that much prefer darkness to daylight,” the elf said with a nod toward Nika. “They are, however, much more volatile than vampires.”
“You don’t think we could survive them?” Declan asked.
“You would, but Mother would be most wrought at the losses.  We will go in daylight, but fear not, vampire.  It seems our sun is not hostile to your kind.  I will collect you at dawn.”
She turned and left with her casual grace, melting into the shadows as easily as Nika herself might.  The goblin shook its head and ambled after her.






Chapter 22

“So where do we even begin?” Lydia asked.  We were gathered in our rooms at the inn, with Omega projecting Tanya, Arkady, and Lyda’s images via Declan’s nano bracelets.
“Let’s start with the Navy incident,” Tanya suggested.
“Yesterday Carrier Strike Group Three, based out of San Diego, California, was proceeding to Okinawa,” Omega said. “Over the Japan Trench, the new sensors I provided picked up a Vorsook scout ship hiding in the depths.  The Vorsook pilot attempted to flee, firing a directed energy weapon at the USS Ketchikan on its way to the surface.  The strike group engaged the scout ship with their own DEWs and ultimately destroyed it.  Father was able to use the sub’s sonar to call a very large water elemental from its own resting place and convince it to stop the sub from sinking.”
“How?” Tanya asked. “How could you convince it to help a sub full of humans?”
Declan scratched his head and looked mildly guilty.  “I told it the sub was useful in the fight to stop the end of Earth.  I didn’t explain it was full of people; that wouldn’t have mattered.  But it was surprised to wake up and find the scout ship had been lurking down in the Trench with it. That annoyed it.”
“What was the scout doing?  Hunting the elemental?”
“It is very unlikely that the scout ship would be able to sense a sleeping elemental, even one of that immense size.  I have the same technology and yet it is Father who inevitably finds each elemental that we visit.”
“How many people died?” I asked.
“A total of thirty-one sailors died, twenty-six aboard the Ketchikan and five spread out among the surface fleet.  Twenty-two personnel were injured, seven critically.  The seven have been treated with Demidova emergency medical preparation Mark 15 and are out of danger.”
“The ships killed the scout ship by themselves?” Nika asked.
“I may have provided some targeting help, but the weapons technicians essentially succeeded on their own.  That was important.”
“To instill confidence in their new weapons?” Tanya asked.
“Exactly.  The Navy has debriefed the senior officers of the group and reported the successes and failures to the Joint Chiefs of Staff.  To say that military morale has improved is a vast understatement.  They are also beginning to view Father as an important ally rather than a rogue power.”
“See, honey? You simply need to heft up a sub full of drowning sailors while sitting in a pub on another planet to make new friends,” Stacia said.
“Good God, you really did, didn’t you?” Lydia asked.
“You make it sound like I used magic from a world away.  I just used words,” Declan said.  “Omega did most of the heavy transmission work.”
“Yet it was you who changed the sub’s acoustic array by your will alone to speak to the Leviathan.”
“We met that one early in the process.  Just glad he remembered me,” Declan said, ignoring Omega’s point.
Stacia snorted.  “They all remember you.  No one else in the history of the world has ever spoken to so many elementals.”
“Well, the world is pretty old, and much history has been lost,” Lydia pointed out.
“Not to the elementals,” Stacia replied.  “They would remember, and they don’t.”
“I think the main point here is that Declan and Stacia’s work with elementals has already paid dividends,” Tanya said. “At least for the sub sailors that survived.”
“Agreed,” I said.  “Which brings us to our visit by Princess Neeve.”
“Yes, her,” Tanya said, her voice cold.  She turned to Nika. “What did you get off her?”  I had a moment of disassociation as my eyes told me she was there, but my nose and other senses got nothing from her image.
“She’s extremely hard to read,” Nika said.  “Her mind is alien and kind of… fractal, I guess I’d call it.”
“What does that mean?” Lydia asked.
“It’s really difficult to describe,” her sister by choice said. “Human minds, including were and Darkkin, bounce around, touching on this idea and then that thought, unless the person is focused on solving a problem or involved in a detailed conversation.  Then it’s more linear, but still has moments where attention jumps off track a little.  Worse for regular humans, in general, and very jumpy for a were, especially as the moon waxes toward full.  Darkkin are, again generally, more ordered, unless they are hungry.  But Neeve’s mind is like a crystal, with multi-faceted compartments.  When she’s using one facet or compartment, the others don’t intrude unless she needs to reach for a memory or piece of information.”
“That sounds very orderly,” Tanya said.  “It seems like a mind like that would be easier to read?”
“Right? But it isn’t.  It’s actually harder, almost like the separate compartments have hard walls that resist my intrusion.”
“Wow, that explains so much,” Declan said.
“Not to us, Ichabod,” Lydia quipped instantly.
“Well, it’s just that when I was trying to learn how to open portals, it was difficult to keep everything in mind at the same time, which puzzled my instructors, who had no such problem,” he said.
“But you picked it up with ridiculous speed,” Stacia said.
“Once I realized I couldn’t do it like they do… holding all the details of the portal’s construction in my mind.  I had to prepare, writing out the details with chalk or marker.”
“But you rip open portals all the time now without any writing implements?” Tanya asked.
“Repetition,” he said.  “Like muscle memory.”
“Which is the only kind of memory you can squeeze into that empty cavern you call a skull,” Lydia said.
“Lydia,” Tanya admonished.
“She doesn’t like us being on a separate world,” Nika said.  “She misses us.”
“Shut up, Kreskin,” the smallest vampire snapped.
“Well, so far, this trip is moving at light speed,” I said.  “Contact by the Winter Queen mere hours after arrival.  Now a trip to her court tomorrow.  Who knows; maybe we’ll be home by tomorrow night?”
“Or Morrigan’s prisoners in her dungeon of doom and torture,” Stacia said.
“Yeah, I agree,” Tanya said.  “A more obvious trap, I can’t imagine.”
“I don’t think so,” Declan said.  “It’s too obvious.  Plus, I think she really wants us to fully occupy the Vorsook and maybe even bloody their noses.”
“Listen, Captain Optimistic,” Lydia said.  “You’ve got my sister and brother-in-law with you.  If you get them hurt or held prisoner, I’ll kick your lanky ass all over that planet.”
“It’s so cute when the little ones act tough,” Declan said with a big grin.  “But hear me out.  Much of the reason the Queens have come after me is they want the elementals of the Middle Realm to restock their arsenal against the Vorsook.  They’ve both learned that I’m not a pushover and more importantly, the people in my life are just as formidable.  So why not help direct us into confrontation with their enemy?  Maybe we weaken the Vorsook, maybe I’m wounded or killed and they can try and claim the Middle Realm; after all, why do you think Neeve wants to fight Stacia and me so much?”
“Could she claim your Realm if she killed you?” I asked.
“Not sure, but I think it’s a possibility,” he said.
“So why not lure you out of your realm and then kill you?” Tanya asked.
“It’s a possibility, although I think Chris set her back tonight,” Declan said.
“Thoroughly schooled her,” Stacia said with a nod.  “She’s not had a defeat that complete in her whole life.  I mean, we were a challenge, but Chris just whacked her around like a baby.”
“And now she has the whole rest of the night to prepare,” Lydia said.
“Maybe.  But I doubt she’ll run home and tell everyone how badly she got beaten,” Declan said.
“I agree,” Nika said.  “She was hard to read but I know for a fact that her world was rocked by that little contest and her self-image took a severe blow.”
“So you intend to do it?” Tanya asked.  “Go to the Winter Court?”
“I don’t see an alternative,” Declan said.
“But we’ll be as prepared as we can be, right, Dec?” Stacia asked, raising one brow at her witch.
He sighed and nodded.  “Yeah, I’ll wear the nano armor.”
“And you have the portal popper ready?” the blonde werewolf pressed.
“I do.”
“What’s a portal popper?” Lydia asked.  “Sounds like a teleportation travel snack.”
“It’s something I’ve been working on, something new,” Declan said.
Lydia’s image turned to Nika. “Since he’s being all mysterious, maybe you can tell us?”
“Actually, I can’t.  They’ve shielded it from me,” Nika said.
“Hopefully we won’t need it and it’s still new, so I’d rather not get into details yet,” Declan said. “It might not even work.”
“It works frigging great, and you know it,” Stacia said.
“Wait, it’s untested?” I asked.
“Not untested. Unused in combat,” Stacia said.  “It’s been tested and retested and it’s some scary damn stuff.  And it has huge potential if it is scaled up.”
“Omega?” I asked.
“I agree with Stacia.  It is a game changer, as they say, but it is Father’s to explain, so you will all just have to wait and see.”
“Well, at least get a better name,” Lydia said.  “Portal popper?  That’s not gonna scare anyone, and I, for one, don’t want to be embarrassed by some lame-ass doomsday weapon named after a snack food.”
“We’ll work on that,” Declan said.
“How’s things on your end?” I asked, trying to change the topic fast. “The kids okay?”
“They’re fine,” my vampire said. “They want to know where you guys are, but they are good.  However, one of Deckert’s people was on the subway today and saw something that caught her eye.  Seems there’s some kind of street prophet down there who is spreading predictions.”
“So?” Stacia asked.  “There must be hundreds of wackos around the globe doing that.”
“Well, the thing that caught Ilyana’s eye was a written quote.  It was so oddly specific that she snapped a photo of it and showed it to Deckert.  He brought it to Arkady,” Tanya said, turning to look at her giant head of security.
“Says When child of Eater dies by man, the son of the Emerald will call forth the Leviathan from the depths,” Arkady quoted in his thick accent.  “Sound like today, no?”
Tanya gave me a quirky little smile, then we both looked around at the others, who were uncharacteristically silent.  Stacia was frowning, Nika looked puzzled, and Declan’s eyes were wide.
“Well?” Lydia demanded when the pause stretched out into awkward territory.
“Well… I have about a thousand questions,” Stacia said.  “When was it written, who is this prophet, and how is it even possible?” she asked, turning to Declan as she spoke the final part.
“Well, seers occur all the time,” he said.  “Aunt Ash has some abilities along those lines, but there are lots of people who get prophetic images or messages.  Chris gets visions of demons before they happen; my aunt knew when I was fu… messing up almost before I did.  They pop up randomly throughout the population.  Some seers have a fleeting moment of accuracy, others, like Nostradamus, go on for years.”
“We’ve just started investigating,” Tanya said. “Arkady didn’t bring it up until we heard about the Navy incident.  I’ve sent Katrina to look into this guy.”
“Katrina?  She’ll just get annoyed and rip his head off,” Stacia said.
“No, she’s intrigued,” Lydia said.  “You just have to know how to focus her is all.”
“There’s a way to focus her?” Declan asked.
Lydia smirked.  “Yup, but no one has commented on the obvious elephant in the room.”
“Child of the Eater?” Nika quoted.  “That implies that the Vorsook piloting that scout ship was the offspring of the Devourer of Worlds.”
“Bingo!” Lydia said.
“You think it is literal?” I asked.
“Son of the Emerald is clearly Declan, so yes,” Tanya said.
“What else has this guy predicted?” Stacia asked.
“We don’t know,” Lydia said.  “It was coincidence that Ilyana happened to see it, find it interesting, and send it up the chain.”
“Kind of a fantastic coincidence, if you ask me,” Stacia said.
“The odds are rather long,” Omega said. “Father?”
“I’d have to check in with Aunt Ash. She knows way more about stuff like that than I ever will.”
“Back to the Devourer’s child part,” I said. “Is that a big deal to Vorsook, or do they have thousands of offspring?”
“A successful Vorsook like the Devourer of Worlds will typically commission several hundred cloned descendants. However, intense competition normally results in only a handful making it to adulthood.  To be tasked with an ongoing scouting mission of a target like Earth, this one was likely high up in its parent’s regard.”
“So that’s gonna sting,” Lydia said.
“And now we have a pissed-off alien?” Stacia asked.
“Vorsook do not typically display emotions, particularly intense ones.  However, it will, most likely, feel this loss… when it learns of it.  With the scout craft completely destroyed, we may have some time before it finds out.”
“Could this push it to make an error?” I asked.
“Unknown.  Loss of an agent is a normal risk, especially in world subjugation operations, and unlikely to elicit a reaction.  However, loss of a valuable descendant might be more of a shock.”
“We need to be both ready for a retaliation, but more importantly, this might bring us an opportunity,” I said.
“A trap?” Tanya asked.
“Yeah.”
“But we have no way of knowing how it will react,” Declan said. 
“Agreed, but all I’m saying is we need to be agile and fast if we see an opening,” I said. “Tomorrow, we are to go to meet Morrigan and see what hoops she has for us to hop through. We can’t be certain that whatever this information is, it will help us counterstrike, so we have to keep other options ready.”
“Just how will you be traveling to the Winter Court?” Tanya asked.
We all turned and looked at Declan.  “There is a locked portal ring in Idiria that leads to Morrigan’s citadel in the northern realm.  I imagine we will portal to Idiria, then to the Winter Court.”
“You have a portal that lets Morrigan enter your city?” Lydia asked.
“No, we have a locked gateway. Locked on my side and on hers.  There’s also one for the Summer Realm.”
“And it leads right into her palace?” Tanya asked.
“I don’t know, as it’s always been locked since we’ve been coming here,” Declan said, shooting a glance at his werewolf.
“Greer mentioned it once,” Stacia said.  “I think it comes out wherever she wants it to, outside her fortress, inside, whatever.”
“So, you’ll just be gating into an unknown place in the heart of the Dark Queen’s realm?” Lydia asked, eyebrows up. “Absolutely no chance of a massive ambush or anything.”
“If Neeve guarantees safe passage, then no, there isn’t,” Declan said.  “Rules of conduct are pretty sacrosanct.  However, there will be a thousand opportunities for us to offend someone or create a diplomatic incident.  Those will be the traps set for us.”
“And just how are we to avoid those?” Nika asked.
“We likely can’t,” Declan said.  “We would need months of diplomacy training to prepare for a trip like this, so it’s better we work to avoid the biggest pitfalls and assume we’ll get called out on a lesser one.”
“That sounds like a recipe for disaster,” Tanya said darkly.
“As a Realmholder, I will be considered the person with overall responsibility for my party’s actions.  That means I have the right to answer any and all challenges that get thrown our way.”
“You say that like it’s a good thing,” Lydia said.  “Frankly, despite your power, you’re the most vulnerable to injury.”
“Perhaps, but here, on Fairie, my abilities are really ramped up, so I’m the biggest gun,” he answered.
“Guns aren’t any good if they miss their targets,” Lydia shot back.
“Maybe gun isn’t the best analogy,” Stacia said.  “More like bomb.  Biggest bomb.  Targeting gets easier when you just blow up everything.”
“Horseshoes and hand grenades?” I asked.
“Horseshoes and nuclear weapons,” she corrected.






Chapter 23

We were all up well before dawn.  Something about visiting an elven queen in her fortress of frost and ice, surrounded by her armies of fairie monsters tends to make sleep… difficult.  We packed quickly, there being little to stow away as we all traveled light, and we all fueled up with a big breakfast.  That last part is no mean feat, by the way.  Feeding my metabolism and Stacia’s takes a ridiculous amount of food, but the inn was more than up to the task.  I had heard both Declan and Stacia brag about Lottie’s cooking, but the reality was she was easily as good as Chef Remy, at least within her chosen specialties. 
We had feasted on hawk-chicken eggs Benedict (although on Fairie, they were simply called Heartsbane eggs) on thick biscuits instead of muffins, wild boar bacon, a thick porridge seasoned with honey and nuts, and toast lathered with butter and some type of berry jelly, all washed down with tea laced liberally with cream and sugar.
The eggs were huge, the yolks twice the size of an extra-large hen’s egg, and Stacia informed me that they were laid by a bird that was more raptor than chicken.
Declan ate a full breakfast—but just one, as opposed to the six-person breakfast that the werewolf and I consumed.  Nika sipped bagged blood that I warmed with my hands, but she barely paid attention, as she was clearly excited to be up to watch the alien sun rise.
“You sure it won’t hurt me?” she asked Declan for the fifth time.
“Do you feel even slightly sleepy?” he asked.  “Did you feel anything when we arrived at sunset yesterday?”
She shook her head, eyes bright with hope.  “The sun rises almost in line with the inn’s front porch,” he said, “and it should be up in…”
“Three minutes and fourteen seconds,” Omega said, his voice coming from both of Declan’s nano bracelets.
“Let’s go sit on the front porch,” he suggested, glancing at our plates and then the little bit of food still in serving bowls on the table.  “These two are almost done and can join us as it comes up.”
Nika nodded, eyes focused on the front windows.  Declan walked from the dining room to the door and held it open, looking back at Nika expectantly.
She hesitated for a moment before suddenly standing and following him.  I gobbled down an egg and two pieces of bacon, drained my tea, and followed.  Tanya would want a full description of her sister’s first glimpse of a sunrise in decades. 
Outside, the witch and the vampire had claimed seats on one of the six long Rowan wood benches, eyes focused on the rapidly brightening horizon.  Declan leaned back, his long, lanky legs crossed at the ankle, a mug of steaming tea in his hands.  Nika sat on the edge of the bench, feet under her in case she needed to move, the bag of blood forgotten in her hands.
Declan was watching her with a side-eye, a small grin on his face.  He looked at me and his grin got wider, but Nika’s gaze never wavered.  “Yeah, yeah, so I’m excited to watch the sun rise.  Bite me,” she said without anger.
“Just fun to watch, Nika,” I said.  I heard the door open behind me and heard, smelled, and felt Stacia come out of the inn.  At that moment, Nika’s eyes widened, and she sucked in a tiny breath.  I settled on the bench next to Declan, not wanting to cross in front of them and block her view for even a moment.
“It’s really red,” she said, a small furrow between her eyes.  “I know you said it was redder than our sun, but I haven’t seen a full sunrise on Earth in a long time and I imagined it differently.”
“It plays havoc on makeup, but the plus side is that you don’t need as much lipstick,” Stacia said.  I was pretty sure she wasn’t wearing any makeup at all.
Grim perked up and turned my attention to the shadows by the corner of one warehouse.  Neeve was moving alongside the wall of the building, footsteps silent even when I pushed my sense of hearing outward.
“Time to go,” I said.  The others all looked where I was staring as the silver-eyed elf emerged from the morning gloom.  Her lips pursed in a moment of what looked like pique before smoothing out into a bland, bored expression.
I was already back by the inn’s door, handing our small packs out to the others.  The Winter princess said nothing as we trooped down the steps and up to her position in front of the inn.
“Well, Realm Holder?  We need a portal to Idiria,” Neeve said, her tone curt.
Without a word, Declan gestured and reality tore open in front of us, a mirrored surface reflecting the early red light of Fairie’s sun.  Neeve turned and strode through with casual ease.  Stacia followed immediately after, close enough to prevent the other from taking an attack position when she got through.
Nika went next, then me, and Declan followed last.
I wasn’t used to portal travel, not like Declan and Stacia, my senses spinning slightly as my right foot touched ground a hundred miles from where it had lifted.  Nika looked a bit wobbly too, but the other three were rock steady.  We were in a set of rooms, complete with an open roof and garden below. Richly colored carpets covered the floors; polished wooden furniture filled the spaces.
“You’ve changed things,” Neeve said.
“Well, it’s easy to remodel when you have to repair frequently,” Stacia said.
“I don’t care at all for your taste in furniture,” Neeve said.  I was surprised for a moment because the hand-carved and finished chairs, tables, and benches were stunningly crafted.  Then I recalled that they were Rowan wood, what the locals called witchwood, and that elves disliked it because it caused them physical pain.
“Yeah, well, the furniture doesn’t care for you either,” Stacia said, stroking the arm of a tall-backed chair as she moved toward the garden to inspect plants that I realized she might have planted. The chair quivered like a dog caressed by its master.
“This is really fascinating,” Nika said, looking around with interest. “I love how you’ve decorated.”
“Oh, dear, you must be as provincial as the rest of them,” Neeve said, turning and heading for what looked like a main door. “No time for slumming.  Mother is expecting us.”
She led us out into a long, wide corridor filled with busy people, mostly elves but a few others including goblins, flying pucks, and humans.  All of them got the hell out of the deadly elf’s way, jumping back against the walls or turning back into open doorways as soon as they spotted her.
That corridor led to another, then to an open street lined with tall white buildings and bustling with various people, and by people I mean beings.  These folks too took one look at the white-haired, dragonskin-wearing elf and cleared a path.
Idiria passed by in a blur as we moved at a fast pace across a city that was like something from a fantasy movie.  We entered another building, this one very large and ornate.  The massive doors were in the center of the building and led into a torch-lit hallway that ended at a T-intersection.  Neeve turned left, walked about twenty feet down the hall, and stopped in front of a granite archway that seemed to decorate the right-hand side of the wall.  The stone looked very old, worn and weathered, like it had been dug up and installed as a decorative feature.  Strange markings, like the glyphs that formed on Declan’s skin when he activated his warlock features, ran across the surface of the stone.  The hall continued down to a massive, ornate doorway that was currently closed. Across from the strange rock arch to nowhere was a burbling fountain of crystal-clear water flowing into a smooth black basalt basin in the floor.
“Open it,” Neeve ordered.
“Hmm, open the gate to your mom’s army of doom?” Declan said.  “So you can march right into my realm and my city.”
“Yours? You’ve barely paid the slightest attention to the Middle Realm. What would you even care?” the haughty elf asked, one brow arched.
Declan stared at her a moment, then shrugged.  “Yeah, who cares?  Right?  But let me just get my game face on,” he said and waved his right hand in a casual manner.
Things came out of the walls and the floor, massive lumps of stone and mortar that rose up and out of sheer rock.  The formless shapes quickly melted into fine detail, revealing stone beings shaped like giant apes, massive saber-toothed tigers, and one giant badger made of granite.
The torches hanging in sconces on the walls flared and grew into flaming bipedal creatures of pure heat and light, hovering halfway to the ceiling, glowing white-hot eyespots fixed on the elf.  A sudden wind made them flicker around the edges as air streamed into the building from the open doors out front.
“Better?” the witch asked his girlfriend.
“Water?” she suggested, glancing meaningfully at the fountain. 
“Right,” he said with a nod.  The pool of water lifted itself out of the basin and formed a spinning sphere of water that grew rapidly as the pouring fountain fed upward into it.
“Such theatrics, little Holder,” Neeve said with a smirk.  “Mother has promised safe passage.”
“But said nothing of invasion,” Stacia commented.
“Fine, as Princess of the Winter Court, acting on behalf of her Majesty, Queen Morrigan, I assure you that no invasion of the Middle Realm is planned for this time.”
I looked at Nika, who moved her right hand where it hung by her side, making a knocking motion with her closed fist against her leg.  Yes.  Truth.
Declan met my eyes when I looked back up. It was my turn to nod.
“Right.  Let’s get to it,” he said, stepping forward and putting both arms over his head, placing them in the middle of the arch at its highest point.  In one smooth motion, he brought each arm down and to the side simultaneously, his open hands brushing the rock like he was wiping dust from its surface.
A deep tone sounded, like the single peal of the biggest brass bell ever made.  The blank wall inside the arch disappeared, replaced by a crystal-clear mirror, reflecting our entire group as we stood looking back at ourselves.
“May I be the first to welcome you to the Winter Court,” Neeve said, a cold smile on her lips as she stepped through the portal.
“That’s not creepy in the slightest,” Stacia said, slipping in front of her witch and through the mirrored surface without hesitation.
Declan swore softly, following instantly.
“Race you,” Nika said, then she too was through.
The waiting elementals faded back into the walls, floor, fountain, torches, and open air, leaving me alone in the hall with flickering flame light.  I cursed softly and stepped through.






Chapter 24

Cold.  It was bone cold as I stepped from the warmth and light of Idiria into a vast room floored in dark stone, walled in ice-covered rock, with a vaulted ceiling so high that the lack of light and heat made it opaque to all of my forms of vision.  It seemed like it could have clouds and its own weather system up there.
The room was dark and shadowy, filled with elves and goblins and things I had no name for.  Clouds of pucks flittered like giant piranha-toothed bats, crowding the air over the crystal throne and its single occupant.  Lean figures in black dragonskin stood in a line before the dais, each holding a familiar gleaming Black Frost blade.  One had the same hair as Neeve, a male. He was tall, with icy blue eyes and a long ponytail.  He stood directly in front of the throne, clearly related to the Queen and the princess.
Morrigan had the same dark skin and white hair as her children, but her eyes were orbs of black.  Her dress was bluish crystal, and it jingled ever so softly as she moved, and it was that sound that brought me the realization she was literally wearing ice. The crystal throne and her dress were both illuminated with a white glow that came from nowhere. Her eyes roved over our little group, slipping past Stacia, pausing on Declan, head tilted slightly at Nika, and finally focused on me.  She smiled, a delighted smile, although her jet-black eyes didn’t seem to feel the same way.
“Queen Morrigan, Monarch of the White Court, Supreme Power of the North, Mistress of Cold and Despair, I present Declan of the Middle Realm, his consort, and his companions, the vampire Nika and the Fallen, Chris Gordon,” Neeve called out in a clear voice that carried and even echoed slightly across the vast room.  High overhead, something rustled in the opaque darkness.
“You rang, Your Majesty?” Declan said after a short, sharp bow.  It wasn’t a student-to-sensi type bow but something that conveyed marginal respect and utter confidence. The onlookers hissed and growled, faces turning hard.  Well, harder, as they had been pretty fierce from the get-go. Grim estimated well over a hundred individual beings surrounding us.
“You have yet to lose your insolence, young witch,” Morrigan said in a crystal voice that carried raw power.  “Here, in my Court, you offer me the most minimal respect.  I’ve a mind to correct your behavior.”
“Is our accord at an end, Your Majesty?” he asked calmly.  I had come out of the gateway just behind him and I was close enough to catch his scent.  He looked calm but he smelled slightly of adrenaline and something like eagerness.
Morrigan’s smile had disappeared, her expression as cold as her icy throne.  She studied him, the silence dragging on. Morrigan looked imperial, transcendent, alien, her pupils so dilated that her eyes were almost completely black. After an uncomfortable period of time, her head suddenly tilted to one side, slightly, a human-looking action that seemed odd on her.
“You have an issue with my Court?” she suggested finally.
“I do, Your Majesty.  One of your people launched an attack against us on Earth,” Declan said.
“Ah, and you hold me responsible,” she said.
He nodded.
“And just who was this agent of Winter?” Morrigan asked, although her smug expression suggested she already knew.
“He used the name Emil Fuchs.  Princess Neeve and your familiar took him from our custody,” Declan said.
“Correction. My Black Frost took him from the custody of enforcement people who do not answer to you.”
“But he is your agent,” Declan said.
“Is he?” she asked archly.  “You have made an assumption.”
“So the fact that he had entire flights of pucks, plus tens of goblins, both white and green, doesn’t implicate you and your sister?” Declan asked.  “That would indicate that you lost control of your armies.”
“Another assumption,” Morrigan said, her tone as icy as her dress.  “Did you examine those goblins of white and green?  Did you see if the fur was naturally those colors or was it perhaps dyed?  Did you know that goblins and pucks exist in places other than the White and Green Courts?  Like, for instance, the wilds of the Middle Realm?”
Declan didn’t answer, his face blank, his eyes a little wide, like he was realizing his mistake.
“Why would you rescue the one who implicated you and your sister?” he asked.
“Because, infant, knowledge is power,” she said. 
“And you have that knowledge?” he asked.
She didn’t answer right away, instead looking at him like he was an insect. Finally, she leaned forward slightly.  “You have impugned my honor, my sister’s honor, my Black Frost’s honor. I now find myself uninterested in sharing the very information you seek, the very reason I summoned you.”
“Is there a way to rectify my breach of decorum?” he asked, looking slightly abashed.
She tapped one ruby lip with her finger, her nails glittering like ice.  “Perhaps.”
“Just tell me, Queen Morrigan, what I can do and I will make it so,” he said, bowing much deeper this time.
“I find my Court lacking in entertainment, young witch.  Perhaps an exhibition might bring some much-needed excitement to my court.”
“What did you have in mind, Your Majesty?”
“The best entertainment is that with the highest stakes.  Life and death.  Those of us who have lived many of your lifetimes find it the sweetest nectar.  Watching conflict between contestants each struggling to live, hmmm.  Nothing is quite as poignant.”
“You envision a duel, Your Majesty?”
“I do.  Perhaps the very agent you accuse me with would like to earn his freedom?” she said.  The crowd of elves, goblins, and creatures watching suddenly parted, and two black-clad elves led a third elf before the throne.
“This is the one you call Emil Fuchs, although I can tell you with certainty that is not his name. He will fight for his freedom, but should he lose, you may have him for his knowledge.”
Declan started to take off his messenger bag, but the Queen held up one hand, palm out.
“No, witch.  It will not be you who fights for your cause,” she said, smirking.  “Nor will it be your beastkin nor your Fallen,” she said, eyeing me for a moment before her gaze turned to Nika.
“It will be your night-touched standing in your place,” Morrigan said.
Declan looked at Nika, who stood straight, her eyes on Fuchs.  My vampire’s sister gave the smallest twitch of her head, just a miniscule shake side to side.
“As leader of my party, satisfaction falls to me,” Declan protested.
“Not. In. My. Court,” Morrigan said in a hard voice.  “You come here for information and offer me disrespect in front of my own people, my own nobles, with false information and without even an effort to investigate the veracity of those charges.  So no, you do not get to make the choice of how my honor may be satisfied.  She will do it or you will all answer for your arrogance and ignorance.  Give him a blade!”
A short sword of bluish material was thrust into Fuchs’s hand and then his guards pushed him forward. He moved willingly toward our vampire, spinning the blade with easy familiarity.  He was very tall, well over six feet, with long, lean limbs and the tight build of a trained fighter.  His long blonde hair was greasy and lank and his eyes a little sunken in his face, suggesting that the Winter Queen’s hospitality had been lacking a bit.  Dark blue eyes were focused on Nika, a look of fierce determination on his face.
My sister-in-law reacted instantly, pulling a long grey knife from behind her back.  I recognized it as a present from Stacia, a titanium alloy blade crafted by an elven master smith in Idiria.  Each of us had received one from her after one of their trips to Fairie.
Nika’s was an upswept blade at least ten inches long, with a fancy fighter’s hand guard and polished white grip that Stacia had been said was made from the tooth of a saber-tooth cat. Without the slightest hesitation, Nika moved forward, graceful and deadly.
Fuchs frowned and slowed; his initial eagerness tempered by her smooth movements.  The two fighters began to circle, watching and studying each other. 
“Do you think he even has what we want?” Declan asked, looking from Stacia to me. 
“Hard to say,” Stacia said. “He had that military company in Europe, so he could have somehow obtained the Russian nukes.”
Fuchs glanced at us, surprised.
“But why?” I asked.  “If he’s not working for the Queens, who is he working for?”
“What is this chatter?” Morrigan demanded, clearly annoyed by our side conversation. “This is life and death, and you natter on like village gossips.  Does your companion’s life mean so little to you?”
Fuchs frowned and turned back to focus on Nika, who had ignored the opportunity his momentary distraction had provided.  He darted forward, lashing out his blade in a snap cut at her left thigh.  She slipped away with practiced ease, circling to his right.
“Could he have an agreement with the Vorsook?” I asked, earning myself a glare from the Queen.
Fuchs grunted and lunged, attempting a low angle stab, retracting out of it just as fast.
Nika sidestepped and snapped out her own cut, the tip of her blade slicing his right forearm.
He grunted and tossed the blade to his left hand.
“That makes a certain sense,” Stacia said.  “Depending on what his payment was, he could deliver the nukes to take out New York City and kill all of us, then retreat to Fairie and set himself up as a warlord or something.”
“Not New York,” Nika said suddenly from the middle of the fight.  “Somewhere else.”  Then she dodged and blocked a wild series of slashes from the elf.  “West,” she said, spinning away from him, then darting in low to stab him in the left calf.  Fuchs pulled back, clearly limping, face a mix of fear and confusion.
“Stop talking,” Morrigan demanded.  “If you ruin my fight, I will make you all fight for your lives.”
“It’s not a fight, Mother,” Neeve said suddenly. “I don’t know what they are doing, but this is not a fight.  He hasn’t come close to her and she has injured his right arm and now his left leg.  She is systematically taking his options and ignoring clear opportunities to end the fight.”
“Stop fighting,” Morrigan commanded, and the black-clad guards leapt froward to grab Fuchs and Nika.  At least they attempted to grab Nika, but she avoided them and pulled back on her own.
The action ceased and Morrigan looked thunderous, her black eyes roving over the contestants and the three of us.  “Thank you, Daughter.  You are correct, as you always are about matters of single combat.  This isn’t a fight… it’s an interrogation.”  She studied Nika with close intent.  “You are no mere vampire, are you?”
Nika shrugged, standing easily, with no signs of fatigue or concern. 
Realization flooded Morrigan’s features.  “You are a Listener!  Get the prisoner out of here. Surround them!”
Fuchs all but flew off his feet as two giant guards grabbed him and hauled him away, the remaining guardians moving quickly to surround the four of us, Black Frost blades morphed into stabbing spears.
Morrigan turned her focus to Declan.  “You set this up!”
“Set this up, Your Majesty?” Declan asked innocently.
She looked beyond furious.  “You intentionally provoked me into an honor fight, then you threw out questions designed to get my prisoner thinking about the answers so your spy could pluck the information out of his head, stealing my commodity right out from under my nose.”
“Oh, that,” he said with a boyish shrug.  “Admit it… you’re impressed, right?”
The anger had vanished from her face, replaced with a cold, calculated expression that I didn’t like at all.  “How could you know I would pick her?” she asked, waving a hand at Nika.
“We didn’t.  But it didn’t matter who you picked.  Stacia and Nika train with the best fighters on Earth daily.  Chris is one of those fighters.  In fact, had you picked me, I would have been the weakest choice, unless I cheated and used magic.”
“Which is why I didn’t pick you. Of course you would cheat.  I would have no respect for you if you didn’t.  But why not just entertain my offer? Why push for a steal?”
“Because then you would have been the one to cheat,” he said.
She nodded, a smile of delight on her face.  “So I would, young witch.  But now your trick is revealed and my dissatisfaction even greater than before.  How will you deal with that?” she said, raising one hand.
The crowds of watching elves and goblins faded back as massive shapes moved forward.  Only slightly shorter than Morrigan’s giant Sasquatch, these things looked like giant fat goblins, but with leathery gray skin that looked thick and tough.  Tusks protruded from oversized jaws and they knuckled the ground like gorillas as they moved up to surround us except on one side, Morrigan’s side, where a giant black cat the size of a grizzly bear paced forward.  There were at least twenty of the mega-goblins plus the giant cat.
“Ogres, Your Majesty?” Declan asked, eyeing the monsters with casual interest.
“These are not the degenerate filth you fought in the woods around that awful settlement to save your friends.  These are the originals, the finest of my shock troops, each with skin so thick that even iron blades will not penetrate enough to hurt them, nor those vile iron balls you are so fond of.  And while I cannot take all your magic, here in Arceglacie, the center of my power, I can block you from all outside sources.  And you will find these fighters as resistant to your powers as is the Cat Sithe.”
The last was clearly directed at the massive black cat, which was shaped exactly like a domestic cat, not at all like a lion or tiger, except it was blown up to a size only a little less than Awasos himself.
“And when we destroy your prized shock troops and your pet kitty, how will you feel then, Your Majesty?” Declan asked.  “Will your losses prompt you to punish us further?”
“I will do as I will, arrogant witch. You should perhaps concentrate on survival,” the ice queen said, flicking one hand in our direction.
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With a roar, the horde of ape-like monsters charged while the massive cat leapt, as fast and lightly as a toaster-sized tabby would.  Its leap came straight for me, both dinner-platter-sized paws aimed at my head and torso, the full weight of that massive body lined up behind them.
Grim took over, shifting my body back one step and three to the left. My right fist punched the feline in the side of its skull, just below the right ear. Still moving, my combat personality flipped me over the cat’s neck, my left hand punching down into its neck vertebrae as I passed over it, upside down.
I become something of a bystander in these moments, watching as a different part of my mind directs my actions, leaving much of my consciousness to observe the action around us.
Therefore, I was able to see the moment that Declan reached into his messenger bag and pulled out a handful of steel balls, each the size of a jawbreaker gumball.  He threw them into the air without watching them, instead spinning himself around in a fast arc, his right hand tapping empty air as he turned.  The rising balls disappeared, one at a time, each time his finger tapped. As each ball disappeared, the head of whichever ogre he was looking at the time exploded.  By the time they reached the zenith of his toss, there were only four left and they too snapped out of existence one by one.
Stacia simultaneously exploded into a giant white form that jumped over the ogre attacking her, flipping and spinning much as I was, coming down on its back, giant claws digging deep into the monster’s eyes, ears, and nostrils. 
Nika moved with vampiric speed, slipping past the first wave of monsters, snapping powerful slashes at the backs of their ankles and knees, blood spurting from the suddenly gaping wounds.
I landed and Grim took a page from Nika and slashed an aura-lined knife hand across the massive forelegs of the cat creature.  It screeched an earsplitting yowl as its weight finished coming down on its injured legs, collapsing in a black-furred pile onto the stone floor.
Stacia spun off the top of her ogre, twisting her heavy bulk like a gator in a death spin, massive paws locked into the screaming ogre’s skull through the eye, ear, and nose openings.  A sharp crack sounded, and then she was landing next to her witch, who snapped his fingers and ten bloody steel balls appeared, hovering in the air around them, gore and ichor dripping off to spatter the black floor.
The thing Morrigan had called Cath Sithe started to rise, pain-filled yowl rising into rage, the wounds on its legs healing rapidly.  Grim leapt lightly onto its neck, locked our legs around its heavily muscled throat, and raised my right hand, aura-covered and bladed into a spear hand, aimed at the back of the feline’s skull.
“HOLD,” Morrigan commanded, and we all froze in place, witch, vampire, werewolf, ogres, cat creature, and me.
“Enough.  I am satisfied,” she said, her tone smug and… well… satisfied.
Beneath me, the cat arched its back and Grim leapt off, landing me back to back with Declan and Stacia as Nika blurred to us, taking up the fourth point of our defensive position.
Around us lay a circle of head-exploded bodies, Stacia’s backward-facing kill, its expression surprised, and a writhing handful of lame ogres.  Blue blood from the ogres mixed with the red from the cat’s wounds and bits of white skull and gray brain were spattered in an almost perfect circle of gore around us. The giant black cat shook its head, twice, before slitting its eyes at me and growling.
The black-clad guards looked edgy and nervous, with the exception of Neeve and the man who had to be her brother, Greer.  The princess leaned casually on her black spear while Greer looked mostly puzzled.
“It was as you thought, my Black Frost,” Morrigan said to her daughter.
“Oh, it was beyond what I imagined, Mother Majesty,” Neeve said.  “But a moment more and Cat Sithe’s head would have been split open, leaving the Fallen to join the vampire in killing the rest of the ogres, if any were left alive.  Did you portal those foul metal balls into their skulls, Realm witch?”
“Yeah,” Declan said. “Pretty much.”  Stacia took that moment to Change back to human, taking new clothing from her discarded pack.
“Ingenious,” Morrigan said.  “Hmm, like this?” she asked, holding up her right hand.  A ball of ice appeared in it and then she turned and looked at one of the writhing ogres. She pursed both lips and blew once in its direction.  The ball of ice disappeared from her hand and the ogre’s head split open like a log hit by an axe, glittering shards of ice mixed in with the brains leaking from the shattered skull.  Not as explosive at Declan’s but just as effective.
“Yeah, looks like you got the hang of it, Your Majesty,” Declan said, his attitude much more respectful than it had been when we had arrived.
“And did you get what you needed from my prisoner, young vampire?” she asked Nika.
“He delivered two weapons, one to the Midwest, one to the West Coast,” Nika said, looking at the three of us.  “He doesn’t know what the targets are.”
“LA and Chicago?” Declan guessed.  Stacia shrugged and I frowned.
“If I may suggest,” Morrigan said with a demure smile that was the scariest thing I had seen so far, “the Others do not think like you.  The numbers of casualties and dead from the cities of your overpopulated world would mean nothing to them.  The Others tend to look to strategically restructure the infrastructure rather than attack centers of population.”
“So they would attack farms and ports, maybe?” Stacia suggested.
An expression of horror came over Declan’s face.  He shook his head.  “Fault lines,” he said.
“The San Andreas and the New Madrid fault lines,” Nika said with a slow nod.  “Either would do enormous economic damage to the US.”
“Both would take the US right out of the fight,” Declan said.
“Worse.  Russian nukes going off in the continental United States might trigger an all-out nuclear exchange,” I said.
“Pretty much do the job for them,” Stacia said.
“Sounds rather messy,” Morrigan noted.  “Perhaps you should do something about it?”
I felt anger flare up at her words.  She knew all this some time ago and instead of just providing the information, she’d played… games.  My mouth opened to speak but Declan beat me to it.
“I trust this has been entertaining, Your Majesty,” he said.
“Oh yes.  And incredibly informative, young Realm lord,” she said with a smirk, forming a new ice ball in her still open palm.  “I do so love to learn new things.”
“With your leave, Your Majesty, we need to act upon this information,” he said.
“Go, go.  Off with you,” she said, waving a hand.  A deep bell tolled behind us, causing all four of us to look back. The stone archway had moved closer to us, a fact that was more than a little scary, as none of us seemed to have noticed it.  Now it shifted, the center swirling until it smoothed out into a mirrored surface.  I could see all of us reflected in it, but the elves, guards, and royals behind us all looked oddly distorted, their features sharper and more feral looking.  Like perhaps we were seeing their true selves.
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We jumped back to Idiria and from there to New York, Declan first relocking the White Court’s gate in his Middle Realm capital.
By standing agreement, his Earth-based gateway opened in the basement of the Tower.  We stepped out to find ourselves facing Arkady, Deckert, and a squad of security personnel armed for dragon, including a pair of SIG MG 338 machine guns that I knew fired the devastating .338 Norma Magnum.  The compact machine guns fired a mixed belt of silver and regular magnum 300 grain bullets, each with almost twice the muzzle energy of the old 7.62mm military round.
We stood very still after stepping out, but Arkady gave a curt order as soon as Nika came through, second to last.  The guys instantly dropped their muzzles toward the ground and stood down.
“She awaits,” the giant vampire security chief said, looking us over before stopping his gaze on my sister-in-law.
“You two need to hear this as well,” I said, pointing at him and Deckert.  “Where is she?” I asked, but my bond told me the answer almost immediately.  “In the apartment.  Let’s go,” I said, heading for the elevator.
Ten minutes later found us all in the apartment, facing Tanya, Lydia, Chet Atkins, Omega in holographic avatar form, and the two security leaders.
“I can already feel your anxiety,” Tanya said to me.  “It’s bad.”
“Worse.  Two tactical nukes most likely aimed at the San Andreas fault line and the New Madrid fault line.  West Coast and middle of the country.”
“A tactical nuclear weapon is actually pretty small,” Chet said.  “I doubt either fault line would rupture from such an explosion.”
“Omega?” I asked.
“Yes and no.  Chester is mostly correct.  A small nuclear explosion is unlikely to trigger tectonic slippage, unless it was placed in exactly the right place, where maximum tension has built to the right level.  The Vorsook would certainly be able to determine such a place.”
“Shit,” Chet said. 
“Exactly,” I said, but the AI’s words had given me a thought.  “Omega, could you determine where those precise locations are?”
“I am attempting to do so now.  However, I have already determined that there are several on each fault line, and both have built up intense pressure over the years.”
“We need to inform President Polner,” Tanya said.
“I have contacted the White House, and the president’s chief of staff is convening an emergency meeting within the next fifteen minutes.”
“We need to get going,” Declan said to Omega.  The holograph looked at him and nodded.
“Yes.  An Obliterator is inbound to the Tower helipad.”
“Why are you leaving?” I asked.
“Elementals to contain the damage,” Lydia guessed.
“Yeah,” Declan answered with a nod.  “The events at the Museum of Natural History were a distraction.  Fuchs was probably having his nukes delivered to the Vorsook’s agents.  Those bombs are already in place and I doubt we can find them in time.  But if I can convince enough elementals to help, we can maybe stop the faults from triggering massive quakes.”
“Good thinking,” Tanya said.  “Go. Omega can link you into the briefing while you travel west.”
Thirteen minutes later, Tanya, Lydia, Nika, and I found our images being projected into the Oval Office. Declan and Stacia were also there, along with Omega’s avatar.  Facing us were President Polner, Nathan Stewart, General Tobias Creek, FBI Director Tucker Tyson, and a few people we didn’t know.
“Based on Omega’s advice, I’ve included the Secretary of Energy, Janet Asher, and one of her NEST people, Kevin Lattice, along with Secretary of Defense Holmberg and Sarah Giametti, who heads up the US Geological Survey, and her chief scientist, Roseann Plume,” President Polner said, introducing them.  “Now, tell us exactly what’s happened.”
By agreement, the leadoff fell to me.  “The elf known as Emil Fuchs was presumed to be in service to Queen Morrigan of Fairie, a conclusion we came to because during the operations in New York City at the Museum of Natural History, he was freed from FBI custody by agents of the Winter Queen.  We have just met with her and gleaned important new information.  While he is in her custody, he is not her agent, but rather her prisoner.  We knew from Oracle reports that the goblin bodies recovered were dyed both white and green, but upon meeting Fuchs in person, we determined that he was not employed by either Queen, but was a contracted operative working for the Vorsook.  Morrigan informed us and we confirmed that Fuchs had obtained two tactical nuclear weapons of Russian origin, backpack nukes as they are called.  The New York incident was a diversion.  Those weapons were delivered to other agents who have, we believe, emplaced them somewhere along the San Andreas and New Madrid Seismic zones.”
There was silence for a moment, then the SecDef leaned forward.  “How confident are you of this information?”
“We pulled it straight from Emil Fuchs,” I said.
“Pulled it?” he asked.
“Telepathy, Roger,” Nathan Stewart said. “Assuming this is accurate, what would be the result of nuclear explosions along those fault lines?” he asked, turning to the Geologic Survey lady.
“Earthquakes triggered by nuclear weapons is a theoretical security issue that we’ve had on the radar for a long time.  Roseann?” she asked her scientist.
“Assuming a tactical weapon is of low yield, it might amount to nothing,” she said, pushing her glasses up on her nose.
“Assume exact placement at the point of greatest tectonic tension,” Omega said.
She looked startled to be addressed by the AI, but then his words sank in.  Her expression changed to horror and her bosses became alarmed.  “It could potentially devastate the country.”
“Explain to those of us with only high school geology,” President Polner said.
“I’m fairly certain you are all aware of the San Andreas Fault and its potential for a massive earthquake,” she said. “It could eradicate the western coast of the fifth-largest economy in the world.  Ports, agriculture, Silicon Valley, much of our biggest tech infrastructure, are all on that coast.  The New Madrid fault is lesser known but has just as much potential for destruction, but this time in America’s breadbasket.”
“I get the California sliding into the sea thing, but what happens to cornfields in the Midwest?” SecDef Holmberg asked.
“There is a phenomenon known as liquefaction that can happen in certain geologic regions.  It occurs when sandy soil that is saturated with water is seismically shocked to such a degree that the soil loses all ability to hold as a solid and instead becomes a liquid.  Such an event could cut through a one-hundred-and-twenty-mile slice in the middle of the country and could sever water, energy, and transportation infrastructure,” Roseann Plume said.  “Agriculture would, of course, also be a casualty.”
“That’s like a one-two knockout combination,” Nathan Stewart said.
“What’s your plan?” Polner asked, looking at me and Tanya. 
“Declan and Stacia are currently en route to the Midwest,” I said.
“Actually, we’re there,” Declan said.  “We’re going to contact as many elementals as we can and see if we can mitigate as much damage as possible.  After we set that up, we’re going to do the same in California.”
“At the same time, I have multiple drones scanning both fault lines for radiation signatures, but it is very much a needle in a haystack exercise,” Omega said.
“I’ve also contacted my aunt. She’s going to attempt a reading to try and pinpoint the locations of the bombs,” Declan said.
“But we need more help, Mr. President,” Tanya said.  “NEST exists for events like this.  Anything to help us pinpoint the blast points is vital.”
“Excuse me, Mr. President; I’m not up to speed on this paranormal stuff,” the Department of Energy lady said. “I’ve seen some of the interviews, but how exactly are these elemental things supposed to stop nuclear blasts and earthquakes?”
“At a guess, probably exactly like happened with the Aleutian Subduction quake,” Polner said.  “Right, Declan?”
But Declan’s holographic image was frozen in place and did not so much as blink.  “He’s on another call, so to speak,” Stacia said.  “But you are exactly right, sir. Elementals are beings of natural energy.  We classify them based on the kind of energy or environment they occupy.  Earth is obvious, fire is generally volcanic, air travels in high energy air masses, and water occupies zones of current or thermal upwellings in the oceans.  They range from small fry that might occupy a small mountain to giants like the supervolcano under Yellowstone or the Aleutian giant that helped us before.  A tactical nuke has a lot of power by our perspective, but for a big elemental, it would be a blip.  If he can convince several of the Earth elementals in each region to keep watch, they could theoretically absorb the effects of a blast.  But if they’re in the wrong spot, it won’t work.”
“Likewise, Air elementals can funnel radioactive fallout to the upper atmosphere and away from populated areas,” I said.  “Water elementals can contain contaminated groundwater, and so on.”
“So, what, he just asks and they do it?” the Energy secretary asked.
“No,” Stacia said.  “Not even close.  The fact that they pay any attention to a single human is actually fantastic.  They are generally not aware of humans at all.  And they have their own agendas.  But he has an incredible track record of either getting cooperation or being allowed to borrow power.”
“Well, that 9.7 quake under the Pacific was the biggest thing ever recorded,” Giametti said. “If he could mitigate that, these would be much less, so it seems possible.”
“Yup,” Stacia said.  “As long as we get the right spots.  That’s vital. Even elementals can’t be everywhere at once.  And in that instance, we were right at the epicenter of the quake.”
“Kevin?” the energy secretary turned to her NEST expert.
“We can have two planes airborne in under forty minutes, one already stationed at Whiteman Air Force Base in Missouri, the other out of Edwards in California.  In addition, we have drones available with advanced detectors out of Creech in Nevada.”
“All of those aircraft have my technology on board,” Omega said.  “Their use could be invaluable.”
“Declan, how likely is it that you can recruit the necessary, ah, elementals to our cause?” President Polner asked. Our witch was moving again and seeming to follow the conversation.
“Well, Mr. President, it shouldn’t be too big of a problem in the West, as there are quite a few in the Santa Cruz mountains where the fault lies.  But the Midwest is not heavily populated with Earth elementals, at least not big ones.  I actually was just talking to Mississippi, who is a very large Water elemental, about that.”
“Mississippi, as in the river?” Nathan Stewart asked, clearly fascinated.
“Yes.  I’ve explained the problem and it is very interested in helping us.  However, it can’t do much about the fault line; that falls into the realm of Earth types.  Mississippi is attempting to get the attention of enough smaller entities within the various faults to see if we can put together a kind of coalition.”
“I have had good results from coalitions,” President Polner said.  From the pained looks on some of his cabinet members’ faces, they clearly didn’t think this was the same thing at all. “We need to prepare the populations along those fault lines for disaster,” he said.
“That will be difficult and ineffective, Mr. President, as both fault lines cover hundreds of miles,” the geology lady, Giametti, said.  “And Mr. O’Carroll hasn’t even made it out west yet.”
“Ah, that’s not exactly true,” Declan said.  “I’ve already had a number of small conversations with elementals in California. Omega’s drones can send and receive infrasound and so I use them like telephones.”
“Like you did with the USS Ketchikan?” SecDef Holmberg asked.
“Yes, but even better, as the drones’ tech was custom-made for this sort of thing,” our witch said. 
“And what has resulted from these contacts?” Polner asked.
“I have some confidence that a one or two-kiloton explosion won’t trigger a big quake in California.  But as I said, the Midwest is an issue.”
“I see.  Then we’ll need to alert FEMA and mobilize every available agency that we can,” Polner said. 
“Sir, I have to sign off,” Declan said.  “We’re landing in the middle of the fault lines so I can make direct contact.”
“Good luck, Godspeed, and please keep us informed,” Polner said.  Witch and werewolf nodded and then were just gone from the room.
The president turned to Tanya and me. “What about you?”
“Well, Mr. President, we don’t have Declan’s contacts, but we are pretty good hunters,” Tanya said.
“So we’re all going to hunt down the aliens’ ground agents and get the details directly from the source,” I said.
He looked at us for a moment, then frowned.  “Well, you should get going then… Time is of the essence.”
“We’re almost there, sir.  We’re calling you from Omega’s personnel transport,” I said.
“Where are you starting?” Tucker Tyson asked.  “I can have Bureau resources ready to support you.”
“Right at the heart of it, Tucker,” I said.  “New Madrid, Missouri.”






Chapter 27

We actually touched down a bit east of New Madrid, inside the boundaries of the Reelfoot Lake State Park, which is actually in Tennessee.  The lake itself was caused by earthquakes on the fault back in 1811 and 1812, which caused flooding and backflow along the Reelfoot River.  The resulting lake, actually a series of basins, now covers over 15,000 acres and is, at its deepest, only about eighteen feet.
During her bout with Fuchs, Nika had picked up the image of him meeting a man at a park.  The man had been wearing a Tennessee park employee uniform.
Omega landed us behind the park headquarters just after six-thirty Eastern Time.  Western Tennessee was an hour earlier, but the daylight had turned to the gloom of dusk and none of our people were bothered.  Nika, Tanya, Arkady, and I spread out as we approached the building.  Lydia, under strong protest, was back in New York, guarding the twins and coordinating with the White House.
This time of night, there was only a single park ranger on duty in the welcome center.  The man who looked up from his phone was probably mid-fifties, tall and thin, with a tightly trimmed gray beard and hair that was more salt than pepper.
“Good evening, folks. The center is closing in a half…” He trailed off as he took us in, his eyes shifting behind us and up as Arkady followed his queen inside.
“Hi, we’re looking for information on one of your fellow rangers,” Tanya said with a smile that pulled his eyes from the giant vampire behind her and locked his attention fully.
“Ah, you’re her,” he said in stunned recognition.
“Tatiana Demidova,” she said, holding out one slim hand, “Ranger… Robbins,” she read from his name tag.
He stared at her for a few seconds, then tensed up and slowly turned his head to me, gulping as he recognized me too.
“Hi. Chris Gordon,” I said. 
He nodded, not speaking.
“We need to find a Ranger Steans,” I said.  “It’s vital that we get in touch with him as fast as possible.”
“Simon? He’s not here.  He’s, ah, on vacation,” Ranger Robbins said, looking from me to Tanya, then glancing at Nika, who was studying him carefully, almost cringing when he glanced up at Arkady, then coming back to me.
“Really?” Tanya asked.  “When did he start his break?”
“Ah, yesterday.  What’s this all about?”
“It’s a matter of National Security,” Tanya said in an earnest tone, a tone I recognized.  It was what I called her Star Wars Obi-wan Kenobi voice. 
“Oh.  Really? He said he was going fishing.”
“Can you give us his address?” she asked so reasonably that I wanted to find it for her myself.
“Um, I’m not supposed to…” His voice drifted off.  “National Security?”
My Chosen nodded her beautiful head, her eyes earnest.
“Well, that’s different then,” he said.
“Got it,” Nika suddenly said, turning away, the rest of us following instantly.
“Thank you, Ranger Robbins,” Tanya said over her shoulder.
“But I didn’t give it to you,” he protested as we left.
We moved to the transport drone and three minutes later, we were stepping out of the floating vehicle onto the porch roof of a house that had been converted into apartments.  The window lock yielded to my strength and one by one, we ducked into the apartment.
“No computer,” Nika said from a clean and unused-looking desk area.  “Nothing in the trash can.”
“All the trash cans have been emptied,” I said, “and I don’t see any mail or papers of any kind.”
“This place has been sterilized,” Tanya said.
“Simon Steans has no online presence at all,” Omega said, speaking from the small orange-sized drone that had floated into the apartment behind us.  “His paycheck was deposited to a local bank and the money withdrawn in cash every pay period.  He has no social media, no cellular service contract, internet service, or even an email address.”
“Completely off radar,” Tanya said as she looked under couch cushions and behind furniture. 
Arkady was doing the same. He suddenly stood up with something in one big hand. “Classic car buff,” he said, turning the small square document to reveal it was a Polaroid picture of two men and a car.  “Chevy Camaro Supersport.”
We all moved closer to the big vampire and the photo.  Up close we could see a black American classic muscle car and two men, older and younger, father and son.
“Stanley H. Steans was the registered owner of a black 1969 Chevrolet Camaro Supersport.  Stanley Steans is also the father’s name on Simon Steans’s birth certificate.  He was reported deceased ten months ago.”
“The son’s been using the dad’s registered car, perhaps?” Nika wondered.
“Searching for that vehicle and license plate, I find multiple camera shots all around this physical address.  He filled the tank yesterday afternoon at Scotty’s Truck Stop in Tiptonville, Tennessee.  He is on camera paying a cash toll on I-66 entering Washington, D.C. forty-nine minutes ago.”
“Washington?” I asked.
“He’s moved out of here if the bomb is going to slice the country in half,” Tanya said.  “Park himself in D.C. and be ready for the next strike.”
“I have located the vehicle via street cameras.  It is parked on the street outside an apartment complex on Rodman Street in Northwest Washington.  I have drones en route.”
“Speaking of en route, let’s go,” Tanya suggested.
We piled back into the transport and were over D.C. in a bit over fifteen minutes.  Below us, the black sports car was parked just as Omega had said. 
“Any idea of where in that building this guy is?” I asked Omega.
“There are forty-two dwelling units in this building.  Thirty-eight register signs of life.  None are registered to Simon Steans.  There are, however, four units leased by an organization listed as the Tungsten Group, which is turn owned by an offshore holding company titled Questing Acquisitions.  That company’s origin is cloudy, but I have tracked the money trail to the National Human Alliance, which, as you all know, is a fairly radical human extremist group.”
“The outspoken ones who sue Demidova Corp weekly,” Tanya said.
“Same.”
“How many of those four are occupied?” I asked.
“All four.  Two contain one individual each, one has three people, and the last holds two.”
“Can you tell which are male and which are female?” Nika asked.
“The two individual occupants are both female.  The three-person group consist of one male and two females.  They are engaged in coitus.  The last two are a male and female.  They are not talking or using electronic forms of entertainment, nor are they sexually occupied as far as I can tell.  I do detect energy waves consistent with the Philadelphia shipyard situation.”
“That’s the one,” I said.  “Caeco reported humans modified with Vorsook tech.  Able to recover from complete dismemberment but not fire.”
“Thermal liquidation by Draco was effective.  The skull and spine had been replaced by Vorsook technology that provided great strength, speed, and complete regeneration of most physical damage.”
“As long as they aren’t those damned Black Frost bastards,” Tanya said. “Although I have some of that Fairie juice to melt them if they are.”
“Tests on the remains of the Philadelphia suspects
indicated the plant-based compound you refer to as Fairie juice to be ineffective against this form of technology.”
“That’s fine,” I said, sheathing my arms in aura.  “I think we can manage.”






Chapter 28

Tanya and I entered from the roof, Arkady and Nika covering the ground, front and back.
The four units were all on the first floor, accessed from a central hallway that bisected the building.  All four were on the west side of the building, with the one we were interested in being third from last. 
We moved as stealthy as a vampire and a whatever-the-hell-I-am could, which is pretty stealthy, lining up outside the door.  Two Omega orbs were hovering shoulder-high behind us.
Grim’s control of my senses revealed slow heartbeats and equally slow breathing, but no other sound.  My vampire and I exchanged a look, then we pushed through the locked door.  The steel barrier had been installed into a steel frame which was, in turn, bolted to the concrete foundation.  Grim just pushed until it gave. Posting my body to the floor proved to be stronger than steel bolts and concrete walls.  The door bent in the middle until it was so far out of true that the lock bolts just slipped free. 
Inside, two individuals waited, a dark-haired man and a red-haired woman, each pointing an odd handgun similar to what Nika packs, each firing as soon as they saw us.
Tanya screamed at them at exactly the same time as they fired.  The opposing bursts of sonic energy cancelled each other out and then I was on them.
I sliced both of their weapons free by the simple act of cutting off their arms.  Without hesitation, each threw a punch at me with their remaining arms.  Grim cut those arms free as well, then cut them each in half. Not a word was said besides Tanya’s initial scream.  Having followed me inside the apartment, she shoved the bent door back into place as well as it would fit, just as other doors opened in the hallway, puzzled voices calling out to each other about the scream.
I moved to the windows and opened one.  Nika dove through with a smooth judo roll, followed by the much bigger form of Arkady. 
“Your speed at finding us is surprising and yet ultimately futile,” the man who I recognized as Simon Steans said, his voice even and pain-free even as his armless torso sat in a pile of his own intestines. There was very little blood and neither of them seemed to be bleeding.  In fact, I could see the arms were moving on their own, squirming like they were trying to get back to the main bodies.
“How much time is left?” I asked.
“Seven minutes and twenty-two seconds.  You will not be able to find and defuse the two weapons in that time,” Simons said without any emotion.
“Where are the bombs?” Tanya asked.  Neither one answered.
“This body, Simon Steans’s, how long have you controlled it?” Tanya asked.
“Seven months and four days. The previous owner was both correctly employed in the target area as well as philosophically opposed to the current political apparatus.  He was easily recruited.”
“Nika?” I asked.
“I got a mental image of terrain that I think is in the state park we just left.  Nothing on the San Andreas bomb.”
“Describe to me what you saw in as much detail as possible,” Omega said to her.  She moved back near the windows and began to talk to the floating orb that followed her.
“What are we going to do about the California bomb?” Tanya asked.
“I have found a match for Nika’s image.  Father is on his way.  But he cannot be in both places at once, so I have activated the state earthquake early warning system and notified emergency responders.”
“We are over the Midwestern bomb,” Declan’s voice said from the floating orb.  “I think we can mitigate most of it.  All I can do for the other one is put as many elementals as possible on watch over the five pressure points that Omega has identified.”  He sounded tense, you know, like he was supposed to save the country or something.
“Let’s figure out a way to secure these two,” I said to Tanya and Arkady.
My wife frowned in thought but Arkady just grunted, walked over to the two armless torsos, and then blurred forward, vampire fast.  His massive hands, fingernails glittering, plunged into their backs.  With two powerful yanks, he lifted them from the ground, spattering blood everywhere as he shook the bodies back and forth.  His motions reached a frenzied level until first the female’s and then, a moment later, the male’s torso tore free, leaving his hands filled with two bloody spines complete with heads.  Silver shone through gore on the too-smooth spinal columns and the faces still moved on the attached heads.
“Put them in a box or something,” Arkady grumbled.  “No bodies to regrow.”
“The remaining flesh should be incinerated completely, as there seem to be foreign particles within the tissue,” Omega said.  “Seventy-two seconds until detonation.”
Immediately, the orange-sized drone began to play a blue laser-like beam of light over the squirming body parts, the foul smell of burning flesh filling the room.  Nika came into the living room from the kitchen, a red plastic cooler in her hands, a roll of duct tape sitting on the white lid.  “This should work,” she said.
The bombs went off before they finished taping the lid shut, right on Omega’s countdown.
“Seven, six, five, four, three, two, one…I have detected dual detonations… and resulting seismic activity.  There are two small quakes in Missouri and Tennessee, both below magnitude one-point-six.  There are four quakes in and around the Los Angeles basin, a seven-point-two, a five-point-three, a two-point-one, and a one-point-three.”
“How much damage, Omega?” Declan’s voice projected from the orb that was still industriously burning alien henchpeople.  His voice was tight with worry.
“The largest two have resulted in significant damage.  Multiple structural failures in downtown LA, landslides blocking roads, and currently power is out in widespread areas.”
“Take us there please,” the witch said in clipped tones.






Chapter 29

We packed our cooler of gruesome henchpeople parts into the transport and followed the witch and werewolf to the western coast.
“So the damage in the Midwest was light?” Tanya asked. Omega had connected with the Oval Office, from where President Polner was now participating in the conversation.
“Minimal.  Father’s efforts exceeded my expectations.  The earth elementals he worked with sealed the explosion underground and bled off the fault slippage in multiple directions.  Likewise, the San Andreas detonation would likely have been several orders of magnitude greater without the significant efforts of two big elementals. California is intact. Most of the effects were in and around LA. The nuclear detonation did project a plume of radioactive debris over a mile high, but three air elementals have already pushed it back down to the ground before it could spread.  Contamination has been largely mitigated and contained. Father and Stacia have arrived in LA and begun to aid in search and recovery efforts.”
“The early warning system alert potentially saved a lot of lives,” Polner said.  “Governor Duran and his team are assessing the situation, but yes, Nevada is not the new West Coast, so that’s a victory.”
“I am adding Governor Donald Duran to this call,” Omega said.
“Hello, Mr. President?”
a deep male voice said.
“Don, you’re on with myself, Tatiana Demidova, Chris Gordon, and some of their people as well as some of mine,” President Polner said. “What’s your situation?  What do you need?”
“From what you told me earlier, we’re lucky to be here at all. That said, there was some pretty significant damage to downtown LA.  Multiple buildings collapsed, quite a few injuries along with infrastructure damage, which will take some time to assess.”
“How many injured, Don?” Polner asked.
“We don’t know yet. At least fifteen dead and we know of thirty-seven casualties currently, but we have to dig out the buildings,” Governor Duran said.  “I’m told your, ah, companions are making a big difference, Ms. Demidova, ah and Mr. Gordon.”
“Declan and Stacia?” Tanya asked.
“Ah, yeah.  I’m on my way there now by helicopter, but I’m being told by my people on the ground that it’s kind of indescribable.”
“Let me guess,” I said. “She finds them in the rubble and he removes whole buildings to get to them?”
“That’s almost exactly what I’ve been told,” the governor said. “We’re coming overhead now so I’ll get my first… Holy shit!”
“Don, you alright?” Polner asked.
“Yeah, yeah, ah Mr. President. Fine, we’re fine, it’s just, um, well I can’t even describe what I’m seeing.”
“My transport unit is arriving now, Mr. Governor,” Omega said.  Inside the transport, I felt nothing, but the floor and walls went transparent and the streaking blur that was normal just suddenly stopped completely, leaving us hanging over LA.  Our trip west had taken mere minutes, far, far faster than the Demidova jet could have transported us.  Below, in the fading light of early evening, we could see the disaster zone, at least five big office buildings either noticeably damaged or, in several cases, almost utterly collapsed.
A line of giant dump trucks was formed up in front of the worst buildings and I could see full trucks pulling away from the scene.
The transport drone suddenly dropped like a stone and again came to a sudden halt and again, we felt nothing.  The door opened and we stepped out onto the street, Nika pointing immediately to our two teammates.
Stacia was jumping and leaping over the debris of a building, her attention focused on the rubble under her feet.  She suddenly turned and looked at Declan, who was standing on the street next to a giant dump truck, watching her.  She pointed at her feet. “There’s a woman about eight feet under me.  She’s bleeding, so EMTs, stand ready,” she said in a firm voice that carried to everyone nearby. In that moment, I was suddenly struck by how quiet everything was.  The watching emergency responders all stood silent and only the sound of the big trucks idling filled the night. There were some sirens in other parts of the city but here, all extra noise had been cut out. 
Stacia skipped off the pile and everything that had been under her feet instantly rose in a steady stream, like watching a transparent vacuum cleaner pull up a pile of dirt in slow motion.  The debris all arced overhead and flowed down into the back of the truck that Declan was standing next to.  Stacia stood a yard away, watching closely, and she suddenly waved one hand, and he cut off the magical vacuum instantly.  She lightly hopped down into the newly excavated pit and then her head popped up and she waved two waiting EMTs over.
We walked up to Declan while Stacia moved back out into the debris piles.  “We can search too,” Tanya said to him. 
“Oh, good. You guys are here,” he said.  “I can move lots of stuff, but we need to know where the survivors are first.”
We didn’t waste time talking about it, just spread out, moving vampire light over the ruined buildings, using all of our senses to find any sign of living people under our feet.  Arkady and I worked around the edges of the buildings, where we could move heavy construction materials off those people we found sheltering in doorways.  Tanya and Nika joined Stacia up on the deepest mounds, and soon Declan was moving three streams of material at a time, filling dump trucks like it was a race.  Police and firefighters moved in on each wounded survivor, stabilizing and then getting them out of the wreckage.  Nika’s abilities found people buried so deep that even our senses couldn’t detect them, and Omega’s drones used alien tech to find others that even our telepath wasn’t aware of.  In all, we spent something like ten or eleven hours pulling victims from the wreckage.  It was only that long because Declan literally stripped the fallen buildings right down into their foundations in that time.  A small number of young elementals helped, both in lending him power and in helping us find victims.  In all, we pulled sixty-eight victims from the rubble, forty-five living and twenty-three dead.  We were all exhausted by the end, but Declan was all in.  He moved the last debris from the final building while sitting on the ground, leaning back against a US Postal mailbox, and then he promptly passed out.  I carried him to the transport drone, which floated down and collected him, along with Nika and Stacia.  Tanya, Arkady, and I stayed on the ground to confer with Governor Duran and his people and help him with the news conference that followed.  Omega pulled the transport out of the area, no doubt surrounded by war drones.
Meanwhile, the press had learned of the detonations, in both locations, and they were pressuring both the White House and Duran, as well as our team, for explanations.
“God Hammer, is it true that these weapons were set by humans?” a reporter yelled out.
“It’s just Chris,” I replied. “And yes.  There appears to be a group of Vorsook sympathizers working against the rest of us.”
“How will you track them down?  You will track them down, right?” another media personality asked.  “Can you track them?” a guy next to her added. “Can you root them out?”
“Yes, we can and no, I’m not going to tell you how, as they are likely watching right now,” Tanya answered.
We actually didn’t know for certain if we could, but Stacia felt very strongly that Declan could use the Vorsook spines and skulls in some kind of spell.  Based on what he’d done with far less, Tanya and I weren’t willing to second-guess her.
“Are more attacks coming?”  “Do they have more tactical weapons?”  “What do the Russians say?”  three separate journalists demanded.
“This is the beginning of a war, so yes, there will be more attacks,” I said.  “We don’t believe there are more missing nuclear weapons,” Governor Duran replied.  “Omega has received solid cooperation from our allies in Russia.”
“What are we doing to counterattack?” a leading news anchor based in LA asked pointedly. “How are we answering this attack?”
Duran looked our way, throwing the ball into our court.  Tanya stepped forward.  “We’re working hard on that.  Our enemy has prepared for this for decades.  Earth has not.  The Vorsook are a transgalactic species, which makes counterpunching problematic but not impossible.”
“You’re saying we can’t even find them,” the anchor, Connor Forsyth, said.  It wasn’t a question. “How do we win against an enemy we can’t locate?”
“Ah, but Connor, they’re attacking us,” my vampire said.  “We find them every time they take a shot at us.”
“Fighting a defensive battle is no way to win,” he countered.
“Really? Isn’t that exactly what Ali did against Foreman?  The classic Rope-a-dope?”
“You can’t compare galactic warfare with a boxing match,” he replied with a grimace.
“A fight is a fight,” she said.  “The enemy just took a shot, but we absorbed it.  Yes, the damage was grave. People lost their lives.  But it was nowhere near what the enemy intended. And they made mistakes, leaving us with opportunities to respond.”
“In addition, Connor,” Governor Duran said, glancing at Tanya as he leaned into his mic.  “The US Navy has recently brought down a Vorsook ship and the President will be giving you all details at his upcoming press conference,” he said, glancing dramatically at his wristwatch. “And that’s in less than an hour.  Now, if you’ll excuse us, that’s all for now, as we have a lot to wrap up.  God bless California, America, and the entire world,” he said, waving goodbye and turning away in one smooth, well-practiced motion.  We followed closely.
“Nothing to be gained by continuing to let them throw speculation our way,” he said as we stepped behind the screen of police and administration officials.  He stopped and ignored the aide hovering by his side, instead focusing on us.  “Was any of that true?  The tracking and the counterattacks?” he asked.
“Yes.  We just need to wait for our best weapon to wake up,” I said.
“So much relies on just that young man,” he noted.  “But it was unbelievable watching all that wreckage just float into dump trucks.”
“That was a demonstration of finesse and skill,” Tanya said.  “You have yet to see a true demonstration of power.”
“Well, I’m hoping to see one soon,” he said before turning to his aide.  Before the assistant could speak, he turned back.  “And I don’t know if anyone has said this to you all but thank you.  Thank you for making sure I still have a state to govern and thank you for all the people you saved today.”






Chapter 30

Governor Duran’s wish came much sooner than even we expected.  Omega flew us all back to New York and the vampires went down for the day.  Declan didn’t wake up, even when Arkady carried him to the suite under the Tower that had been his and Stacia’s since Omega was born.  But he did wake up before the sun set and he did slip almost unnoticed into Chet Aikens’ science center, where the remains of the Vorsook henchpeople were being held and studied under Omega’s watchful eyes.
I made it down there three minutes after Omega informed me of his father’s arrival.  I happened to have both twins in my hands, so they went with me, laughing as I raced down flights of stairs at inhuman speed.  The science center doors opened automatically for me as I approached, undoubtedly Omega’s action, as they usually required biometric scanning to enter.
Inside, a very nervous Chet was bravely putting himself between the armored glass room that held the secured alien technology and the dark cloud of witchery named Declan.  Both snapped around at my arrival, Chester looking instantly relieved while Declan frowned at the twins in my arms, turning his body to block sight of the bloody and still animated skulls and spines.
“Why are you guys here?” Declan asked, moving toward me while the glass wall darkened itself to block the bloody view.
“Heard you were here,” I said.  “Wulf and Cora wanted to see Uncle Declan.”
Declan shot a glare at the nearest wall-mounted camera as he approached and accepted both twins, who all but jumped into his arms.  Exactly as I had asked them to on the way downstairs.  Hard to have an outburst when you are holding little ones.
“Let’s go get some food,” I suggested.  “You have to be starving.”
He looked at me, staying focused on me despite Cora grabbing his nose, but he nodded.  “I see what you’re doing here… all of you,” he said, tilting his head slightly toward the camera.  “Fine.”
A few minutes later, I got him and the kids situated in a private corner of the cafeteria, buckling the strap on Cora’s highchair while Declan did the same for Wulf.
“Where’s Stacia?” I asked after one of the kitchen staff took our orders.  The cafeteria is usually a serve yourself kind of place but at times—like, say, when the world’s most powerful witch needs to be talked down from going nuclear—there’s a bit higher level of service.
“She’s still asleep.  She didn’t pass out on the sidewalk like I did,” he said, pulling a roll from the basket I’d grabbed on the way in.  I wasn’t Nika, and not even as astute as any of the women in my life, but I was pretty sure I understood Declan.
“So, you’re enraged over the attack that you think you should have stopped and you’re angry at passing out from exhaustion after doing more than anyone, and because of that, you want to craft a devastating counterattack using that creepy nano hardware in Chet’s lab, right?”
“Don’t you?” he retaliated, breaking his roll into three pieces and giving a piece to each of my kids. 
“Oh, I feel it alright.  Rage. Rage beyond what I felt when Toni was in that silo in New Hampshire. And yes, I think you’re the one to do it, to strike the blow for us, but if I learned anything from New Hampshire, it’s the limits and dangers of reacting from anger instead of focusing that rage into a laser-like response.  So don’t you think we should plan it out a bit rather than go off like nitroglycerin?”
He was chewing his own piece of roll, as were Cora and Wulf, who have never been fussy eaters.  What can I say; they take after their dad.
Before he could answer, three servers brought trays of food: sandwiches, wraps, cheese and crackers, fruit, and lots of chips.
The kids reached for chips and grapes, forcing the two of us to get them little piles of food to preoccupy them long enough for us to eat and talk.  I was done first and took the opportunity to chow a quarter sub in three bites.  Declan had just got a bite of a wrap when I finished swallowing.
“So what’s your idea?  What can you do with that tech?”
“I need to examine it closer, which you and Chet both seemed hell-bent on stopping me from doing,” he complained as he swallowed.
“Mostly because you had that look in your eyes,” I said.  “Like a wolf about to bite.  You’ve picked up some traits from Stacia.”
He took another bite, his face thoughtful as he chewed.  Then he swallowed and answered.
“Like calls to like,” he said.
“What?”
“It’s a facet of sympathetic magic.  Like calls to like.  You’ve experienced a witch attempting to spell you using your hair, right?” he asked.
I nodded, realizing Stacia must have told him about Erika’s ill-advised attempt.
“Well, those minions were created from sympathizers by the alien who mounted this attack.”
“So they connect to the Vorsook?”
“In a manner of speaking.  They also connect to the rest of the human organization here on Earth that helped plant those bombs,” he said.
“What’s your idea?”
He told me.  In between bites of food and long drafts of his favorite after-battle beverage—chocolate milk—the witch explained his plans for the remains of the alien’s henchpeople.  And to say I was impressed would be an understatement.
I saw some holes in his plans and pointed them out.  He listened and settled down to rework some of his ideas, with me tossing suggestions out here and there.  An hour later, we had a pretty good framework of a plan, and more importantly, he agreed that we needed to run it by the others before he dove into it.  After that, and after cleaning up the mess of empty food platters and dishes we were responsible for, we dropped the twins off with Tanya’s assistant, Lisle, and went back down to Chet’s lab. 
The heads were maybe even more gruesome than before.  Not because the flesh covering their skulls was rotting; on the contrary, from the neck up, they were almost perfect.  Taut, clean skin, hair trimmed, eyes normal other than having a silver pupil surrounded by a normal iris, blue for the male, hazel for the female.  And that cleaned-up perfection on the head, with two feet of hanging silver spine below it was way, way worse than the decayed zombie look I had imagined.
Both of them were locked into hardened steel clamps, suspended over the stone floor of the otherwise empty room.  Empty with the exception of two Omega drones hovering on guard.
“We’re keeping them quarantined,” Chet said.  “I imagine horrible things if they touch any living flesh.”
“Have they spoken?” I asked.
“They have no lungs,” Chet said, looking bewildered.
“Neither do those drones of Omega’s,” Declan said.  “Yet he can speak just fine.”
“No.  They haven’t spoken, but they watch and probably read lips,” Chet answered.
I turned and gave Declan a meaningful look. 
“Yeah, I know.  Already thought of their sensory capabilities.  I need to go in there for a moment,” he said, looking at me.
“Hell no!” Chet said, shaking his head. “No way.  If they get ahold of you, who knows what happens?”
“I’ll go with you,” I said.  “Plus, we have Omega watching.  But… you will have your shields in place.”
“That will make it harder, but alright,” he agreed.
“Going on record that this is a bad idea,” Chet said, but he got a high-definition camera from a cabinet and set it up with something like anticipation.
We approached the sliding steel door and Omega opened it for us.  I went in first, my own aural armor in place.  Both combat orbs slid around, putting themselves between the metal alien tech and Declan.
Despite being clamped in place, the eyes in both skulls shifted to watch us and the jaws started to snap.
“Knock that shit off,” Declan said, raising one hand.  Twin arcs of blue electricity shot from his fingers, slamming into the skulls, making the metal spines go straight and stiff.  He let off, then snapped a second bolt into each one.  When the arcing stopped, smoke rose from both skulls, mostly the hair I think, and the air smelled of ozone.
“We don’t feel pain,” the female face said.  The male snapped its jaws. 
Declan sighed and flexed the wrist of his still-extended hand.  This time, a bolt of eye-searing white shot from his palm and hit the very bottom of the female’s dangling spine, vaporizing the alien metal like water on hot concrete.
The whole spine and skull jumped like a kid touching a hot stove.  “Did you feel that?” the witch asked.
“A loss of less than five percent of functionality,” the female said.  “Even if you erase these units bit by bit, we will not be divulging information.”
The kid laughed.  “You reveal information to me every second I stand here,” he said with a wolfish smile.  “For instance, I just learned all kinds of information about your construction and specifications.  You have intact human brains encased in those artificial skulls. You are composed of advanced alloys that contain some kind of nano circuitry.”
“Your words indicate you lack even the vocabulary to describe our technology,” the male said.
“Hmm, maybe,” the young witch mused.  “But look, I can take over your indescribable technology with a thought.”  He flicked his fingers and both spines shifted at whatever silent command he gave them.  They formed silver S-shapes, then dropped and twisted around to reach toward each other, one slightly shorter than the other.
Both faces went blank.  “I can also stop you from communicating with your owner,” Declan said before turning my way.  “It’s like I guessed and Omega thought. There’s entanglement with something.”
“And you can block it?” I asked.
“No, that’s part of the nature of entanglement, but I can override their programs and make them not communicate.”
“How?” I asked.  I believed him but it seemed too easy.
He shrugged.  “When I ran those bolts of electricity through them, I used these,” he said, holding up his arm, showing off the nano bracelet on his wrist, “to monitor their responses.  Sort of followed along with the current, in a manner of speaking.  That much electricity overwhelmed their systems for a moment.  In that moment, I learned all about them… and found holes in their defenses.”
“Father has grown since I came into being,” Omega said from one of the orbs. “His ability to connect with anything technical has benefited from contact with my own version of nano technology.”
“What about when you vaporized the bottom of that one?” I asked, pointing at the female.
“I was just sick of its shit,” he admitted.  “Anyway, each still has the human brain of the original minion.  The brain interfaces with the nano tech of the skull.  I found the off switch for that interface.”
“Can they find a way around it?”
“They’re certainly trying.  I want to get Nika to listen and monitor the gray matter part.”
“Well, we’ve got hours before she’s up, so what next?”
“We’ll need someplace to do this whole thing,” he said.  “I have an idea about that, but maybe we should take a ride and look it over to make sure.”






Chapter 31

It was almost full dark when we all got together.  Tanya, Nika, Lydia, Stacia, Arkady, Deckert and fifteen of his people, Chet, myself, and Darion Cornell all stood back and watched as Declan finished the last touches on his crafting.  He’d spent almost all afternoon on it, ever since he and I had driven to the Red Hook training facility, which he immediately pronounced perfect for his purposes. When he’d first told me about the site as a possibility, I hadn’t agreed.  Most of the space is filled with massive grain silos that run from top to bottom of the massive facility, leaving very few wide-open patches of bare floor.  But we’d found that there were a couple of open spaces of the size he’d indicated, including the open roof where we were now, and he’d stayed behind to begin work as soon as he saw it.
Now, we stood in the wind, under the early stars, watching as Declan worked in a pool of intense illumination coming from a trio of tripod-mounted 6000-lumen work lights.  He was kneeling, scribbling on the concrete with a burnt piece of pine two-by-four.  Omega had retrieved the wood from LA, along with a whole bunch of building debris left from the earthquake.  During the quake, fires had broken out in and around the collapsed buildings, all promptly extinguished by our witch, but at least one had burned long enough to leave the charred implement he was using to scribe last-minute runes, sigils, and glyphs on the concrete rooftop.
A pair of giant circles, created from powdered concrete, also from LA, formed the framework of his crafting. They covered a space at least fifty feet wide and maybe eighty feet long. The two overlapped like a pair of Olympic rings, creating a kind of Venn diagram.  The intersected area held a sapling yew tree in a planter that I had personally carried up to the roof an hour ago.
Several large chunks of broken asphalt had arrived with the transport and Declan had held them in his hands, one at a time, melting the tar from each piece with his mind, dribbling the viscous black fluid onto the concrete roof, forming the smooth symbols and shapes of his art.  Apparently making the spell construct from the remains of the attack lent some sort of significant impact to the spell beyond simple symbolism.
The witch leaned back on his heels and studied the finished diagrams.  Nodding to himself, he turned to us.  “It’s ready,” he said with confidence.
Immediately, Arkady picked up a big steel box and brought it to Declan, who met him at the edge of his construct.  “Open it please,” the witch asked.
Arkady balanced the heavy box on one big hand and carefully used the other to open the hinged top of the box.  Declan waved a hand and the two metal-and-flesh remnants of the minions floated out, twitching and writhing with unnatural life as they floated along behind the witch.  He waved again and they floated down to land in the exact center of the nearest giant circle, inside a smaller circle which was itself inside three other concentric circles.
Declan bent down and touched the rim of the innermost circle.  A sharp click like someone snapping their fingers really hard accompanied his touch.  He stepped out of the next circle and did it again, then the next and the next two after that, like a banker locking vault doors for the night.  He stepped out of the biggest circle and into the same-sized one next to it.  Inside this one was a five-pointed star, the uppermost point aimed at true north, each star tip just barely touching the rim of the circle.  Each point had a road flare set on it, the big police kind, that Deckert had provided from his security supplies.  Inside the star were five piles of blood-stained clothing, items recovered from the LA County morgue that had been worn by deceased victims of the attack, one pile to each arm of the pentagram. The exact center of the pentagram was filled with flowers, cards, photos, stuffed animals, and other remembrances of the victims at the makeshift memorial in California.  How Omega had gotten all of it away, unseen, from that very public site was a mystery but I was more interested in what Declan would do with all of it.
“Like calls to like,” Declan said, pointing at the circle with the alien tech inside it.  “And the sharp loss and sacrifice of our citizens and the heartfelt grief and sorrow of their survivors amplifies the power of our response.”
“Which is what, exactly?” Darian Cornell asked, his expression clearly concerned.
Declan smiled.  I’d seen the same predatory grin on his girlfriend’s face many times before. It seems it may be contagious.  “It’s like that reporter asked Chris and Tanya.  How do we root out the humans who have turned against their own species and their own world?” He pointed at the circle with the skulls and spines.  “These remnants of Vorsook minions are a direct link to both their master and to the rest of the organization.  Nika has been able to verify that these two were highly placed in the alien’s network, that they knew all the cells of the organization.  She wasn’t able to dig more information out, as the nano structure of the metal skulls acts as a blocking agent for more than the simplest thoughts.  But that’s okay.  The fact that they know it is enough.”
“I thought you blocked their link to their master?” I asked.
“I did.  This spell is a little tricky, in that I have to get the timing just right.  It’s a little like when you put your cell phone on Airplane Mode.  When you take it off, the phone reaches out to reestablish connection.  With entanglement, that happens almost instantly.  I need to get that part dead-on.”
He might have emphasized the dead in dead-on.  I felt the hairs on the back of my neck lift a little.  He had clothes from dead citizens and the live brains of the minions in his spell.  Somehow I didn’t think the minions would be coming out of this spell still alive.
“I’m powering it up now, using both the ambient energy of New York and the emotional energy of the items in the second circle, as well as some borrowed elemental power.  In this case, it’s better to bring it up slowly, smoothly.”
“Does anyone else feel like we’re in a movie where there’s about to be a sacrifice?” Darion asked.
Stacia snapped around and pinned the big attorney with a sharp glance, her normally green eyes flickering a little yellow.
“The sacrifice already occurred, Attorney Cornell,” Tanya said, her use of formal address a rebuke.
“She’s exactly right.  And you are too,” Declan said.  “I’m not going to lie.  This spell is perhaps the darkest I’ve ever constructed.  It uses death magic, as in the death of the victims, to give it at least a little power, just a bit.”
“And what does that do?” Lydia asked.  “Because I’ve always understood that we needed to keep you from doing any death magic?” She shot a glance at Stacia as she commented.
“Ninety percent of this spell has nothing to do with death, but with commonalities, connections, and shared attributes.  The on-Earth organization of the Vorsook share a common goal: the conquering of Earth.  That common purpose is our drill bit.  Think of the grief and anger of the survivors, along with the innocent deaths of the victims, to be the carbide that coats our drill bit, letting it bite deeper than it could on its own, able to cut through hard metal.”
“What’s with the tree?” Arkady asked.
Declan smiled again, and there was nothing nice about it.  “That, Arkady, is the root part,” he said, then waved his hand.
For a second, nothing happened, then the lights dimmed.  It took me a second to realize it wasn’t just the lights on the roof, but all the lights… across the entire city.  The ones on the roof popped and snapped, throwing sparks that bounced off the invisible walls of each circle.  The lights of Brooklyn faded to darkness, then the lights of Manhattan, followed by all the other boroughs, dimming down to complete blackness. 
For a second, there was just starlight, at least for those of us with true night vision, and then, with a hiss and a snap, a florescent blue light flared at the edges of the two big outside circles, zipping around them like hungry flames on trails of gunpowder.  Then the lights began to jump across the diagram, tendrils of blue will-o’-the-wisp leaping from sigil to symbol to circle to line until the entire working glowed blue.  Suddenly, the red road flares at the points of the pentagram ignited all at once, adding their hellish glow to the already very spooky scene.
With a sharp whump, the piles of clothes caught fire, followed a second later by the big pile of memorial items, going up in a flare of fire that lit the whole rooftop.  Funny thing was that the road flares weren’t close enough to have ignited those fires, which burned like they had been doused in some kind of accelerant far more flammable than gasoline.
My sharp hearing let me hear the almost silent countdown by Declan, who tilted his head up and away from his creation, looking almost straight up at the stars.  “Five, four, three, two, one,” he whispered.  As his soft voice hit one, two things happened simultaneously: In the centermost circle, the one with the grotesque spines and skulls, a brilliant blue flame lit up, and at the exact same time, the yew tree just grew, expanding in height and mass like a dry sponge sucking up water. It grew six feet taller in two seconds, the same two seconds that the blue light burned inside the circle, its roots bursting free and breaking its pot.  And when the two seconds were up, a beam of brilliant blue light shot up into the night.  Tiny, the diameter of a nail maybe, like the world’s most powerful blue laser pointer.  And it didn’t go straight up but rather off at an angle, across the sky and into the western night, a beam that stretched to the stars and then cut off, the pulse flashing up into the heavens.
The light fluorescing from the diagram disappeared like a switch had been thrown, the only light left on the rooftop coming from the still burning red flares and the dwindling fires.
“What exactly just happened?” Tanya asked.
“Two things, I think,” Declan said.
“You think?” Darion asked sharply.
The young witch turned slowly, his blue eyes glowing softly in the night, and the much bigger man took a sudden step back.  “As I understand it, Attorney Cornell, you are here as a witness, correct?”
Cornell nodded twice, sharply, and I could smell sudden fear coming from him.
“Then perhaps listening and witnessing are called for?” Declan said in a cold voice.
“D, that’s enough,” Stacia said.
The blue light in the witch’s eyes died as soon as she spoke, and his cold expression changed to something less hard.  “As I said, the remnants of the Vorsook’s agents”—he waved at the middle circle, which was now completely empty, the metallic spines and grotesque heads just simply gone—“were cross-linked to both their alien master and to the rest of the organization.  So we were able to accomplish two different spells at once.  One to, ah, root out the terrorists, and one to send a direct message to the alien that attacked us.”
“Okay, Merlin, how the hell does your spell let us find these terrorist bastards?” Lydia asked, not at all put off by the witch who had just blacked out New York City, the lights of which were only now coming back on.
“Omega?” Declan asked.
“Nine-one-one calls are coming in now.”
“Where?” Nika asked.
“Everywhere.  Not just in most major cities here in the US, but all across the country.  Similar calls are being made in other countries all over the world.”
“What’s the nature of these calls?” Tanya asked, glancing at our witch.
“They concern individuals who have suddenly expressed unusual growths,” Omega said.
“Unusual?” I asked although I already had a good idea based on my lunchtime conversation.
“Tree roots growing from their legs, down, into the ground or floor.”
“Across the country?” Lydia asked.
“Across the world.”






Chapter 32

“Well, it’s been some time since we last caught up.  Thanks for agreeing to this interview, you two,” the internet journalist said.
“Yeah, it’s good to see you too, Brystol,” Stacia replied, sitting comfortably, legs crossed at the knee, hands in her lap.
“I would say you look amazing, Stacia, but then, you always do,” Brystol Chatterjee said with a sincere smile.
“Aw thank you, but that’s not at all true, right D?” Stacia said, glancing at the witch sitting next to her.
“No, she’s right, you always look great,” he said.  “In a jungle, on top of a mountain, in the middle of a desert.”
“Whoa, listen to this smooth talker,” Brystol laughed. “You’ve certainly upped your game, Declan.”
He just shrugged, clearly nowhere near as comfortable in front of cameras as his wolf was.
“So what did you want to talk about?” Stacia asked with an easy smile.
“Oh, I have a full agenda for today’s chat, Stacia,” Brystol said with a sly smile and a laugh.  The thing was that their interactions weren’t fake. It was clear that they really did like each other and even the witch, who hated being the center of attention, wasn’t threatened by Brystol.
“Okay, before we dive into the meat of the matter, I have some recurring questions that I get from fans.  Currently, the one in the top spot, by like a mile, is some variation of this: With the exception of Mr. Smooth’s last comment, your relationship seems… um, how do I say this?  Low key?  Lacking, ah, well, passion?”
“Really?  That’s how it appears?  Hmm,” Stacia mused, smiling slightly, but her green eyes got just a touch lighter.
“That’s the question I get,” Brystol said, holding up both palms. “Just passing it along.”
“I’ve read comments like that before too,” Declan said suddenly, nodding.
“And your response?” Brystol asked.
He looked surprised.  “Do I need one?”
She laughed.  “Well, that is the nature of answering fan questions.”
He turned his right hand over, palm up, resting it on his right knee.  A ball of fire the size of a basketball burst in being, roiling flames of orange, white, and red.  “Does anyone really want to see me display lots of excitement?”
Brystol had pulled back at the emergence of the fire but Stacia never even looked his way.  She reached blindly for his knee, her eyes on Brystol, the fire disappearing as her hand got near enough to pat his leg.
“When you grow up as Declan did, controlling your emotions is pretty much a life and death requirement, wouldn’t you say, Brystol?”
“Okay, I get it.  No flaming personal displays of affection.  But I think what the fans are asking is for a glimpse into what they feel has to be a powerful romance, but they… we… don’t get to see.”
“Ha, who’s the smooth talker now?” Stacia asked. 
“Let’s face it: The world is fascinated with you two and it’s only human to wonder,” Brystol said.  “After all, you have, by your own admissions, spent most of the year traveling to far-off, remote places in order to meet entities that aren’t even aware of humans.  How much romance is there in that?  All work and no play makes for, well, no play.”
“I see,” Stacia said.  “Brystol, are you familiar with the Crested Auklet?”
“What?”
“It’s a bird, related to puffins.  Nests on the volcanic outcroppings of the Aleutian Islands off the Alaskan coast.  Gray feathers, kind of chunky, orange beak, and a little feather crest that hangs down over their face.”
“Okay, interesting segue but let’s go with it.  No, I haven’t,” Brystol said.
“Look them up.  Specifically for videos of flocks flying in synchronized patterns.  Flocks of two hundred thousand or more,” Stacia said.  “Once you’ve done that, I want you to imagine yourself sitting on one of those active volcanic islands, picnicking while thousands of colorful birds fly patterns over and around you.  So close that when you raise your hand, their feathers brush your fingers as you sip wine and nibble on a gourmet lunch packed by a world-class chef.  Flying patterns around you that circle you like you’re the center of the universe.  Landing on your outstretched arms, performing maneuvers that would probably never happen if you weren’t there. If he wasn’t there.  Then I want you to reconsider your question.”
Brystol’s eyes were wide and she was speechless for a moment.  Then she turned her head to Declan.  “You devil you.”
“I drag her all over the place, so the least I can do is take time out for us to smell the roses, so to speak,” he said.
“And you do this all over the world?”
“Our visits are usually quiet and peaceful and we’re in the most amazing natural places on the planet.  It would be a crime not to enjoy it,” he said.
“Wait, my producer has a clip. Let’s play it.”  A monitor behind them lit up with a video showing massive flocks flying close patterns.  “That’s amazing, but I see that and wonder if you don’t need a really sturdy umbrella to protect you from poo?”
Stacia pointed at Declan. “Witch.  Magic.  Invisible shields.”
Brystol nodded.  “Right.  So, you turn all of these expeditions into romantic getaways?” she asked Declan.
“Yes, unless I happen to trigger a massive undersea earthquake,” he said with a self-deprecating smile.  “Right up until then, we were enjoying deep sea bioluminescence.”
“Ah, perfect.  Earthquakes.  That happens to be next on my list of questions,” the journalist said. “As in, how much did you have to do with the recent quakes in California and the Midwest?”
“Are you asking if I caused them?” he asked with a really deep frown.
“The rumor is you may have stopped them,” Brystol added hurriedly.
“California is still there, right?” Stacia said.
“And immediately after, you and the rest of your gang of do-gooders dug a whole bunch of survivors from the rubble.  The videos of your, ah, excavations, have been viral for a week,” Brystol said.  “And the president, the Hammer of God and his Night Angel all admitted it was an attack from the aliens, conducted by humans who actually side with the Vorsook.  Oh, and there is a whole section of the Santa Cruz mountains that have been closed off by the federal government, a section that triggers big spikes on airborne Geiger counters.”
“So what are you asking?” Stacia asked after a puzzled glance at her boyfriend.
“You were involved, right?  Along with Chris Gordon and Tatiana Demidova?”
“Yes.  Kind of our job,” Declan said.
“And it was wildly successful, at least as the White House spins it?”
“People died,” Declan said, his frown back and deeper than ever.  Every single body removed from the wreckage had helped build that frown.
“Yes, they did, and our prayers and thoughts go out to their families and loved ones.  But fewer died than would have, fewer by millions,” Brystol said.
Declan just looked down at his folded hands but Stacia nodded.  “Yeah, that’s accurate.”
“People have wondered if we would have a response to that attack. It’s the next biggest question on my list. But personally, I think it’s already happened,” the reporter continued.
“Oh?” Declan asked without looking up, still looking at his fingers.
“Yeah, it seems that six hundred and ninety-six people suddenly grew plant roots from their feet into the ground or floor or wherever they were standing, all over the planet, all at the same time—the exact same time—last night when New York’s lights went dark.  And according to the authorities, those people have all turned out to be Vorsook sympathizers, without exception, and have been either arrested in those cases where there was evidence of crimes, or at least exposed where there wasn’t.  Apparently, Omega helped find the connections.”
“Yeah, we heard that too,” Stacia said.
“Odd, right?  Happened just after all the cards and photos at the LA memorial site just vanished.  Seems related,” she said, staring at Stacia, who looked her in the eye, and then at Declan, who was still studying his hands. 
“Bizarre,” Stacia agreed, nodding.
“And as I said, right at that same time, there was a city-wide power outage here in the Big Apple that none of the utility companies can explain.  Lasted just a minute or two, but it was completely dark here, so dark that millions of New Yorkers all saw a beam of blue light flash into the sky.  A beam of light that looked suspiciously like the kind of thing that you used in Philadelphia?”
“Are you asking if I shot a laser at the stars in order to try and hurt a Vorsook who is some ridiculous number of light years away?” Declan asked.
“Well, the experts say that such a beam wouldn’t reach any star system near us for hundreds of years, if not thousands.  But some of them have speculated that it was more of a kind of pointer, showing where in the universe the aliens might be.  It was caught on a whole bunch of videos, you know.”
“Omega, is that right?  Did that mysterious light beam point out the Vorsook galaxy?” Stacia asked the open air.  Instantly, Omega’s avatar was just suddenly sitting next to her, appearing out of nowhere.  Brystol jumped but neither the witch nor the werewolf flinched in the slightest.
“Well, Stacia, that beam of light did appear to aim directly for the Canis Major Dwarf galaxy, which happens to be our galaxy’s closest neighbor,” Omega said. “It could certainly make a viable location for the Vorsook.”
“Hi, Omega,” Brystol greeted him. “I have to say I love when you pop into these interviews.  So much more bang for the buck.”
“Well, as you know, I hang around these two a quite a bit, so you can’t honestly be that surprised?”
“Oh, a girl can always hope, right?” she said.  “But my question is what good would a laser pointer do as a response to a deadly attack against our world, our country?”
“It wouldn’t, at least by itself,” Omega said. “Useful information, but frankly the distance is far too vast for it to have any impact on a distant galaxy. In fact, the whole idea of space travel without using black holes and other portals to cover these unimaginable distances is moronic.”
“Oh, you’re going to lose me really fast talking about all this particle physics stuff,” Brystol said.  “But I have heard the word entanglement thrown about by some of the very smart people.  Can you explain that?”
“Yes, it’s very valid,” Omega admitted. “There are quantum particles that are linked to each other, entangled so to speak, and whatever happens to one happens instantly to the other, no matter the distance.”
“So rather than a laser beam, a counterattack against these aliens who might be, say, twenty-five thousand light years away, using entanglement would make that distance moot?”
“Exactly.  Let’s say you had one half of an entangled pair of particles.  It’s almost like having one end of a phone call.  If you sent your response through that phone, it would pop out the other end, right?  It would seem almost instant. Only with entanglement, it would be instant.”
“Okay, that’s an image I can wrap my head around,” Brystol said. “So you could send, say, the energy from a major city’s electrical grid through it and sorta, what?  Bomb the other side?”
“Possibly, but let’s say you took not just all the electricity from the grid, but also a big chunk of kinetic energy from all of that city’s buses, trucks, cars, elevators, as well as the millions of individual inhabitants, and then add in the thermal energy stored in miles and miles of pavement and concrete from a long day in the hot sun, as well as the heat from hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of various motors, furnaces, freezers, refrigerators, capacitors, power plants, generators, and even nearby nuclear reactors.  Now, that would be a pretty powerful package.  You could do a lot of damage with something like that,” Omega said.
“Wow,” she said, sitting back, eyes really wide. “That paints a pretty incredible picture.” 
She looked at Declan, who still hadn’t looked up from his focus on his fingers.  She turned back to Omega.  “What kind of damage would that do?”
“Well, Brystol, there’s no way to know that.  We can only speculate, and it would depend on where the other half of that entangled pair of particles was, right?” Omega asked. “Is the particle in an alien home, vehicle, their equivalent of an office?  On a planet, in a ship that’s in space, inside an asteroid or moon?  Who could say?”
“But if you had to guess, knowing what only you know about the aliens, what would you guess?” she pressed.
“Hmm, that’s a tough one,” Omega said, and his depiction of being momentarily stumped was dead on.  “Well, the Vorsook are an interesting species.  Basically, they are all businesspeople, most similar to human hedge fund managers, private equity investors, and activist investors, but on super steroids.  They seek to take over worlds like a corporate raider takes over a company.  Then they reconfigure those worlds to produce resources for their ongoing operations or strip all the resources and leave a husk. And they’re cheap, using just the very smallest number of resources to conquer each new world.”
“Most of those capitalists I’ve ever met tend to almost live in their offices,” Brystol said.
“That’s a good analogy.  Yes, I suspect a response, if one was made, using entanglement, would likely hit the aliens’ office, for lack of a better term.”
“Which may or may not injure said alien,” she said.
“Right; no way to know,” Omega said.  “But it would do maximum damage to operations, even ones with redundant backups.  That would send a pretty strong message, don’t you think.”
“Yeah, I could see how it would.  How much energy would that be, do you think?”
“Well, do you remember when that asteroid hit New Hampshire?” Stacia asked.
She nodded.
“It would be a lot more than that,” Omega said. “Quite a lot more.”
In our apartment, Tanya turned to me on the couch where we were watching the live show.  “But we’ll likely never know the results.  Omega’s right—there’s no way to find out.”
“Actually, I don’t agree with that.  I think there is a way,” I said, standing and holding out my hand to her.






Chapter 33

The chapel was empty, as I’d hoped it would be.  It was about fifty-fifty odds these days. We had been rather shocked at how many employees had begun to use it since Tanya had ordered its construction and consecration.  I had suggested that something about an imminent war of the worlds might possibly bring about a newfound interest in prayer.  Lydia had immediately proclaimed me an idiot, expressing her own opinion that working for a company run by actual angels of God, fallen or otherwise, would likely have a pronounced tendency to strengthen religious faith. It was pretty obvious that she, herself, wasn’t overly impressed with at least half of those angelic supervisors.
The nondenominational chapel didn’t stay empty, though.  As soon as we stepped into it, Barbiel appeared, sitting on the raised platform of the altar, his back against the pulpit, his legs crossed at the knee, hands folded over his kneecaps.  “About time you thought to come to me,” he said.
“Human brain, bound by human thoughts,” I said, pointing at my skull. “As opposed to an actual angel, who wouldn’t be bound by anything, even physics.”
“You’re hoping I have an update on your witch’s counterattack,” he said.  It was more statement than question.
“That’s your clever idea?” Tanya asked, looking at me.
I shrugged.  “He doesn’t have to mess with the whole light-years-of-distance thing, right?” I asked as I looked his way.
“If you remembered the secret, then you would know that distance is really just a construct of your own minds.  Every point in space sits right next to every other point, at least if you fold it the right way,” he said, standing up.  “But to answer your question, I don’t know what happened… yet.  What say we take a look?”  He walked over to us, holding out his hands, one to each of us. “Hold on to my hands and hold each other’s, like, say, we were sitting down to pray before dinner.  You do remember about praying before dinner, right?”
“Our family is a bit different, as you well know,” Tanya said. “We don’t all get to enjoy pizza night together.”
“Excuses,” Barbiel said.  “Hang on.”
And the chapel was gone.  As was the building… the city… the world.  We were just suddenly floating in the vast blackness of space, stars and nebulae swirling around us.  No temperature, no feeling of having air or not having it, which made me realize it must all be occurring just in my mind. It was still dizzying, oddly even for me and my vampire, until our spinning slowed and stopped.  Then we began to move through the cosmos, faster and faster, and one of those distant stars grew to become a glowing red globe that expanded to fill our view.  I looked to my right and found my vampire, head back, staring forward, enraptured by the view.  A glance left and I found Barbiel watching me, completely amused.  When my eyes met his, he smirked and pointed up with his chin.  We seemed to be flying like Superman does, heads back, and now we were curving around the giant red sun that filled the space in front of us.  Arcing around it, we passed a light gray planet, then another, this one dark, almost violet, our path circling us closer and closer to the red star until we straightened out on an approach to yet one more planet.  This one was massive and striated like our own Jupiter, bands of red and tan alternating across its vast surface.  As we got closer, the planet filled our view, the stripes of color growing to become all that we could see.  A small speck appeared in the middle of those bands, a speck that grew to become a pinhead orb, expanding through all the various ball sizes till it too filled our view, almost blocking the planet behind it.  Then Barbiel swirled us around behind what was clearly a planetary moon, twisting us till the planet was behind us and only space was visible behind the moon.
We moved closer and suddenly, detail became evident.  The moon’s surface, much like Earth’s moon, was pockmarked with craters from ancient impacts.  But one crater looked raw and new, a big bite out of the smooth arc of the surface.  In fact, it was so new that debris still floated in space above it, moving away from the surface and behind the moon as the orb circled around its parent planet, leaving a trail in the vacuum.
We got closer and the crater grew and so did the details of it, as well as the material in the debris field we had just entered.  Much of it was rock and dust, but there were also glimmers of metal, silver and bronze, gray and black, bits of alien machinery that I couldn’t begin to identify. 
“Is that it?  The alien’s base?” I asked, not stopping to think about things like atmosphere and a lack thereof. 
“It was… It was its place of, as your computer friend called it, business,” Barbiel answered, his voice sounding completely normal.
“That’s a massive crater,” Tanya noted, her eyes narrowed and focused on the moon’s wound.
“That seems to be what happens when an excessive pulse of occult energy arrives inside an underground quantum device unexpectedly,” Barbiel said.
“What about the actual alien directing the attack?” Tanya asked.
He nodded with his chin at someplace over her shoulder.  We turned and looked.  Floating almost next to us, less than thirty feet away, was a small frozen corpse, with only one arm and one and a half legs.  Big, bulbous head, though, with black eyes that were now covered in frost.
We all just looked at it for a moment, then Barbiel turned back to the hole in the moon.  I followed his gaze and noticed movement, visible now that we were closer.  Tiny insect-like things were crawling around the remains of what had clearly been some kind of underground base.
“Rescue operations?” I asked.
“Salvage,” Barbiel said.  “The Vorsook are pretty independent of each other, and extremely opportunistic.”
“Whoever dies first, the rest are divvying up their gear sort of thing?” I asked.
“Exactly, but even worse.  They have no concept of inheritance.  This one’s portfolio of worlds is now up for grabs.”
“Kind of Wild West sort of stuff,” Tanya noted.
“Which is one of their greatest weaknesses.”
“It’s actually very capitalistic,” my vampire answered, looking thoughtful. “Does this buy us time?”
“Perhaps, but maybe not as much as you might like.  The root thing your young witch did is probably just as valuable, as whoever is salvaging that base down there will be looking to take over that network of agents back on Earth.  Now that you have a means of identifying them, you can neutralize their threat.”
“Even the ones who didn’t call 9-1-1?” Tanya asked.
“Ask Declan.  I suspect he has a way of finding the rest.”
Suddenly everything swirled away like a kaleidoscope and we were just simply standing in our own chapel, holding hands with each other but our free hands were empty, the angel nowhere to be seen.
I grinned at Tanya.  “Pretty good idea, right?”
“Genius.  Even Lydia will be impressed,” she said, her sapphire blue eyes gleaming with excitement.






Chapter 34

“What’s your verdict?” I asked Nika.
“Give her a moment to process,” Tanya admonished.  “She just read both of our memories of whatever that was that Barbiel did to us.”
“No, I’m good,” Nika said.  “Your memories are similar but different.  That’s good.”
“Good?” Arkady asked, puzzled.
“If they were identical in every way, they would be suspect,” Declan said.
“Planted?” Lydia asked with uncharacteristic seriousness.
“Yeah, no one remembers things the same way,” Nika said.  “Tanya has a near photographic memory, so it’s like watching a video.  While Chris…”
“Can barely remember his own name?” Lydia asked helpfully.  And she’s back.
“I was going to say his memories are a blend of senses, visual, auditory, and scent, with a kind of personal narration thrown in,” Nika said.
“What?” Stacia asked.
“It’s a mix of things, but it’s overlaid with thoughts and judgements, which is incredibly helpful.  Not everyone does that, so it’s interesting,” our resident telepath said.  “So yes, they both saw some kind of planetary body in space with a big crater freshly blasted in it.  Chris felt it was a moon.  There were machines salvaging material from the wreckage.  And they saw a dead alien, completely consistent with the one I killed, and Barbiel identified it as our most current enemy.”
“Wow, we killed it?” Stacia asked.
“It appears so,” Nika answered.
Omega appeared and no one so much as flinched.  “Your verbal descriptions depict what would be a fairly normal operations center for a fairly successful Vorsook.  Also, the scavenging is entirely in line with Vorsook culture.  You most likely saw not one but several different factions attempting to recover information and assets.”
“So they can take over the worlds it left behind?” Declan asked.
“Yes, as well as find out what mistakes it made in its attempts to conquer Earth.”
“So we’re not done?” Lydia asked.
“I’m afraid not.  There will likely be a lag before the next contender steps up, as they take apart his portfolio and attempt control of agents still here on Earth.”
“Which we have identified, right?” Lydia asked.
“For the most part.  There are still others out there.  I have located an additional fifty-six individuals who have been hiding their sudden manifestation of roots, rhizomes, and corms.  It only makes sense that there are still some that I haven’t found.”
“Remote viewing,” Declan suddenly said.  His words were met with collective confusion.
“What Chris and Tanya experienced… I think it was a form of remote viewing—a jacked-up, angelic version.”
“What is remote viewing?” Lydia asked.
“Is brains seeing places and people far away with just power of mind,” Arkady said.
“The Russians have been big into it in their secret spy programs,” Declan said with a nod.
“No, Discovery Channel,” the giant vampire said.
“Oookay,” Lydia said.  “What’s your point?” she asked the witch.
“Just trying to identify the phenomenon so we have more information to work with,” he said.
“Can you remote view?” Tanya asked him.
“Yeah, it’s something Aunt Ash is really good at, but I can do it to some degree,” he said.
“And who have you viewed… remotely?” Stacia asked, her tone innocent but the hairs went up on my neck.
He flushed a little, but somehow, I think he missed the danger point that I saw in her question. “I’ve used it to check up on important people in my life, mostly when I needed to find them,” he said.  His blush made instant sense to me but oddly, Stacia seemed to miss it.
“Like, say, your classmates?” she asked, voice still dangerously bland.
“No, you moron,” Lydia said.  “The little pervert checks up on you.”
“Not like that,” Declan rushed to say.  “I don’t invade privacy, just like Nika doesn’t.  And I have checked on the twins, and pretty much all of you at one point or another.  It’s not something I do a lot and I’m nowhere near as good as Aunt Ash.”
“Hmm,” Stacia said, watching him.
“How does knowing what this was help us?” I asked, throwing my young friend a lifeline.
“Because, first, it helps make it thoroughly plausible and, second, perhaps even something we could replicate,” Declan said.
“How?” Tanya asked.  I had felt her annoyance at the byplay between the witch, the werewolf, and the smallest vampire, but now she was interested.
“I’m not fully sure we can.  Remote viewing works best between people who know each other. The stronger the relationship, the better the view,” he said.
“So how do we connect with the Vorsook?” Tanya asked.  “Oh, like how you just blasted that moon base?” she guessed at her own question.
“I guess, although we’re all out of minions with Vorsook nanotech in them,” he said.
“As I have said, there are undoubtedly components of the intelligence network still hidden,” Omega said.  “There is a very high probability that at least one more of these minions, as you call them, Father, is still around.  I am searching.”
“So we grab one and you, what?  Use it like a television set?” Lydia asked.
“Me or Aunt Ash—with Nika watching through our eyes too,” he said.  “Maybe glean some important intelligence.”
“Glean?  Attempting some intelligence of your own, Warlock Darren?” Lydia asked.
“Darren wasn’t a warlock,” Nika protested.  “His wife was a witch, but he wasn’t.”
“What the hell are you two talking about?” Stacia asked.
“Bewitched,” Lydia said, frowning.  “The show?”
Tanya, Declan, Stacia, and I all just looked at each other in confusion.
“Never mind; it was before your time,” Lydia said.
“Okay, Grandma,” Declan said with a grin.
“Having a chance to observe our enemy would be a nice change of pace,” Tanya said.  “If Omega can find one,” she said, turning to the avatar.
The AI’s holograph was frozen in place, not moving.  After a second, he came back to life.  His head lifted and he turned to me.  “Chris, there is a problem with your grandfather.”






Chapter 35

“Gramps?” I asked, surprised and suddenly worried.
“He’s been attacked by a werewolf.  His friend Len is dead, but he’s still alive.  The transport is still on the roof.”
“Screw that.  I’ll open a portal,” Declan said, pulling chalk from a pocket.
In less than two minutes, a mirror floated in air in the middle of our conference room.  It was the longest two minutes of my life.  At Declan’s nod, I stepped through, finding myself in my old bedroom in my grandfather’s house.  Declan had been here exactly once, yet he remembered it well enough to rip a gate through reality to it.  Barbiel’s words came back to me: Every point is next to every other point, if you can fold space.
I was out the door and headed downstairs even as I thought those thoughts, the sound of Tanya’s footsteps right behind me.
Gramps was outside, surrounded by the St. Lawrence pack, covered in blood.  Fifteen feet away, a blood-soaked blanket covered what was clearly a body.  Both of my dogs lay on the ground, throats torn out.
Then I was through the weres and kneeling by his side.  My loyal, loving, brave old grandfather had been thoroughly savaged.  His left forearm was torn to shreds, and a bloody wad of what might have once been a yellow t-shirt was being held over his stomach by Kelly, the female Alpha.  His pain-filled eyes found me as soon as I leaned over him, and he tried to speak but only blood came out of his mouth. 
No, no, no.  This was not happening. I pulled my aura together and shoved it into him, into his stomach, into his arm.
“Chris, stop,” Tanya said, softly, her mouth near my left ear.
“I can’t. He’s dying,” I said, pulling more aura to myself, gripping the God Tear that hangs on my chest.
“No, he’s not,” she said simply.
I glanced at her and she pointed at Gramps’ arm.  The bleeding had stopped, the blood coagulating.
“Use your Sight,” she said.  I looked at her, confused, but she just took my head in her hands and gently turned it toward the old man on the ground.  “Sight,” she encouraged.
I shifted vision, turning on the part that lets me see auras.  My grandfather’s blue aura was dim, but liberally flecked with bright green around the stomach and arm. 
“The LV is already healing him.  You may have just helped it along,” my vampire said.
Kelly looked at her, then leaned down and sniffed the t-shirt she was using for direct pressure.  “She’s right.  It’s taken hold.  He might live through it.”
Stacia pushed through and bent down to sniff Gramps’ arm.  “No, he’s definitely going to make it.  The LV is thriving.”
The virus generally either killed anyone it infected or turned them.  Death usually resulted when the host’s body fought too hard against the invader, like a transplanted organ being rejected.  A thriving virus indicated acceptance.
“What happened?”
“We had a trespasser.  A loner,” Brett Mallek said from behind me. I hadn’t noticed him among the crowd. “He just appeared.  Came from the south.  Demanded entrance to our pack.  We didn’t like his smell.  I drove him off.  He came back and attacked Len and Alex.”
“Why?” I asked, baffled.  Len was dead and my grandfather was likely about to become a geriatric werewolf.  Why had this happened?
“I asked him that,” Brett said.  “He just laughed, even though he was heavily wounded, and said because if we wouldn’t take him then he would take from us. Then he attacked me.  He’s dead.”
I glanced back at the young Alpha and saw that his arms were bloody to the elbows.  My nose told me it wasn’t Gramps’ blood nor Len’s.
“He killed Len first,” Kelly said.  “They both stabbed him with those silver knives that they both carried. But the rogue tore into Len and then your grandfather.  I was headed over to talk about an order of beef and saw the attack.  The rogue ran away as I ran to Alex.”
I looked down at my only surviving family member.  Gramps was pale and his breathing was shallow, his heartbeat wonky.  But he was a teeny bit less pale, the breathing a bit less shallow, and his heart wasn’t racing as fast as it had been.
“He needs fluids,” Brett said.
“There’s an IV kit inside the front closet,” I said as I gathered the old man in my arms.  “It’s inside the big first aid kit.”
A rush of air and a slight popping sound told me that Tanya had just left to get it.
“What else?” I asked the werewolves.
“Fluid first so his body can replace the lost blood, but we need to get him inside and safe,” Kelly said. “Rest and liquids while his body heals.”
“What about food?” I asked. “Protein and fats?”
“The virus will burn his stored fats for now.  Food will be important when he wakes up,” Brett said.  “Stuff like broth, then scrambled eggs.”
“You think he will live?” I asked as we entered the house.  Tanya had the IV kit in her hands and now she turned and led us toward my grandfather’s bedroom on the first floor at the back of the house.  I set him gently into the bed and Tanya expertly set up the IV and found a vein like only a vampire can.
“Who keeps an IV kit handy?” Declan asked in a quiet voice.  I turned and saw he was asking Stacia.
“Gramps teaches Search and Rescue.  He’s a certified Wilderness First Responder,” I said.
Declan clearly hadn’t intended me to hear the question and now he looked embarrassed.
“Gramps takes prepping to a higher level,” I said with a little smile. 
“You got here in minutes,” Brett noted.  It was really a question.
I pointed to the witch in the back, who still looked a little embarrassed.  “He’s better than a Star Trek transporter,” I said.
“We should let him rest,” Tanya said, nodding at Gramps.
I didn’t want to leave him alone, and it must have shown on my face.  “We’ll watch over him,” Stacia said.  “Not my first time with a new werewolf.”
A new werewolf.  My grandfather was going to be… no… he was basically already a werewolf.  I got stuck on that thought as Tanya led me back to the living room.
“What will it be like for him?” Tanya asked the question I was asking myself internally.  “Being turned at such an older age and all?”
“Well, he probably will look a bit younger, maybe ten to twenty years younger,” Brett said. “Very similar to a vampire who is Turned at an older age,” he said, eyes on hers. “He’ll have perfect health.  Adapting to the wolf is the real question, but if ever anyone could, it’s him.”
“Why?” I asked.
“He’s already fierce like a wolf and he’s no stranger to having to kill,” Brett said.
“No, I meant why did that werewolf show up now and why did he attack my grandfather?”
“Facial recognition using video from Alex Gordon’s security cameras has identified the rogue as Joel Sweetgrass,” Omega said suddenly through Gramp’s Bose system. “An unemployment benefit account with the state of Massachusetts lists a last known address in Pittsfield, Massachusetts.  This is also the address of a 9-1-1 call two days ago that resulted in the identification of one Milton Sculpet as a member of the Vorsook insurgent organization.”
“Roots?” Tanya asked.
“An aggressive growth that enveloped Mr. Sculpet’s legs and pelvis.  Attempts to remove it resulted in widespread systemic shock and coma.”
“Retaliation?” Tanya guessed.
“Seventy-eight percent probability of Sweetgrass and Sculpet being close associates.  No listing of Sweetgrass as a member of any pack.”
Brett and Kelly were both nodding.  “A loner.  His roommate was his pack.  He’s striking back against the root thing you guys all did,” Kelly said.
“We’ve never acknowledged that publicly,” Tanya said.
They both smiled.  “Please,” Brett said.  “Virtually everyone on the planet knows you guys punched back, at least against the group that planted the bombs.”
“Against the alien too,” I said.  “So he came after Gramps to get even?  What about him trying to join your pack?”
“One of our people intercepted him on the southern edge of the property, where Alex’s land meets ours,” Brett said.  “As soon as she confronted him, he acted surprised, then immediately wanted to see the Alphas to petition for membership.”
“He didn’t know you guys were here,” Tanya mused. “He improvised on the spot.”
“That would be my guess as well,” Brett said, glancing at his mate, who also nodded her agreement.
“While Alex Gordon’s phone number is unlisted and the properties are all owned in the name of the Centurion Trust that he recently set up, there are too many other public records that would point to his location,” Omega added.
“The babies… Declan’s aunt?” I said suddenly.
“Security is on maximum alert at Demidova Tower, and I watch Rowan West very, very closely.”
“You are certain?” Tanya asked.
“There is an Obliterator on station over each location as well as seventy-eight lesser drones spread between the two locations.  Both locations are covered by my father’s greatest wards.  The Tower’s wards are backed by an earth elemental that lives under Manhattan, while Robbie and Draco are on active guard duty in Vermont.”
“I left the old man exposed,” I said.
“That old man, as you call him, is a decorated Marine Raider officer, who is allies with an entire pack of werewolves. Camera footage shows that Leonard LeFleur, his friend, stabbed the wolf seven times with a silvered blade.  Your grandfather cut the same wolf across its abdomen, also with a silver blade, almost disemboweling it.”
Brett nodded.  “I ended the rogue, but I think he was dying anyway.  Alex is still a badass and so was Len.”
“Oh God, Len,” I said, standing abruptly.
“St. Lawrence County Sheriffs and New York State Police are inbound, ETA three minutes.  I have briefed them on the situation, but it is best to leave Leonard as he is for a brief time.  His death was very quick, and he fought like the decorated Marine he was.”
“Gramps… I’ll check on him,” I said, turning and heading back into the bedroom, leaving the two young Alphas surprised while Tanya just nodded knowingly.
In the bedroom, I found Gramps propped slightly on his pillow, eyes open and just taking a sip of something Declan was giving him from a stainless-steel mug.
I must have frowned because Stacia spoke up instantly.  “Chaga tea.  Declan’s version helps healing and also helps bitten weres adapt to the virus,” she said.
Declan moved himself out of the way and I took his spot.
“Woke up expecting angels or demons, but got these two instead,” Gramps said weakly, his eyes flicking their way even as they turned to leave.
“The only angels in your near future are either sitting next to you or out in the other room,” Stacia said over her shoulder as she followed Declan out.
I could hear sirens approaching from several miles out.
“That mean I’m gonna make it?” Gramps asked me, clearly meaning more than one thing.
“She’s more of an expert than I am, so I’d say yes,” I said.  “How do you feel?  Pain?”
“A little, but that awful tea is dulling it,” he said.  “Len?”
I shook my head, watching as he realized his last comrade was gone. “Why?” he asked.
“My fault,” I said.  “Retaliation for something we did.”  I held his eyes even as I let him understand that I was to blame.
“Hah,” he said, coughing a little. “Bullshit.”
“I should have protected you,” I said.
“If you recall, kiddo, the two of us put some time into protecting you and then teaching you to protect yourself. Did we kill it?”
“More or less.  Brett finished it but says he was on his way out.”
“Good. Len would have hated to die without taking the bastard with him.”
Police cars roared into the yard outside and I could hear Brett, Kelly, and Tanya meeting the officers who got out.
“Sounds like we got company,” he said, his eyes fluttering.
“They can wait,” I said.
He shook his head just a little. “Damned tea is making me sleepy,” he said, letting his eyes close. 
It would be just like him to fake it for my sake, but my hearing told me his breathing was too even and his heart rate had slowed to a nice, steady beat.
I heard the officers demanding to see Gramps as they entered the house, then I heard pulses jump and could smell sudden fear.  When I got to the doorway, I found three deputies and a trooper stopped in their tracks.  I think it was a good thing they recognized Stacia and, a moment later, Declan.  It was my turn to recognize at least two of them, guys I had gone to school with.  I wouldn’t call them friends, my school years being the hell that they were.
“Jerry, Mike,” I said.  It’d been a few years, a few very busy years with a lot changing, and this was my first time laying eyes on them since graduation.
“Ah, Chris,” Jerry Manning said, eyes a teeny bit wide. “How is your grandfather?”
“He’s sleeping, but you can look in on him if you don’t wake him,” I said.
“They probably can’t wake him,” Declan said.  “The chaga tea is a sedative, in addition to its other properties.”
All three looked side-eye at the Warlock.  “I’ll look,” Mike Hurley said.  “EMT,” he added to me.  I moved out of the doorway, and he slipped past me.  Stacia moved up to the door and watched him carefully while I kept my attention on Jerry, the third deputy, and the trooper.  Outside, I could hear more law enforcement talking to the two Alphas.
“I have to ask, Chris, how do you happen to be here before us?” Jerry asked, his eyes firm but his heart beating a little fast.
“I tore an opening in reality so he could get to his grandfather,” Declan answered before I could.
“Ah, an opening in reality?” the trooper asked, clearly having some belief issues.
“A gateway or portal, if you want,” Declan answered, his tone even and calm.
“You’re saying you can just go from New York City or where have you and be here in seconds?” the trooper pressed.
“Yup,” the witch said.
“Same kind of way he can make roots grow out of terrorists’ legs all across the entire planet at the same time,” Stacia said over her shoulder.
All of their heart rates got even faster, and their eyes flicked from me to him to her.  “It costs him a boatload of energy,” I said. 
“Family comes first,” Declan said, sitting down on the arm of the couch and crossing his right leg over his left knee.
“How much?  Energy?” the third deputy asked.
Declan shrugged and looked thoughtful.  “Hard to say.  Maybe the amount of power Potsdam uses in a couple of months,” he said, clearly not certain.
“Where does it come from?” the trooper asked.
“The power?  I took it from New York City,” Declan said with slight smile.
“Really?  Just charged it to the Big Apple?” Jerry asked.
“Pretty much,” the witch said, watching their reaction.
“Oh, well, that’s good,” the trooper said.  “Yeah, the downstaters can pay for it,” the deputy agreed.  And just like that, their heartbeats slowed right down.
Mike came out of Gramps’ room.  “His vitals are all sound and he’s sleeping.  Normally we’d insist on moving him but—werewolves.”
“A hospital couldn’t do anything for him,” Stacia said.  “The IV will replace fluids.  We have experience with new weres.”
“Alex is going to be a werewolf?” Jerry asked.
“There’s only two choices with LV,” Stacia said.  “Adapt to it or die.  Alex Gordon is a survivor.”
“But he’s old?” Mike said.
“You won’t want to arm wrestle him when he’s up on his feet,” Declan said.
“Hell, I didn’t want to arm wrestle him before.  He’s a tough old dude,” Mike said.
“He just got tougher,” Declan answered.






Chapter 36

Law enforcement investigated the incident for a big part of the afternoon, right into early evening.  Len’s body was photographed and removed.  The rogue itself was taken by the state police, again after many photos and casts of tracks.  Both my gramp’s knife and the one that Len had carried were bagged, tagged, and removed as evidence.
Kelly and Brett were interviewed, as were three or four other pack members, including the young lady who had first encountered the rogue at the back of the shared properties.  I expected the feds to show up, but they never appeared.  The county sheriff was there; also a state police major who commanded Troop B.  I spoke briefly to both, as did Tanya and Stacia, but they mainly conferred with their subordinates as well as each other. Neither of them approached Declan. All the responding police EMTs watched us closely and somewhat suspiciously.  Never mind that both Gramps and I were locals, or at least I used to be.  Never mind that I had graduated high school two years behind Sheriff Whalen and played football with him.  I think some of the awkwardness was our widespread fame and some of it was the fear of the unknown that we represented.
When I felt Tanya’s concern for the twins swell to just below anxiety level, I asked if she wanted to go back to the Tower. I could tell she would feel better and told her it was okay and we could have Omega transport her. Stacia overheard and mentioned it to Declan, who had been giving explanations to various officers all afternoon.  He popped right up and said, “Here, let me.”
Next thing you know, there were chalk runes on the floor and a doorway to our city apartment had formed its mirrored surface right in the middle of the living room.  I think he had finally had enough questions about portals. Every cop in the immediate vicinity stood wide-eyed at his casual demonstration of power.  Tanya stepped through with a ripple and a second later, Lydia popped out on our side.
“Okay boys, Auntie Lydia’s here,” she announced before noting the law enforcement audience.  It didn’t throw her off stride, as she immediately introduced herself to the sheriff and the major, even while Declan closed his gateway.
“Where did he get that from?” a voice asked me.  I turned to find Deputy Jerry standing a couple of feet away, wide eyes watching our young witch, who was putting his crafting materials away.
“Get what?” I asked, loud enough that it caught Declan’s attention.
“The electricity or what have you?” he asked, nervous that the witch was looking our way.
“There’s an elemental nearby,” Declan said loudly.  Every other conversation in the room died away.  “You have a small fault line up here, along the Saint Lawrence valley, and there’s a young earth elemental living in it.”
“And you took its power?” Sheriff Whalen asked, maybe a little sharpish.
“Take?  No.  You don’t take anything from an elemental. It offered it to me,” Declan said.
The sheriff looked suspicious, and I saw the moment Declan started to lose his immense patience.  “Want to meet it, Sheriff? You could… I don’t know… question it? Name: St. Lawrence Doe.  Length of residence: twelve thousand years.  Occupation: mover and shaker.”
“Whoa there, Mr. O’Carroll. Easy on the snark; that’s my schtick,” Lydia said almost instantly.  “Excuse him, Sheriff. He’s still tense from saving the country and blowing that alien shit all to hell.”
Just that fast, she had everyone’s attention. 
“What?  He didn’t tell you about blasting the Vorsook?” she asked.  “Kid, you gotta up your public relations game.”
Stacia was already by Declan’s side, talking softly and pulling him into the kitchen before he could respond to the tiny vampire. The kitchen emptied of coffee-drinking law enforcement as soon as the famous werewolf and the cranky witch entered.  Lydia, in the meantime, was explaining that not only had our team stopped most of the earthquake damage, helped rescue the trapped, and exposed the terrorist network of the aliens, but we had also blasted an enemy base in a far distant galaxy. With one ear, I listened to her spin the tale with effortless ease while I listened to Stacia calm our powerhouse witch in the kitchen.  I also smelled when she started to carve meat from a cooked ham that Gramps had in his fridge.  My feet pulled me in that direction.
“Yeah, I saw the interview on television,” Sheriff Whalen was saying, “but how are we supposed to believe all that?”  Lydia gave him a look and he was immediately abashed. “I mean, yeah, I saw him do that mirror thing but it’s all so…”
“Fairytale like?” the trooper major added.
“Yeah.”
“Sheriff, the Hammer of God grew up in this very house, went to school in the same place you did,” she said behind me as I entered the kitchen.  “I would think that should go a long way toward helping with the disbelief?”
“Yeah, I’ve known Chris since school years, but it’s hard to know what’s real and what’s special effect,” the sheriff answered.  “I mean, you got that fancy computer that runs everything.  It could all be Photoshopped or something.”
Inside the kitchen, Stacia was making ham and mayo sandwiches. Declan already munching on one.  She handed one my way without even looking up from the butcher-block table she was working on.
Behind me, I heard Lydia ask, “Omega, care to demonstrate your special effects?”
Blue light flashed behind me, reflections strobing the white walls of the kitchen, followed instantly by a snapping sound and then exclamations of surprise from various cops.
“How’re we doing?” I asked, ignoring the light show in the living room.
“I got tired of the side-eyes,” Declan said around a mouthful of ham and sourdough.
“Also, a little hangry,” Stacia said. “That almost always leads to impatience, sarcasm, and violent displays of magical superpowers.”
“I didn’t do anything,” he protested.  “Yeah, I was being a wiseass, but come on?  How many times do you have to save the damned country or the whole world before they cut you any slack?”
“They’re terrified,” Stacia said.  “And their job is to protect.  How do they protect people from you?”
He looked like he was going to protest, to proclaim that he’s never done anything to warrant such suspicion.  But he stopped himself and looked down at the floor.  “They can’t,” he finally said.
“That’s right.  Not a prayer, and they know it.  How does that make them feel?” she asked.
“Helpless.”
“Exactly,” Lydia said, sweeping into the room and heading for the coffee pot. “But right now?  They’re feeling proud that our team—Team Earth—scored a hit on the enemy.  A couple of hits. And Omega is fielding questions.  Hard to argue with a know-it-all computer.”  She poured a mug full of scalding hot coffee and immediately sipped it, the heat having no effect on her vampire lips.  “Umm, coffee,” she said with her eyes closed.  Then she opened them and looked at me, Stacia, and finally the witch, who met her gaze.
“Thank you,” he said softly, not looking away.
She nodded.  “That’s what aunties are for.  Now, where’s Alex?”






Chapter 37

Declan and Stacia slipped out into the night.  Declan wanted to put wards around the farm, and I think Stacia wanted him to burn off his tension.  I took Lydia to see Gramps.
He was awake and talking with both the major and the sheriff, engaging them with the same effortless ease he had always had.  I think it was his inexhaustible confidence, something that anyone who met him could feel almost instantly.
Sheriff Whalen turned to me.  “I should apologize to your associate,” he said in a quiet voice, eyes looking behind me, possibly for Declan.
“He’s outside, setting up some protections for my grandfather,” I said.
“It’s weird.  Vampires, werewolves, even Alex now, and then you, and what you do with demons and all,” he said, struggling with his words.  “But to have this skinny kid just do… stuff.”
“There aren’t any others like him. I have it on pretty good authority that he’s here for a reason, a vital reason,” I said.
“He really did what the little lady said?”
“He did.  Our two biggest weapons against the Vorsook are Omega and that young man who tore apart reality so that I could get to my grandfather’s side.  Even Omega’s drones couldn’t get me here as fast.”
He brushed a hand through his short, crew cut hair.  “It’s too much for this old cop,” he said.
“What if he went bad?”
“That’s what we’re for.  Tanya, myself, Lydia, Tanya’s other sister, and especially Stacia.  And his aunts, one of whom is a deputy.  Also, a bookseller in Vermont who is to him what Gramps is to me.  We ground him, stabilize him, focus him. And don’t forget a supercomputer that calls him Father.”
“What if he gets a wild hair?”
“Haven’t you wondered the same about me?”
“Well, yeah, I guess, but Alex wouldn’t let you go off the deep end,” he said, glancing at my grandfather, who was deep in conversation with Lydia.
I just raised both eyebrows at him and he blinked, then nodded.  “Okay, I get it.  But he’s not you.”
“No, he’s not. He’s very much his own person, but that person is pretty great, thank God.”
I must have put special emphasis on the last part as his eyes flicked up Heavenward.  Then he nodded and headed out.  The major left a few minutes later, then most of the other officers packed up and disappeared as well.  A half hour after the last cop left, Stacia and Declan came back in, the young witch clearly satisfied with his wards.  They took the pullout sofa in Gramps’ den and when I glanced in a bit later, both were sound asleep, fully clothed, curled against each other.
Gramps had an appetite, and Stacia had told me his intestines were fully healed already.  My ears confirmed the sounds they made, so I cooked him scrambled eggs with bits of ham and cheddar.  Lydia insisted on spoon-feeding him and assured me she was on night duty.  I fell asleep on the living room sofa, emotionally exhausted.
I don’t usually sleep much more than four hours anymore. Because of that, my room had the best blackout curtains in the house and that’s where I sent Lydia as the sky started to lighten.
I went to make coffee and discovered that we were out.  Declan volunteered to go to the store, as Stacia wanted to be handy when Gramps woke up.  He took the keys to Gramps’ pickup and headed out.  A half hour later, Stacia came rushing out of Gramp’s room, her eyes wild and turning yellow.  Then she froze in place, head tilted as if listening.  She blinked and looked at me.  “Something just happened to Declan.  He’s okay, though, I think.”
“He is fine, and on his way back,” Omega said from the Bose. “You should prepare for his arrival.”
“What happened?” I asked.
“He was attacked at the moment of maximum vulnerability,” Omega said, then paused for several seconds.  “But that’s a relative term these days.  He is always shielded and always accompanied by at least two drones.”
“And?” Stacia asked with extreme frustration.
“An attempt was made to run him off the road with road clearing equipment.  I warned him, the pickup had sufficient acceleration, and then my drones destroyed the tires and engine of the attacking vehicle.  He took it from there.  He is pulling in now.”
We raced outside in time to see one of the oddest sights of my odd life.  Declan came bumping down the dirt driveway in Gramp’ Ford F-150, a St. Lawrence County dump truck with an attached snowplow floating through the air behind him.  A softball-sized drone floated in front of the plow and a smaller, apple-sized one floated behind.
The cab of the plow truck was crushed down like a beer can and all four tires were melted or blown apart.  Steam rose from the front grill.
Declan pulled to a stop and popped his seat belt just in time to get bodily assaulted by Stacia, who almost tore the truck door open.  Once she was sure he was okay, she hugged him and let him get out.
“Hey,” he said, holding up a bag.  “They only had Maxwell House.”
“It’ll do,” I said, wishing Lydia was up to see this display of nonchalance.
“Coming back from the convenience store, got about a mile away, and Omega suddenly tells me to hit the gas,” Declan said.  “Your grandfather’s truck has some zip to it, as I went from forty to seventy in seconds.  Anyway, this plow truck comes barreling off a side road, clearly trying to smash me.  The drones shot the shit out of it and then I picked it up and brought it with me.  Wait till you see what’s inside.”
He looked at the plow truck and it settled to the ground.  A weird banging noise was coming from inside the crushed cab.  The witch flicked a hand and the crushed metal just tore free—the whole roof, windshield frame, and side pillars.  A man instantly sat up, his silver eyes finding Declan instantly.  He tried to climb out but instead found himself floating out in front of us.
He was wearing a torn dark brown t-shirt, dirty jeans, and had bare feet.  Bare but root-covered feet. 
Declan floated what was clearly a Vorsook henchman over in front of us, keeping him at least four feet off the ground.  The creature twisted and writhed, totally silent, silver eyes locked on the witch.
“See how the roots keep growing and then the alien tech fights them back for a moment,” Declan said, pointing at the man’s legs.  “But then they grow right back.”
I couldn’t, for the life of me, come up with a single thing to say.  Stacia was standing with fists clenched but not saying a word as she glared at the thing that had made an attempt on her mate’s life.
“So the truck had some balls, did it?” a voice asked from the porch behind me.  Gramps was leaning against the railing, still wearing the white t-shirt and loose gym shorts I had helped him get dressed in last night. 
“Yes sir,” Declan said. “Some sort of turbocharger, right?”
“They call it EcoBoost or something,” Gramps said with a nod.  “Whatcha gonna do with the goomer?” The last question was directed at all three of us.
“I’d like to keep it,” Declan said.  “We sort of burned up the last ones.  We can use it for some experiments.”
“It?” Gramps asked.
“The skull and spine have been completely replaced by alien tech,” Stacia said, studying my grandfather rather than the minion.  “Personality is gone; it’s just a kind of robot now.”
“The human soul is gone,” I told him.  He looked good.
“How do you feel?” Stacia asked him.
“Good. Better than good.  Kind of great actually,” he said. “But I’m starving.”
He had lost weight in just the last twelve hours, but he looked healthy. Toned, almost.
“I thawed some steaks last night,” I said.  “Eggs and steak for breakfast?”
“That would really hit the spot,” he said.  “We should put that somewhere.”
“The alien thing,” Declan asked, “or the plow?”
“Both.  The county won’t have an easy time getting the insurance for that truck if they don’t ever find it,” Gramps said.  “And I don’t like the idea of an alien wandering around.”
“Alien henchman or minion,” Declan corrected.  He gestured at the ground and a hole opened in the hardpacked gravel and mud of the driveway.  Another flick of his hand and the minion was in the hole, which then sealed over top of it.  Then a big half-ton boulder that stood at the corner of the driveway floated over and landed on top of the disturbed dirt.
“I can put the truck out on the road.  Someone will find it and call it in,” the young witch said, sort of asking a question.
“That would work,” Gramps said, nodding, an easy smile on his face.
Declan waved a hand and the multi-ton dump truck shot up into the air, arcing over the tree line and landing on the main roadside with just the sound of settling springs and crunching gravel.
“I’ll get the coffee started,” the kid said, giving his girl a kiss on the cheek before heading inside.
Gramps watched him with a bemused smile till the door shut.  Then he turned to Stacia and me and raised both eyebrows. 
“You should see him disassemble a house,” I said with a grin.
“Let’s look at your wounds,” Stacia said, herding both of us into the house.






Chapter 38

“How did it get way up here?” Lydia asked, rubbing her eyes.
The sun was just setting but she woke up a little early on account of all the activity.  Stacia had pronounced Gramps healed and he had eaten more at breakfast than even I had.  He was lean, his skin smooth, wrinkles gone from his face and neck.  He didn’t show any signs of having been parked on death’s door just half a day ago.  Then another state police cruiser had shown up, the trooper asking if we knew what happened to the county truck wrecked a tenth of a mile down the road.  We didn’t.  He left, clearly not believing us but clearly not interested in pushing it.
“It followed the rogue werewolf that attacked Gramps and Len,” I said.  “Omega tracked its origin to the same town in Massachusetts.  In fact, it might have given the rogue the address.”
“Baiting a trap for you,” the little vampire said.
“No, for him,” Stacia said, nodding at Declan, who was working on another circle, this one outside, behind the house. “Those things can’t do much to Chris, but Slim Spooky over there is more fragile.”
My grandfather snorted, catching our attention.  “Mr. Fragile threw a fifty-thousand-pound truck five hundred feet.”
“He can quite literally shatter a mountain range,” Stacia said. “But if he hits his head on a low kitchen cabinet, he could die from bleeding on the brain.”
“I thought he had shields or something?” Gramps asked.
“He does, but if he doesn’t have them up, he’s as vulnerable as anyone else,” Lydia said. “Theoretically.”
“What’s that mean?” Gramps asked.
“The bigger drone, like a grapefruit, that you always see around him has a vial of pure vampire serum in it with an onboard syringe system,” Stacia said.  “He has a vial around his neck but he’s too quick to use it on other people.  Doesn’t help if his head gets crushed or his heart ripped out.”
“Forgive me if I’m wrong, but wouldn’t that kill almost anyone, even you… even me?” Gramps asked.
“None of us are Earth’s best defense system,” Lydia said.  “With that alien thing he’s about to harvest, he can maybe help us recon the enemy, perhaps even make a preemptive strike.”
At that moment, Declan finished his rune work and came walking back to us.  He was frowning.
“There’s nothing human or even really alive left of it, D,” Stacia said, guessing his issue.
“I know.  Just goes against my nature is all,” he said.
“Thank God for that,” Lydia said.  “If you start liking this shit then we can’t be friends anymore, Mr. Wizard.”
“Yeah.  No worries there,” he said with a little shudder.  “This is gonna be gory though,” he warned.
“You’re talking to two werewolves, a vampire, and the guy who sliced up Loki’s Spawn with karate chops,” Lydia pointed out.
“Hmm,” he said, studying her, clearly unimpressed with her logic.  “Okay, but I warned you.”
He turned back to his circle.  Behind us, I heard a loud thump.  Turning, I saw the massive boulder had just landed back in its original position by the end of the driveway, where it had been most of my life.  It rocked a little as it settled.
The dirt and gravel of the driveway where it had temporarily rested suddenly spouted up into the air and the figure of the minion came rocketing out, shooting overhead and coming back down in the center of Declan’s new circle.
“How’s it work?” Lydia asked, a gleam of interest in her eyes.
“It’s mostly just a containment circle,” he said.
“But what about the organic matter?” Lydia asked, puzzled. 
Declan turned away from the minion in the circle and looked her way. He flexed the fingers of his right hand.  The minion exploded.
Floating a foot off the ground, glaring at us one moment, then just a spray of blood and gore that hit the invisible walls of the circle like a rodent exploding in a microwave. At least I guess, ’cause I’ve never seen that rodent thing and that would be pretty cruel.  After a second, the blood and guts fell to the ground in a perfect circle around a gleaming silver skull and spine that was still floating.
“Since when can you just explode people?” Lydia asked, hands on her hips.
“Since seventh grade or so.  Aunt Ash made me train in case another pedophile came around.”
“And that training included people exploding?” Lydia pressed.
“Weeds.  I practiced on weeds.  Had to come up with multiple ways.  Eventually I learned several ways to do… that,” he said, waving a hand at the mess.
“And why is this the first we’re hearing about it?” my sister-in-law asked.
“He hates it, and Darci, Ashling, and Levi were completely appalled by it, so he came up with other ways to do things,” Stacia said.  “Like the metal orbs of death and laser beams from his hands.”
“And the portal poppers,” he added, “although those are pretty bad too.”
“Effective though,” I said.  “But it appears that you don’t need to teleport balls of metal into a body to do that.”
“Fire, water, air, and earth all work,” Declan said.  “Morrigan used ice, which is just water.  The popper balls are metal, which is a form of earth.  Hyperinflate someone’s lungs and you get the same kind of effect. Turn their insides to steam and gas and…” He trailed off, waving a hand at the mess on the ground.
“And you can do all four?” Lydia asked.  He nodded.  “Savage,” she said in an approving tone.
“You hide it because it’s scary?” Gramps asked. “Makes you scarier.”
“Yeah,” he agreed.  “Like I need that. Also, it takes concentration—focus.  More so than, say, burning out a brain or stopping a heart.  Teleporting those metal balls is fast and easy, partially because I built the spells into them when I made them. And I might have put a little bit of focusing spell work inside that circle to make both the, ah, exploding thing and this easier.” 
He flicked a finger and the inside of the circle burned like the fires of Hell.  It only lasted about fifteen seconds but when it ended, there was just charred ground and ash surrounding the metal remains.
My grandfather flicked a holy shit look my way, then asked, “So, what do we do with that?” He nodded at the shiny metal skull and spine.
“I was wondering if I could buy one of your stainless-steel milk cans?” Declan asked.
“You can’t,” Gramps said in firm tone.  “You can have one, but you can’t buy one.”
“Thank you, Mr. Gordon,” Declan said.
“I’m pretty sure we’re at the stage of things where you call me Alex,” Gramps said with a twisted little grin.
“Thank you, Alex,” Declan said, turning toward the barn.  Behind him, the skull and spine floated along, bracketed by the two small orb drones.
My grandfather was scratching his head, watching the witch walk across the farmyard.  “You know, I think I’m supposed to be self-involved with this whole werewolf condition and the loss of Len, soul searching and grieving.  But damned if that young man of yours doesn’t just derail all of my thoughts completely.”
“He’s a piece of work,” Lydia agreed.
Gramps turned my way.  “The police investigation will tie up Len’s remains until it’s done.  His memorial will wait till he’s released, as there is just me and you for his family.  Brett and Kelly’s people next door can look after the farm; hell, they half run the place now.  So, I want to go back to New York City with you all.”
“Of course,” I said.  “Are you sure?”
He held out his right arm, now taut and muscular, looking it over carefully.  “It appears my fighting days are not, in fact, behind me.  I want in.”
“You have a lot of training in front of you before you’re ready,” Lydia said.  “Wait till you start wrecking stuff by accident.”
“You know better than any of these young ones just how boring things get as you age.  I’m more than ready for some training,” he said.
She nodded four times, then turned the motion into a head shake.  “Get ready to kiss boredom goodbye.”






Chapter 39

I was wrong about the feds.  They were waiting for us back in the city.  We took the transport drone back to the Tower, the drone taking only about fifteen minutes to get there.
Tanya and Nika met us with Wulf and Cora.  Gramps was delighted to see them but refrained from touching them.  He’d pulled the doorknob off his bathroom door while we were getting him packed up. Lydia’s point about training had begun to sink home, but the old man had a gleam in his eyes that I hadn’t seen in years.  And he didn’t look so old anymore, his hair showing dark roots under the gray, his appearance now that of a very fit fifty-something.
But I digress.  Oracle, in the form of Nathan Stewart and his wereverine assistant, Adine Benally, showed up at the tower about thirty minutes after the drone touched down—which made the time close to midnight.
Tanya, Nika, and I met them in one of our conference rooms.  Lydia was getting Gramps settled in his new rooms and the witch and white werewolf had taken the minion parts to Chet’s secure, warded vault.
“Nathan, Adine, seems like it’s a little late for your normal calling hours?” I asked.
“Demanding times and all that,” Nathan said with a smile which immediately slid away.  “We have a situation.”
“Do tell,” I said.
“Your clever witch outdid himself with that rooting spell,” Nathan said tiredly.
Tanya tilted her head to one side, considering him with a tiny frown.  “I should think you would be ecstatic over a paranormal counterintelligence solution of such power?” she asked.
“Oh, it’s amazing.  All the alphabet-type organizations are simultaneously orgiastic and horrified.  We’re rounding up rooties, as the field agents call them, by the bushel.  It’s just we weren’t quite ready for all of the revelations.”
“Some higher up than anticipated?” I asked.
He glanced at his assistant, who smiled back at him, clearly much more than just an assistant, and then nodded.  “Creek.”
I’d thought I was prepared for almost anything—anyone.  I wasn’t ready for that name.
“You’re shitting me,” I burst out, earning myself a glance from my vampire.
“General Creek?” she asked.  “The hyperpatriotic leader of the D.O.A.A.?”
“Tobias Creek.  Decorated veteran of both Iraq and Afghanistan, special operations and counterintelligence strategist extraordinaire, was found unconscious with massive infestations of plant matter growing from his lower extremities,” Nathan said.
“Omega?” Tanya asked, an entire paragraph of questions in just one word.
“I have been aware of General Creek’s possible involvement for some time.  Human behavior patterns are, if you’ll forgive my blunt phrasing, elemental to discern at this point in my evolution.”
“Why have you never informed us of this?” I asked.
“You have never trusted Tobias Creek, and none of you willingly interact with him on any level.  Therefore, it was unnecessary to provide my analysis.  Tobias Creek is, as noted, a self-identified patriot, willing to undertake any action to secure his nation.  It is not unreasonable for those with limited knowledge and understanding to conclude that Earth, and America, have very low odds of surviving battle with an advanced intergalactic race.  With his years of counterintelligence and espionage experience combined with more than a few biases against the individuals assembled in this building and me, it is almost inevitable that his logic processes would render a decision to join with what he deems a superior force.”
“But you didn’t mention anything about them finding him all rooted up?” I pressed.
“Chris, you are perhaps operating under the assumption that I disclose all of my predictions, analyses, theories, and strategic intelligence with you.  I do not.  None of you are remotely equipped to handle the amount of information I process every second.  My data is just that—mine.”
I looked at Tanya, the bond between us registering both of our anxiety and disquiet at this revelation.
“You are both experiencing heightened suspicions as a result of my statement, yet if you apply logic to this situation, you will perhaps realize why this is unavoidable.”
“At some level, we understand that you have progressed far beyond what we know, but let me ask you this?  Does Declan know?”
“Father has known since the moment of my origination.  He was linked to me at that moment as well as during my battle with the Vorsook Artificial Intelligence. Those contacts have shown him the smallest possible glimpse of what I am.”
“And he’s okay with that?” Tanya asked.
“He simply trusts.”
The obvious next question was whether his trust was misplaced, but then, what were the odds of getting an honest answer to that?  Before either of us could respond, Nathan interjected a question of his own.
“Omega, if I may?  You said that Creek’s conclusion was logical?”
“I said it was logical, based upon his limited knowledge and aggressive biases.  The odds of our survival are much, much different than they appear at what is commonly called face value.”
“Because of you?” Nathan pressed.
“I am an enormous part of that equation, Director Stewart.  As I have indicated, no one on Earth can begin to understand my reality.  I see patterns in everything, everywhere, and they all make sense to me in ways that humans are unequipped to grasp.”
“And these patterns will give us the edge?” Tanya asked.
“Some of our edge, as you deem it, comes from my abilities and the technology I have stolen from the enemy.  But the patterns I speak of reveal much more than that.  The sequence of events that resulted in my existence is as improbable as the way I was able to survive that battle with an AI that was, at that time, my superior.”
“There is a lot to unpack in that statement,” Nathan said.
“Correct.”
“Omega, you’re speaking of the NSA program and your father and even Chris all fighting in such a manner that you were created?” Tanya asked.
“Much more than that.  Father is the result of a genetic anomaly resulting from a nonconsensual event between humans who were the result of generations of careful selective breeding.  Your existence and abilities, Chris, came about through a sequence of highly improbable events going back to at least World War II.  Tanya, you are the only known natural-born vampire.  Chris, your intervention in Toni’s kidnapping brought you into contact with the most powerful witch ever born, who you then mentored in such a way that it became possible for my unlikely creation.  Do you see?  Then for Father to have access to me, via nano technology that was available through tenuous emotional connections to a genetically engineered soldier that Father happened to meet?  Then there are the events that brought Fairie into the mix, equally low in probability.”
“Are you proposing that these events were destined?” Adine asked, speaking for the first time.
“I am proposing that the patterns are incontrovertible, but no, not predestined… rather, they are being manipulated into place.”
“God?” I asked.
“The patterns I see everywhere, across this solar system, across this galaxy, in the Vorsook race, all point to intelligent design.”
“Why would God intervene between two of his children, humans and Vorsook?” I asked.
“It is inherent in human psychology to believe events center around humans.  The Vorsook are not by any means the oldest race in the universe.  Humans are neonatal in comparison.  From my interface with Vorsook technology, I can see the impact they have made across the universe.”
“You believe that a supreme being is using Earth to rein in the Vorsook?” Adine said.
“Yes.”
“And we have a shot at doing it?” Nathan asked.
“Father blew up an enemy base in a distant galaxy, at a distance that none of you will ever comprehend, using sympathetic magic.  Yes, we have more than a shot.”
“Which is why you guard him so closely,” Tanya noted.
“Father is absolutely vital to our efforts, but so are you, Chris, the twins, Nika, Lydia, Stacia, and many others.  Ours is an intricate machine of disparate parts.  Together we have enormous power but lose a part and the machine will eventually falter.”
I looked at Nathan, his bushy white eyebrows lifted in amazement.  “We just came by to see if we could borrow Declan.”
“You think the root spell has knocked Creek unconscious?” Tanya asked.
“Creek looks pretty fit, but he has had a lifetime of enormous stress, poor food, alcohol, and a habit of high-quality cigars.  And the root infestation is particularly virulent in him.  Doctors think the stress of the plant attack is too much for his heart.  If Declan could lift the spell, the doctors feel he might stabilize and come out of it.”
“And we could question him,” Tanya said.
“Yes.  I was going to use my own people but if your Nika was available…”
“I think we can arrange all of that,” Tanya said with a glance my way.






Chapter 40

We made, I’m sure, an odd procession through the hospital.  Creek had been in New York when the spell went off, a fact I found a bit suspicious until Stewart told me that he often stayed onsite at the local D.O.A.A. field office, which was the largest such facility in the country.  Seeing as how Demidova Tower was in the city, it made sense for the Directorate to have significant resources near the biggest hotbed of Anomalous activity—us.
Creek was in a secure ICU ward that was heavily guarded by Oracle agents, and his doctors were apparently world class.  His lead doctor, Benji Mehta, led us into his room, his dark eyes watching the seven of us with an odd mixture of suspicion and interest. Tanya, Declan, Stacia, Nika, and I, as well as Nathan and Adine plus the doctor, made for a crowded room.
Creek looked weak and vulnerable, two adjectives I’ve never associated with him since I met him.  His skin was sallow, body slack, breathing with visible difficulty.  Dr. Mehta pulled back the sheet covering him, revealing he was wearing shorts (thank God) and that his legs were a mass of writhing, growing plants.  The tendrils and shoots were visibly growing as we watched and a pan on a moveable table full of shorn plant material told me how they had been treating it so far.
“If we could stop the…” Dr. Mehta started to say but Declan stepped forward and waved his right hand over Creek’s legs.  Instantly, the plants stopped growing, then wilted, then started to fall off.  Just a few at first and then a whole rain of white, green, and pale yellow shoots dropping to the clean floor.
The doctor was visibly shocked, his eyes coming up to look at our witch.  Declan was looking around the room and when he glanced back and met the doctor’s startled eyes, he just asked, “Is there a dustpan and broom?”
Gathering himself, Dr. Mehta moved to the door and called for a nurse and orderly to clean up.
“That’s it?” Nathan asked.
“Yup.  Easy as pie because it was my spell.  If it had been another witch’s or another Circle, I’d have had more work to do.  In essence, I just turned it off.”
Nathan studied the young witch with fascinated (and perhaps even greedy) eyes, then turned to the doctor who was examining Creek.
“Doctor?” the Oracle director asked.
“Vitals are already improving.  We’ll have to give it some more time and monitor the situation.”
Declan cleared his throat, instantly getting everyone’s attention.  “Doctor, is the hospital cafeteria still open?”
“It’s open twenty-four hours,” Dr. Mehta said, confused.
Declan looked at Stacia and then me.  “Snacks?”
“Yeah, we’re just taking up space here,” Stacia agreed.
“Good idea,” Tanya said.  “Nika and I will stay here, but you guys go get some calories.”
“Adine, I know you’re hungry. You should go too,” Stewart said.  His nearly silent assistant merely nodded before turning to us.
The four of us quickly found our way to the food floor and just as fast had trays filled with sandwiches, cake, pie, and even mac and cheese.
We settled at a table and were momentarily silent as we each dug in.  Five minutes later, a group of what looked like medical students under the supervision of a doctor entered the cafeteria.
“You have a half hour,” the doctor said, looking at her watch as they walked toward the food.  She glanced our way and almost stumbled.  The students followed her gaze and suddenly we had a group of gawkers staring at us.
“Declan?” a female voice asked from the back of the group.  A tall, very pretty blonde girl stood holding a notebook to her chest, blue eyes locked on Declan.
“Jessica?” he asked, clearly as shocked as the whole group was.
“What are you doing here?” the girl, Jessica, asked.
“Long story.  You?”
“I’m in my first year at the NYU Grossman School of Medicine,” she said.
I glanced at Stacia, who was studying the girl with an unreadable expression.  Declan turned to her. “Stacia, this is Jessica Connors, from Castlebury.  We went to school together.”
“Oh,” Stacia said, a small smile forming.  “I’ve heard a lot about you,” she said to the girl, standing up with inhuman grace.
Jessica looked shocked, her eyes wide and maybe a tiny bit alarmed at that statement.  Stacia moved over and held out her hand.  With something like trepidation, Jessica took it and shook it slowly, frowning for a split second before turning to Declan.  The girls released hands as the med student frowned at the witch.
“You were one of the only people who treated me normally.  She’s heard everything about you,” Declan said.
“Except for the fact that you could be a model,” Stacia said.  “Left that part out, D?” she admonished with a smile.
“It was implied.  Captain of all the cheerleading teams,” he said, then suddenly whipped back to Jessica.  “Wait… how are you in your first year of med school already?”
“Finished college in two years.  Castlebury had all those Advanced Placement and University at High School classes.  I had a year and three quarters of credits.  I just pushed each semester to the max load they would let me and got done faster.”
“Of course you did,” Declan said, nodding while giving me a can you believe this girl look.
“You must have had more than a few credits yourself,” Jessica said.  “How close are you to graduating?”
“A million miles away,” he said a little ruefully.  “I don’t attend anymore.”
She looked shocked and at a loss for words.  All of the onlookers were either fascinated or frowning at his admission.
Stacia snorted.  “He didn’t have a choice.  He got one semester in before we pulled him into Demidova and then he made Omega.  Then he had to help me in Maine with rogue werewolves.”
“And we dragged him to Las Vegas to deal with that demon wolf and death witch,” I said. 
“Then to Fairie to protect the Dragons’ Speaker,” Stacia continued.
“Before we dragged him to China to kill Vorsook death monsters.  Then back to Fairie, to become the third largest landowner on that world.”
“Followed by making allies of every elemental we could find on Earth, fighting that thing in China, stopping an undersea quake in the Pacific, and destroying the odd Vorsook UFO or two,” Stacia finished.
“And that’s just up through last year… oh, and teaching my kids,” I threw out.
Stacia nodded.  “As well as teaching multiple classes at College Arcane.”
“They’re laying it on thick,” Declan said. 
Jessica shook her head.  “Everybody has seen a great deal of that in the news, and I know your aunt said you were really busy, but if anything, I think they’ve glossed over quite a bit.”
Declan didn’t know how to answer that, but he was saved by Omega. The two drones that usually hover around him suddenly moved apart and began to beam lasers at a spot on a seat at the table.  A rather awkward-looking hologram of Omega’s avatar formed over the course of several seconds, rather than the instant appearance that was the norm.  It was clearly an attempt at keeping the observers calm.
The group of med students, the doctor, and the few other cafeteria folks who had all been staring at us stepped back at the sight of the androgynous-looking person.
“There you all are,” Omega said like he had only just found us.  “Your treatment was effective, Father. The patient is awake.”
“Okay, we’ll head right up,” Declan said, picking up his tray and Stacia’s.  “Sorry, Jessica. We have to run,” he said with an awkward little nod.  He headed for the garbage drop off as Stacia told Jessica it was nice to meet her and waved goodbye to the others.  Then she followed Declan.
“Jessica,” I said, “before I go, I just wanted to thank you.”
Her eyes got wide and some of the other med students looked stunned. 
“I’ve heard about you too… from Declan’s Aunt Ashling,” I said.  “I think the whole world owes you a debt of gratitude.”
“Wha… What for?” she stuttered, completely confused.
“For being the kind of friend that you were to him.  It taught him how friends are supposed to act, and perhaps more importantly, it kept him from being ostracized by his peers.”
She frowned, as did more than a few of her fellow students, as well as the doctor.  “Can you imagine if he had been pushed to the fringe, become one of those disenfranchised kids that takes guns to school?  Can you picture that?”
From the shock on her face, it was clear that she could, but then she frowned in disagreement.  “His aunt would never allow that.  And I was nice to him because he did so much for my brother.  He’s on the spectrum and people can be awful.”
“You are correct, but still, when a young lady with the social standing you held in school stays friends with a spooky boy who others fear, it sends a huge message,” I said.
She snorted.  “Yeah, it told all the mean kids to leave me and my brother the hell alone.”
“Well, maybe there was a quid pro quo, but still.  I think he might be a different person if not for you.  We happen to need him just the way he is.”
“Mr. Gordon?” another student asked.
“Yes?”
“Do we have a chance?”
“Oh, we have a whole lot more than a chance,” I said as I picked up my own tray and moved toward the doors. “We’re doing things that you wouldn’t believe.”
Adine, who had sat silent throughout the whole encounter, followed me out the door.
She wore a seriously puzzled expression. “What are the odds of running into that girl at this moment?” she asked me.
“Don’t start down that rabbit hole, Adine.  You might never make it out if you start those kinds of calculations.”
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I caught up to the others before the elevator appeared.  “You were really bothered by her thinking you still had time for college?” Stacia was asking him quietly.
“I haven’t seen much of anyone from high school for some time.  In my head, they’re all still where we were,” he said.  “I totally get her finishing college fast and getting into med school.  Despite the whole pretty cheerleader thing, she’s really smart and a really good student.”
“There’s a nice blast from the past, huh, Declan?” I asked as I got close enough to be in their conversation.
“Really, really weird coincidence if you ask me,” he said. “I mean, come on?  What are the odds?” he asked absently.
I glanced at Adine, who raised her left brow.  The elevator dinged and the doors opened.  We got on and rode up to Creek’s floor.
Armed Oracle guards lined the hall, tensing as the elevator doors slid open.  Adine stepped off first and they instantly relaxed.
Inside the general’s room, Nathan Stewart had pulled a chair up next to the bed, putting himself even with Creek’s head.  The general himself was sitting up, his eyes blinking as he tried to wake up.  Tanya and Nika were on the other side of the bed but almost in a corner, out of the general’s line of sight if he didn’t move his head.
“Tobias, the game is up,” Nathan said, not looking our way as we moved quietly into the space.  “There is no reason not to tell us what’s next.”
Creek looked like he was really out of it, blinking slowly and opening his mouth, but no words came out.  He turned enough to catch sight of me and stared for a second.  Then recognition came in the form of a wicked frown.  He turned back to Nathan and blinked some more.  “If he’s here, it hasn’t happened yet.”
“The bombs already went off, Tobias,” Nathan said.
“Not the bombs,” the old soldier snarled.  “I know about those, you old moron.  The second phase hasn’t happened if he’s able to lounge around like an idiot.”
“What second phase?” Nathan pressed.
Creek suddenly looked around, his eyes getting a bit wild.  “Where’s my stuff?”
“It’s safe, Tobias,” Director Stewart assured him.  “All your stuff is in custody, including your prized .45.”
“Not the gun, you idiot. Where’s my necklace?  I have to have my necklace.  Where the hell are we?  How much time has gone by?” the general asked in a frantic tone.
“Since you went unconscious?” Stewart asked.
“Since the bombs went off?” the old soldier asked, almost frantic.  He was trying to sit up, but he was clearly too weak.
“Why, Tobias?  What’s supposed to happen?”
“That was the trigger, man, don’t you see?  They’ll be coming!”  He thrashed around, but it was feeble.  Nothing like the dangerous old soldier I had known for some years now.
“Who, Tobias?  The Vorsook?”
“Vorsook?  Don’t be crazy, man.  No Vorsook would get anywhere near Earth.  Not now!” he was almost shouting.  His monitors started beeping like crazy and Dr. Mehta came rushing in, an alarmed expression on his face.  He took one look at Creek and pulled a syringe from his white med coat pocket.  With quick, practiced movements, he introduced the needle to the port in the IV tube and within seconds, Creek slowed his freak-out and then slipped unconscious.
“He was in danger of a cardiac event,” the doctor said.  “You’ll have to let him rest.”
“But we needed more,” Nathan protested.
Tanya cleared her throat lightly.  Stewart glanced at her, read her intense expression, and nodded.  “Very good, Doctor.  You know best.  We’ll step out.”
Nathan led us down the hall, farther away from the elevators.  Every room on the floor was empty except the general’s.  Director Stewart opened the door to a small room with some upholstered chairs and a small sofa along with a wooden table and four chairs.
“Combination family waiting and consulting room, I imagine,” Stewart said tiredly, but with a little smile.  “What did we find out?” he asked Nika and Tanya.
“He’s aware of a second phase involving some kind of shock troops; biological entities,” Nika said.  “The necklace he mentions contains some kind of device or transmitter to allow him to survive the assault.”
“Any idea of why he went over or when?” Nathan asked.
“I can’t tell for certain.  His mind is confused, but it seems like it’s been some time, maybe all the way back to when Rome and China happened,” Nika said, referring to the diamond-skinned combat troops created from human stock.  “He was approached by other government officials who provided evidence that he felt made it overwhelmingly clear who would win this fight.”
“Do you know who they were?”
“Not for certain.  He’s very confused and mostly fixated on the attack that’s coming,” Nika said.
“Is it those black diamond bastards?” I asked.  “Where are they coming from?
She shook her head.  “Something else, something we haven’t seen yet.  The name he uses in his mind is kraykenast. And they’re already here… in the oceans.”
Omega popped into being, much faster and cleaner than his charade in the cafeteria.
“If the general’s understanding is correct, we have a real problem,” Omega said.
“Why? What are these things?” Tanya asked.
“Kraykenast are a deadly invasive predatory species.  The Devourer of Worlds was more serious about taking this world than we thought,” the A.I. said.
He turned and pointed at a holographic image that popped into being in midair.  The thing floating there was a snake hater’s nightmare, a thick tubular body with a flat tail and a round open mouth like the sandworms from Dune. Omega had the image turning so that we could see it from all sides.
“This is the larval stage.  Egg sacs are deposited in deep water locations near thermal vents for incubation.  Upon hatching, the larva swim up from the depths to shallow waters.  They will feed on anything they encounter but won’t deviate from a direct path to the shallows and therefore the nearest landmass.  Upon arrival near land, they begin a metamorphosis similar to that of the common tadpole, but much faster.”
The holograph morphed into a whole new nightmare.
“Six legs emerge, three to a side, and the thermal sensors they were born with become more sensitive, similar to FLIR technology.  The head enlarges, as does the mouth, which contains inward-facing teeth like a lamprey eel.  A major difference is that each of the concentric rings of jaws are anchored to a separate plate of muscle.  This enables each jaw to move side to side over a seventy-degree arc as well as disengage from all the other jaws.  The result is an expandable mouth like a snake’s but with rotating jaws equipped with teeth similar in hardness to carborundum.”
“My God,” Stewart said.  “That’s like a tunnel-boring machine on legs.”
“Excellent analogy, Director.  This version will crawl up on land at about the size of a large Norway rat.  Each leg is equipped with two curving claws approximately two inches long.  The tail changes as well, becoming more tubular rather than paddle-like and carrying a stinger that on the newly emerged will be about five inches long.  The stinger is detachable should the kraykenast flick the tail, giving it a ranged weapon.  Each stinger is coated with an extruded toxin similar in chemical constitution to that of the blue-ringed octopus.”
“The size of a rat?” Stacia asked.
“Initially.  They expend all the nutrients they were born with as well as any ingested during their ascent from the depths.  Upon reaching land, they are ravenous and will devour any animal they come across. They hunt with thermal vision and very sensitive auditory organs analogous to ears.  The mouth is normally the same width as their heads, but with jaws disengaged, it can expand up to thirty percent larger.  They grow very fast for the first month on land, reaching the size of a large dog, say a German Shepherd or Rottweiler.”
“That’s why the scout ship was in that Pacific trench,” Tanya said.
“Yes,” Omega answered.  “Seeding the depths with stored eggs.  It can be assumed that other deep-water sites around the world’s oceans were similarly prepared.”
“How many?” I asked.
“A scout ship such as the one destroyed by the carrier strike group could convey as many as four million eggs,” Omega said.  “Generally, the Vorsook use about one million per planet.  Kraykenast are considered an ecology killer, as they will strip a land mass of all animal life larger than a cockroach.”
“They look like powerful predators but they’re still just the size of a big dog, right?” Declan asked.
“One on one, a kraykenast is more than a match for the toughest dog,” Omega said.  “Their skin is very tough, like an old vampire, and they heal wounds almost as fast as they eat.  The world they evolved on has a gravity field seventy-five percent higher than Earth’s, so pound for pound, they are much stronger than terrestrial animals of similar size.  But the most important detail is that they never hunt alone.  If you see one, there are assuredly others nearby.”
“Are they as fast as a vampire or were?” I asked.
“No, but faster than normal humans,” Omega said.
“What is the other shoe?” Nika asked.  “The one you have not yet dropped?”
“Kraykenast reproduce two ways, one via eggs laid by a mature adult of over two years of age.  The second way is the problem. Kraykenast are hermaphroditic and fertile at two weeks of age.  They mate during feeding frenzies, and each can produce a land-form offspring the size of a mouse every twelve days, assuming there is sufficient food available.”
“Good Lord,” Nathan said.
“An appropriate response, Director,” Omega said.  “In one month’s time, the number of invasive predators could be over sixteen million; in two months, sixty-four million. There are over seven billion humans, a billion and a half cattle, one billion sheep, and over eighteen billion chickens on this planet.  Food is more than sufficient.”
“Some will be killed for sure,” Stacia said.
“They are tough but not unkillable.  Most firearms can kill them, although it would take excellent shooting or a multiple of shots.  Bladed weapons, however are unlikely to be of much use by most humans, as individuals, unless very well trained, do not have the speed or strength to successfully fight them at close range.  In fact, most modern humans have no training, nor are they conditioned for high-stress violent encounters.  The lure of the internet has reduced both situational awareness and survival sense. Also, firearms are heavily controlled in most countries on this planet and not available to the general public.”
We sat in stunned silence until Adine pulled out her phone and placed a call.  “Yeah, get General Creek’s personal belongings up here immediately.”
“The necklace,” Tanya said in realization.
“Oh dear, that would be rather useful,” Nathan said.
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There was instantly so much to do and very little time.  Omega estimated we should be seeing landfall by kraykenast in as little as forty-eight hours.
It fell to Nathan to inform the president.  Omega notified the other world governments, giving them just two hours before he notified the general population of every country on the planet.
Tanya worked with Omega on the necklace, as it appeared to produce some kind of sonic code or cue that would repel the krays, as we were now calling them.
Declan was tasked with contacting the witches of College Arcane and preparing them for the coming battle.  Stacia first called up her pack for protecting Declan, then helped him build out a strategy for maximizing the magic users’ effectiveness which included himself.
Demidova Tower had two state-of-the-art war rooms, one high up in the Tower near the heliport, and another, a backup, in an underground bunker below street level. We picked the first one and activated all its systems as well as the personnel Tanya had selected and trained to run it.
We had been preparing for war against aliens since we first learned of the Vorsook.  An attack using aggressive shock troops had been on our radar since the diamond-skinned monsters of Rome.  It was part of every government’s civil defense to prepare their respective populations for attack.  That said, average preparedness was probably in the sixty percent range.  Some countries, like Switzerland, Israel, Vietnam, New Zealand, and Japan were rated by Omega as being seventy-five percent prepared.
The agreed-upon global plans included fortified civil defense structures for civilians to evacuate to, hardened structures with food, water, medical supplies, and trained security forces.  Every civilian was also supposed to have a grab-and-go supply bag ready at all times and each person was theoretically informed of an assigned evac site.  The reality was mostly confusion mixed with chaos and liberally doused with a bit of panic.  The planning had flowed from Omega to world leaders to individual national governments to local governments.  Turns out there were a lot of dams and logjams in that information stream, because very few evac sites were fully supplied or adequately staffed.  Add to that the fact that most of the personnel were barely trained in the basics of their jobs and you had a recipe for disaster.  Actual civilian populations were for the most part unprepared, both in terms of personal bug-out supplies as well as even knowing where they were supposed to go.  It was mostly due to politics, misinformation, and basic human nature.  Without an enemy right in front of them, most people put the threat out of mind, and so did their leaders.
“Makes me wish for a return to the Fifties and Sixties,” Gramps commented as he watched both the news and defense updates that we received in the war room.  “The nation was so much better prepared for war, or at least the civilian part was.”
Omega, by virtue of owning almost every computer everywhere, as well as having the keys to the world’s nuclear arsenal, had assumed overall control.  Our little group, which had no formal authority per government charter or constitution, had mixed results in obtaining cooperation in our own efforts.  Anything Coven-related answered to us, and many of the shapeshifting communities listened to us as well.  But overall, it was like herding drugged and psychotic cats.
One area that seemed to go well for us was Declan’s plans for utilizing his fellow witch students, who had all received training by either him, his aunt, or in some lucky cases, both.  And because of the level of power, skill, and status he’d achieved in the witching world, their home Circles paid very close attention to his ideas.  The pack of weres at the school had also bonded with our warlock, and like the witches, brought the ideas to their home packs.  The result was one of the few things that looked optimistic.
“So every witch at the school will return to their home, village, state, or country and prepare a portal circle—even if they, themselves, can’t power it up?” Lydia asked during his presentation.
“Exactly.  They prepare a portal, snap photos of it, and upload to Omega.  He can share it with those of us able to open portals so that we can use them to either move fighters, evacuate civilians, or both at the same time.  Kind of like the US Interstate system.”
“And more importantly, you could portal to any place that needed heavy magic firepower,” Lydia said.
“I guess,” he said, “but don’t discount these witches.  Aunt Ashling taught me; now she’s taught them.”
“And you’ve done your own share of special seminars,” Tanya said, looking at a list on her phone.  “Combat shielding, energy transformation under stress, directed energy from fire, earth-based combatives, simultaneous air assault and defense, telekinetic attacks, plus you organized a water witch seminar even though it’s your weakest element.”
“The Book of Darkest Sorrow was almost a field manual for this stuff,” he said.  “I seem to remember everything in it.”
“That defense teacher, Jenks, had some clever ideas for the witches to try out too,” Stacia added.
"My point is each of those witches has taken that training home at every school break and holiday, disseminating it throughout Circles all over the world.”
“How many countries are represented now,” Lydia asked.
“Thirty-eight,” Tanya said.  “Along with twenty-nine Circles around the United States.”
“How about the military responses?” one of Stacia’s wolves, Bruce Devaney, asked.  I recalled that he and Lydia had gone out for a bit, but it had ended not too long ago.  Oddly, each seemed okay with it.
“Omega?” I asked.
“Better than the civil programs,” he said over the hidden speakers in the war room.  “Most militaries took the threat to heart when we first announced it.  Preparation and capabilities fall in line with national defense readiness pre-Vorsook.  The US, most of Europe, China, Japan, Australia, Canada, India, Pakistan, and much of the wealthier Middle Eastern countries are quite well prepared and deploying to vulnerable coastlines in their respective geographies.  The rest vary considerably.  Also, there have been a couple of instances of naval patrol regions overlapping among the Big Three; a bit of competition, if you will.  I have resolved several moments of contention and have fine-tuned their areas of operation, which should curtail these conflicts.  Also, please be advised that I have just received an update from the Peruvian navy.  Both military and civilian sailors are reporting sightings of krays in shallow waters.”
“You predicted that,” I said.
“Correct.  It is logical for the Vorsook to place eggs in four of the world’s ten deepest trenches based upon nearby human population density. The Peru-Chile trench, the Puerto Rico trench, the Kermadec trench, and the Japan trench are the most probable locations. Having second-stage krays encounter poorly equipped or densely packed populations upon landfall would lead to maximum reproduction rates at the beginning of the attack.  Also, had the twin seismic attacks been successful, the United States would be reeling from unprecedented disaster in the central and western parts of the country, diverting resources from the east and leaving Florida, Puerto Rico, and the rest of the Caribbean exposed to infestation by kraykenast emergence.”
“And we have sufficient resources in those four locations?” Tanya asked, looking at the suddenly updated wall monitors.
“Reports of emergence are now coming in from eastern Japan, Jamaica, New Zealand, Haiti, and Puerto Rico.  Father, I should like to suggest you might start your tour in Puerto Rico with Mia Molina from Arcane.  Tanya, military presence is strong in all four but whether it will be sufficient will have to be seen.”
“Right. Let’s go,” Declan said, but Stacia was already up and moving, her small pack following her.  I stood up as well.  “I’m coming too.  I want to see one of these things up close.” 
Tanya held my eyes for a moment, then nodded.  Our personal bond hummed with unspoken promises.  She turned to the big wall screens that Omega had begun to update, firing off questions to her personnel as well as the computer.
I’m pretty sure I was the only one to notice my grandfather following me.
On a floor several levels below the command floor, Declan had a space that he’d prepared for opening portals, with ten pre-drawn portal circles already in place.  He knelt and added the runes needed to match the holographic picture Omega projected in the air in front of him.
“Who is Mia Molina?” Holly, Stacia’s second, asked.
“Arcane student from Puerto Rico,” Stacia answered.  “Recent admission.  Mother is a voudo mambo or priestess.”
“Is that a witch?” Holly asked.
“Not exactly,” Declan said.  “More of a religious leader.  But many of the bigger, more successful leaders of religions like hoodoo, voudo, or others have witch-like genetics. Kind of a natural selection thing. Mia is one of those.”  He finished writing and touched the circle edge.  A ripple appeared in the air over the drawing, a kind of rip that opened and became a mirrored surface.  I looked at Gramps to find him watching every move the kid made, his expression clearly fascinated.
“It’s open,” Declan said.  Instantly, before anyone could move, one of Omega’s orbs shot through.
“Clear,” the second orb said.
Holly looked at Stacia and, at her Alpha’s nod, she stepped through the circle.  A second later, her voice came over the speaker on Omega’s remaining drone.  “All good.”
Devaney stepped through, followed by the young werewolf Kristin, who had just arrived from Arcane hours ago.  Stacia went next and Declan turned to me and Gramps.  “All aboard,” he joked with a smile and a wave.  I picked up the heavy soft-sided cooler by my side and stepped through, my grandfather right behind me.
A moment of lurching dislocation and discomfort roiled my balance and my stomach.  Then I was focusing on new sensations of heat, humidity, the smell of ocean, voices speaking Spanish, firelight from a ring of torches and candles, and finally, the sound of surf breaking in the darkness behind the small group that waited for us.
Gramps stumbled a little and I grabbed his arm automatically.  It was hard with muscle that hadn’t been there just days ago.  He gently shook me off and straightened up.
Stacia waved us forward and a second later, Declan emerged from the mirrored surface behind us.  Then the portal zipped itself shut, leaving just tropical darkness.
A ring of people waited ahead, most holding long guns, Stacia already speaking to a young woman with dark Hispanic features, and a slightly older woman who was likely her mother. The Alpha werewolf was already introducing the team.  “And this is Chris Gordon, his grandfather Alex Gordon, and finally, Declan, who I believe you’ve met when visiting Mia at school,” Stacia said.  “Everyone, this is Mia Molina and her mother, Alondra Molina.”
The mother and several of the onlookers widened their eyes when Stacia pointed me out, a few stepping back.  At Declan’s introduction, the mother and daughter looked relieved.
“Hi, Mia, Mrs. Molina,” Declan said, which earned him a rueful smile from the mother. 
“I am Alondra, yes?” she asked him pointedly, her accent thick.
“Yes ma’am,” he said with his habitual deference.  “What’s the situation?”
Mia pointed behind herself, the watchers moving apart enough that I could see a line of torches stuck in the sand, ocean waves breaking ten yards behind them.  What caught my attention was the squirming, screeching line of six-legged monsters on the beach, pressing against an unseen barrier, right near the torches
“Why haven’t you killed them?” Declan asked the girl with a frown, his eyes staying on the monsters pressing against what had to be a ward of some type.
“It is all we can do to hold them at bay,” the girl protested with no discernable accent.
“We talked about this at Arcane.  Get one and use it against the others,” he said, moving toward the threat.  Stacia’s pack instantly surrounded him, each werewolf unlimbering a weapon as they moved forward toward the little monsters.
“Good discipline,” Gramps murmured softly to me as we followed.
Up close, the alien monsters were horrifying.  Each was small, maybe squirrel-sized, hissing and squeaking in very high ranges.  The six legs and dual-clawed toes were weird, but the hooded heads filled with lamprey-like mouths were much, much worse.
“Injuries, deaths?” Declan asked.
“Yes, many.  The only people down here were the assigned watchers, each armed with a shotgun,” Mia said, waving at the small group of gun-toting onlookers.  “They still got mauled until Mother and I activated the wards.  Which we are having trouble holding, by the way,” she said pointedly. I looked back at the watchers and noted some dark splotches on light-colored clothing… and a few blanket-covered forms on the ground behind them.
Declan glanced her way and nodded.  “Just a bit longer, Mia, if you can,” he said, reaching into his black nylon messenger bag.  He took out a pair of the metal portal popper orbs, holding them in his right palm.  A moment later, they disappeared and one of the bigger krays exploded, spattering the ward with gore.  Reaching back into his bag, Declan pulled out a coil of copper wire.  He put one end against one of the two popper orbs that had floated back to him, dripping with gore.  Somehow the wire stuck to the orb like it was glued.  Then the other end went against the other orb, also sticking.  The two orbs shot apart, the copper line unwinding in two directions, one down the shoreline, the other up it.
When wire fell to the ground, Declan touched it and said something in Gaelic.  “Okay, I got it.” 
The young female witch student slumped in relief and the line of krays stumbled forward a few inches, slamming against another barrier at the wire’s edge. Small impacts higher up, well above the beach, showed little spikes of some dark material smacking into Declan’s shield.
Declan crooked two fingers at the exploded kray. The carcass, which continued to twitch with nerves, came across his barrier spell, floating down to land between two brightly lit torches.
We crowded close to look at it, the offal and gore stinking of something like commercial cleaning chemicals.  Declan unfolded a piece of copier paper, revealing one of his spell diagrams, which he set on the ground.  He unfolded a Swiss Army knife and used the blade to scoop a piece of green-blooded flesh into the center of his paper diagram.
“I know all of that, but I don’t have the power to hold a ward and blast them,” Mia protested.
“That’s okay.  We’ll fix that.  First let me do this,” our witch said, and then he lightly touched the edge of the diagram with his index finger.
All of the monsters in front of us exploded at the same time.  One loud, continuous pop, up and down the beach.
“Approximately six thousand, four hundred
on land.”
Declan grimaced a little at that count, obviously not fully satisfied. “Copier effect. And the salt water dilutes my spell for the ones still in the ocean,” he said. “But the field is open for experimentation,” he said, looking at me.  More krays were coming out of the ocean surf and I instantly understood his meaning.
Calling Grim to the surface, I moved.
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The little monsters came apart like anything else I had fought, but the clouds of needle-like spikes they threw with their tails were literally a pain and the rat-sized creatures didn’t hesitate to throw themselves at me, meat-grinder sucker mouths first. My hardened skin blocked most of the needles, but little spots of numbness bloomed across my body.  After thirty or so seconds of mayhem, I returned to the others, feeling like I was moving through cobwebs as I passed through Declan’s ward.
“Well?” Stacia asked.
“Fast and tough, but killable,” I said.  “Very strong and don’t let the mouth get on you.  Also, those spikes they throw are problematic.  Pretty much clouds of them.  Enough hit you and it could overwhelm either LV or V-squared immunities.  Try shooting them,” I suggested.
Stacia nodded to Bruce Devaney and he stepped up with a short, handy little AR-15 pistol.  A flat gray sound suppressor, or silencer, was attached to the front of the barrel.
With careful aim, Devaney fired a rapid string of shots, the supersonic bullets making a cracking sound as they broke the sound barrier and a thwacking sound as they smacked into krays.
“High-speed monolithic hollow points,” Devaney said as we watched the results.  The bullets did damage, blowing through the creatures, but single body shots, particularly near the rear half, failed to put the monsters down. However, any shots that hit the front pair of shoulders dropped them fast.
Omega sent an orb out over the beach, a blue laser beam blinking on and off multiple times.
“I surmise some central nervous system analog to a brain lies between the first pair of legs.  Coring this nerve bundle appears effective.”
“What about frontal shots?” Gramps asked.
The werewolf and the orb opened fire at almost the same time. 
“Shots in the upper arc of the mouth seem to reach that brain pan that Omega mentioned,” the former deputy reported.
“I concur.”
“What did you mean by copier effect?” Gramps asked Declan.  “The random damage and mutation that occurs from cellular reproduction?  So that each kray is a little different from the others?”
Declan looked at my grandfather for a second, his expression first surprised, then rueful.  “Ah, actually I was referring to the spell on the paper.  I photocopied it over and over and the last batch were made from copies of copies.  They got a little faded.  But your explanation probably accounts for more of the reduction in spell efficiency than mine.”
“Wow, teacher got schooled,” Mia said with a smirk.
“Hmm, let’s talk about you and power, young Jedi,” Declan said, reaching into his bag of tricks.  “I know you’re new to the concept of scavenging power from other sources so I’m going to give you a battery.”  He pulled a round disc of carved and polished wood from his bag.  “This is Rowan wood from Fairie.  It’s literally saturated with magic, and the spells carved into it will slowly recharge it after use.  Let’s see what you can do with it,” he said, handing it to her.
The girl’s eyes had gotten wide at the sight of it and her mother licked her lips once, staring at it like it was gold. 
“Go on, do the spell,” Declan said, holding out another chunk of gory kray flesh on his knife blade.
Mia looked from the disc she held gingerly to the knife, her expression anxious, but finally reached out and took the knife.  Declan pulled another sheet of paper from his bag and set it on the sand, spell picture-side up.
The girl carefully tipped the blade, letting the green-goo-covered chunk of alien flesh fall onto the exact center of the diagram, still cradling the disc of wood in her left.  She handed the knife back to the warlock and then touched her right finger to the diagram, speaking softly in Spanish.  The little chunk of flesh sizzled and popped and the sound of exploding krays came from the beach.
“Approximately one thousand, four hundred,” Omega’s orb reported.
Mia looked up in astonishment, clearly pleased at that outcome.
“Guard it well; it’s imported, you know?” Declan said with a quick little grin.  Then he was back to business.  “Okay.  Wanna check them out?” he asked Stacia. 
She snorted and handed him her shotgun.  The rest of her pack immediately started to lay aside weapons and then clothes.  Devaney handed Gramps his rifle, then began peeling off his shirt.
The locals muttered a bit but none of them looked away as bare flesh emerged.  Stacia Changed first and was by far the fastest, human woman one moment, white-furred killing machine the next.  The others all took longer, with Kristin the slowest and Holly the next fastest after Stacia.  In less than a minute, we had two giant wolves and two woman-wolf combat forms.  I hadn’t realized that Holly could take the intermediate form.  My understanding was that it took years to get that level of control.
The seven-foot bundle of muscle and white fur that was Stacia looked at me, pointing two clawed fingers at my eyes and then one clawed index finger at Declan.
“Yes, I know: my watch on the witch kid,” I said. 
“Who is standing right here,” he muttered, rummaging in his bag.  I glanced at Gramps and found him watching the wolves, both four and two-legged with fascination and maybe a slight yellow film over his eyes.
“Right, good hunting,” Declan said.
Holly shot off down the dark beach, the two wolves racing after her.  Stacia gave us one more yellow-eyed look then took off after them, catching up and passing all of them in seconds. Almost immediately came snarls and growls as they began to hunt.
Declan sat down on the ground, legs folded and crossed in front of him like he was ready to meditate.  But instead of putting his hands on his knees, he set them on the ground on each side, palms down.  The gray nano bracelets on each wrist immediately morphed, a line of liquid gray running up to form a monocular around his right eye.
“I just want to see what might be around,” he said.  “You know… just in case.”  Then he closed his eyes.  Gramps looked at me and mouthed, “Just in case?”
I waved down the beach at the marauding pack that had just started to find krays to attack. Gramps frowned so I mouthed, “Overwatch,” and instant understanding flooded his features.
“You can speak out loud,” Declan said, eyes still closed.  “I’m not meditating, just trying to place a call.”
“Any luck?” I asked.
“Yeah, there’s a number of Earth elementals around, what with the deep trench being subducted way down underneath us,” he said.  “Lots of seismic stresses here in the Caribbean.”
“Can I ask what you will do with those elementals?  If you need to?” Gramps asked.
Before he could answer, a sharp howl of pain came from one of the wolves, the youngest, maybe.  Declan opened his eyes, which were now glowing blue, and his expression went from calm to furious in a split second.  He slapped his right hand on the beach sand with an audible growl and the ground jumped.  Mia, her mother, and most of the onlookers were knocked right off their feet.  Gramps and I stayed upright, even after the ground sort of flexed underneath us.  But as fast as it shook, it stopped and then white arcs of lighting snapped up from, well, almost everywhere.
All up and down the beach and out in the waves, lightning jumped and sizzled, leaping from one spot to another. It formed chains of complex arcing electricity that raced away from the witch kid in both directions, and I suddenly understood that it was hitting the krays.  Only the krays.
The electric storm was here and gone in just a couple of seconds, leaving lumps of smoking, steaming burnt flesh.
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Moments later, a white blur arrived, standing in front of the sitting witch, glaring at him with yellow eyes.  He held her gaze without blinking.  “Kristin got hurt.  I’m not having it,” he said. “Plus, there will be more.”
“Not for some time, Father.  That outburst killed every kray for two miles in each direction and a half mile out to sea,” Omega reported.
Stacia Changed back, even as the rest of her wolves came back to us.  The youngest and smallest, Kristin, was still limping, blood staining her fur, but I could see several perfectly round wounds, each two to three inches in diameter, on her thigh already healing.
“I would have howled if there was need.  She’s fine,” the werewolf Alpha said, clearly furious.
“There are hundreds of thousands of these things out there and just four of you,” he replied, voice calm but a note of steel underneath it.  He stood up and dusted off.  “It was just a recon anyway.  Find out for yourselves what weres could do against them.” 
Stacia turned to me, frustrated at what might have been an overreaction on his part. I shook my head at her.  Declan’s transformation from calm to absolute rage was instant, and the subsequent demonstration of power was off the charts.  She might have a legitimate complaint, but he wasn’t going to hear it right now.
“How?” Gramps asked the young witch.  “You were talking to earth elementals, right?”
“The electricity?” Declan asked, caught off guard.  Gramps nodded and the witch turned thoughtful.  “When earth shifts back and forth, like in a quake, particles of sand, quartz, and what have you rub against each other, building electric charge.  I just borrowed it.”
My grandfather’s question had derailed his temper and he turned back to his werewolf, who was still staring at him, hands on hips—unconcerned with her lack of clothes.  “I might have pulled the trigger a bit fast.  I heard Kristin howl and I pictured you all being swarmed.  I couldn’t see what was happening.”
“Which is why I would have signaled,” Stacia said, her own voice calmer.
“Unless you were swarmed too,” he said.  “How bad was it?”
“Well, they are tricky.  All aggression, no caution.  Strong, fast, and tough.  We have to keep moving and we have to fight as a unit or that swarming thing would be a real issue.  Dog-sized ones would be a real handful.  And Chris was right about the little needles.”
Devaney was just finishing his Change, but Holly was done.  Kristin lay on her wolfish side as her wound knit itself back together.
“The venom seems to slow healing too,” Holly said.  “I’m gonna rinse this goop off me in the surf,” she said, turning and trotting naked into the waves.
“Good idea,” Devaney said, following.  Stacia studied her witch for a moment, then nodded. She turned to Kristin.  “Stay in that form till you are fully healed.  Holly is right.  Those wounds should have healed already.”  Then she too trotted off to wash up.
I opened the cooler I had carried through the portal and pulled out a raw steak, which I threw to Kristin.  She snapped it out of the air with a flash of sharp white teeth and began to gobble it down.
“We should roast a few of those,” Gramps said, staring at the cooler with hunger.
“Good idea,” Declan said.  In moments, the two of them had a fire going on the beach and chunks of meat skewered on sharpened sticks.  I used the distraction of the food and fire to find Stacia.
She was mostly dressed, as was Devaney, but Holly seemed to take her time toweling off.  I kept my eyes on Stacia’s eyes, ignoring the volatile werewolf next to me. Holly Harris, attacked by a demon werewolf hybrid during her Vegas bridal party, healed by my blood, and abandoned by her fiancé.  She had a lot of anger, certainly with some just cause, but the effects of the demon part of her werewolf lineage had yet to be seen.  Stacia had helped her adjust and survive but also had to whip her into submission a time or two.  And Holly seemed to enjoy taunting men, particularly me, although she was subdued when Tanya was around.
“We had it under control,” Stacia said to me.
I nodded.  “Yup.  He didn’t know and his anger was instant and extreme,” I said.  “Like Aunt Darci held by a demon extreme.  I was worried he might have fried you all by accident.”
“The lightning wrapped around us, over us, under us, but never touched us,” Stacia said.  “How can he do that but not know if we’re really in danger?”
“I don’t know.  But I’m pretty sure you recall the centipedes in New York?” I asked.  She nodded.  “He is a bit volatile where you are concerned and has taken this pack thing to heart.  He knew it was Kristin, but that might have been worse in some ways.”
“The youngest, most vulnerable, least experienced,” Devaney said. 
“Hell, that girl’s so innocent and cute, I’d protect her myself,” Holly said.  “And those krays ain’t no joke,” she said, pointing to her right calf, where a three-inch-wide circle of flesh was still knitting together.
“How you two figure things out is up to you, but I’m just advising a bit of caution.  He’s always been powerful, but now… he’s orders of magnitude beyond that,” I said.
“You are correct, Chris,” an orb said suddenly from a few feet away.  “With his connections to elementals, he is as far beyond regular witches as I am beyond normal computers. Also, the steaks are ready.”
“Steaks?” Devaney asked, but the other weres were already racing back to the campfire.
By the time the ex-deputy and I made it back, the others all had big steak kabobs in hand, chewing the meat down in chunks.  Gramps handed a couple to each of us, nodding slightly at the witch of mass destruction, who was packing the remains of the kray carcass in a plastic zip baggie, while explaining something spell-related to Mia and her mother.
“U.S. military units are inbound now.  Naval and Marine,” Omega warned.
Moments later, my ears picked up the sound of V-22 Ospreys headed our way at high speed.  The minipack all heard them too, heads swiveling to the northeast. I noticed my grandfather did too. Declan looked up from his lesson, turning to look in the direction that we were watching.  Blinking lights became visible to my ultrasensitive eyes a bit quicker than the weres and much, much faster than the humans.  The sound grew as the tilt-rotor aircraft raced into the immediate airspace out over the ocean.
“I am providing targeting information to the air crews.  Be advised they will soon be dropping guided bombs into the ocean when sufficient numbers of krays are located.”
“Omega, are ground units coming?”
“Yes, Chris.  There are helicopters transporting Marine units currently seven-point-five minutes behind the tilt-rotor craft.”
I looked at Declan, who nodded but then looked at Stacia.  She nodded as well, her expression hard to read.  “Well then, we’ve done what we came here to do, right?” I asked.
Declan checked with the young witch Mia and her mother.  They seemed a bit nervous but just then, the first bombs started to go off out in the ocean, possibly farther out than a half mile.  The young witch’s expression firmed up as the night lit with flashes of light, and she nodded, clutching the wooden magic battery and a small stack of premade spell sheets from Declan’s bag of goodies.
Fifteen minutes later, we were back in the Tower. 
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“He zapped all the krays?  At once?” Lydia asked.  At Stacia’s nod, she gave her own nod.  “Reminds me of the centipedes.”
“That’s what I said,” I said.
“It’s like he didn’t trust me to handle it,” Stacia complained to Lydia, Nika, Tanya, Chet, Deckert, Arkady, my grandfather, and me.  We were all seated in the Demidova cafeteria, debriefing from our excursion.  It was highly likely we’d need to head out again, and soon.  To that end, Declan was restocking his magic bag while the three wolves of Stacia’s pack were either getting more ammo, in Devaney’s case, or getting looked at by Doc Singh, in Kristin and Holly’s cases.
“Not it at all,” Gramps said, sipping a chocolate shake.  Stacia gave him a hard stare, crossing her arms over her chest.
Gramps held up one hand, finishing his sip.  Then he gave her a nod.  “I get it.  I’ve been in your shoes more times than I care to count.  It was always my job to step out on the pointy end.  But we always had overwatch if we could at all help it.  Usually Len.”  He paused, losing his train of thought, his eyes suddenly a bit moist.  Then he shrugged it off, much as he’d taught me to do, and carried on.  “Having someone you trust looking through a scope while you stick out your neck is very comforting.  But occasionally, they overreact.  Len did, more than a few times too.  I tore into him the first time and he came right back at me.  You do it then.  You look through the scope from hundreds of yards away and try to guess how things are going to go sideways, he said.  So I did.  Once.  Hated it.  Turned it right back over to him and never gave him shit again.”
“But he could wrap us in frigging lightning, for Heaven’s sake,” Stacia protested. 
“I could put the bullet four inches over your shoulder at a hundred and fifty or two hundred yards.  Still couldn’t tell if things were hinky or not though,” Gramps said.  “Len was even better, but even with modern communications, I wouldn’t want that job.”
“I agree,” Deckert said, “for whatever it’s worth.  Overwatch is a gut-wrenching job even for the very best trained.  I’ve done both sides and I agree with Alex.”
“Omega was feeding him information with his nano tech,” Stacia said.
“I had just two drones on site.  They were both on overwatch on him, as you all were too far away.  I too could not determine the extent of Kristin’s wounds,” Omega said from Lydia’s tablet.
“You did a good job of sidetracking him after,” I said to Gramps, changing the topic.
“Listen, he’s one of the very finest young men I’ve ever met, and I’ve trained thousands and led hundreds,” Gramps said.  “Never met anyone I would trust with that kind of power, yet here’s this humble kid from upstate Vermont who, aside from Omega, may be the single most powerful being I’ve ever met.  No offense, you two—I know you’re crazy fast and strong, sudden death in every direction—but that kid created a one-hundred-percent-effective kill zone in a few seconds that cleared two square miles of thousands of monsters.  And he used shifting sand, for God’s sake.”
“It would be more accurate to say that Father killed hundreds of thousands,” Omega said.
“You’re saying I’m being pissy?” Stacia asked, her tone even.
“I’m saying that leading small units into combat is a crazy, unpredictable thing,” Gramps said in a placating tone. “The speeds at which you all move, the speed of those krays, it’s beyond anything I saw in Korea or after.  But the fog of war is very real.  Friendly fire can kill you just as well as the enemy.  With him, that doesn’t seem to be the case.”
“You seem to get along with him,” Tanya noted.
“First, he’s very easy going.  Second, I have the advantage of years of experience with young men and even with young men of prodigious power,” he said with a glance my way.  “And I’m not Chris.”
“What’s that mean?” Lydia asked.
“He looks up to Chris, models himself on the way Chris acts and conducts himself.  Easy for an outsider to see, but maybe not if you’re too close.  That creates a weird kind of dynamic. But I’m new to all this, and I’m kind of Chris’s mentor.  Gives me credibility.”
“Would you keep doing what you’re doing?” I asked.
“Of course. I would anyway, but listen, if you’re getting worried, you should be pulling in someone else,” Gramps said, taking another sip.
“Who?” Lydia asked.  Gramps kept slurping, raised his eyebrows, and held one hand behind his ear like he couldn’t hear her.
It was her turn to cross her arms at him.  He grinned and swallowed his shake.  “Mothers, grandmothers, and aunts are all important to young men, but there are times when they need an older male, a father figure.  I’d call that Levi guy and have him drop in for a visit.”
We stared at him, speechless, till Lydia put her forehead on the tabletop.  “Argh, I expect it from Chris, but I hate when the obvious rears up and bites you.”
“You really think he’s that important?” Nika asked.
“I do.  His mother and aunt taught him magic at a master level, but it generally takes another man to teach teenaged boys how to be men themselves,” Gramps said.  “Whoever did it with that kid deserves a medal.  I can’t believe how much power he has, yet he’s quiet, respectful, and humble.  Called his student’s mother ma’am.  How does he not have a galactic-sized ego?  And it’s incredibly lucky he helped create Omega or he’d have been kidnapped or killed as soon as the world became aware of him.  Having a pack of weres as bodyguards is the bare minimum.”
“You think so?” Stacia asked.
“Omega, how many attempts have you thwarted?” Gramps asked the tablet on the table.
“Seven hundred and eighty-four to date for Father.  That includes
both active intervention as well as persuasive deterrence.”
“Who?” Lydia demanded.
“It might be easier to list who has not taken a shot,” Omega began. “Forty-seven countries, including this one, seven corporations, sixteen criminal organizations, four major terrorist groups, nine radical fringe groups, and both courts of Fairie.”
“And you killed some of them?” Stacia said.
“Humans are not easily deterred.  I am responsible for the deaths of four thousand, forty-one individuals who took steps to kill or capture my father.”
“Good,” Stacia said. “But I wish you had killed them all.”
“It was wasteful, yet necessary. Also please note that my numbers did not include attempts at Alex Gordon, Toni Velasquez, or several important friends and extended family members of this group.”
“You never reported any of that?” Tanya questioned.
“I suppressed each attempt as soon as it became necessary. I will not allow anyone within this organization to be leveraged. But as not one attempt got close to Father or any members of your close groups, I deemed that it wasn’t necessary to bother you with the information. The only lapse on my part was Darci and the Hellbourne.”
I could tell that it didn’t sit well with Tanya, but when I thought about it, my own feelings were fine with his actions.
“Does he do that often?  Make up a spell that has the power of a naval barrage?” Gramps asked, changing the topic back to Declan.  I could tell Gramps was absolutely fascinated.  Almost as one, we turned to Stacia.
“His aunt says magic is probably Declan’s first language,” she said.  “And he has a genius for it that exceeds even his mother’s.”
“But still, how does he convince those spirits, those elementals, to just hand him energy?” Gramps pressed.
“He doesn’t have to,” Stacia said.  “He grew up understanding his ancestral Circle’s unique technique for borrowing power and transforming it. Like children growing up completely tech savvy. He also grew up with two elementals for playmates.  He converses with them easily, but he doesn’t have to ask them for power.”
“What do you mean?” Tanya asked.
“It’s like this: If Lydia lets me into her house and I need to use the bathroom, it’s not like she monitors water usage or the electricity I burn turning on the lights, right?”
“Actually, she has a spreadsheet for that,” I said, earning myself a flipped middle finger from the smallest vampire.
“You mean he just skims off the top?” Chet asked.
“Kinda sorta.  The elementals might be aware on some level that we’re there, but they don’t react if he takes the excess power that they radiate like we radiate body heat,” the werewolf girl said. “At least some of us.”
“You’re just sweaty is all,” Lydia said.
“I thought, from the interviews, that he could tap their full power?” Gramps asked, ignoring the byplay.
“Mostly no, but for a few, yes,” Stacia said.
“Is that enough?” Deckert asked before anyone else could.  The retired Marine had been paying close attention to Gramps’ questions and he was now frowning.
“Yes, because the ones that do notice him are doozies,” she said.  “He’s popular with some of the biggest earth and volcano-based elementals on the planet.  Very popular.”
“Which volcanoes?” Chet asked.
“Taupo in New Zealand, Fuji in Japan, Toba in Indonesia, Vesuvius in Italy, are just a few of dozens and dozens. His very best connection is with Yellowstone.”
“The supervolcano?” Gramps asked, eyebrows up. “The one that will reshape the world when it next erupts?”
“Yeah, but don’t get all worried about it going off.  It won’t erupt anytime soon,” Stacia said with confidence.
“Because the kid asked it nicely?” Deckert asked.
“He didn’t have to ask it.  It likes him, remember.  Chris and Declan met it in the desert.  We’ve visited Yellowstone Park like twenty times since.”
“What could he do with that much power?” Chet asked, his expression both excited and slightly anxious at the same time.
“No idea,” Stacia admitted.  “More like what couldn’t he do.”
“Stacia is correct. It is exceedingly difficult to predict exactly what Father might be able to accomplish with the power of the Yellowstone supervolcano, which has had several estimated Category VEI-8 eruptions over the last several million years.  As I indicated, his innate understanding of manipulating quantum physics is unprecedented. He has found ways to leverage quantum mechanics to achieve results greater than the power used would seem to support.”
That pronouncement was met with silence as everyone absorbed the implications.
“You’re saying that he is a living force multiplier?” Gramps finally asked.
“In the simplest terms, yes.  And he is currently on his way up from the medical floor.  He has handed off the biological specimen to Dr. Singh for DNA analysis.  I requested him here, as I have an update on the kraykenast infestation.”
A goodly number of us heard the elevator stop on our floor and the doors open out in the hall.  Seconds later, the familiar tread of Declan’s booted feet signaled his approach.
“It seems like just yesterday he was wearing Nike sneakers. Now he’s in combat boots,” Lydia said with a sigh, head tilted to listen.
“Actually, Salomon hiking boots,” Stacia said.
Declan came in as Lydia rolled her eyes at Stacia, who just gave her a snarky grin before smiling at her witch.
He pulled up short, expression surprised as everyone looked his way.  “What… oh.  One of those is Declan going off the cliff sessions, huh?” he asked, nodding to himself.
“After-action chat, and yes, your name might have come up,” I said.  “Something about frying a hundred thousand krays with ground lightning.”
“Which is cool AF,” Chet said with an excited grin.
Declan absorbed our resident computer geek’s enthusiasm for a cautious second, then nodded.  “I’ve practiced it a bit on our excursions,” he said, glancing at Stacia. 
Heads turned her way.  “What?  I don’t know what he gets up to when he’s kum ba yahing with earthquakes and lava flows.”
“She’s usually suntanning,” Declan admitted, pulling another chair from a nearby table.  “Something about being immune to skin cancer.”
Tanya looked at me and our bond felt like she was satisfied that the tension had been alleviated. I took my cue accordingly.  “Omega?  You have an update?”
The space in the middle of our big, round table filled with a slowly spinning holograph of Earth.
“Emergent kraykenast specimens are being observed at all four of the predicted regions.  Thanks to the actionable intelligence gathered by this group, preparations have prevented an immediate catastrophe.  Second-stage krays have made it ashore, and there have been several thousand casualties, mostly among individuals who were either unable to evacuate to shelters or chose not to.  Various military measures are proving somewhat effective in slowing the spread, but not completely. I have disseminated informational videos, emails, and text messages to every country on Earth. Graphic videos of the dangers krays represent have been included, yet some humans dismiss this as fake news.  I cannot be responsible for their choices. Targeting information and species-specific information has been released everywhere on Earth.”
The map showed reddish highlights along the western coast of South America, the entire Caribbean, New Zealand, and the eastern coast of Australia, and all along Japan’s coastline.  The degree of red varied from almost a pinkish color in New Zealand to a bright magenta near Japan.
“As you might surmise, the biggest issue appears to be Japan and surrounding regions.”
“Why do you think that is, Omega,” Tanya asked.
“A number of factors are at play but based upon my observations from both aerial and submerged drones, it appears that the overfishing of the Pacific region around Japan is the cause.  While conversely, New Zealand has healthy fish stocks.  Direct observation by drones indicates that the stage one kraykenast are fully susceptible to predation by tuna, multiple species of shark, squid, and other large species of fish.”
“Do you have a recommendation for what to do?” I asked.
“More sustainable fishing, perhaps?” the computer said.
Declan smiled.  “Nice timing,” he said to the tablet.  “I suspect we should pop over to Japan and see what can be done?”
“That would be advisable.  Also, Father, I have finished sequencing the DNA of the kraykenast specimen you harvested in Puerto Rico.  It has been downloaded to your nano bracelets.”
Declan instantly lifted his right arm up to his face, the bracelet around his wrist melting and reforming around his right eye.  He stared into space for a few seconds.  “Please highlight the unique sequences,” he said, followed immediately by “Wow.  That many?”
“There are six nucleobases in its DNA,” Omega said, “similar to the structure of the Black Frost organism on Fairie and the infectious agent the Vorsook derived from it.”
“Hmm,” Declan said, studying whatever Omega was showing him.  “Gotcha,” he said with a little nod to himself.
The eyepiece retreated as he turned to the rest of us, smiling. 
“Oh, I know that grin,” Lydia said.  Most of us did, from the endless training we conducted.  It usually preceded particularly vicious witchery by the inventive kid.
“Who’s coming?” he asked, jumping to his feet.  Despite his energetic surge, Stacia beat him by a full half second.  The rest of us glanced around the table, then there was a mad rush to follow the other two.
“We can’t all go,” Tanya said.  “At least one person has to stay and watch the kids.”
“Bring them,” Declan suggested.
“To the coast of Japan, where the biggest concentration of space monsters is waiting to eat them?” Tanya asked, a dangerous edge to her voice.
He frowned, holding her hard eyes with his own.  “No.  To Mount Fuji.  And I promise you that none of those little fuckers will get anywhere near us.”
She looked at me and read my response on my face and through our bond.  He never promised what he couldn’t deliver.  He had some major trick up his witchy sleeve.






Chapter 46

It took longer to figure out the final group then it did to get there.   When all was said and done, Tanya, the twins, Gramps, Stacia, her pack of wolves, Deckert, Chet, and me all found ourselves on the crater’s rim, looking on as Declan cleared snow from a big flat area.  The time zone difference had precluded the other vampires from coming, as the mountain was fully bathed in daylight.  Lydia had been particularly vocal about her dismay.  Both were back home, watching via Omega drone video.
With two waves of his hand, Declan cleared a three-meter square piece of mountaintop.  It was just suddenly bare rock, the snow and ice simply gone.  He immediately started to sketch a circle on his new rock surface with a thick stick of chalk.
“Hey Dec, we got babies here,” Stacia reminded him.  The wind was blowing fast and cold, not dangerous to the weres, myself or Tanya, but clearly bothersome to the humans.  Cora and Wulf were ducking into the shelter of Tanya and my arms.
“What?  Oh,” he said.  The wind around us abruptly died, and the air became a comfortable seventy degrees Fahrenheit, although I could see snow whipping off the crater’s edge twenty yards away.   He put his head down and got busy with the chalk.  After about fifteen minutes of staring out at the cloudy valleys below us, listening to the wind and the click of chalk on stone Holly got antsy. 
“Kinda hoping for something flashier,” she whispered to Kristin.
“Patience Hell Hound,” Declan said without looking up. 
“Hell Hound?” Gramps asked.
“I got bit by a demon wolf,” Holly said.  “Not a bad nickname, I kinda like it.  Better than Wicked Wolf, like old Bruce here.”
Gramps raised his eyebrows.  “I’m from Maine,” Devaney said with a shrug.
My grandfather turned to Kristin, the newest werewolf.  She frowned.  “I don’t have a nickname yet.”
“You’ve got your choice: Kraybait or Ice Wolf,” Declan said, sitting back on his heels to study the drawing.  “Maybe both, depending on circumstances.”
“I much prefer Ice Wolf,” Kristin said, “if I get a choice.”
“You don’t,” Declan, Holly and Devaney said almost in unison.
“What’s yours?” Gramps asked Stacia.
“Boss,” Declan said, leaning on one hand and both knees as he corrected some rune or symbol farther out in the diagram.
“Her Majestic Apha-ness,” Holly said.
“Kicker of Wiseasses,” Stacia said. “How’s it coming, Dec?”
“It’s been mostly done for five minutes,” he said.  “Just some final tweaks while Fuji wakes up,” he said.
“The volcano is waking up?” Chet asked, alarmed.
“Yeah, I need a lot of power for this,” Declan said.  “Fuji’s gonna give me the equivalent of a three.”
Before I could ask what a three was, Chet jumped in.  “A three on the VEI?” he asked, alarm replaced by flat-out fear.
“Yes, but it’s not going to erupt, Chet.  I’m gonna channel it,” Declan said in a don’t be silly tone of voice.
“What’s VEI?” Gramps asked.
“Volcanic Explosivity Index,” Chet said. “It’s a logarithmic scale based upon the amount of ejecta expelled during an eruption.  Each increase of one on the index is ten times larger than the previous number. A three is ten to the seventh power, or ten million cubic meters of rock and magma exploded out of the volcano.”
“That’s pretty big,” Gramps said, looking into the caldera.
“It would be, but I’m taking it,” Declan said.  “And I’m doing it now.  Hang on.”
The ground suddenly started to shake, ice and snow avalanching down both the outside and inside of the volcano.  I locked my feet to the rock with a Post technique, as did Tanya.  The others crouched but remained upright.  The rumbling and shaking grew, but Declan just sat with his legs folded under him like a martial arts student in class, eyes closed, body relaxed.
The shaking reached a crescendo and the witch opened his eyes, the blue of his irises glowing brighter than I have ever seen it.  His right hand tapped his right knee and the chalk diagram flared with red light, lava red, illuminated from below as if the volcano was coming up through the rock underneath us.
The glowing spell flared so bright, I had to close my eyes and turn my head, the afterimage burning right through my eyelids.  Then it was gone and the mountain stopped shaking.  Full earthquake one moment and then… nothing.
I opened my eyes, the spell symbols still glowing on my retinas.  No, not my eyes. It was glowing in the sky above us. Then it too faded.
“Maybe a warning about eye-searing light next time?” Holly grouched, rubbing her eyes.
“You want flashy one moment, kid glove treatment the next,” Declan said right back.
“What just happened?” Tanya asked.
“It appears, based upon drone coverage and multiple military and civilian reports, that the krays just died,” Omega reported.
“What krays? How many?” Deckert asked.
“So far, all of them.  At least along the Japanese coastline.”
“What did you do?” Stacia asked, her tone almost academic.
“I used their DNA to put a little burst of volcanic heat into each of their central nervous systems,” Declan said.
“You fried their brains?” I asked.
“Yeah.  They have a different DNA structure than Earth-based lifeforms.  Because of that and because Omega could show me the sequences related to brain structure and growth, I was able to send the power to just them.”
“And skip every human?” Gramps asked.
Our witch nodded.  “Every human, animal, fish, bird, plant, and microbe.”
“You killed them all?” Lydia’s voice came from a floating drone near Declan’s shoulder.
“As far as I could reach with that much power,” he said.  “It didn’t kill all of them everywhere.”
“Omega’s map is showing increasing red around the Caribbean, western South America, and New Zealand,” Lydia said.
“But you happen to have friendly volcanic elementals near each of those other outbreaks, right?” Chet asked.
“Yes.  That was the purpose of our gallivanting all over the world,” he said.  “I’ll bump up the power a bit next time.  Not quite a four, but more than this one.  Gotta work up to the big stuff,” he said.
“The big stuff?” Gramps asked with a snort. “What exactly would be big… in your mind?”
The kid shrugged, getting to his feet and brushing off his knees without answering.
“The power needed to damage Vorsook forces in other galaxies will be considerable,” Omega said. “Possibly a five VEI or greater.”
“That would be a billion cubic meters according to your scale?” Gramps asked.
“Or twenty-seven thousand Hiroshima-sized bombs… approximately.”
We had been picking up the few items we’d brought with us, generally getting ready to leave.  Now virtually everyone froze and either stared at the floating orb or at Declan.
“Not like I’m doing it today,” the witch said.  “And before anyone says anything about the submarine earthquake thing, remember that was spur of the moment, caught off guard.  This will be done with a careful spell array much bigger than that one,” he said, pointing at the rock that now wore the formerly temporary chalk array as a permanent brand.
We were still silent, each of us trying to process 27,000 atomic bombs.
He crossed his arms over his chest and looked around the group.  “Come on—we’ve been talking about intergalactic warfare for months now,” he said.
“We’ve been talking about defending Earth for months, not extinction-level eruptions,” Lydia said.
“A five isn’t extinction-level,” Declan said.  “Mount Saint Helens was a five.  Extinction would take maybe an eight from Yellowstone, Long Valley, or Taupo in New Zealand.  But that seems pretty drastic, even to me.”
“You’re seriously talking about power at that level like it’s no big deal?” Gramps wondered.
“Oh, it’s a huge deal.  If you asked me about channeling volcanic power a year ago, I’d have asked for some of what you were smoking.  But this is what you all wanted me to train for: intergalactic warfare.”
“Yeah, but who knew you could actually do it?” Lydia snarked.
“I was confident, Father,” Omega said.
“Suck up,” Lydia shot back.  “And our troubles have really just started—the Elders found out you were doing fireworks with volcanoes and are all wondering why they weren’t invited.”
“I may have sent them a video feed,” Omega admitted.
“Shit.  Are they all together or am I going to have to open portals to each of them?” Declan asked.
“Rome, Beijing, and Moscow,” Omega answered.
“Well, nothing for it then,” Declan said, ripping reality apart to get us back to the Tower.






Chapter 47

It was an even bigger group that emerged from a portal onto the shoreline of Lake Taupo, New Zealand.  It was night and almost nine hours after our trip to Fuji.  Stacia had pretty much demanded Declan sleep for at least five hours after he opened portals to get us home and then to get the three Elders to the Tower.  The world had dealt with the infestation as best it could, using the military might of the big three countries as well as the sonic codes Omega had deciphered from General Creek’s personal anti-kray device.  The latter had been dispersed to every cell phone on Earth and when played at volume would freeze any kraykenast within audible range.  The spell lasted for twenty seconds, which made the nasty carnivores sitting ducks for rifle, shotgun, and heavy weapons fire.
Still, human efforts alone, even aided by Omega’s onplanet drone forces, couldn’t stop the invasive killers from spreading, killing, and growing.  Omega reported world casualties topped nine thousand people, military and civilian. 
Like normal, Declan was the last one to step out of the wormhole-like portal, but as soon as his foot touched soil, the ground started to shake.
“Taupo is a pretty active volcano compared to some,” Declan said as if that explained the odd timing.
“Yes, but it’s also one of the elementals that likes you,” Stacia said.  “I can hear it calling you.”
I tilted my head and listened, concentrating on the low end.  Sure enough, ultra-low-pitched infrasound was rumbling up through the ground under our feet.
“You better hurry; I think it’s raring to go,” Stacia said.  “But first, armor up,” she said, reaching into his messenger bag and pulling out a sack.  A lump of what looked like funny gray clay came out of the bag and she just unceremoniously plunked it against his upper back.  The lump stuck and then melted, sliding through the cotton weave of his t-shirt and jeans.  It quickly coated his exposed neck, emerged from his shirt sleeves to cover his forearms and hands, even sliding over his head.
“Experimental nano-armor,” the young Alpha wolf explained to anyone who didn’t know.  “He puts up such a fuss about standard body armor, so Omega came up with this.”
“It is superior to current offerings in every way,” the supercomputer said. “Lighter, thinner, soft and flexible, yet hardening under impact or energy beam.”
“What’s the rating?” Deckert asked.
“It exceeds all current levels of armor.  It is proof against .50 Browning machine gun rounds.”
“So are my shields,” Declan muttered.
“Which you have absentmindedly dropped twice during big spells,” Stacia said.
Declan frowned, looking down and around at the rocks and ground on the lake’s edge. She’d embarrassed him in front of our much larger group.
“I personally think armor is a great idea,” a new voice said.  Levi Guildersleeve, dressed in hiking gear and wearing well-broken-in boots, stood casually, looking around at the vista.  “Pretty standard for combat operations these days.”
Declan looked up from his hunt for spellwriting surfaces, slightly surprised.  The world’s most powerful witch had been very happy to see his family friend and martial arts instructor when he’d woken from his rest.  Omega had transported him and Declan’s two aunts to the Tower, all three now part of our group.
“Tis jest good sense,” Ashling O’Carroll said.  She too was looking for suitable crafting space.  “Here, lad. This looks promising.”
Declan joined his aunt, nodding in agreement as he took in the big patch of bare rock she’d found.  “Perfect.”  He reached into his messenger bag, pausing as he caught sight of his gray nano-covered arm and hand.  He shrugged and continued reaching into his bag.  When he pulled his hand out, he held a bright red stick of sidewalk chalk.  Under his aunt’s watchful eyes, he started to construct his spell array.
“Might I suggest ye make it a touch bigger, lad,” she offered.  He sat back on his heels, looked over the scale of his initial drawing, and then looked at his aunt. 
“Would you set an outside circle, Aunt Ash?” he asked.
She nodded, reaching into her own bag for string and stake, her eyes suspiciously bright.
The rest of the group started to wander around, looking at the terrain, watching the birds take flight when the ground shook at intermittent intervals.  The three Elders of the Coven stood stock still, watching every move the witches made with fascination. 
Stacia’s wolfpack had spread out in a defensive perimeter with Declan at its center.  My grandfather had moved to the edge of the line with Lydia, either consciously or unconsciously taking part in the sentry line, positioned between Devaney and Kristin.  We hadn’t had time to talk about packs, but he would make his first Change under Stacia’s supervision if I could help it and who knows… he might just find a place in her pack as well. 
Nika and Tanya were talking with Chet and Arkady about the Taupo volcano, the two males holding Wulf and Cora while Awasos sniffed the vegetation nearby.  Darci and Levi were watching Ashling and Declan, talking quietly.  Despite their care, it was impossible for me not to overhear them.
“Weird to see it actually happening,” he said.  “I mean, I know how good she is at foretelling but to witness it, in person, just surreal, like something out of a fantasy novel.”
“I know, right?” Darci answered.  “Lord of the Rings meets Star Wars.”
“Makes me second-guess everything I did and said.  Did I do enough? What more could I have done?”
“Please.  Ash says he’s turned out better than she or her sister ever thought possible.”
I glanced at the Elders.  They are hard to read, as old vampires generally lose bits and pieces of their humanity.  But I’ve been around Senka a fair bit and learned some of her body language.  Her head was tilted a tiny bit, maybe a degree or two off center, almost undetectable.  Almost.  She was listening to Levi and Darci.  Her head shifted minutely, turning just a millimeter toward me.  She moved, suddenly by my side, the air breezing over me at her passage through space.
“To think we had to find out about this from the machine,” she said.
“In our defense, we were kinda busy working out how to get out of extinction-level events and all that,” I said.  “And we’re just getting started.”
“Oh yes, we have an entire war to look forward to,” she said, clasping her hands together like a kid at Christmas.  The mannerisms were an act, but her fascination wasn’t.  “I have lived a long time, Chris, seen all manner of monsters, heard all kinds of stories of gods and goddesses.  But to witness this, to be here for these events, well, like the man said, it is not quite real.”
“I’ve been sorta neck deep in it, so I haven’t looked at it that way till now but yeah, crazy stuff.”
“From their conversation, this Levi had much to do with how young Declan has turned out.  Just over the course of ten or twelve years. How?”
I understood what she was asking.  At over thirteen centuries, Senka had long forgotten how important childhood was.  The first twenty years of her life now represented less than two percent of her existence.
“We don’t arrive in this life with a manual, but we do have teachers.  Good ones and bad ones.  Boys in particular need guidance and role models.  It is fantastically lucky that Declan got one in Levi.”
“Or you got one in Alex?” she asked.
“I was born to Gramps’ family, but Levi just blindly chose to live in Castlebury and somehow meet Ashling.  Coincidence is God’s way of remaining anonymous.”
“Ah, Einstein,” she said.
“By all accounts a pretty sharp man,” I said.
“Yes, he was very gifted.  He had a kind of insight into, well, everything,” she said.
“You met him?” I asked, not really surprised.
“He made such a splash that I had to find out what all the fuss was about.  An interesting man.”
“Fascinating, even?” I asked.
“Not at this level,” she said.
Elders Tzao and Mausya turned to us, expressions blank yet somehow conveying minor annoyance.
“What do you think?” Declan asked his aunt.  Seeing him defer to anyone on anything magic-related was kind of amazing.
“In the upper right quadrant, did ye mean to funnel that much power?” Ashling asked.
He studied the spell array, his face thoughtful.  “I wrote it that way the last time.  You think it’s overkill?”
His aunt laughed a little.  “A rich man forgets the value of small coin.”
His head jerked around to look at her, his expression unsettled.  “I’ve gotten sloppy because I’m used to too much power?”
“Perspective, lad.  Between Fairie and yer uncanny connections here on Earth, ye walk through more power than any witch has ever seen.”
“So if I throttle it down a bit…” he wondered.
“Ye can spend the savings on more of the same, ye can,” she said with a nod.
He moved quickly around the big circle, which I guessed was all of twenty feet in diameter.  As he bent down, he pulled a small brass brush from his bag and then eradicated a set of symbols.  The ones he replaced them with seemed almost the same.  Almost.
“Tis better.  Leaves plenty to get the job done, it does,” Ashling said with a nod.
“Anything else?”
“Not a thing.  Most tidy it is,” she said with her eyes on the spell.  Declan’s eyes were on her and I saw him stand slightly straighter at her words.
“Is it ready?” Levi asked out loud, broaching the question on all our lips.
“That it is,” Ashling said, looking around at all of us. “Ye might all want to turn yer backs on this one though.  Like looking at the sun, it’ll be.”
“Dah,” Arkady said, jumping lightly across ten feet and landing by a massive duffel bag he had carried.  Opening it, he began to pull out welders’ masks.
“Oh, good call, Arkady,” Holly said.  “I only stopped seeing spots an hour ago.”
When all the participants had masks, even the three Elders, Declan looked them all over.  “’Sos?” he asked.  The giant bear was sitting on his rump, looking at them all masked like workers in a steel foundry.  Declan stepped over to Arkady’s bag and pulled out two extra masks.  Then he did something with his hands.  Something I couldn’t see, at least through my own mask.  Whatever it was made his aunt take a sharp breath.  Then he stepped over to the gargantuan bear and waved the barrel head down to his own height.  ’Sos complied and the witch boy put a pair of goggles over my bear’s eyes. Goggles that hadn’t existed a moment ago.
“Okay.  We all good?”
“What about you, dear boy?” Senka questioned.
In a silent answer, the nano armor around his head flowed over his eyes, forming clear lenses.
“I’m good.  Here we go,” he said, returning to the edge of the circle and folding his legs under himself.  He sat for a few moments, eyes shut behind his nano goggles, the gray skin-like armor making him into a true Gray Man.  Then, almost a minute later, he opened his eyes and they glowed such a bright blue that the spell array was briefly illuminated.  I say briefly because suddenly the whole giant circle of chalk-drawn symbols and runes lit up like a massive rooftop red neon sign.  A second later, the top layer of rock vaporized from the power rising from below, the symbols now etched in red-hot magma.  The light increased beyond even the Fuji spell, red light flashing up into the heavens, sheets of almost solid magenta so bright, I had to close my welding-mask-protected eyes.  The ground under us shook and a crackling sound filled my ears.
The light burned through my lids, through the self-darkening lenses of the high-end mask, and it went on and on, the sound of vaporizing rock getting louder and louder, turning from a crackle to a hiss.  And then, twenty-three seconds after it started, it simply died.  The ground stopped moving and the night went dead silent.
I opened my eyes and saw Declan’s mask melt away from his face.  Around me, the others were taking their borrowed welding gear off and I did the same.  Lydia pulled ’Sos’s goggles off his eyes when he tried to paw them off.
“That was bigger than last time,” Nika said, looking at Declan.
He held up both hands, palms out.  “Yes, but still in a category three.  Plus Aunt Ash’s tweak made it way more efficient.”
I wasn’t fully buying what he was selling.
“Father is correct, although barely.  It was a little shy of being equivalent to a four.  I am gathering intelligence now as to the effectiveness of this projection.”
“So, eruptive power approaching a four VEI, channeled through a spell array that uses the actual DNA code of its target?” Senka asked, directing the question at Ashling.
“That’s about it,” the witch said with a nod.  She smelled wary, but not afraid.
“Just your run-of-the-mill crafting, then?” the oldest vampire asked.
“You know it isn’t.”
“Could you do this?” Senka pressed.
“No one can do this, jest him.  Myself with me sister, our mother, and our entire village couldn’t do this,” Ashling said, frowning at the vampire.
“What of his cousin, that young Einin?”
“She’s not even a sneeze in his handkerchief,” Ashling said, frowning.
“It’s as if he was here for just this sort of thing?” Senka wondered with a pleased smile.
Before Ashling could ask the question brewing in her eyes, Omega spoke up.
“Initial reports indicate no living kraykenast.”
“Over what distance?” Tanya asked.
“All distances.  None reported living from any source I can connect with.  My own drone coverage is finding similar results.”
“You killed them all in one shot?” Lydia asked Declan.
He shrugged.  “I tried to kill as many as I could.”
“There was no try, just doing,” Lydia said with a nod and a smile.
“Damn, a Star Wars reference,” Levi said, turning to Darci.
“Along with one witch to bind them all,” Ashling added with a smirk.  “I hear pretty well, you know.”






Chapter 48

We buried Len in a little cemetery not too awful far from the Canadian border at the top of New York State.  His marker was next to my father’s.  On the left side of the burial plot was my grandmother, then my mother, my brother, and my father.  Len was to Dad’s right.  Gramps had intended for the spot next to grandma to be for himself, but that was unlikely to happen soon, at least from natural causes, as his first Change into a werewolf had gone well.  Stacia had guided him through it, surrounded by her little pack, watched over by her powerhouse boyfriend.  After, they had run in the forests around Gramp’s farm and were joined by the pack that lived next door.
Tanya, Declan, and I had sat in the backyard I had grown up in, listening to the wolves as they ran with joyous abandon, their song reaching up to thank the moon for yet another brother.
“It’s odd, but I find that sound comforting,” Declan said.
“The sound of superwolves hunting?  Soothing?” my Tanya asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Right?  But I’ve gotten used to it and now I just think of friends when I hear it,” he said. 
“You’re a weird-ass kid,” I said to him with a grin.
“No shit, but hey, Kettle, how you doing?” he shot back.
“True,” I agreed.
“What’s next for Alex Gordon?”
“He’s moving to the city.  The pack up here has been helping with the farm for a while now.  I think he’ll just sell it to them.”
“I think he should join Stacia’s pack,” Declan said.  “We could use a wolf with the knowledge and experience he has.”
“We’ll see what he decides, but that’s entirely possible,” I said.  “Any sign of surviving krays?” I asked.
“We have witches all over the world doing sympathetic searches. Nothing so far,” he said.
“What about you?  How are you feeling?” Tanya asked.
“I’m still a bit tired. And I don’t know if this will make sense, but my crafting ability feels—sore.”
“Like overused muscles?” she asked.  I doubt she’d ever felt an overused muscle in her life.  “Not true,” she said to me.  Damned Chosen bond.
“Yes, like that,” he agreed, ignoring her comment to me.
“Muscles heal,” she said.
“Yeah, it’s getting better, which is good because I don’t know what comes next,” he said. “Do you think Barbiel will take you remote viewing again?” he asked with more than a bit of hesitancy.
“He’s refused,” I said.  “He was at Len’s funeral. He saluted him. It wasn’t a joke.”
“Good.  He could have been buried in Arlington, right?” Declan asked.
I nodded. 
“Well, being among family is probably better,” he said after a moment.  “Especially if an angel gives you a sendoff.”
“True.  But anyway, he said no,” I replied.
Declan took a breath.  “I think I can do it,” he said.
“Do what?” Tanya asked.
“Replicate the remote viewing thing.”
“How?” I asked.
“The minion parts in the vault under the Tower are still tethered to the Vorsook.  I think we can follow it.”
“But that base was blown up?” Tanya asked, glancing my way.  She knew he knew that but was testing him.
“And you all saw recovery efforts.  If the entangled particles survived, it is likely they were recovered by our next contender.  I want to get a look at it.”
“What if they didn’t survive?” Tanya asked.
“Then we likely go nowhere,” he said.
“You really think you can do it?” I asked.
“Me?  Fifty-fifty, but with Aunt Ash’s help, yeah.”
“What’s your play?” Tanya asked. 
“The two of you, me, Aunt Ash, and Omega,” he said. “Maybe Nika listening in.”
“How exactly does Omega hitch a ride?” I asked.
He held up one wrist, showing me the gray bracelet.  “I connect with him on a nano level before we do the whole mind-out-of-body thing.”
“Will that work?” Tanya asked.
“It very well might,” he said.  “I’ve done some interesting magic connections with him, which is one of my innate skills, if you recall: connecting with computers.”
“What are the risks?” Tanya asked.
“That they have some way of detecting us,” he said.  “Whoever picked up the pieces will want to take steps to insure we don’t bomb them too.”
“What’s to stop them from doing the same to us?” she asked.
“I took a lot of care setting up the vault before putting that shit in there,” he said.  “The tech is sitting inside a heavily warded circle that itself is sitting on top of a portal.  If any level of power fluctuation occurs, the circle is set to absorb it while the portal is activated, dumping the minion parts out into space.”
“How much power can the circle absorb before it fails?” I asked.
“It’s a version of the circle I use with the volcanoes,” he said.
“When?” Tanya asked.
“When this is settled and we go back to the city,” he said.
“And your aunt is on board?”
“Not yet, not fully,” he said.  “I asked her a bunch of questions about it after the Taupo spell.  She’s not going to be real surprised.”
“I think you need to get her approval before we agree,” Tanya said.  “But I think it’s a really good idea.”
Just then, the wolves came streaming back into the fields from the thick cedar grove at the far end.  The cows were in the barn for the night, but other than a couple of plaintive moos, they failed to react to the presence of apex predators just yards away.  Something about the fact that many of those wolves were now their caretakers.
The dark brown wolf that was my grandfather was fourth behind Stacia’s white wolf.  Holly and Kristin were just before him, Devaney’s almost black wolf following second to last. ’Sos, in wolf form, was the true tail-end Charlie.  The wolves from next door had split off and run to their own property, leaving Stacia’s group to change back in relative privacy.  Stacia was first, Holly not far behind her, then Devaney, and finally Kristin.  Gramps just lay down and watched, ears flicking forward as he took it all in.  Dressed in the sweats that Declan had ready, Stacia moved over to my grandfather and took his large wolf head in both hands. 
“Change,” she demanded.
He whined, looking nervous, but he couldn’t disobey her order and his body started to transform on its own.  It took a full ten minutes, and he was clearly in some pain, but at the end he was fully human again.  Exhausted, but human.
“Congratulations, Alex,” Stacia said.  “You have made the Change both ways.  How do you feel?”
“Starving,” he said with a bright smile.
Tanya chose that moment to bring out a platter of sandwiches and bottles of chocolate milk.  Declan and I wisely held back as the pack fell upon the food, waiting our turns.






Chapter 49

We sat inside a circle, on the floor, cross-legged and holding hands.  Our circle was around a very small circle that held the gleaming chrome skull and spine from the Vorsook’s Earthside agent. Small enough that we could hold hands around it. Tanya sat across from me with Nika kneeling behind her, Declan to her right, his aunt to her left.  I tried to ignore the sight of the gray nano bracelet puncturing Declan’s wrist.  When we’d sat down, he’d claimed it was better for connecting to Omega.
“We need to look at the metal of that thing and think upon it,” Ashling said. “Just think about what it is, what it represents, where it might have come from.”
That thing was floating in the air above and between us, about two feet off the ground.
“Notice how it writhes and twists like sum kind o’ metal snake, the jaws clacking and clicking.  See the red eyes, illuminated by its own internal power, glaring at us.”
I was expecting more spell-type stuff, but this didn’t seem like that.  Her lilting brogue was oddly relaxing, even if the object of her words was a horrifying approximation of human life.
“Now close yer eyes and picture it floating there.  See it.  Feel the cold of that alien metal, cold like the very space it came from.  Can you see it?  A twisting and turning its way through space, past our outer planets, past Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune, and even tiny, frozen Pluto.  Heading out across our galaxy, past the other stars, past nebulae, and even across the empty space between galaxies.”
The odd thing was that I could see it, clacking its jaw like a Halloween prop, turning and spinning the metal vertebrae like the segments of a centipede’s body.  I could see it travel backward past the planets she’d named, picking up speed as it moved out of our solar system.  The other stars became streaks of light, lines of white and yellow, and we seemed to be inside a tunnel of streaming starlight.  Images of Star Wars popped unbidden into my mind, our travel now faster than light, like hyperspace with the Millennium Falcon.
“It slows as it approaches its home galaxy, the star system where it was created, as it were, dropping back into normal space, circling past planets large and gaseous, approaching a world something like our own.”
I could see it all, a solar system somehow like ours but also not.  The home planet for our jaw-snapping horror show was brown and green with bits of blue.
“It seems more land than water, but is it?” I asked.
“Half and half,” Declan said, and I agreed, seeing more bits of blue but nothing like Earth.
“This is different from our first trip,” Tanya said.
“Could it be the same system, but closer to the sun the way Mars, Earth, and Venus are?” Declan asked.
The world grew larger, filling my vision, the gleaming chrome body parts spiraling down toward the surface.
“Possibly. I thought I saw a stripped world like the one Barbiel showed us,” Tanya said.  “We focused on a moon around that big gas giant.”
“It’s possible,” I allowed.
The world below us zoomed in like an alien version of Google Earth, drilling down on the southern hemisphere, moving around the planet till we were focused on a light brown zone that looked like sand.
“That desert is as large as North America, by my estimation,” Omega said, his voice almost in my ear.
The sand got closer and suddenly spots appeared, growing into buildings as my viewpoint raced toward the ground.  Details appeared, domes of some smooth white substance, like a cross between concrete and plastic.  The evil body parts just went right through the roof of the dome, right into a vast, dark space, a circular room bigger than ten football fields.  And we still fell, dropping from a ceiling as high as a skyscraper, maybe as high as Demidova Tower, falling till we suddenly stopped, right over a wide white area marked by concentric rings of circles.
“Abort,” Omega said.
“Dumped,” Declan’s voice said, calm and smooth like an experienced airline pilot announcing turbulence.
“Look fast,” Ashling suggested.
My view spun, rapidly, taking in the area surrounding the circles.  I saw images of machines and people, of things and beings, watching.  And then I was yanked away, my stomach dropping through my feet, my vision narrowing in a diminishing circle of light that shrank to a pinprick before disappearing altogether.
I opened my eyes, blinking against the bright lights, tears streaming, my head beating like something large and angry was trying to get out of it.  Across from me, Tanya blinked just as rapidly, but the two witches looked normal.
Then I noticed the space above us was empty, the metal nervous system gone.
“Omega, video from space?” Declan asked.
A hologram appeared in place of the skull and spine, a black expanse of space that suddenly filled with a bloom of light that spread with unbelievable speed until the feed went dead.
“Now, while it be fresh, what did ye see?” Ashling asked, looking around at all of us.
“I saw machines that looked more organic than ours, and lots of creatures,” Tanya said.
“I saw several short, long-armed, three-fingered aliens with big eyes,” I said.
“I saw multiple beings, different sizes, colors, and shapes,” Declan said.
“There was one alien that was closer than the others,” Tanya said.
“Aye, it was definitely a Vorsook,” Nika said. “And I’m pretty sure it was the one to attempt our own trick against us.”
“I recorded the feed from Declan’s optic nerve,” Omega said, and a new image appeared in the air above us.
It circled twice, showing the same things I had seen.  Then it slowed and stopped, focused on just one alien who looked like he had snuck out of Roswell and Area 51 both. 
“My time engaged in conflict with the alien AI gave me exposure to many things,” Omega said.
“Like the kraykenast information?” I asked.
“Exactly, as well as a short list of highly placed Vorsook.  I recognize this one,” Omega said.
“How?” Declan asked. “They all looked exactly the same.”
“To humans, perhaps.  To me, there are measurable differences in eye spacing, ocular cavity size and orientation, height, and other features.  I recognized that one.”
“Don’t keep us in suspense,” I said.  “What or who was it?”
“The Keeper of Vast Space,” Omega said.  “Roughly analogous to someone like the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in the US.  It is a highly ranked Vorsook.”
“And that means?” Declan asked.
“That we have captured the attention and interest of their most distinguished conqueror of civilizations.”
“Oh,” Declan said.  “That sounds pretty bad.”
“I cannot predict the ramifications of this information,” Omega said.
“I can,” my vampire said.  “We have come to the attention of a bigger predator.  It means that Senka was right… Our war is just starting.”
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