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 Lost Souls 
 
      
 
    Knowing the thoughts of those around you seems like a wonderful gift, but I imagine the truth of it would be a mixed bag.  As much curse as blessing.  I wonder what Nika thinks? 
 
      
 
    The midnight blue Ford Mustang rolled down the exit ramp and off the busy highway, entering into Kansas City’s old warehouse district, known locally as West Bottoms.  The car was a new model, maybe only a year or two old, and rumbled with tightly restrained power as if it balked at traveling so slowly. 
 
      
 
    This time of night, West Bottoms was quiet.  During the entire month of October, the evenings would see it filled with hundreds of young people seeking the thrills of some of the largest, most extensive Halloween haunted houses in the United States.  At least four of the giant old multistory buildings had been converted into elaborate, twisting, creepy scare houses that drew eager visitors by the thousands during the month of Samhain. 
 
      
 
    Many other abandoned old industrial buildings had been converted to thrift shops, antique stores, flea markets, artist lofts, cafés, and architectural salvage shops.  A few, a very few, were still just warehouses, if not visibly busy ones, and now, in early spring, the nights were quiet and empty.  Mostly. 
 
      
 
    The Mustang prowled the beat-up streets between hulking old buildings, nosing deeper into the old industrial area.  It swerved into a shadowed lot between two buildings and shut down, the rumble of its powerful engine dropping off into the pings and tings of cooling metal. 
 
      
 
    The darkened car sat for a moment, as if watching, then the driver’s door opened and a slim female figure rose from inside briefly illuminated by the soft interior lighting before the door thunked shut. 
 
      
 
    Dressed in black slim-fit jeans, black calf-high boots, black shirt, and a black leather jacket, the woman’s pale skin and blonde hair stood out in the faint luminescence of the few widely spaced street lights. 
 
      
 
    She stood utterly still, soaking up the night, her milk-white skin seeming to pull the light into it.  Then she disappeared. 
 
      
 
    One moment there, another gone.  Thirty feet away, a dark shadow appeared for just a moment, then slid into the gloom cast by the bulk of the nearest building. 
 
      
 
    Up close, blonde hair and white skin suddenly lightened the pool of blackness.  Nika of the Coven, Guardian, and Vice President Of Corporate Negotiations for Demidova Incorporated, stood frozen, listening with five supernaturally acute senses and a sixth sense that was just flat-out supernatural. 
 
      
 
    Her face swiveled as she acquired her prey, then she leapt twenty feet up the side of a building, Clinging to flat brick and crumbling mortar.  She crawled up the wall at about the same speed an Olympic sprinter might cover the one-hundred-meter race on flat ground, flowing around the corner and then leaping to the next building over. 
 
      
 
    Below, on the the street, a dark figure lugged a baby seat up the steps of yet another building, pausing to unlock the heavy, unmarked doors and scurry inside. 
 
      
 
    Nika leapt to the same building her quarry had entered, hitting the outer wall of the third floor without a sound.  A beat-up window, loose in its frame, yielded to a moment of her attention and the lithe figure lightly rolled into the rundown structure. 
 
      
 
    Inside, she paused to sense her surroundings.  Footsteps sounded down below, but it was her innate mental ability that told her the man she was following was feeling satisfied, secure, and anticipating a hefty payoff.  Without a sound, she moved to the empty hallway and found the stairwell. 
 
      
 
    Closing her eyes once more, she felt her surroundings.  Bats, mice, and a flock of pigeons were the only living things in the floors above.  Likewise, the two floors below were also silent and empty, but below the ground floor, she felt the presence of people.  A jumble of emotions, images, and disjointed thoughts reached her mind when she lowered her shields.  At least four in addition to her prey, and possibly more. Some were curiously muddled. 
 
      
 
    Like a ghost in the night, she descended the stairs, the soft rubber soles of her stalking boots making no noise on the concrete steps.  Deep below, she heard a door open, its hinges oiled yet still enough out of alignment to let out the very softest of metal-on-metal squeals.  Then voices, too indistinct for even her hearing to decipher, yet her extra sense filled in the conversation as if she were right there. 
 
      
 
    “Successful I see,” a male said.   
 
      
 
    “Told you I’d come through,” her quarry said. 
 
      
 
    “What kind of outcry for this little bundle of delight?” the first man asked, his tone mentally and acoustically sour. 
 
      
 
    “Illegals.  They won’t dare raise much of a fuss or ICE will get them all,” the second said, smug. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm.  It should do nicely,” the first said. 
 
      
 
    “She… she should do nicely,” the kidnapper said, almost affronted. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever.  It won’t matter to them,” the first said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I guess not,” the child stealer said, tone subdued. 
 
      
 
    Nika was down to the first floor, her feet just entering the flight that led below ground level, the voices loud enough that she could now hear them with both ears and mind. 
 
      
 
    “Bring it… her in,” the greeter said.  Nika hurried, still moving in silence. 
 
      
 
    The door below creaked open a little wider, followed by the scrape of hard plastic on concrete.  The greeter was thinking that finally those he answered to would be satisfied, at least momentarily.  The kidnapper was thinking of dollars, dinners out, debts paid, and a bottle of Jim Beam. The little one in the carrier was dreaming of milk. 
 
      
 
    Feet shuffled, the sound louder as she closed the distance.  She swung around a landing and spotted the bottom of the stairs. With one jump, she cleared the last flight of steps, landing behind the man with the child car seat.  Her landing was almost silent… almost.  Some small sound—a tiny scrape or minute crunch—reached the ears of the last man through the door.  He paused and turned, more curious than alarmed.  He saw blonde hair, a beautiful face, and then a cold hand that covered his eyes while another slim hand touched the back of his head. 
 
      
 
    A sudden shearing hard force, a snap in his neck which was his last official feeling, and then it all went black. 
 
      
 
    The car seat clattered as the dead kidnapper dropped it, his body still held upright by a woman who looked to be half his weight.  The greeter heard the sound and turned, freezing for a second at the sight of the dark-clad woman holding his associate’s limp body by his head—which was turned one hundred and eighty degrees in the wrong direction.  His thinking brain couldn’t make sense of what he was seeing, but his older, more primitive mind sent a signal to his hands.  He simultaneously reached for the gun at his waist with his right while his left hand groped for a tiny white plastic box with a button in its center that hung around his neck. 
 
      
 
    The left hand made it to the button just as the woman was suddenly in front of him, her own hands grabbing for his.  He felt all ten fingers and most of the bones in both appendages snap and grind into splinters in the awful grasp of a woman who looked like she belonged in catalogs or movies.   
 
      
 
    A door at the rear of the mostly empty room opened and two men in dark suits entered, raising large black handguns toward the woman and the man she now held in front of her. 
 
      
 
    The greeter’s initial relief at seeing the guards coming to the rescue vanished in a wave of terror as they raised those massive guns and pointed them at the woman who was now behind him. 
 
      
 
    Both guns fired at once—not with a roar or bang but with a deep whump that Nika felt in the soles of her shoes.  She moved, grabbing the car seat in one hand and drawing her own weapon in the other. 
 
      
 
    The greeter, who she had left behind, exploded twice at the same time, his head vaporizing in a cloud of red, white, and gray while his torso burst apart in bigger, redder, wetter chunks. 
 
      
 
    Nika moved at a diagonal to the two new killers, toward the corner of the room nearest them.  She moved faster than they could and her odd silvery pistol spat three times as they tried to draw a bead on her. 
 
      
 
    Both men spread apart at her shots, faster than a normal human.  Oddly, the projectiles that leapt from her barrel twisted in mid-flight, each slamming into a body.  Whatever it was that hit them was larger than a standard bullet and the result was each guard shuddering and jerking like a man touching a live wire.  Somehow despite the disruption of their nervous systems, each was able to fire off another salvo at Nika. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t feel them with her mind, like she had with the two dead child dealers, but she still possessed reflexes far beyond human or whatever the guards were.  She leapt straight up, flipping to land her feet on the ceiling, child carrier staying oriented to the floor as her feet fastened themselves. Waves of energy, maybe something sonic, blasted the space she left behind.  Her own gun coughed two more times and the rounds found the guards’ heads.  Now both were incapacitated, bodies jerking and jumping, eyes rolled back in their skulls.   
 
      
 
    She jumped down, flipping again, landing softly, the car seat hardly shifting as her hand spun around the handle.  Reholstering the pistol, she drew a long, curving kukri knife from a thermoplastic sheath hanging down her back.  Her hand flicked twice and the heads of the men in black suits rolled free from their bodies.  Another flick of the blade to clear the worst of the blood, which was a darker red than any human’s.  The bodies of the guards smelled like thyme, the herb.  The bodies of the child traders smelled like shit. 
 
      
 
    Her big knife disappeared under the back of her jacket and the pistol came back out.  She looked at the baby in her carrier.  Sleeping.  Mentally she reached down to the little one and reinforced that sleep, making it even deeper.  Then she hefted the carrier and stepped up to the next door.  Pausing, she listened, smelled, and felt with her mind.   
 
      
 
    Soft, slow heartbeats and a scent like dried thyme.  But no mental feeling—no busy thoughts, emotions, or presence.  She glanced down at the dead guards.  Still dead, no heartbeat, bodies cooling. 
 
      
 
    Maybe not infected with the Black Frost technology, but no longer fully human either.  And more inside.  Two more guards and… something… else. 
 
      
 
    She considered, then finally set the carrier down.  She loathed leaving the little one behind.  She had little ones she watched over on a daily basis.  Darkkin or no, she had found that her maternal instincts were decidedly intact and  maybe, as vampires have a tendency to go a bit overboard with any feeling, it might just be stronger than when she’d been human. 
 
      
 
    But babies had no place in combat, she thought, then considered the two in her world.  Not sure about those two. 
 
      
 
    With a mental shrug, she checked over her gun, pulled her kukri out with her now-freed-up left hand and, without a second’s pause, slid through the doorway. 
 
      
 
    She went in low, crouched below the doorknob, then sprang up and to the right,  her leap sending her to the top corner of the room, which was a good twenty feet high.  She observed that this space was vast, even as a blast of force passed above her as she first entered, a second burst of energy brushing the tips of her blonde hair when she jumped from low to high.  The silver gun in her hand spat silver streaks that swerved around inconvenient obstacles like desks and countertops and impacted  the two silent man-shapes that fired at her.  Without pause, she ran around the upper perimeter of the room, feet sticking to the top of the wall, jumping and landing behind the shooters, who were quivering and shaking yet still trying to bring weapons to bear. 
 
      
 
    The kukri lashed out twice, almost too fast to see, and two heads dropped and rolled on the ground below. 
 
      
 
    She stood up and looked around.  This was the main warehouse floor.  It was vast, the empty space only broken up by support columns spread at regular intervals—and a space ship. 
 
      
 
    There was no doubt that’s what it was.  A silver-gray torpedo shape that rested on massive steel braces.  About the length of a good-sized motor home, it appeared to be either under repair or under construction.  Multiple openings in the smooth metal skin showed underlying machinery that looked more organic than metallic.   
 
      
 
    Besides the spaceship, there was one other interesting feature to the room.  A massive circle on the concrete floor, almost dead center of the big space.  The circle was circumscribed by a continuous arc of black rectangular blocks each about the size of a shoe box.  There had to be fifty or sixty of them marking out the perimeter of the circle, and the center of the space looked slightly blackened.  It had to be over fifty feet in diameter. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t the chalk or sand circle that Stacia’s warlock would have made, but to Nika it was clear as a bell that it was nonetheless a portal. 
 
      
 
    Something pressed upon her mind.  It came from the partially completed craft, and it was strong.  She moved across the open space, arriving at the base of one of the aircraft’s supports in about the same amount of time it took a professional athlete’s heart to beat twice.  Now she could really feel the presence above her, inside the vehicle, silent but questing with a sense somewhat like her own. 
 
      
 
    Under the belly of the craft, she could see a lowered ramp offering entrance into the windowless fuselage.  She lifted a foot, eyes on the ramp, and suddenly froze solid.  It wasn’t her choice.  Her body locked up rigid, her muscles frozen.  She was barely aware of her physical problem as her mind had come under the most intense assault she’d ever experienced.  For the first time since she had Turned, she felt a mind with greater telepathic power than her own.  It surrounded her, an overwhelming pressure from every direction, demanding entrance to her mind, demanding control and obedience.   
 
      
 
    Her mind was her fortress.  She wasn’t the most dangerous fighter like Tanya and Chris, she didn’t have the raw magical power of Declan, but the defenses of her mind were unmatched—till now. 
 
      
 
    She could feel the walls pressing in, feel cracks forming in the diamond hard walls of her will.  Shock flooded her as she realized she had met another telepath and come up second best.  She was going to fail.  And most likely die, as would the baby.  That thought brought, unbidden, the image of two more babies to mind, two that would either grow up without their Aunt Nika or would also die at the command of this thing in the ship. 
 
      
 
    No—never.  An idea formed in her mind and she leapt at it, pulling away every bit of attention she could spare from her defenses and concentrating it on her right hand.  On the fingers of her right hand. 
 
      
 
    Seconds ticked by, the pressure on her mind growing.  Outside the big room, she heard the baby rustle as she began to awaken.  For a split second, she felt the thing in the spacecraft turn to the babe.  In that micromoment, she took all her resources and shoved them at her hand.  The fingers spasmed, opening.  The silver pistol fell from her twitching fingers, dropping toward the concrete floor. 
 
      
 
    It never hit. The expected clang never came.  Instead, multiple whirring sounds filled the air and a second later, her vision picked up a five drone swarm of micro-robots that had, moments ago, made up her gun. 
 
      
 
    Without pause, the micro-flyers buzzed under the aircraft and disappeared up into the vehicle.  The pressure on her mind suddenly lessened as the sounds of a struggle ensued inside the craft.  Then the awful mental assault disappeared completely and she regained control of body and mind. 
 
      
 
    Moving at her very fastest, she flashed up the ramp, entering a single open space the size of a mobile home living room. That’s all the impression she had time for, as the space was the scene of an intense struggle. 
 
      
 
    A single entity dodged, twisted, and spun, trying to evade the bolts of blue light that shot from the five flying mini-drones that were, in turn, dodging blows from a tool-like object in the hands of the alien.   
 
      
 
    It looked just like every picture or drawing she’d ever seen of a big-headed, big-eyed gray alien, except taller.  Maybe all of five feet tall.  It was fast, too, swinging its long-handled tool at Omega’s agile fliers. A Vorsook, in the pasty gray, naked flesh. 
 
      
 
    It turned and leapt at her, empty hand outstretched to touch.  The touch of a super-telepath.  Like that was gonna happen.   
 
      
 
    Her kukri flickered and the Vorsook’s hand disappeared in a spray of greenish blood.  The alien looked at its stump for a silent second but then a drone flashed by, laser flickering, and the Vorsook’s left eye vanished in a puff of smoke.  It squealed a hellish high-pitched sound that Nika felt in the bones of her skull.  Her knife chopped down from overhead, thunking into the middle of that huge forehead, the squeal ending like a switch had been flicked. 
 
      
 
    The alien collapsed, surrounded by the swarm of deadly little drones.  Nika stepped back and took a breath.  In well over a hundred years as a vampire, she’d seen much violence.  But this brief struggle had been the most shocking. 
 
      
 
    She reached for her phone.  “Already placing the call,” the AI Omega said. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” came Lydia’s voice from the speaker not two seconds later. Then the screen cleared and her face was visible on the screen. 
 
      
 
    “Warehouse cleared.  Tell Stewart to send an Oracle team.  This place is totally Vorsook,” Nika said. 
 
      
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
      
 
    “Staring at a dead one right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, getting drone shots on my tablet.  Ugly fucker, huh?” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
    Lydia had grown up with strict New England parents.  To this day, she almost never dropped an F bomb.  Nika had noticed that the few times she had, the subject was usually the Vorsook. 
 
      
 
    “Couldn’t capture it live?” Lydia asked, face twisted in interested disgust. 
 
      
 
    “It almost ate my mind.  Strongest mental adept I’ve ever been near.  It would own any human, were, or Darkkin that got near it,” Nika said, slumping back against the spacecraft’s smooth interior wall. “Tell Stewart we’ve got a UFO for him.  Looks like they brought it through a gate, piece by piece.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, haven’t you been the busy little bee.  How bad is this thing?” Lydia asked. 
 
      
 
    “It almost had me, Lyd.  Omega’s drones saved me.” 
 
      
 
    “Would it have taken Tanya?  Or Chris?  Or the kid?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.  All three can block me when they choose.  Declan could maybe build a ward against it if he was prepared.  But think how bad that would be if it got one of them and controlled them?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s get that beanpole man-boy witch to see what he can brew up.  Omega’s already got hold of Stewart and the local team is on its way.  You can assume control and oversee the cleanup.” 
 
      
 
    “Negative.  I’ve got a baby to get back to its mother,” Nika said. 
 
      
 
    “A baby?  What the hell?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, don’t know.  It was kidnapped earlier and I followed the kidnapper. He led me to this place with all these treasures.” 
 
      
 
    “How will you find the parents?” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
    “I am monitoring a large number of frantic cell phone calls in a predominately Hispanic neighborhood east of here.  The community is marshaling the friends and neighbors of a young couple who are frantically searching for their infant daughter.  I am ninety-four percent certain that the infant in the car seat is the same missing child.” 
 
      
 
    “What did we ever do without you, Omega?” Lydia asked as she lifted a brow at Nika on the telephone screen. 
 
      
 
    “You mostly succeeded, but at great and costly effort,” the AI said back. “Mostly.” 
 
      
 
    Nika stayed till the Oracle crew arrived, seven big black SUVs full of serious black-clad men and women. 
 
      
 
    Oracle was running the Joint Task Force of government units that was leading the intelligence efforts against the Vorsook.  Team Demidova reported (as much as they reported to anyone) through Nathan Stewart.   
 
      
 
    The Oracle team treated Nika with cautious respect, most of them watching her from the corners of their eyes as they began to efficiently process the scene.  But her job here, at the factory site, was done, while her final task was yet incomplete. 
 
      
 
    “Come along, little one.  You have a date with your mother,” she said, expertly buckling the car seat into the back of her rented Mustang.  “Good thing I have little zaykas of my own to watch over, or I would never get this right.” 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later found her cruising slowly along the streets of a neighborhood on the eastern part of the city, a neighborhood that buzzed with more activity than a school night should bring. 
 
      
 
    Omega guided her to the correct address and Nika drove smoothly by it, the porch of the little house crowded with people who studied her tinted rental with suspicious eyes. 
 
      
 
    She drove another three blocks, parked, unbuckled the carrier, and slid into the shadows. 
 
      
 
    It was harder to get close to the house than it had been to infiltrate the warehouse, the neighborhood watch being much more sensitive with one of their own missing. That’s not to say it was actually hard. 
 
      
 
    She easily found the watchers in the darkness, and just as easily tweaked their perceptions to guide their attention in other directions. 
 
      
 
    Approaching the back of the house, she knelt down and scanned the inhabitants with her mind.  The baby’s mother was easy to find—a well of black despair and heart-shattering anguish, exhausted and destroyed, lying in a back bedroom. 
 
      
 
    Nika called to her, placing a little thought in the young woman’s head.  Her baby—in the backyard.  The mother hardly stirred, but that was to be expected, as she was completely exhausted.  NIka did it again, adding another layer of certainty to the suggestion. The young woman might have had a touch of talent, as she rather suddenly came up out of her resting place, the second nudge enough to get her full attention. 
 
      
 
    Nika could feel every little bit of trepidation as the mother moved toward the back door, driven by an impulse she couldn’t name and didn’t trust, yet unwilling to ignore because any possibility might be the one.  In some ways, that awful anxiety—that tiny seed of hope fighting with the logical certainty that her baby could not, would not, be magically returned—was more painful to experience as a telepath than the horror of imminent death.   
 
      
 
    Nika had experienced it all, riding the thoughts and emotions of a thousand minds over her years, but this was the most sharply real, the most heart-wrenching, twisted knife feeling she’d ever ridden.   
 
      
 
    She was a Guardian of the Coven, sister to the Young Queen, high-ranking officer of the fastest growing company on Earth, associate of God’s Own Warrior, and yet she was overcome with a sudden intense need to call New York and check on the safety of her young charges.  It didn’t even help knowing that the twins were snug in a virtual fortress, guarded by heavily armed, highly motivated killers, two of the most dangerous individuals on the planet, and the most advanced AI in human history. 
 
      
 
    A young woman’s face appeared in the window of the back door.  Her grief-reddened eyes blinked in the sight of the blonde vampire dressed in black and standing in her backyard.  Nika raised one hand and pointed at the porch in front of the door, bringing the mother’s eyes down below her initial line of sight. 
 
      
 
    The car seat sat, tiny occupant facing the house, three feet from the door.  The door burst open and the mother shot out onto the porch, collapsing to her knees to gather her baby from the carrier.  Nika had removed the impulse to sleep from the young one and the little daughter woke, smelling her mother’s familiar and comforting scent. 
 
      
 
    Eyes wide and flooded with tears, the mother, whose name Nika heard was Sonia, looked up at the vampire. 
 
      
 
    “Peace, little sister,” Nika said in perfect Spanish.  “The ones who took her are no more.  She is safe, untouched and perfect.”  Then she started to step back into the gloaming. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Sonia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Why did they take her?  I do not know.  They will never take another,” Nika replied. 
 
      
 
    Sonia shook her head.  “Why did you save her?” 
 
      
 
    Nika was startled by her own sudden tsunami of emotion that welled up at those words.  “Why?  Because we don’t harm babies.  We protect babies,” she hissed, her hand moving toward the pocket where her phone sat. 
 
      
 
    Sonia pulled back at the sudden vehemence of her words, her heart rate thundering clearly in Nika’s ears. She cradled her baby girl, who she called Luisa in her own head.  The blonde telepath drew a deep breath and pushed her emotions down, allowing the anger to fall off her face. 
 
      
 
    “I have seen you—on television.   You are with Her… and Him,” Sonia said.  “You are an Angel like them?” 
 
      
 
    That brought a smile and unbidden chuckle.  “No, I am Darkkin—vampire.  But yes, I call Her sister.” 
 
      
 
    Sonia stood slowly, clutching Luisa to her in both arms, shaking her head.  “No.  You are Angel too.” 
 
      
 
    Nika just gave her a final smile and shake of her head, then pulled back into the darkness. 
 
      
 
    She cruised back by the house on her way toward the airport, neighbors and friends now crowding four and five deep around the porch, celebrating the miracle, Sonia and Luisa surrounded by immediate family.  Sonia raised her head and looked at the deeply tinted Mustang, pausing in her explanation.   
 
    Then she raised a hand, a clear salute to the driver she couldn’t see but who she somehow knew was her personal hero. 
 
      
 
    The crowd turned and looked at the powerful car, confusion and suspicion on most faces changing to awe as the young mother continued her story, pointing at the car and giving a final wave. 
 
      
 
    Maybe Sonia had more than a touch of talent, to feel so strongly about the unseen driver of a mysterious car, Nika mused. 
 
      
 
    The rental car chimed with an incoming phone call.  Nika had never connected her phone to the Mustang’s systems, not that it seemed to matter with Omega around. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Nik, you headed back yet?” Lydia asked. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter?  Need me to get the twins to sleep?” 
 
      
 
    “You’d like to think so, but I got secret weapons,” Lydia replied. 
 
      
 
    “A giant furry nursemaid and a middle school babysitter named Toni who sings a mean lullaby,” Nika replied. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well I’ve only got the kid on the weekends that she’s down from Vermont.  But listen, you need to get your ass on that plane and get back here.  Things are heating up,” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
    “Things?” 
 
      
 
    “There’ve been seven thwarted school mass shootings in the last three days and at least seven homicides with a decided occult pattern to them.” 
 
      
 
    “All the shootings were prevented?” Nika asked. 
 
      
 
    “Omega is monitoring all social media, weapons sales, and health records.  He’s taken over the background check system and is failing purchases left and right.  Then he sends the FBI.  But it’s all a pattern.” 
 
      
 
    “Demonic?” 
 
      
 
    “We think so.  Chris has been having visions again.  Some of those visions were actual murders.” 
 
      
 
    “Great. We’ve got Vorsook building aircraft and now an upswing in demon stuff,” Nika said. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks to your work, I am now reverse engineering that Vorsook craft.  Earth will benefit from their advanced designs.  Also, I have asked my Father to look into shields against powerful telepathy.  He will need your help to test his theories,” Omega interjected. 
 
      
 
    “Which leaves the A Team for demon work,” Nika said. 
 
      
 
    “And you know how I love it when a plan comes together,” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
    “Lydia Chapman, did you just quote a defunct television show?  I’m gonna tell Declan you’re a bigger nerd than he is,” Nika said, smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Just get your ass back here, Guardian.  We’ve got work to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t we always.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sitting Pretty 
 
      
 
    One of the most vital things a young parent can have is a good babysitter.  They can literally mean the difference between sanity and a mental breakdown.  A good babysitter is hard to find, worth their weight in gold, and usually highly coveted.  If you have children with additional needs, finding that perfect sitter is so, so hard to do. So protect your sitter at all costs. 
 
      
 
    The black Cadillac limo slid into place in front of the imposing tower named Demidova.  The wheels had no sooner stopped when the front passenger door opened and a man in a black suit slid out.  He took two long strides and grasped the handle to the rear compartment.  His head swiveled around, checked everyone and everything in sight, then he opened the door. 
 
      
 
    A black-haired preteen girl slipped out of the car, wearing black jeans, white canvas sneakers, and a white shirt with red flowers.  She had a string bag backpack on and a tablet computer clutched to her chest with both arms. Gleaming silver links peeked out at the collar of her blouse, indicating some kind of necklace hidden underneath.  She smiled at the door handler, then moved straight for the imposing doors of the high rise. 
 
      
 
    Inside the building, a rectangular guard station greeted all arrivals, carefully manned with no less than four guards, each with a military background.  The newest guard, on his first day in fact, looked up to see a very pretty middle school girl enter the building, tablet cradled, absent smile on her face.  Black hair, black eyes, obvious Hispanic heritage, and the promise of becoming a future heartbreaker. 
 
      
 
    “Sid, what’s up with the kid?” the new guy asked his orientation mentor. 
 
      
 
    The dark-skinned ex-soldier looked up from his computer and took in the approaching tween.   
 
      
 
    “Toni’s here.  Joe, alert the penthouse,” Sidney said, giving the girl a smile. 
 
      
 
    “The alert already went out.  Damned computer did it by itself,” a third guard answered. 
 
      
 
    Sidney nodded but didn’t take his eyes off the girl.  “Hi, Toni.  How was your trip?” 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Sidney.  It was pretty smooth I guess,” she said, then turned to the new guy.  “Hello.  I don’t know you.  I’m Toni,” she said, holding out her right hand. 
 
      
 
    “I’m John.  Nice to meet you, Toni,” John the new guy said, bemused. 
 
      
 
    “I’m the babysitter.  I don’t live here so I only come down when they need me for special events.  Like daytime things,” Toni said matter-of-factly. “Sometimes weekends.” 
 
      
 
    “Babysitter?  Wait… for the…” John asked, smile slipping away as he realized who she must sit for and with. 
 
      
 
    “For Cora and Wulf,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Toni, but all the other sitters are… well…” John said, confused. 
 
      
 
    “Older?  Scarier?  Vampires?” she asked helpfully.  “Darkkin aren’t very good daytime sitters.  They get too sleepy and the twins get into trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “John, Toni here is Chris’s goddaughter.  You know, the one he blew up New Hampshire over?” Sidney said. 
 
      
 
    “He did not blow up New Hampshire, Sidney, and you know it.  He only bombed one old missile silo way up in the boonies,” Toni said. 
 
      
 
    “Tomato—toma-toe, kid,” Sidney said, smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Anyway, John, I’m the daytime sitter for special events,” Toni said, giving Sidney the kind of nuanced glare that you might see from a grown woman. 
 
      
 
    The center elevator in the big row of elevators pinged its arrival. 
 
      
 
    “It was nice to meet you, John.  ‘Sos is here and I have to greet him or his feelings get hurt, unlike other people I know,” she said, tossing her hair and giving Sidney a stormy look. 
 
      
 
    “Toni! You wound me!” said Sidney, the tough ex-Navy Seal, clutching his broken heart. 
 
      
 
    Her frown flashed into a smile at his performance before clouding back up into mock anger.  She tucked her tablet under one arm,  pulled out her phone, and studied the screen to the exclusion of all else. 
 
      
 
    Across the room, the elevator doors opened and a huge black and tan wolf bounded out, eyes locked on the young girl like she was prey. 
 
      
 
    “That’s him?  The wolf-bear?” John, the new guy, asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, his name is Awasos. Now watch this,” Sidney said, leaning back and crossing his arms. 
 
      
 
    Around the busy lobby, people had all stopped and turned to look at the giant wolf now stalking toward the young girl, who for her part had started to type furiously on her smartphone keyboard, a wave of emotions flashing across her face.  The slow stalking sped up, going from a careful pacing to a flat-out run.  Nails clicked on the hard floor, people around the room freezing up, looking shocked or beginning to panic.  Eyes flicked at the guards, who were leaned back, relaxed and calm. 
 
      
 
    Six feet from the girl, who had still not even looked up, the giant wolf splayed out both front paws, sliding to a halt.  His body then shimmered and blurred, the image expanding before clearing to reveal a truly enormous Kodiak bear with the same black back and tan body.  The ursine giant stood up on his hind legs, head fully fifteen feet above the floor, paws spread out, each tipped with claws as long as small bananas. 
 
      
 
    His body leaned forward, like he was about to fall upon the girl and devour her.  She took one final look at her phone, sighed in frustration, then lifted her head and stepped forward to hug the gargantuan bear. 
 
      
 
    “Hi ‘Sos!  Am I glad to see you.  Wait till I tell you what Cynthia said about me.  What a bitch!” she said as she buried her face in his fur.  Far above, the head that was bigger than her whole body looked down at her, then lifted to look around the room. 
 
      
 
    Every person in the lobby found themselves meeting the stare of an apex predator, the message clear as if it was written on the wall.  Mess with this child and be torn apart by grizzly fury. 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit,” John said, mostly under his breath.   
 
      
 
    “Right?” Sidney agreed. 
 
      
 
    Backing up with surprising care, the massive bear disengaged from his tween friend and dropped to all fours. The two then headed for the elevator, the bear swinging his head from side to side, watching everything with a predator’s eyes, the girl walking with one hand in his fur, the other clutching her tablet, keeping up a nonstop monologue on the trials and tribulations of the middle school social scene. 
 
      
 
    Just before entering the elevator, the bear suddenly shimmered and shrunk back to merely humongous wolf, the girl not even taking a breath between sentences.  The doors slid shut and the entire lobby simultaneously breathed out in a collective release of tension. 
 
      
 
      
 
    High overhead, at the top of the tower, the elevator opened into the foyer of a massive penthouse.  The decorations were stylish and chic without being at all ostentatious.  It looked really pretty, but Toni kind of liked their old quarters better, the underground apartments that were less rich-ish and more comfortable.  But ever since the computer came, they lived up here.  Still, this was pretty nice too.  Here in the entry, the white marble floor swirled with black striations, all gleaming with clean perfection. 
 
      
 
    Stepping into the main living area revealed a whole different story.  To Toni, it looked like the contents of a medium-sized toy store had exploded through a portal in space and time to rain down on the hundred million dollar penthouse.  Toni tended to think of portals through space and time because she was friends with a guy who could basically rip dimensions apart with a piece of chalk and a handy power grid. 
 
      
 
    “Oh thank God you’re here,” a beautiful blue-eyed, black-haired woman said as she looked up from her place on the living room floor.  Two babies followed their mother’s gaze and took in the sight of the young babysitter, both of them instantly moving onto all fours to crawl at high speed toward the girl. 
 
      
 
    For the second time in minutes, Toni found herself being charged aggressively.  Granted, this time the predators smelled of baby powder and were handily dealt with by simply being picked up.  Cora arrived first, beating her brother by six feet and two seconds.  Toni put her tablet on an end table and scooped up Cora, then took three steps forward to pick up Cora’s brother Beowulf. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, guys.  How are you?” she asked, bouncing both babies with practiced ease.  “Not letting Mommy get ready for her date?” 
 
      
 
    Tatiana Demidova, natural born vampire, President, CEO, and Chairwoman of Demidova Incorporated, and Coven prodigy known as the young Queen of the vampires, pushed a strand of galaxy black hair away from her eyes and breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    “It’s harder in the daytime,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Toni nodded.  “Like my mom when she hasn’t had her coffee.  Don’t worry about the Doom Duo, you go get ready.  ‘Sos and I got this,” she said, sitting back on the floor, basically covered in excited babies.  The massive wolf flopped down five feet away, head on feet and eyes closed. 
 
      
 
    Wulf eyed the wolf, hands grasping empty air as if full of fur.  Then he turned and clutched Toni’s hair instead, more interested in the newcomer. 
 
      
 
    Tanya smiled at the sight of her babies mauling her goddaughter and then looked at the slim, expensive watch on her wrist.  “Oh, I’m going to be late.  You okay?” 
 
      
 
    Toni giggled.  “I’ve got the entire weight of the Demidova Empire backing me up.  It’s fine.  Go get ready,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Tanya nodded, holding still for a second to take in one more mental image of her kids before vanishing in a snap of collapsing air.  A lone baby wipe got caught in the slip stream and swirled up after her, falling to the floor well short of the hallway she vanished into. 
 
      
 
    The twins started to vie for attention, each grabbing anything nearby to show to their babysitter.  Toni, who knew well that this game would likely end in tears and hurt feelings, interrupted their behavior by pulling two soft yellow squishy balls from her string bag.  Each ball had the word ARCANE printed on their surface along with a slogan: Grow to Survive. 
 
      
 
    “Here, see what I brought you?” she asked, handing one to each. 
 
      
 
    Cora, who was generally more physically active than her brother, was immediately fascinated by the ball.  Wulf, on the other hand, ignored it in favor of grasping at Toni’s hair. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Toni,” a voice called from the hallway.  Chris Gordon stood, tugging on his tie, his dark grey suit otherwise immaculate.  “Glad the baby sensei is here.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem.  How many kids get to fly in a private jet just for a babysitting gig?” she asked, smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Well, how many kids are trusted by the Queen of the Darkkin Coven to babysit her kids?” he responded.  “One.” 
 
      
 
    “Two if you count Declan, but he’s pretty much an old man now,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ancient and decrepit at twenty-one,” he agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Mom said she thought he might be here, in the city?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh?  I’m not sure,” he said before turning toward the closest monitor. 
 
      
 
    “Gina is correct.  Father is here in New York, meeting with the Alphas of the New York Pack at their request,” Omega supplied, speaking over the built-in sound system. 
 
      
 
    “Summoned is more like it,” Tanya said, appearing from the bedroom hallway, still fastening a diamond earring in place.  She now wore a black cocktail dress that looked like it had been poured onto her body. 
 
      
 
    “That sounds ominous,” Chris said, frowning. 
 
      
 
    “Lydia heard through her sources that he somehow interfered in pack business.  Something to do with all the challenges that Stacia had to fight,” Tanya said. 
 
      
 
    “How come nobody told me this?” he asked, his frown even deeper. 
 
      
 
    “Not really our business, is it?” Tanya said with a shrug. 
 
      
 
    “Zayka, you do realize how protective he is of her, right?  Omega, do you know what is going on?” Chris asked. 
 
      
 
    “Father did not request secrecy, so I see no conflict in discussing the situation.  Father discovered that random pack members had been challenging Stacia for no good reason without real goals or very high probability of winning.  As Stacia really doesn’t have a clear status in the hierarchy, it made little sense.  He discovered that witch magic was influencing the challengers and then tracked down the circle of witches responsible.  They, in turn, had been hired by a Midwestern witch who was trying to get Father interested in her eldest daughter and felt removal of his current girlfriend was a good plan.  After explaining why that would never happen and what would happen if they persisted, all of the witches involved immediately ceased all interference.  But the Alphas feel he should never have approached the pack members without their permission.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh dear,” Toni said, free hand coming up to her mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’s not good at all,” Chris said. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t think Brock and Afina have the right to call him out?” Tanya said, now frowning herself. 
 
      
 
    “I think they have no idea what he will and can do,” Chris said.  “Remember, he and I got into it because he thought she was being threatened.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but they’re just gonna slap his wrist a bit, right? They don’t have a hyper-aggressive split personality named Grim either. ” 
 
      
 
    “I thought that was kind of the definition of a werewolf?  But Stacia’s his mate and mates have all kinds of rights to protect each other,” Toni said.  The two adults looked at her in surprise.  “One of the Arcane wolves likes Jetta and I hang out with them a bit, and so he explained that Declan can do whatever he needs to.” 
 
      
 
    “Concur.  Dellwood, the Alpha of the Arcane wolves, said much the same thing to Father before he engaged the wolves.” 
 
      
 
    “He should have approached Brock and Afina first.  That’s just good protocol,” Tanya said. “They’ve got enough worries on their plates.” 
 
      
 
    “As they had never stopped the fights or investigated themselves, he felt it was imperative to get to the bottom of it as fast as possible.  It was just after coming back from Fairie.  Father has been more decisive in his decision-making since then.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m sure it will work out.  We need to get going, and Omega can inform us of anything that happens, right?” Tanya asked, frowning thoughtfully as she looked at her watch. 
 
      
 
    “I will pay particular attention, as I always do, to both my father’s meeting and to Toni as she supervises the twins.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Tanya said with an amused grin.  Chris still looked a bit worried but he allowed her to pull him toward the foyer.  
 
      
 
    “Tanya, it’s a beautiful day out. Do you think it is okay if I take the twins for a walk?” Toni asked before they left. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see any harm as long as you have Deckert and his men for protection, as well as ‘Sos,” Tanya said after exchanging a glance with her husband.  Still she paused in reflection, her frown now directed at her babies. 
 
      
 
    The big wolf lifted his head and yawned, showing massive fangs.  Cora immediately dropped her ball and speed crawled to him, little hands ruthlessly grabbing fur to pull herself up his side. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be super safe, I promise.  I’ll call Mr. Deckert in a minute so he has lots of time to prepare,” Toni said, smiling at the mighty predator’s new predicament. 
 
      
 
    “I have just now informed him of your intentions.  Additionally, I am bringing in extra drones to fly overwatch,” Omega said. 
 
      
 
    “Plus you have your necklace, right?” Tanya asked. 
 
      
 
    Toni fished the God Tear from under her shirt, holding it up for inspection.  “We’ll be safe as can be.” 
 
      
 
    This time it was Chris who pulled Tanya out, the ding of the arriving elevator ringing across the living room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A half hour later, the doors of Demidova Tower opened and a pair of crew cut men in black suits exited, followed closely by a double stroller pushed by Toni, a massive tan and black wolf, and another three men behind.  Sharp buzzing heralded the arrival of four shiny Omega drones which took up guard positions overhead. 
 
      
 
    Toni pushed the stroller down the sidewalk, ignoring the New Yorkers who were forced to part around her little group, a few of them doing double takes at the guard wolf and the hovering drones.  But this being New York, their stares didn’t last long and they hurried about their business. 
 
      
 
    “See, guys?  Isn’t it nice out here?” the babysitter asked.  Cora was looking around at everything and anything while her brother lay back, concentrating on the suspended mobile of black cats, bats, and broom-flying witches that Declan had given them.  
 
      
 
    One of the forward guards looked back at Toni, pointing to the right turn just ahead of him, his eyebrows raised. 
 
      
 
    Toni nodded her agreement and the little squad turned the corner.  She usually took the babies out in a several block square, turning the same direction, over and over, until they were back at the Tower. 
 
    The babies had been out on night strolls many times, but their daytime babysitters were limited to Toni and occasionally Declan and Stacia.  So daylight trips around the block were infrequent and very interesting. 
 
      
 
    They made it to the next corner before Omega suddenly spoke.  “I detect three converging vehicles that I deem high probable hostiles.  Suggest defensive retreat through the alley six meters ahead.  It leads between a bank and a hotel and comes out across from the small park near the Demidova Tower.” 
 
      
 
    One of the black-suited men in front ran forward and looked down the alley.  “Clear,” Sidney yelled. 
 
      
 
    The three behind moved up, the middle guard grabbing the stroller handlebar to speed it up.  Toni, a little shocked, let go and moved up along Wulf’s side of the stroller while another guard called in the threat on his throat mike.  All four non-stroller-pushing men had large pistols suddenly in their hands. 
 
      
 
    A screech of tires behind them was incentive enough to get them really moving.  Toni glanced over her shoulder and saw a car, loaded with men, bouncing up onto the sidewalk, headed right for them. 
 
      
 
    Her group made it into the narrow alley just as the car braked to a halt, doors opening all at once. 
 
      
 
    One of her guards, Joe, raised his gun, walking backward, weapon aimed at the pursuers. Guns appeared from inside the car.  Joe fired five fast shots while two of the drones flickered blue laser fire into the group.  There was a sudden flash of violet light. 
 
      
 
    The men getting out of the car fell as one, guns clattering to the ground. The driver was already dead, a black round hole in his forehead, three bullet holes in a tight cluster in the windshield in front of him. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell was that?” the stroller pusher asked his comrades. Toni realized it was the new guy, John, who seemed to be holding it together better than she was. 
 
      
 
    “That was my necklace,” Toni said.  “The purple man,” she said, trying to catch her breath. 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit, that’s what it does?”  Joe said, dropping his mag and reloading a fresh one from his belt. 
 
      
 
    “Among other things,” she said, voice shaky as she glanced down at her young charges as she ran.  Both babies’ eyes were wide and locked onto Toni, but they stayed quiet.  Cora even smiled a little. 
 
      
 
    Ahead, the end of the alley grew closer, greenery visible across a moderately busy street. 
 
      
 
    They burst out onto the road, slowing as they approached the bustling street.  Awasos kept charging at full speed, his form flickering and expanding into something that was neither wolf nor Kodiak bear, but a taller, leaner, meaner combination of both.  Rushing right into traffic, the massive wolf-bear reared up and roared at the oncoming cars, causing most to stop.  One delivery truck kept coming and he slammed down from his full height, pile driver paws slamming the hood, popping both front tires and driving the wheels into buckling asphalt. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, that’s our cue,” Sidney yelled, waving the stroller forward.  A louder shot rang out, coming from above and behind.  John, the new guard, spun away, blood spurting into the air from his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Toni turned and looked up.  A man in a window of the hotel was aiming a rifle.  One of Omega’s drones pulsed with blue light.  The man flinched as his rifle went off.  The very drone that shot him got knocked from the sky, silver metal spraying from its undercarriage as it fell.   
 
      
 
    A flash of violet light strobed the building and the man with the rifle yelled, suddenly flying out of the window like he’d been ejected.  Toni watched him fall six stories to smash into a dumpster hard enough to dent the lid.   
 
      
 
    A hand grabbed her arm and pulled her away.  She spun around to find Sidney snatching Cora from the stroller.  He pushed the baby into her arms, then reached for Wulf, who was now crying at all the noise and tension. 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” he said, leading her across the street with Wulf in his arms, passing ‘Sos, who immediately dropped to all fours and followed like an angry bulldozer, popping his teeth and growling steadily. 
 
      
 
    Joe had stopped by the fallen John and was pouring something into his mouth.  Then he too stood up and raced after them.  The fourth and fifth guards, whose names Toni suddenly couldn’t remember, split up, one running ahead through the little park, the other falling back to cover behind them. 
 
      
 
    Toni usually ended up at that particular park with the babies, as it was a long rectangle that ran parallel to the street the Tower was on, one block over.  In fact, you could see the back of the Tower from here if you looked up and over the buildings across the street.  Running through the alley, which had taken a kind of left angle turn, had brought them out not far from what she thought of as the top of the park, leaving a block before the next street that would take them back toward Demidova headquarters. 
 
      
 
    Toni didn’t really know the street names or numbers.  The long street was Madison, she thought, and the shorter cross streets were all in the twenties, but she didn’t remember which twenties. All she knew for sure was that the Tower was on Park Avenue South. 
 
      
 
    Sidney ran alongside her, speaking military-sounding stuff into his microphone, but she didn’t understand it and was too scared to even try. 
 
      
 
    “The ready response team is on Twenty Fifth. ETA, twenty-seven seconds,” Omega’s voice sounded from Toni’s phone, loud enough for Sidney and the others to hear. 
 
      
 
    “Heading there now,” Sidney said, which a part of Toni’s mind thought was unnecessary.  Omega’s remaining three drones were keeping pace with them, so didn’t he already know where they were heading? 
 
      
 
    People in the park stopped to look at the group of running men, the one young girl, two babies, and giant killer wolf-bear hybrid.  Phones were lifted and pointed and that same part of Toni’s brain figured there would be some footage on the news tonight. 
 
      
 
    The sound of racing motors approached from two directions at the same time.  One came from much further ahead; the other came from a side street that led back to the Tower. 
 
      
 
    The two vehicles appeared at almost the same instant.  A black SUV that Toni recognized as a Demidova car came from the direction of the Tower, while a white, plain creeper van came straight at them. 
 
      
 
    Both squealed to a stop, doors opening and men piling out.  “Here, take her,” Sidney said, handing Wulf to Toni.  Couldn’t he tell them apart?   He pulled his gun and moved in front of her just as both groups of men started to fire at each other.  Toni backed away, into the park, even as her brain registered that all the men in the van and the ones before all seemed to be of Asian heritage.   
 
      
 
    Instinctively, she pushed back into a brushy spot by a good-sized tree and kneeled down behind the trunk, both babies in her arms.  She glanced down at them.  Both looked scared, but neither was crying.  Suddenly Wulf went gray, clothes and all.  Completely gray, normally dark hair, skin, and everything.  Even his bright blue eyes faded to the color of storm clouds.  Then she realized her hand that was holding him was gray now too.  And it kept spreading, covering all of her and Cora within seconds.  
 
      
 
    Close gunfire sounded and she looked up and around the tree trunk.  It was a full-on battle.  She heard ‘Sos roar and he appeared by the white van, smashing it like her dad squished a soda can.  Men were yelling and shooting and ‘Sos was roaring.   
 
      
 
    She felt dizzy for a second and looked down at her babies.  The ground was falling away from her—no, she was rising above it.  Her feet dangled, not touching anything.  She glanced up and found the lower limbs of the tree just suddenly overhead.  A second later they were right in among them and she scrambled her legs over the thickest limb, locking them at the ankle to stay in place.  Cora pulled up in her arm, like she was going to keep floating and without a thought, Toni said, “Stop that.” 
 
      
 
    Cora settled back, but they continued to all stay gray.  She looked down at Wulf and found him watching her face intently.  Bouncing both babies, she spoke quietly.  “Shhhhh.  It’s okay.  Mommy and Daddy will be here soon.  Shhh,” she shushed, watching through the leaves. 
 
      
 
    Her necklace twitched and violet light flickered on the green leaves around them but then died away.  It  flickered a second time, like a car trying to start, then fell quiet. 
 
      
 
    She heard a man scream.  Looking up from the babies, she discovered why.  Tanya and Chris had arrived and were moving among the attackers, moving too fast to be seen properly, pausing here and there, and everywhere they stopped, the attackers stopped too.  There was blood, a lot of blood.  She looked down at the twins and rocked and shushed them, not willing to look at the violence anymore. 
 
      
 
    “Toni?” Sidney yelled, standing twenty feet away and looking frantically around. 
 
      
 
    “Up here, Sidney,” she said.  He turned and looked right at her and then around her and then down the tree, face confused. 
 
      
 
    “Where?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Right here,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Tanya was standing next to him, ignoring his flinch as she looked into the tree. 
 
      
 
    “I hear you, Toni, but I can’t see you,” she said. 
 
      
 
    At her voice, both babies turned to their mother and the color came back into their faces, clothes, and skin. 
 
      
 
    “There you are.  How did you get up there with both of them and why couldn’t we see you?” Tanya said, jumping up lightly to sit on the branch with her.  Her beautiful black dress was torn, smooth white skin shining through the rents. 
 
      
 
    Toni handed both babies to their mother, who jumped lightly back down.  It was about eight feet and Toni wasn’t sure how she was going to get down herself, but suddenly Chris was there, standing under her, holding out his hands like he used to do when she was little. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t hesitate, trusting fully that her godfather, who could cut steel with his hands, would never, ever drop her.  Sliding off the branch, she was caught smoothly and easily and placed on her feet, soft as a feather. 
 
      
 
    A heavily armored limo pulled up, Mr. Deckert jumping out to hold the door.  “Ma’am, sir, perhaps we could be going?”  
 
      
 
    Toni was hustled into the big car, just catching a glimpse of bodies and lots of Demidova security personnel,  fit and wounded. 
 
      
 
    Tanya slid into the car after Toni, and Chris shut the vault-like door, the driver immediately pulling away. 
 
      
 
    In just a few minutes, they were absorbed into the reinforced underground parking garage and a few minutes after that, they were locked into the old underground apartment, which was much easier to guard than the penthouse.  Nika and Lydia were awake and fussing over the babies as soon as they arrived. 
 
      
 
    Tanya, eyes on her children, finally turned to Toni, who gulped at the deadly expression on her employer’s face.    
 
      
 
    “Tell me what happened?” the queen of the Coven demanded. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Tanya, you’re scaring her,” Nika said without looking up. 
 
      
 
    Instantly Tanya’s expression cleared, like magic.  “Oh, Toni, not my intention. You did everything right and I can never tell you how grateful I am.  I’m angry with whoever thought this was a good idea.” 
 
      
 
    Lydia, bouncing Wulf on her hip, brought Toni an organic, free trade iced green tea of a brand she liked and gave her a huge, reassuring smile.  “Girl, you kicked ass!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.  It all happened so fast,” Toni said, pausing to take a sip.  Then she took a deep breath and began to retell what had happened.  Curiously, being in a room with three murderously angry vampires was reassuring to her, mostly because she knew these vampires and knew nothing could survive entering the apartment to harm her.  She told her story between sips and then answered the careful questioning that followed. 
 
      
 
    “You honestly feel it was the twins?” Tanya asked. 
 
      
 
    “It sounds crazy, but I do.  They got scared, mostly because I got scared and they could tell.  Then suddenly Wulf lost all color and then so did Cora and I.  Neither you or Sidney could see us until he heard my voice.  And Cora lost all weight first and started to float, pulling Wulf and I up too.  If I hadn’t got my legs around that branch, we might still be rising,” Toni said, looking at the twins.  Both were now on the floor, deep in the middle of their toys, their experience seemingly forgotten. 
 
      
 
    Dr. Singh arrived, looking sleepy, and gave both twins and then Toni a quick exam for safety’s sake.  Then Chris arrived with Arkady and Awasos, explaining that Deckert was handling the police and the after-action cleanup. 
 
      
 
    “What do we know?” Tanya asked. 
 
      
 
    A knock sounded on the door and the outside guard opened it to reveal Declan and Stacia, along with a third person, a woman, who Toni didn’t know. The newcomer looked a little wide-eyed but Steclan (as Toni liked to think of them) both looked serious but calm. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone okay?” Declan asked, glancing at the babies and then closely at Toni.  She nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Good timing.  We were just about to get into the whole thing,” Tanya said. “And your expertise is likely needed.” 
 
      
 
    “First, though, did you leave any of the pack alive?” Lydia asked. 
 
      
 
    “All good.  They expressed their opinions and I expressed mine,” Declan said.  Stacia gave him a side-eye glance, clearly not quite down with that description.  
 
      
 
    Lydia’s eyes lingered on the tall young man for a moment longer, but she finally let it go.   
 
      
 
    “Hello, Holly,” Chris said to the young woman Toni didn’t know.  Then she remembered, because it had been in the news.  This was the woman attacked on the street in Vegas.  Chris had healed her with his blood and now she was a werewolf.  Why was she with Declan and Stacia? 
 
      
 
    “Ah, hi, Chris,” she said.  “Miss Demidova.” 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, let me introduce you.  Everyone, this is Holly Harris.  Holly, this is Nika, Lydia, Dr. Singh, who you’ve met, Awasos, who will steal all your food, Arkady, Tatiana, and Toni.  The twins are Cora and Wulf,” Stacia said. 
 
      
 
    “You have Holly with you, because…” Lydia asked, straightforward as always. 
 
      
 
    “Because the Alphas feel we should give them some space and they see her as being with us,” Stacia said. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “I pissed off Brock a bit and he said Stacia can just stay away and Holly should too,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    “I tremble to ask, but just what did you do?” Tanya asked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a bit of a story in and of itself.  He got pissy about me seeing his wolves behind his back, I got pissy that he let blatant outside interference run rampant through his pack, then one of his idiot wolves stepped up to teach me respect,” Declan said, making air quotes with his fingers, “and I didn’t let him.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh I gotta hear about this,” Lydia said, eyes gleaming.  Tanya shot her a look.  “But later, of course,” Lydia amended. 
 
      
 
    “So what happened here?” Declan asked.  Toni figured he must already know much of it, because of, well, Omega. 
 
      
 
    “Twenty-three individuals of Korean heritage attacked Toni and the twins along with their security detail while they were walking on the streets outside.  Between Arkady’s men and my drones, we responded well, although I believe the God Tear activated twice on its own.  It did not activate at the end, when a vanload of assailants arrived and were met with a ready response team from this Tower.  Altogether, security has seven wounded, two critical although immediate application of vampire blood has stabilized them.  All twenty-three attackers were killed.  There is evidence that the twins exhibited talents under the stress of the assault.” 
 
      
 
    “Korean?” Chris asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have reconstructed much of their paths to America.  Some have been in this country for over ten years; some came within the last six months.  Ultimately, their origin is North Korea, but they were expertly smuggled into South Korea, provided with strong false identities, and entered the United States legally. 
 
    Additionally, I have found that the hotel room occupied by the sniper has been continuously rented for over three months.  The room is high enough to see over the intervening buildings, allowing sight of Demidova Tower’s main entrance, as well as a clean shot at several points of Toni’s standard walking path with the twins.” 
 
      
 
    “Why North Korea?” Nika asked. 
 
      
 
    “Probably because of Omega,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” Lydia said, eureka-like.  “Because he locked down all the nukes?” 
 
      
 
    “Correct.  With no access to weapons of mass destruction, governments are looking for alternatives.  Kidnapping the twins might give a country control over the only remaining such weapons around.” 
 
      
 
    “Chris and Tanya,” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
    A low growl filled the room.  It took Toni as second to realize it came from Tanya. 
 
      
 
    “If you like, Tanya, I could bop over to North Korea and like, I don’t know, wreck their capital or something,” Declan offered, concerned. 
 
      
 
    The growling cut off instantly as she turned to look at the young witch.  Toni could almost see the wheels turning in the beautiful mother’s mind.  
 
      
 
    “Holy shit, they got the wrong weapon,” Lydia said. Tanya turned her gaze on her friend and mentor.  “Just saying,” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the problem.  Nobody should be saying—anything.  Not a thing about retaliation or the fact that Declan can, in fact, open portals to anywhere on Earth.  Got it?” Chris asked, turning to look at each of them.  His hard gaze softened when it arrived at Toni. 
 
      
 
    “You understand, right?” he asked the young girl. 
 
      
 
    “If people knew he could go anywhere, anytime, with all his witch spells, they’d freak out,” Toni said with a shrug. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.  Declan, thank you, but let’s not say that again out loud.  It’s probably bad enough that they have you teaching that skill to other witches,” Chris said. 
 
      
 
    “They’re having a hard time learning it,” Stacia said.  “The other witches—they seem to all have a real hard time learning the portal magic.” 
 
      
 
    “Why? And why did you learn it so easily?” Chris asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.  Maybe because I learned it on Fairie when I was literally soaked in magic, plus I had to learn it in order to get to Jetta and Mack,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of magic, what happened with the God Tear necklace?” Lydia asked. 
 
      
 
    “It worked twice, then failed during the gun battle,” Toni said, pulling it out from under her shirt to look at it.   
 
      
 
    “Let me take a look at it,” Declan said, moving in front of Stacia, who was between him and Toni.  Stacia was staring at the necklace, a puzzled look on her face, nostrils flaring.  Declan got just past his girlfriend when her hand shot out and grabbed the back of his pants, plucking him backward like a pillow.  He would have fallen on his butt, Toni thought, except that Stacia’s arm stopped pulling and became a solid barrier to catch him. 
 
      
 
    “It smells—like sulfur,” she said, turning to look at Chris. 
 
      
 
    In the blink of an eye, he was right in front of Toni, bending over to look closely at the Tear.  Toni watched his famous violet eyes unfocus as he looked the strange necklace over. 
 
      
 
    “It’s got something on it,” he said.  Reaching behind her neck, he plucked the chain up and over her head.  Only Chris, Declan, Declan’s aunt, and Toni herself, could take the necklace on and off her.  It resisted anyone else. 
 
      
 
    Chris held the necklace up to the light, squinting at it.  “Yup, something is all webbed up on it.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see a thing wrong with it,” Tanya said.   “But I smell that brimstone scent.” 
 
      
 
    “Declan, what do you see?” Chris asked, holding it up, but not any closer to their witch. 
 
      
 
    Toni watched her friend unfocus his own eyes, much as Chris had, but then he just looked puzzled.  “It looks dull to me, like it has a matte finish instead of its normal glossy, wet look.” 
 
      
 
    “To me,” Chris said, “it looks like it’s webbed up with demon scum of some type.” 
 
      
 
    Stacia pulled Declan back another step and put herself between him and the dangling necklace. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, my thought too,” Chris said. 
 
      
 
    “You think it’s a Declan trap?” Lydia asked. 
 
      
 
    “He wouldn’t have noticed it until he’d already touched it, and who else would we likely ask to look at it if it malfunctioned,” Chris said, studying the necklace even closer.  Then he abruptly held up his right hand and did something.  Toni saw a pulse of purple light, much, much dimmer than the necklace usually made, and there was a hissing sound. 
 
      
 
    With a grimace of disgust, Chris switched the chain to his right hand and brushed the surface of the black Tear with the fingers of his left.  Something black and gooey clung to his fingertips, something that squirmed with a life of its own.   
 
      
 
    He pulled and plucked it away from the God gem and then lifted his left hand up to the sky.  Suddenly there was a loud pop and a massive bird made entirely of smoke flapped gigantic wings just over their heads.  Talons like bananas gently pinched the black stuff and then the smoke bird pulled up toward the ceiling before disappearing through it and into it with another loud pop. 
 
      
 
    “It had a demon on it?” Tanya asked. 
 
      
 
    “Part of a demon, I think,” Chris said.  “Might have been part of a Wyrm.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?  What’s a worm?” Declan asked. 
 
      
 
    “Demons, Hellbourne usually, use them to sort of seed weak humans.  They cling and grow, drilling down into the soul of their host, opening the path for a true demon to move in,” Chris said.  “I think that whatever was on the Tear was made from a wyrm or wyrms.” 
 
      
 
    “Toni, dear, has anyone touched the Tear but you?” Tanya asked. 
 
      
 
    Toni shook her head, scared that they thought she would do something like that. 
 
      
 
    “Probably not where you would see it yourself, sweetling,” Nika said, understanding on her face.  “Maybe when you were distracted?” 
 
      
 
    Toni started to shake her head, but stopped as a thought occurred.  Could it?  Nah. 
 
      
 
    “Your dentist?” Nika asked.  “You had a filling done.” 
 
      
 
    “Dr. Reynolds gave me a filling.  My first.  I was scared, so he gave me a pill to relax me.  It made me snoozy.” 
 
      
 
    “Did the doctor do anything besides drill your tooth?” Lydia asked after exchanging a glance with Nika and Tanya. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Toni said, shaking her head.  “But the nurse was weird.  New, I think.  It’s hard to remember.” 
 
      
 
    “Try to remember the visit, Toni, starting with the waiting room,” Nika said. 
 
      
 
    “Well, Dad took me.  He read work stuff and I read a People magazine with Taylor Swift on the cover.  Then this new nurse came to get me.  Dad was going to come too, but she kinda of laughed and patted his arm and told him it would be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Was that odd?” Nika asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Dad knew I was scared and he always wants to be with me if I’m scared.  But the nurse gave me a little pill and had me just sit in the chair.  After a while, the dentist came in and we talked but I don’t remember what we said.  He looked in my mouth, poked around a bit.  Then he started to work and I don’t really know what he did.  The nurse helped him… they talked a lot.  Like he was trying to impress her or something.  Which is gross, ‘cause he’s married.” 
 
      
 
    “What did the nurse look like?” Nika asked. 
 
      
 
    “Umm.  Pretty.  Youngish.  Black hair and black eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything else?” Nika asked. 
 
      
 
    “After the doctor left, the nurse put stuff away, then she sat down and wiped my face and took off my paper bib thing and stuff like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Any more, Toni? Did the nurse touch your necklace?”
  
 
    “I don’t remember.  Oh, wait.  I did have to tuck my necklace back into my shirt on the ride home. I didn’t remember taking it out.  I probably would have thought more about that, but I fell asleep during the ride,” she said, looking guilty. 
 
      
 
    “Nika?” Tanya asked. 
 
      
 
    “She actually has pretty clear memories of some of it, despite the sedative they gave her.  However, the nurse is fuzzy.  Everyone else is pretty clear, but the nurse is kind of blurry in her memories,” Nika said. 
 
      
 
    It usually bothered Toni to think that Nika could read her mind, but now, with all of them focused on her and her necklace being a problem, well, she was actually glad the pretty vampire could back her up. 
 
      
 
    Nika smiled at her and patted her arm.  “There was definitely something really flirty about the dentist and the nurse.  I got the impression that she was managing him.” 
 
      
 
    “Managing?  What does that mean?” Declan asked. 
 
      
 
    “Using his attraction to her to manipulate him,” Stacia said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh.  Got it,” he said. “Is that thing all gone?  Any other demon crap, ‘cause I could take a look at the necklace if it’s clean.” 
 
      
 
    Chris looked closely at the gem, then pulled it close to his nose and sniffed it.  He held it out toward Declan. Stacia leaned forward without touching it and sniffed it, then nodded. 
 
      
 
    Declan took the necklace and closed both eyes.  After a second, he opened them.  “Seems fine now.  Everything normal,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “So it was some kind of demon trap and our best suspect is this nurse,” Tanya said.   
 
      
 
    “I’ll go back up to Burlington with Toni and check out this dentist.  I’m gonna guess the nurse is long gone,” Nika said. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going back too.  I’ll go with you, Nika,” Stacia said. 
 
      
 
    “I can go too,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    “Nope, no tasty witches near the bad demon nurse,” Stacia said.  “You’ve got enough stuff to do with classes to take and classes to teach.” 
 
      
 
    “But I could be bait,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t bait predators with prime cuts of filet mignon,” Stacia said, hands on hips. 
 
      
 
    “So you’re saying I’m a prime cut of beef?” he asked, leering a bit. 
 
      
 
    “Gross,” Toni said, giving him a glare. 
 
      
 
    “I’m with you Toni, bleah!” Lydia said.  “Let’s change the topic instantly and hear more about the wonder twins and their super powers.” 
 
      
 
    “I found Toni and the babies eight feet up in a tree.  They were not visible to normal vision.  Thermal yes, but totally invisible in normal light.  Sidney called out to Toni, she answered, I spoke to her and the twins turned to me and just like that, they were visible.  Toni thinks it was Wulfy who did that.  After they turned invisible, Cora started to float and Toni held her tight and they all floated up into the tree.  Toni grabbed a branch with her legs and they stayed there,” Tanya recited. 
 
      
 
    “Have they done anything since?” Chris asked. 
 
      
 
    “Nope, just nuzzled in tight.  Both immediately fell asleep in my arms in the limo, like they were exhausted.  And they were really hungry when we got up here,” Tanya said. 
 
      
 
    “Stressful situations is often how vampires’ special powers and skills first manifest,” Dr. Singh said.  “I would say that a gun battle would meet that criteria.” 
 
      
 
    “I have isolated a brief clip captured by my drones during the battle.  It is short, as my attention was of necessity on the attackers and the battle,” Omega said suddenly.  “I did note that my drone could still see them with thermal imaging.”   
 
      
 
    The big wall monitor lit up and a video shot taken from up in the sky showed the top of Toni’s head, both babies in her arms.  Then one of them just disappeared, followed a second later by Toni’s arm, and then all of Toni and the other twin.  The space they had all occupied was just empty.  Then the drone’s vision mode changed and turned to all grays.  Toni and the twins were visible again as white outlines against the dull gray background. 
 
      
 
    “Fascinating,” Dr. Singh said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never heard of those gifts before,” Tanya said. 
 
      
 
    “Nether have I,” the doctor said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, Toni was in Social Studies, taking a quiz, when the teacher looked up from his tablet with a sharp gasp.  Then he stood up and turned on the wall monitor, turned the in-school system to cable and found a news channel. 
 
      
 
    “ –Breaking news.  South Korean officials announced today that a localized earthquake has been detected, originating underneath Pyongyang, North Korea.  Scientists estimate a magnitude five-point-three quake.  There is no word from Pyongyang, but satellite imagery indicates significant damage to government buildings.  No word on casualties.  Stay tuned.” 
 
      
 
    “And we likely won’t ever get any word from the Hermit kingdom either,” her teacher, Mr. Edwards, said, clicking off the television.   
 
      
 
    “You think it was a US attack?” Tommy King asked, his voice excited. 
 
      
 
    “No Tommy, it was clearly an earthquake.  Nobody has the ability to trigger earthquakes deep inside a dangerous totalitarian country like that,” Mr. Edwards assured him. 
 
      
 
    Toni put her head down and wrote another answer on her paper, a small, tight smile on her face. 
 
      
 
    Maybe no country could do that, but Team Demidova could. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Pack is All 
 
      
 
    To Change.  To become something else, something with animal instincts, animal urges.  Stronger, faster, equipped with teeth, claws, and almost invincible invulnerability.  What would keep you sane?  Maybe others… depending on you, as you would depend on them.  How would you handle becoming a Were?  This story takes place just before Sitting Pretty. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The full moon shone brightly on the little Jersey neighborhood, lighting the darkness to a level just short of dawn or dusk.  She moved through the trees and shrubs, padding on four massive paws, scenting the night. 
 
      
 
    A sharp odor raised her hackles, the source a pair of yellow-green eyes under an azalea bush.  Neighbors’ cat… yum.  
 
      
 
    The sound of a house door opening, then an outer screen door screeching wide.  A two-legged silhouette shuffled into view, white smelly blob hanging from one hand.  Neighbor… hmmm.  She settled down low, ignoring the cat, her large yellow eyes fixed on the man. 
 
      
 
    He opened a plastic bin and shoved the odor rich sack into it.  She crept closer on padded feet the size of salad plates.  The idiot turned his back to her and looked up at the ripe moon hanging low overhead. 
 
      
 
    The screen door opened again.  “Tom, are you loitering out there?  You forgot the recyclables,” an unpleasant voice said.  Don’t screech at him like that.  Her eyes narrowed at the arm holding the screen door open. 
 
      
 
    “Shit woman, give me a break.  I’m coming back for it already,” the man said.  “Bitch,” he muttered under his breath.  Now her anger switched to him.  She’s your wife, you dick. 
 
      
 
    He walked over and accepted a second bag which went into a different bin, then went into the house, his wife talking to him about other errands to complete the next day. 
 
      
 
    She took another longing look at the cat, a tabby, that chose that moment to hiss at her.  Then she trotted silently behind the house, jumping lightly over the yard fence into the next lot, crossed that one, jumped the next fence, and curled around the outside of the next house. 
 
      
 
    The houses occupied a cul-de-sac, six of them in all, and within minutes she had circled the whole bunch, coming back to the one in the middle, the one she’d started with.  A door opened in this one too, but when the slow-moving male came out and fumbled with the door of the detached garage, she just settled down and watched him without discernible expression.   
 
      
 
    He got the door open and turned on a light, revealing a space for two carefully parked cars, a space that was filled with machinery and smelled of fresh cut wood.  He left the door open as he rummaged about.  She closed her eyes, breathing in the smell of lumber and sawdust, her angry heart calming as the scents triggered memories of happier times.  After a bit, he stepped back out, turning off the light and shutting the door, then jiggling the handle to make sure it was locked.  He too paused to look up at the full moon.  Then he brought his eyes back down and looked around at the shadows and silver-bathed lawn.  “Holly?  You out here?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    She lifted effortlessly from her crouch and stalked him, moving to within ten feet without him hearing.  Something must have warned him, some old instinct, some feeling his ancestors had used to stay alive.  He tensed up, then turned slowly, eyes widening as he took in the sight of the massive predator that crouched a single, short leap away.  He took a breath… and relaxed. 
 
      
 
    “There you are.  Your friends will be here soon.  It’s almost time.  Mom has a piece of that German chocolate cake you like so much ready for you.  You know, to help with the calories and all,” he said, smiling uncertainly. 
 
      
 
    She rose to all fours, trotting over, her head level with his diaphragm.  He started a bit, but amazingly, he didn’t smell at all of fear.  Concern—yes.  Worry—yes.  But no fear.  Moving slowly, she gave him a little head butt, a soft one that wouldn’t knock him down.   
 
      
 
    “Oh Holly, your wolf is as beautiful as you are,” he said.  He still didn’t understand that she was her wolf and her wolf was her, but the sentiment was pure and sincere and her beast was pleased at his words.  He was family—Pack. 
 
      
 
    A car entered the street, heading straight for their cul-de-sac. 
 
      
 
    “That’s likely them, isn’t it?” he asked. “You missed your chance at the cake.”  She listened, looked, and smelled, then turned and trotted behind the house.  Fifty-one seconds later she came back out, pulling absently at the yoga pants that resisted her efforts to adjust them quickly.  At least they fit, and fit well.  Her new body was lean and muscled, and she received more appraising glances than she used to. 
 
      
 
    Her father was talking to Stacia Reynolds and her boyfriend.  Holly moved silently up behind the tall young man, breathing in his alluring scent.  Witch.  Power.  It called to some part of her in a way that even a male Alpha wolf didn’t. 
 
      
 
    Stacia turned and pinned her with sharp eyes before she got within a couple of yards of the male witch.  Holly instantly dropped her eyes, conceding Stacia’s dominance.  Declan turned to see where his girlfriend was looking.  “Hey Holly,” he said casually.  Holly nodded, eyes flicking up to his briefly before dropping back to shoe level. 
 
      
 
    Holly knew he was this night being called before the Alphas of the New York Pack, yet his heartbeat was normal and he smelled relaxed and calm.  And enticing.  Like she wanted to Change and rub her head and jaw all over him.  She squashed those ideas, part of her feeling guilt at the thought, part unrepentant, part fearful.  
 
      
 
    “Okay Mr. Harris, we should probably get going,” Stacia said.  “We don’t want to be late.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to be alright?” her father asked Declan, frowning as he did when he was worried. 
 
      
 
    “Me?  Oh sure.  Probably get a slap on the wrist or two,” Declan said, smiling ruefully. 
 
      
 
    “Really?  From Alpha werewolves?” her father asked, clearly not buying it. 
 
      
 
    The young witch shrugged, unconcerned. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Harris turned to Stacia, brows raised. 
 
      
 
    “They’re probably madder than he thinks,” she said, frowning.   
 
      
 
    “I’d be quaking in my boots if it were me,” Mr. Harris said. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we’ve had an interesting year,” Declan said.  “Alphas aren’t the scariest thing we’ve faced, by far.” 
 
      
 
    Her father looked incredulous.  “Dad, they fought the demon wolf that bit me, remember?” Holly said in a quiet voice. 
 
      
 
    Her father reddened at her reminder, but Declan just smiled.  “Yeah, he was a handful.”   
 
      
 
    Stacia rolled her eyes at his nonchalance.  “Let’s get going, you two.” 
 
      
 
    Holly always went with Stacia to Pack functions, as she was her mentor and guide.  Just as well, as Holly wasn’t overly impressed with most of the other wolves.  She was brand new yet already she Changed faster than any wolf except Stacia and the mated pair of Alphas.  Brock had declared her off-limits to challenges for now, but she’d watched Stacia pound a whole stream of lesser wolves into the ground and was kind of itching for her first Pack challenge.  But apparently Declan had found out about the fights and stepped in, stopping the run of idiots and stepping all over the Alphas’ toes in the process.  Now he had to answer for it.  Holly was more than a little excited to watch tonight’s confrontation. 
 
      
 
    She climbed into the back of the Prius, choosing to sit directly behind Declan.  Stacia slid in behind the wheel, giving Holly a measuring stare that made her feel guilty.  Stacia had been nothing but nice to Holly, guiding her every step of the way through the massive changes of her new life.  It pained her that she repaid this with a barely repressed fascination with Stacia’s mate.  Yet it was impossible to deny the draw he held for her, the magnetic pull she felt deep inside her.  It wasn’t even sexual, but more like she wanted to wrap herself in his power, which she felt anytime she was near him. 
 
      
 
    The drive was southward, down the Jersey coast, to the Pine Barrens.  Stacia followed a twisting road deep into the Preserve, never hesitating, never at a loss for where to turn.  But Holly noted her mentor’s hands were clutching the wheel extra tightly. 
 
      
 
    “You’re taking this seriously, right?” Stacia asked, glancing at Declan then back at the road ahead. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he said, opening a little plastic case from his pocket and pressing something into each eye. 
 
      
 
    “Any idea of what you will say?” his blonde girlfriend pressed. 
 
      
 
    “It will depend on what they say.  Have to go with the flow.”  Now he was putting a drop of fluid from a tiny bottle into each of his eyes, blinking away the excess. 
 
      
 
    “You know why they’re having it way out here, right?” Stacia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Get me away from cities, towns, and other power sources,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “And that doesn’t concern you?” Stacia asked. 
 
      
 
    “If I learned anything lately, it’s that Boy Scouts have it dead on… always be prepared.” 
 
      
 
    “But you won’t kill anyone, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no intentions of killing Pack members and starting a war,” he said, looking out his window. 
 
      
 
    “But if they go hard, you have to protect yourself,” Stacia said. 
 
      
 
    “I will protect me, I will protect you, I will protect Holly,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Holly had been getting excited by the thought of him facing down the wolves, of violence, but now he was including her, and that was an entirely different feeling.   
 
      
 
    Stacia slowed as they rounded a bend, a long line of cars, SUVs, and pickup trucks parked on the edge of the road.  At the front of the cars, a big, bearded guy stood casually in the middle of the road, hand up. 
 
      
 
    “Get out here.  We’ll park it,” he said, dark eyes serious and unfriendly.  Two other equally serious men approached the passenger side as they all got out.  One of these pointed to a deer path leading off the road and into the pines.  His expression was as foreboding as the first guy’s. 
 
      
 
    Stacia led the way, moving easily on the narrow trail, then Declan, then Holly.  Watching her teacher move was always instructive for Holly, and now she worked hard to match Stacia’s grace. 
 
      
 
    They traveled in silence on the deer path for several hundred yards before the narrow pines opened up into a natural clearing that was maybe a little smaller than a football field.  Werewolves, in both human and wolf forms, lined the edges of the clearing.  Bundles of large, industrial-sized chemical light sticks lit the area with a cool, green light.  With the full moon, it was more than enough light for Holly’s sensitive eyes, but she wondered how it looked to Declan. 
 
      
 
    For his part, the tall witch had followed his wolfgirl closely on the trail, maybe not with her grace, but with efficient movements that were sure and reasonably quiet for a human.  Now he stood tall, ignoring the hostile gazes of the predators lined up around them.  She knew he was a strong witch, mostly because that’s what everyone said and also because he’d gone toe to toe with the demon wolf that had bit her.  But his relative calm in the face of thirty werewolves, some already in four-footed forms, was hard to fathom.  Holly, herself, was feeling the pressure, and she was one of them. 
 
      
 
    Ahead, two tall figures stood, bathed in a pool of green light cast by four large bundles of chem sticks, waiting for them in silence.  Stacia came to a stop before them, giving them a tight little bow, which Holly copied.  Declan nodded, hands in his pockets. 
 
      
 
    “Stacia, take Holly and stand over there,” Afina, female Alpha of the New York Pack, said, pointing. 
 
      
 
    With a nod at the Alphas and a quick glance at Declan, Stacia led Holly to one side, leaving Declan alone. 
 
      
 
    “Declan, you know why you’re here?” Brock asked.  He was tall, taller than Declan, with wide shoulders and dark hair, his voice deep. 
 
      
 
    “To apologize for talking to your wolves without your permission,” Declan said, voice even, eyes aimed at the Alphas’ feet. 
 
      
 
    “And you think a simple apology sufficient?” Afina asked, head tilted. 
 
      
 
    “I never considered that it would be simple.  It will take the form that you require,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    “Will it?  What if we demand more than an apology?  What if blood is called for?” Afina asked. 
 
      
 
    “Then blood you shall have,” the young witch said, lifting his eyes to meet hers. 
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t sound like an apology—that sounds like a threat,” Brock said, voice even deeper. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, Brock, Afina, I am sorry that I offended you by questioning your wolves without your permission,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry you offended us?  Or sorry you questioned our wolves?” Afina asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry for any offense.  I’m not sorry to protect my mate.  I’ll never apologize for protecting Stacia.  It’s my right,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    The watchers around the field tensed and Holly could smell anger. 
 
      
 
    “You are not a werewolf, Declan, to claim mate privilege,” Afina said. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have to be.  I just have to be her mate—which I am,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “You presume to know our laws?” Brock asked. 
 
      
 
    “Presume?  Not sure about that.  I do know the laws of weres as they pertain to me, the mate of one.  As such, I have the right to protect my mate and any young we have, with every ability and resource at my disposal,” Declan said. “Or is that not the law?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not were, boy,” a large man on Declan’s left said, leaning forward.  Holly recognized the man as Brock’s second-in-command, Weston Brannon. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have to be, Weston.  Just have to be her mate, which you all know I am.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, and if you are her mate, than you’re open to Challenge,” Weston said. 
 
      
 
    “Really?  Yet I hold no rank in the Pack, Weston.  I’m just her mate.  I have no other pack rights,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    “You were named Friend of the Pack.  That is status,” Weston said, eyes gleaming yellow. 
 
      
 
    “Is that a rank that can be won in a Challenge?” Declan asked the big were.  When Weston didn’t answer, Declan turned to the Alphas.  “Is Friend of the Pack a status that can be won in combat?” 
 
      
 
    The two were silent for a moment.  “No.  It is bestowed by Pack Alphas and can be removed at the whim of the Alphas,” Brock finally said. 
 
      
 
    “So please listen.  I have no wish to offend you or even be involved in pack business.  My only goal was to protect Stacia.  I didn’t hurt any wolf nor damage their property, with the exception of a cursed chair.  My actions, while solely my own, had the benefit of removing outside interference on Pack business,” the young witch said. 
 
      
 
    “We handle outside interference.  We handle pack members to get the answers to pack problems,” Brock said. 
 
      
 
    Declan didn’t respond right away, instead turning to look over the werewolves surrounding him.  Then he turned back to the Alphas.  He studied them for a few seconds, then sighed, running one hand through his unruly hair. 
 
      
 
    “But you didn’t,” he finally said. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Brock asked, rocking forward on his feet. 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t.  You did nothing to stop the challenges.  As far as I know, you were not even aware that there was outside interference, so you were in no position to help your subordinates, any of them,” Declan said, his tone reluctant. 
 
      
 
    Brock growled and started to step forward but Afina touched his arm, transferring his attention to her instead of the young witch. 
 
      
 
    “You are calling us incompetent,” she said to Declan, her eyes a dangerous yellow. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not calling you anything.  I’m explaining that whether you had the ability or not, you did not stop the challenges.  You did not stop the witches.  So I had to,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    Weston lunged forward, big fist swinging at Declan’s head.  Both Alphas started to yell, but the big second-in-command just suddenly froze in place, arm in mid-swing.  Declan didn’t even look at him. 
 
      
 
    “Release him!” Brock ordered. 
 
      
 
    “All he has to do is step back and stop swinging.  I’m not holding him in place, just stopping his forward motion,” Declan said.  Holly heard real anger in his voice and felt Stacia twitch suddenly beside her. 
 
      
 
    “Weston, back off,” Brock growled, while Afina spun around and gave Stacia a warning glare. 
 
      
 
    With a curse, Weston pulled his arm back and then stepped to the rear. 
 
      
 
    “Your apology rings hollow and you insult us in front of our Pack,” Afina said, turning back to Declan. 
 
      
 
    Declan crossed his arms over his chest and Holly heard Stacia draw a little breath.  “My apology for offending you is real.  What I won’t apologize for is protecting my mate, which is a basic right in life, let alone a well-established law among weres.  Doesn’t matter that I’m not a wolf or a were or a pack member.  I am a mate. I’ll say it again. I will protect mine with every resource at my disposal,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Holly felt the air suddenly chill.  It was a warm night, yet unbelievably the sand under their feet was now glittering with frost—all across the open clearing. 
 
      
 
    “You dare draw power, witch?” Brock demanded. 
 
      
 
    “You allowed your beta to attack me?” Declan asked back. 
 
      
 
    “Be very careful, young man.  Your arrogance may be the end of you,” Afina said. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, there it is.  I was beginning to wonder.  You stage this in the Barrens, far from your normal territories, far from civilization.  You use chemicals for light instead of the bonfires and torches you normally have. You have what?  Thirty wolves here, surrounding us, all of them hostile from the moment we got here.  This is less a come-to-Jesus and more about reinforcing your own positions,” Declan said.  “You know, I came here with no intention of calling you out about your ineffectual leadership, but you had to push.  Now you threaten.  Honey, looks like the Friend of the Pack status is being rescinded and replaced with Enemy of the Pack.  That about right, Brock—Afina?  That what you want?” 
 
      
 
    “You think you would still be alive if we named you enemy?” Brock asked. 
 
      
 
    “I think most of you would be dead if you did,” Declan said, voice taking on a hard edge.  Holly hardly recognized the placid young man who she had met a dozen times before and who had climbed into the car with them.  Gone was the mild demeanor, the easygoing, self-deprecating young man who could do cool party tricks.  Instead a force of nature stood there, straight and tall, staring into the eyes of the most dominant wolves on the East Coast, ignoring the growling pack of super predators, completely confident.  His blue eyes almost seemed to glow and his unruly hair lifted and moved in a breeze that Holly couldn’t feel. The air itself seemed to crackle with electricity. 
 
      
 
    “Stacia, you are of this Pack, are you not?” Afina asked suddenly, not looking away from Declan’s stare-down with Brock. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Stacia answered. 
 
      
 
    “Advise us on the threat we face,” Afina commanded. 
 
      
 
    “He’s drawn power from the heat of the earth and can pull more from the surrounding land.  Despite the location, the lack of fire or electricity, he’s confident, which means he feels he has sufficient power on hand to deal with the pack.  Either his reserves have grown, which is likely, or he has stored magic with him, which is also likely.  Also, I doubt that he is here alone,” Stacia said, her voice nervous for the first time Holly could remember. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean alone?  He has you and her,” Afina said, nodding at Holly.  Her has a name, bitch, Holly thought. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t mean us.  He would worry that my pack ties conflict me.  He planned accordingly.  I’m guessing one or both of his elementals are nearby,” Stacia said. 
 
      
 
    “And your assessment of the threat he represents in the face of this pack?” Brock asked, eyes still locked onto Declan’s. 
 
      
 
    “He held off the full power of the Summer Queen of Fairie for over ten minutes, by himself.  In ten minutes, he could level this part of the Barrens like a hurricane,” she said, turning from her Alpha to look at Declan. “If he brought backup, it will be a decidedly uneven contest.” 
 
      
 
    Declan broke off his stare and turned to meet Stacia’s eyes, giving her a short nod. From this angle, only Stacia and Holly could see his face fully, so Holly was pretty sure no one else saw the quick, tiny grin that quirked his lips at his nod. 
 
      
 
    “You trivialize the power of your own pack,” Brock said, voice almost a growl. 
 
      
 
    “No sir.  I don’t,” she said, meeting her Alpha’s eyes without flinching. 
 
      
 
    Brock studied her for a moment before switching back to Declan.   
 
      
 
    “Declan, you are no longer a Friend of this Pack,” Brock said.  “And Stacia, as you have taken him as your mate and no longer deem our leadership sufficient for your needs, I decree you split from this Pack, no longer to find surcease and protection in our strength.  Holly, as you are tied to your mentor, and not because of any actions of your own, you too are cut from the protection of the New York Pack.” 
 
      
 
    Every wolf in the clearing, in either human or animal form, raised their heads and howled at the moon in a long cry that somehow spoke of simultaneous loss and anger. 
 
      
 
    “Declan, you have cost your mate her place and her pack, along with that of her foster.  I hope you have the strength she thinks you have,” Afina said. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, high in a tree at the far end of the clearing, a twenty-foot gout of flame shattered the darkness, flaring light and heat across the entire space.  Holly saw the outline of a bat-winged dragon, the size of a hang glider, feet clutching the top of a tree, belching out a white-hot inferno of fire. 
 
      
 
    The flames died away but then the very ground under their feet shook, hard, and she would have sworn she felt the passage of something large and dense moving under the clearing, from just under their feet toward the back of the lot. 
 
      
 
    “Brock, Afina, I’m sorry for Stacia’s sake that you’ve decided on this, but I thank you for all the protection and support you’ve given her over the last years.  Although I suspect she paid you back pretty well with competence and performance,” Declan said, ignoring the shaking ground and the shaken wolves.  “It is my hope that this isn’t a complete burning of bridges, that someday in the not-too-distant future we can maybe reestablish a relationship.  We’ll show ourselves out.”   
 
      
 
    He gave them a nod, caught Stacia’s eyes, then Holly’s, making a head tilt toward the little trail they had entered on.  Holly saw her mentor turn toward the Alpha couple but those two were conferring, heads together, ignoring the witch and everyone else.  Lips pressed together in a tight line, Stacia turned and, with a wave to Holly, started to follow her boyfriend.  The blonde werewolf smelled briefly of sadness but then it rapidly changed to anger as she stared at Declan’s back.   
 
      
 
    The wolves, human and beast, crowding the field edged back a bit as Declan passed them, then deliberately, one by one, turned their eyes away from the two werewolves following him.  Overhead, a huge set of wings swooped by as the dragon-thing flew ahead of them. 
 
      
 
    It was a quiet march to the car and then even quieter as they all belted in.   Stacia started the Prius and pulled out. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” Declan said.  “I didn’t think they’d go that far.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m tired of hearing those words: I didn’t think,” Stacia said, voice trembling. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I’ll use different ones.  It was not apparent that things were so far gone that they would feel backed into a corner,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “What did you expect them to do?” Stacia growled,  clenching the wheel hard enough to make it groan. 
 
      
 
    “I expected that they would holler at me in private, not make a public spectacle, force me to reveal their lack of attention to their own pack.  They’re distracted by their corporate woes and now it’s obvious to the whole pack,” Declan said, his tone sincere. 
 
      
 
    Stacia said nothing and the silence stretched out painfully long.  Holly couldn’t stand it.  “What woes?” 
 
      
 
    “The main economic engine of the pack is their sporting goods chain.  Like most retail in this economy, it’s fighting a losing battle against online competitors.  Their revenue numbers have fallen for four full quarters and the current period is even worse.  They will end the quarter in the red.  A normal business would start to lay off people and reduce costs.  A big chunk of their employees are pack members.  They’ve been totally distracted by the business, which, I believe, is a large part of why they didn’t address Stacia’s challenger problem.” 
 
      
 
    “But why did they force a showdown?” 
 
      
 
    “Any number of reasons.  They know me, but they haven’t really ever really seen me do what I do.  So it may have been poor judgement in the face of incomplete information.  Or maybe it was a setup to fire Stacia and likely…” he paused to glance at Stacia before finishing, “… her mother, too.  Maybe they saw it as a way to reinforce their leadership image.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know all that stuff about their company?” Holly asked. 
 
      
 
    “The way he knows most things—Omega,” Stacia said. 
 
      
 
    “You’re pissed.  I get it, but they pressed hard and I won’t back off from my right.  You’re the one who told me to never show weakness,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “How were you protecting her if you caused a huge fight with the whole pack?” Holly asked. 
 
      
 
    “Did you feel something like static?” Stacia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, when it looked ugly, like it was all going to go sideways,” Holly said. 
 
      
 
    “That was him throwing up a shield around us.  He would have taken on the Pack without us,” Stacia said. 
 
      
 
    “You had the dragon thingy and whatever was underground,” Holly said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  My step-aunt is a cop.  Law enforcement relies on overwhelming force to prevent violence,” he said.  “If the odds are close, people make stupid choices.  If it’s lopsided, they’re usually smarter.  I made sure it was really lopsided.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you have won?” Holly asked, fascinated by the idea. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t answer.  After a second, Stacia glanced at him, then back forward.  Finally she spoke.  “Yes, he would have.” 
 
      
 
    “Against the whole pack?  The New York Pack?” Holly questioned. 
 
      
 
    “Against a single werewolf, one-on-one, without my magic, I’ll most likely lose,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Most likely?” Stacia asked, brows raised. 
 
      
 
    “There’s always a chance I could pull it off,” he said with a shrug.  “But with preparations and access to my magic, well, the advantages fall on my side.” 
 
      
 
    “Still chance though,” Holly said. 
 
      
 
    He nodded.  “Yup, Lady Luck can be a mean bitch.  If I’m laying out lightning bolts and earthquakes in front and some kid sneaks up from behind and knocks my head in with a rock, well, there ya go.” 
 
      
 
    Stacia snorted.  “As if I’d let that happen.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, so you’re the artillery and you’re the security,” Holly said, pointing at Declan and then Stacia. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.  What are you, a military brat?” Declan asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, just played a lot of first person shooters.  That’s how I met my fiancé… ex-fiancé,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Online?” Declan asked and when she nodded, he went on.  “Really.  Never heard of that one.  Lots of people through dating sites and chat rooms, but not through gaming.” 
 
      
 
    “Happens more than you might think,” Holly said.  “But just because your new love interest can run a solid team campaign on Call of Duty doesn’t mean they have balls in real life.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    “It sucks, but then again, as my mom says, better to find out now that he was a weak bastard then when I was raising kids and feeding a mortgage,” Holly said. “By the way, where are we headed?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I thought I’d drop you at your parents’ house, then Declan and I would go break the news to my mom,” Stacia said.  “And by we, I mean him.”  
 
      
 
    Declan gave Holly a grimace but ended it with a nod of acceptance.  “Fair enough.” 
 
      
 
    Holly thought of the quiet house on the cul-de-sac, the neighbor’s cat and the full moon.  “Actually, if it’s alright, I’d rather go with you? I never met your mother, Stacia, and it’s too early to go home.” 
 
      
 
    Declan looked surprised, but Stacia’s glance in the rearview mirror held understanding.  “Sure.  Moon’s still pretty high,” she said.  Realization flooded Declan’s face and he too nodded at Holly. 
 
      
 
    Fifteen terror-filled seconds in Las Vegas and suddenly nobody in her life understood her.  The pull of the moon, the need to Change and run, the temper and killer instincts that made PMS a joke.  Her friends and family still lied to her.  Nothing major, just the run of the mill half-truths and white lies that abound in all families except those that could smell and hear the truth. Werewolves never lied to each other… because they couldn’t.  Declan and Stacia didn’t either. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, we’re still in the Barrens.  Northernmost section, but still pretty wild.  Why don’t we pull over and you two take a run,” Declan suggested. 
 
      
 
    Holly held her breath as she waited for Stacia’s response.  Green eyes met hers in the mirror again and then came a solid nod.  “That’s probably wise,” Stacia said. 
 
      
 
    “Hey write that down, Holly.  I’m wise,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “A lifetime of being a wiseass is not replaced with one idea,” Stacia said. 
 
      
 
    “What are you going to do?  While we run?” Holly asked, suddenly nervous. 
 
      
 
    “He usually blunders about in the woods, making enormous amounts of noise,” Stacia said. 
 
      
 
    Declan started to protest, then reconsidered.  “Yeah, kinda true.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it safe?” Holly asked. 
 
      
 
    “Why, you thinking of taking a bite outta me?” Declan asked, brows raised. 
 
      
 
    Holly didn’t want to look in the rearview but found her eyes drawn there.  Green bled over to yellow as Stacia met her look. 
 
      
 
    “No, of course not,” Holly said in a rush. 
 
      
 
    “Just messing.  You’re a new wolf and I understand about learning control.  I’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be shielded the whole time, won’t he?” Stacia said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes dear,” he said easily. 
 
      
 
    The car came to a stop and they all got out.  Instantly Declan headed into the pines while the girls stripped down and Changed. 
 
      
 
    Holly stood up on four feet, shaking off the mild effects that she felt from a transformation that left most werewolves, even natural born ones, disoriented and aching for a few minutes.  Stacia was already on her feet, the white bitch not showing any signs of discomfort. 
 
      
 
    In human form, her senses were way beyond human normal, but in this form, it was as if she had gone from blind to sighted.  A chorus of sounds filled her ears and the scents were legion.  She instantly knew where Declan was banging his way through the woods.  To his credit, he was quieter than most, but still incredibly loud to her ears.  She also knew that a fox had crossed the road about ten minutes earlier, that an owl was posted high in a pine tree a hundred feet south, while a doe with two fawns lived nearby and had crisscrossed the road with scent trails.   
 
      
 
    Stacia chuffed and trotted into the brush, circling to the north, up and around the spot where they both heard Declan settle into the barrens.  “I think I’ll just hang here,” Declan said from about an eighth of an mile away.  “The sand is warm and I’ve got a clear view of the sky.”  He spoke normally, as if they were in the clearing with him. 
 
      
 
    Stacia moved slowly, scenting and listening as she led Holly deeper into the Barrens.  That was fine with Holly, because the sheer amount of sensory information here in the wilds was overwhelming and fascinating at the same time. 
 
      
 
    Stacia suddenly lifted her head, sniffing the air, then took off in a streak of white fur.  Holly automatically bolted after her, a new scent filling her nose.  It spoke of challenge and danger blended with mouth-watering deliciousness. 
 
      
 
    It took them less than a minute to arrive at the source, a young female black bear who spun and chuffed at them.  A flurry of activity in the brush behind the bear revealed two small cubs racing up the nearest pine. 
 
      
 
    Holly felt her mouth fill with saliva as the little bundles of sweet fat and meat climbed the tree like their lives depended on it.  Instinctively she moved to her left, separating from Stacia and flanking the sow bear.  Stacia growled at her, a clear command to stop, then she herself moved to the south.  The bear spun slowly to watch the massive wolves that were as big or bigger than she was.  She was popping her teeth, huffing and smacking the ground with her paws. 
 
      
 
    They could take her.  Hell, Holly thought she could do it by herself, and with all of her fighting experience, Stacia would have no trouble.  The two of them together—forget about it. Then they could climb up and snatch those little fur-bundled snacks from their perches.  Werewolves can climb trees, maybe not as fast or as high as a black bear, but these pines were small. 
 
      
 
    Instead of attacking, the white wolf settled in place, and after a second called Holly to her with a snarl.  First she had raced off to get to the bear, now she was what? Trying to make friends with it? 
 
      
 
    A branch broke in the distance, directly behind them, and Stacia’s reasons became clear.  Her witch was that way and this bear had been too close, so she had placed herself between the danger and her mate. 
 
    The guy could supposedly obliterate a pack of weres yet here she was driving off a smallish bear.  It didn’t make sense. 
 
      
 
    She looked at her Alpha, curious, and a strong voice, deep inside her, rumbled agreement with Stacia’s actions.  She was still adjusting to having another point of view, and a strong one at that, that rose up unbidden to make itself known.  Every were had one, an animal-self who saw things through instincts so strong and so highly refined that they actually overrode emotion and intellect. 
 
      
 
    Her internal wolf was absolutely fine with an action that protected a mate, no matter how capable that mate was.  It also understood not killing the bear and eating her young.  She was hungry but not enough to eat an animal her own size plus two twenty-pound cubs.  And that was a waste of future resources. 
 
      
 
    Her human mind found that odd and didn’t think an actual pack of wolves would give up easy prey, but then again, a mother bear protecting young wouldn’t be easy or risk free for even a medium-sized pack of timber wolves.  But werewolves had different instincts than regular wolves.  Brock had said once that it came from centuries of blended human and wolf minds. 
 
       
 
    Stacia made no move to attack, and the agitated sow backed away till her furry butt was almost against the base of the tree her cubs had climbed.  Stacia came to her feet slowly and trotted away from the bear, and with a last wistful glance, Holly followed her.   
 
      
 
    Behind them, Holly could hear the mother bear call to her cubs with a soft grunt and a few minutes later, the whole family headed northeast at a fast pace. 
 
      
 
    The patrolling werewolves found lots of scents and sent much of the local wildlife into a full-blown panic.  A pair of coyotes got as close as a quarter mile before scenting them and taking off like NASCAR drivers.  They found a cluster of deer and those too went racing in all directions.   Forty seconds after flushing the deer, they heard the screech of tires and a thick, dull thud followed by the bleating of a wounded deer. 
 
      
 
    Both weres bolted for the road, crossing it north of the accident (and incidentally, where their own car was parked) and circled around to find a mortally wounded yearling doe dragging itself through the woods, only a hundred brushy yards from the road.  Stacia ended its struggles with a snap of her jaws and the two wolves tore into the fresh meat, blood steaming in the cool air. 
 
      
 
    They could hear shaken voices, one male and one female, talking about car damage and the need to call the police.  Fifteen minutes of concentrated eating later, they heard another car pull up and strobes of blue and red light glittered through the thick pines. 
 
      
 
    A car door opened and closed, a young male voice joining the first two. The first male told the story in overexcited tones.  The cop calmed them down, called it in on his radio, and requested a tow truck.  Then footsteps entered the pines, crunching through leaves, and a beam of light splashed about the woods.   
 
      
 
    Holly’s hackles raised at the intruder’s approach, a low snarl almost audible as she narrowed eyes at a threat to their kill. 
 
      
 
    Stacia whipped around and grabbed Holly’s snout in her big teeth, a warning growl of her own underscoring the message. 
 
      
 
    The cop only made it twenty five yards or so, his flashlight beam finding the deer’s path but stopping when it entered the brushy area where the kill lay.  He flashed the light about, studied the trail one more time and then returned to the road. 
 
      
 
    “Whose car is that?” they both heard him ask the couple.   
 
      
 
    “We don’t know.  It was parked there when the deer jumped in front of us,” the female said. 
 
      
 
    They exchanged a glance, then simultaneously leapt away from the mostly consumed deer and stalked closer to the road.  Dropping to her belly, Stacia crawled till she could just see the road, the three cars, strobing lights, and three humans.  Holly copied her, wriggling up next to her Alpha. 
 
      
 
    The police officer, a young blond male, was calling in the plates on the rented Prius.  That done, he proceeded to shine his light into their car, looking over the contents and trying the doors.  It was unlocked. 
 
      
 
    He was just a few minutes into his perusal of the car’s limited contents, an action that forced Stacia to warn an increasingly angry Holly two more times not to attack, when loud crunching noises sounded in the woods on the other side of the car.   
 
      
 
    The police officer heard them too and quickly illuminated the edge of the pines just as Declan walked out. 
 
      
 
    “Oh hey, Officer.  What happened?” Declan asked, looking at the damaged car, a newer BMW, and the couple who stood staring at him, eyes wide. 
 
      
 
    “This your car?” the police officer asked. 
 
      
 
    “Rental, but yes.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing out here?” 
 
      
 
    “Walking in the woods,” Declan answered. 
 
      
 
    “At night?  By yourself?” the cop asked, voice tightly suspicious. 
 
      
 
    “Well, yes, but it’s a full moon and my girlfriend and her friend are with me,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
      
 
    “Either deeper in the woods or prowling nearby,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    “Prowling?  Let me see some ID,” the officer, whose nametag read T. Jacoby, commanded.  Declan pulled his wallet and handed over his license.  The officer called in the license and then shone the light back in Declan’s face. 
 
      
 
    “Explain prowling?” he demanded. 
 
      
 
    Before Declan could answer, the cop’s belt radio sounded.  “Trooper Jacoby, can you landline?”  
 
      
 
    “Affirmative,” Jacoby said into his mike.  Then he moved fifteen feet away, facing both Declan and the couple with the smashed car.  He pulled a cell phone and dialed a number.  Declan leaned back against the Prius but looked over at the couple who watched him suspiciously. 
 
      
 
    “Deer?” he asked them.  The girl nodded, while her boyfriend looked cautious.  The kid witch asked a few more questions, putting them at ease. 
 
      
 
    Holly was able to easily hear Declan’s conversation with the couple while simultaneously listening in on the cop’s phone call. The cop call was more interesting. 
 
      
 
    “Jacoby for dispatch.” 
 
      
 
    “Hold for Line Sergeant.” 
 
      
 
    There was a brief pause.  “Jacoby?  Sergeant Wollings here.  Be advised the individual is File Six-sixty-six.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Sergeant Wollings, what the hell is a six-sixty-six?” 
 
      
 
    “Supernatural entity, Jacoby.  Extreme caution warranted.  Individual of national interest.  Take no action.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Sarge, what do you mean by no action?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even write him a ticket, Jacoby.  Hold on, this one has stirred things up.  I gotta take a call from Oracle.  Stay on this line, Jacoby!” 
 
      
 
    Officer Jacoby was looking and smelling nervous now, and his right hand was hovering near his sidearm. 
 
      
 
    Declan, meanwhile, was commiserating with the male driver whose pride and joy BMW was now a crumpled mess. They were both studying the damaged front end. 
 
      
 
    “Jacoby, you there?” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead, Sarge.” 
 
      
 
    “Oracle is all over our asses on this individual.  Do not antagonize in any way, understand, son?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Sarge.  He’s been very calm and reasonable, sir.  Says his girlfriend and another female are out prowling in the woods, whatever that means,” Jacoby said. 
 
      
 
    There was a pause. 
 
      
 
    “Jacoby, look up in the sky.  What do you see?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, just the moon, Sarge,” Jacoby said.  Then it hit him.  Holly could see the moment the lightbulb went off over his head.  That and his sweat glands jumped into overdrive. 
 
      
 
    “Everything okay, Officer Jacoby?” Declan asked, sounding concerned. 
 
      
 
    The cop jerked his attention back to Declan, then looked all around at the trees on either side of them. 
 
      
 
    “Did they six-six-six me?  I hate when they do that,” Declan said with a sigh.  “Everything’s good, Officer.  No worries.” 
 
      
 
    “You, ah, mentioned prowling?” the young cop asked. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.  You get it.  But it’s all cool.  No problems, I swear.” 
 
      
 
    “Jacoby, Oracle advises that all law enforcement should defer to the individual on matters of… well… supernatural.  Your individual has connections with Demidova Incorporated.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, received, Sarge.  I’ve been advised that everything is okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Oracle is asking to be connected to you.  Hold on.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Trooper Jacoby?” a new voice asked. 
 
      
 
    “Jacoby here.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Officer Jacoby, this is Special Agent Bruce Cotter Of Oracle.” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead, Agent Cotter.” 
 
      
 
    “You have Declan O’Carroll in your sight?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
      
 
    “How is his demeanor?” 
 
      
 
    “Relaxed, sir.  He even asked if he’d been File Six-sixty-sixed, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s very familiar with law enforcement.  His step-aunt is a deputy in Vermont.  Any companions with him?” 
 
      
 
    “He says his girlfriend and another female are out in the pines, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Girlfriend is Stacia Reynolds, Jacoby.  Know who she is?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.  Does that mean she’s…” 
 
      
 
    “Most likely.  I would advise you that you are not in danger if he is calm and relaxed.  Under no circumstances should you be seen as a threat to him or the females.  That could be… extremely hazardous.  See if he needs any assistance and defer to him on anything arcane.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “You have my number.  Please call me at the conclusion of your encounter.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
      
 
    The call ended and Holly turned to look at Declan.  He was staring straight at their position although she would swear that no human could see them.  Stacia crawled backward and chuffed at Holly to follow her.  She began to trot in a short circle to the south, getting close to the road.  Then she waited for the officer and couple to look the other way and with a twitch of her steel-hard legs, leapt the road in one jump, landing in the darkness on the other side.  Turning, she stared at Holly, who didn’t need an email to figure out what she wanted. 
 
      
 
    Holly too waited for the opportune moment to jump the road, then followed her boss back to their piles of clothes in the woods near the car. 
 
      
 
    “Let me guess.  You got an earful from Oracle?” Declan asked on the other side of the screen of trees. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, that would seem to be true, sir,” the cop said, tone much different from earlier. 
 
      
 
    Stacia was Changed and dressed first, immediately heading out toward Declan and the Prius.  Holly caught up to her just as she left the pines.   
 
      
 
    On the road, Declan had turned to look at them, hands casually in his pockets, his actions giving the cop and the accident victims plenty of time to see the two women leave the woods. 
 
      
 
    “Stacia, Holly, this is Trooper Jacoby and this is Marissa and Steve, who just hit a deer,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    “Officer.  Wow, sorry to see your Beamer like that.  Are you both alright?” Stacia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Ommigod!  You’re… you’re her!  You’re Stacia Reynolds, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I was last time I checked, Marissa,” Stacia said easily, smiling at the starstruck young woman. 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit!  No one’s gonna believe this!” Steve said, eyes as big as his girlfriend’s. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you want a picture with her?” Declan offered. 
 
      
 
    Both turned to Stacia, hope lighting up their faces.  “Sure why not,” Stacia said graciously, moving over between the couple.   
 
      
 
    Declan took their phones and snapped a bunch of pictures. 
 
      
 
    “How about you, Officer?  Picture with the famous White Werewolf?” Declan asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just pimping me out all over the place, aren’t you?” Stacia said in mock annoyance. 
 
      
 
    Holly recognized a well-practiced routine, one that put the civilians and the cop at almost immediate ease.  Stacia was the gracious celebrity, Declan her easygoing boyfriend who took pictures and joked around.  The cop said they could go, but with just a quick glance between them, they elected to stay until the tow truck came, which was about twenty minutes later.  Then they all left at the same time, the couple riding with the tow driver, the cop getting into his cruiser, and the three of them climbing into their Prius. 
 
      
 
    “Why all the wolf and witch show stuff?” Holly asked as they got back on the road.  They waved to Trooper Jacoby, who was talking on his cell phone, seated inside his cruiser. 
 
      
 
    “Well, number one, I’m trying to do a better job than I have recently with law enforcement.  And two, we probably were the ones who scared that doe and wrecked their car,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s this we, leprechaun boy?  You couldn’t scare a rabbit.  That was Holly and me,” Stacia said.  “But yes, we do have to improve our relations with the cops.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought your step-aunt was a cop.  That’s what the Oracle agent said to Jacoby, who was kind of cute, by the way,” Holly said. 
 
      
 
    “Darcy is a deputy sheriff, but I might have shaken up her fellow deputies and some FBI types,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    “Not scary, huh?” Holly asked Stacia. 
 
      
 
    “He has his moments, but not usually with wildlife.  Got that whole witch and nature thing going on there,” Stacia said. 
 
      
 
    “So do you think that whole charade back there helped?” Holly asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, probably.  Well, possibly… Maybe,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    “Officer Jacoby is being debriefed by Agent Cotter of Oracle right now.  Jacoby is reporting that all three of you were helpful and friendly,” Omega suddenly said through the car’s speakers. 
 
      
 
    “You know that whole File six-six-six thing is insulting,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    “Agent Krupp had some input in that designation, I believe,” Omega said. 
 
      
 
    “Figures.  But anyway, we still going to your mom’s?” Declan asked. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely.  You want her to find out tomorrow that she’s fired?” Stacia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Omega, what have you got?” Declan asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have compiled a list of fifty-two high probability jobs that might appeal to Lisa Reynolds. Thirty-one of them are in close proximity to her New York apartment and twenty-one are within a fifty-mile radius of Bennington, Vermont in case she feels she would like to return there.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you know?” Stacia asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have picked up keywords during her phone calls indicating a certain longing for the quieter lifestyle of Vermont.  This way, we are prepared.” 
 
      
 
    “It does job searching too?” Holly asked. 
 
      
 
    “Omega does almost anything Omega decides to do,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    “Within certain constraints.” 
 
      
 
    “How likely is she to have a shot at these jobs?” Stacia asked. 
 
      
 
    “On her own, seventy-three to eighty-four percent likely to be hired.  The current low unemployment rate is in her favor.  However, with behavior incentivized by actions on my part, the probability climbs to ninety-four percent for all of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, let’s go face the lion in her den.  We can drop you at your home, Holly. Last chance to ditch, and all that,” Stacia said. 
 
      
 
    “If it’s okay, I’d still like to meet your mom?” Holly asked. 
 
      
 
    “If she doesn’t throw us out, we’re likely to crash there for the night.  You okay with that?” Stacia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, my parents are really great and all, but I get bored and then I feel… urges,” Holly said, looking out the window. 
 
      
 
    The glass reflection showed the two in the front seat exchanging a glance.    
 
      
 
    “Well, anything to keep the urges under control,” Declan said, turning to Holly as he spoke.  “Can’t have you eating the asshole neighbor or anything.” 
 
      
 
    “You ass,” Stacia said, smacking his arm. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, he’s right.  My neighbor has always been a giant asshole.  Doubt I’d eat him, but it’s best I keep with you guys for the rest of the night.” 
 
      
 
    Another glance was exchanged.  “No problem, Holly.  We got your back,” Declan said.  “We’ll be our own little pack,” he said, turning his own head to look out the window. “Like a Vermont pack or something.” 
 
      
 
    Stacia’s eyes met Holly’s in the rear view mirror and the blonde Alpha nodded once in agreement. 
 
      
 
    Holly nodded back, then settled into her seat, her gaze drawn once more to the window and the scene outside.  A little smile played on her lips.  Just as well; these two were already way more interesting than the rest of the New York Pack.  The light shifted on the window as the car took a turn, Holly’s own reflection replacing the great outdoors.  She was struck by how good she looked.  Lean, with actual muscle definition, cheekbones revealed from under lifelong chub.  For the first time since the attack, she felt like maybe being bitten wasn’t actually a curse.  Screw the New York Pack of pricks.  The Vermont Pack would kick their asses. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Queen for a Night 
 
      
 
    A night in the life… 
 
      
 
      
 
    The numbers were starting to blur together.  Just running all into each other like a numeric demolition derby. And the letters weren’t helping.  EBITDA, EBIT, POA, POI, Free Cash Flow, Capital ratio, diapers to child ratio.  That last one just wrote itself as my mind wandered, my hand flicking through pages on my iPad and Lydia’s funny note on baby vampire excretion habits popping up. Not to mention the lists of weapons, troop training projects, new weapon production figures that all fought with the strategy maps and global response plans. And the clinic results. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you still at it?” my heart’s voice asked.  I had felt him enter the room but had been too focused on trying to focus to pay any attention. 
 
      
 
    “Finance wants to make a presentation tonight and I have to have a grasp of these before they do,” I said. “And Nathan Stewart asked my opinion on the most recent contingency write-up.” 
 
      
 
    “You do? You have to know the numbers before they show you the numbers?  I thought the whole point of having a finance department was so that they could crunch the numbers and then serve them to you on a platter,” Chris said, moving up behind me and putting both powerful hands on my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “But I have to know them inside and out so that I can stay ahead of them,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Then why bother with another meeting?” he asked, oh so reasonably. “In fact, why have them at all?  Cut the staff, close the department, do it all yourself and save the money.”  His head was leaning down on my right side and all I had to do was turn slightly and glare. 
 
      
 
    “That would be a lot scarier if you didn’t look like you were gonna fall asleep at any moment and if you actually got your eyes uncrossed,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I started to move, but he danced back out of my reach, easily avoiding my swing.  I felt a frown on my face.  His own eyebrows rose.  “Oh, you are tired… and slow,” he taunted with a sly smile.  I didn’t like how effortlessly he’d dodged me.  Maybe I was overtired—me—the Darkkin Hope.  My slump was real, but when he came back to hug me, I shot out of my chair, surprising him.  My legs jumped around his narrow waist, left arm went under his and right went over and around his neck.  Hands clasped, arms pulled and my fangs were right at his neck.  He froze for a micro-second.  Then he slowly pulled his head to one side, baring his neck.  Blood thundered through the thick veins just under the skin. 
 
      
 
    “Well?  Snack away,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Fang junkie,” I said, mouth against his neck. 
 
      
 
    “Yup.  Also Blood Ho, Vamp addict, and oh yeah, Chosen of the Queen,” he said, pushing forward so that his skin touched my slightly parted lips. “Now eat.  You’re exhausted, you were up half the day with the twins, you’re pushing too hard with the company and Oracle, and you haven’t eaten in two days.” 
 
      
 
    “I have too.  Late morning, just before bed,” I whispered, still hovering over his jugular, savage hunger welling up inside. 
 
      
 
    “A donor bag?  What was that?  A whole pint?  Give me a break.  The twins are draining you dry.  Now chomp down and fill up.  I’m full to the brim with the good stuff,” he said, his hand coming up and pressing my head down against his skin.  My mouth was slightly open when he did and a fang pushed into his delicious skin.  The thunder of his heart matched the thunderous hunger inside me and I gave in.  My fangs had to work a bit to get through his thickened skin but then sweet salvation poured into my mouth and I drank him down. 
 
      
 
    Three minutes later, I lifted away from him, hunger abated.  We were sitting on the floor, his back against my desk, me wrapped around him like his favorite turtleneck. Actually, I am his favorite turtleneck.   
 
      
 
    “Better?” he asked, voice a little fuzzy sounding.  Blood daze.  Vampires sometimes got blood drunk and their donors could fall into an unfocused state we called blood daze. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, much, actually.  Who’s got the twins?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Auntie Lydia is reading them a story about Boris and Natasha and world domination. Complete with Russian accents and creepy sound effects,” he said, head lolling to one side.  Those used to be my favorite stories when I was little. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, speaking of world domination, how did that exorcism go?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “The one in the Bronx, the one in Hoboken, or the one just above New Haven?”  
 
      
 
    “You had three?” I asked, pulling back to look him in his purple eyes.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  Popping up like kettle corn,” he said. “Goes along with the uptick in violence, active shooters, and plots of active shooters. 
 
      
 
    “You look smug, so I’m gonna guess they went okay,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  Kept Kirby hopping, but they were low-level Hell punks. All the possessed are safe.  But it’s the sheer number of them.  Wade went through our notes and he said there hasn’t been three in one night in the same hundred-mile radius since we started.” 
 
      
 
    “Wade went with you?”  That was news.   
 
      
 
    “Along with Deckert and some of the guys.  Nobody else was available and he’s fascinated.” 
 
      
 
    “I bet he is.  Nobody was around?” I asked, unhappy that he’d had so little backup. 
 
      
 
    “Stacia’s up in Vermont with her mom and Holly.  Declan’s at school, also in Vermont.  Lydia was still asleep when we left and then had baby duty.  Nika’s on her flight back from Kansas City, and Arkady needed to be here when night fell, which is why Deckert went with me,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “What about ‘Sos?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    He pointed across my office to the couch between us and the the door.  Dark fur lifted up from behind the couch and a head like a dorm fridge looked our way.  “He was guarding the queen.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m in the middle of the Tower!” I protested. 
 
      
 
    He held one finger up and twirled it.  “Big whup.  You’re buried in work.  ‘Sos wanted to stay and guard and frankly, I felt better for it.” 
 
      
 
    “I can protect myself,” I said, pushing against his muscled chest with one hand while the other grabbed his chin and forced his still-slack head to face me. 
 
      
 
    “Blah, blah, blah.  Hotshot vampire princess—sudden death in every direction—beat down by the terrible twinsome and so focused on work that she didn’t hear me leave and return.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to refute him, to deny his words, but the last forty-eight hours of memories flooded back into my head.  Most of it involved numbers or babies or both. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so maybe I’ve been a bit distracted.  But there’s so much to do.  The logistics of preparing this company and, hell, preparing the world, for fending off the Vorsook are crazy, and then there’s the Clinic.” 
 
      
 
    “Omega, how accurate are Finance’s numbers?” Chris asked the empty room. 
 
      
 
    “I have checked and cross-checked all of their figures, Chris.  The results are accurate.”  Omega’s voice came from the Bluetooth speaker on my desk. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t even need Finance.  You’ve got Omega.  And there’s certainly no need to beat yourself to a pulp over numbers when both Finance and Omega are on the job. Maybe you should delegate more and focus on the big picture instead.  Isn’t that what Nathan Stewart asked you to help with?  Advising and coordinating world readiness logistics?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t answer, chewing my lip as I thought about what my recent life had become. And about Omega.  The all-knowing, all-manipulating super computer. 
 
      
 
    “I could inform Finance that the meeting is unnecessary,” Omega said over the ceiling speakers. 
 
      
 
    “No, they worked hard on it.  I better keep the meeting.  I just won’t have as many questions for them,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Why have any questions at all?” my heart asked. 
 
      
 
    “They expect questions, so they’ve been preparing for every conceivable query.  Gotta throw a few at them,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, why don’t you have your meeting, ask your questions, then shut it down quick and we’ll step out on the side of the building and enjoy the night?” 
 
      
 
    That did sound kind of nice.  Certainly not quiet because, hey, it’s New York, but still, it’s relaxing to Cling to the side of the Tower and observe the world below, while the wind swirls and blows around you. 
 
      
 
    “Deal,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, then.  I’m gonna go eat.  I’m starving all of a sudden,” he said, smirking.   
 
      
 
    “Look at you, all smug.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I fed my zayka.  Means I’m doing something right,” he said, standing up as smoothly as if I wasn’t plastered to his chest.  It takes a lot more weight than I could provide to slow him down.  Maybe if ‘Sos sat on him. 
 
      
 
    Forty-seven minutes later, I saw the last of my numbers people out the door and went looking for my Chosen.  My bond pulled me deeper into the apartment, past the twins’ room where both Nika, who must be newly back, and Lydia engaged my children’s growing minds.  I found him in one of the extra bedrooms, the one he sometimes used as an office.  An empty pie box and a vacant half-gallon carton of ice cream were stacked in the garbage can. 
 
      
 
    He was sitting on the edge of the bed, staring at the wall monitor that looked like it was possessed by Omega.  A Google map filled a third of the screen, tables of information on the other two thirds. 
 
      
 
    “Whatcha doing?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well, Omega’s been looking into those possessions, and violence, and looking for links.  He found that all three individuals have recently come back from Florida.  Orlando, Florida,” my Chosen said. “Also, the string of attempted shootings runs from south to north along the eastern seaboard.  Not to mention the Declan trap of demon shit we found on Toni’s necklace.  Something big is up, and we need to know about it.” 
 
      
 
    I sat on his lap, one arm around his neck, and looked at the screen.  The tables were actually three names listed with three different itineraries listed under them.  One name was highlighted on all three trip lists. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the Pines Palace Inn?” I asked. The screen instantly changed to show me a motel brochure photo that was more photoshop than photo and live camera views from the real deal.  It looked bad. 
 
      
 
    “The place all three of those possessed victims stayed in when they were in Orlando.  Also, it holds the distinction of having the very lowest ratings from Trip Advisor for the entire Orlando area. Wanna go?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, the kids are a bit young for Disney, but what the hell.  Maybe it’s time for a quick family getaway. And I have to say, it looks absolutely dreadful.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the spirit, or maybe the spirit is at the motel,” Chris said. 
 
      
 
    “Who do we take?” I asked him. It was obvious that he and Omega had been at this for awhile. 
 
      
 
    “Everybody.  All hands,” he said way too cheerily.  Then he shoved a piece of paper in my direction. 
 
      
 
    It was hand drawn, pencil and blue pen.  His own work, or rather, done by his hand but without him driving that hand.  The scene was a flat section of ground with a single palm tree in the background and an enormous hole in said ground taking pride of place in the drawing.  A single, scaled hand was extruding from the hole and gripping the ground with long black talons. 
 
      
 
    I looked at him.  “It’s from the past.  Recent, but I’m not sure how recent,” he said.  “It’s on or near the hotel grounds.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at the dates on the itineraries.  “At least ten days ago,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, and my gut says not much earlier than that.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the plan?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    He smiled.  I normally insist on doing almost all the planning.  This was a departure and he knew it. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you probably don’t know this, but today is Friday,” he said with a smirk.  Smartass.  “So we’ve already alerted the troops.  Declan has a paper to write but he’s gonna work on it on the plane.  Stacia and their new sidekick, Holly, are driving north to meet Declan.  In a couple of hours, they’ll all catch a flight from Burlington to JFK.  We’ll meet them there at the corporate jet. Oh, and Nika got back about fifteen minutes ago.” 
 
      
 
    “So we have to get the twins ready?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Please.  I spoke to the spiky-haired terror and they’re all packed.” 
 
      
 
    “You assumed I would go?” I asked, arching one brow. 
 
      
 
    “I knew you would want to go once you heard our working theory.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is?” I played along. 
 
      
 
    “I sent a photo of my drawing to Declan, him being our portal expert and all.  He came back with a question.  Have we all ever wondered where Walt Disney got the idea for his little fairy in Peter Pan?” 
 
      
 
    It must have been all the numbers because I was lost for a moment.  He waited.  “Wait.  You think the world of Fairie is involved?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s an incarnate demon,” he said, pointing to the hand ripping the ground.  “They aren’t supposed to have direct paths here.  Declan has always wondered about the Disney connection.” 
 
      
 
    “And thinks what?  That this is some old Fairie doorway?”  He nodded.  “And Fairie just let them use it?” 
 
      
 
    “He says that we all left the Summer Queen badly beaten.  He’s been looking over his shoulder ever since.  He says it’s hard to tell despite the detail, but he thinks that portal looks elven.  I also happen to think it doesn’t look like the Hell portals we’ve seen.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re implying that at least one queen is in league with Hell?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “We helped Declan pound her forces on that little island.  Declan says the queens are older than Senka and really only suffer defeat at each other’s hands.  He thinks he should have thought of this sooner.” 
 
      
 
    “Father is not used to thinking about the forces of Hell, but he has had a crash course in the psychology of the queens.  Zinnia will be unlikely to let this go.  She will escalate.  As she is down on forces, it makes sense she would cooperate with Hell.” 
 
      
 
    “And how do we feel about our wiz kid these days?” I asked, ignoring the fact that Omega was listening in.  Always listening in. 
 
      
 
    “We’re okay, I think.  I asked the aunties for an update, because, you know, they’re kinda of the team gossips,” he said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “They only gossip with each other, you ass,” I said.  “What did they say?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s changed a bit.  On the outside he’s very easygoing, accommodating, helpful, but not quite as he was.  Lydia says it takes way more verbal abuse to get him to snipe back at her.  Nika said he blocks her more often than he used to and that he feels like a steel ball on the inside.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that mean?  A steel ball?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “It means he’s got this core of determination,” Nika said suddenly from the doorway, Cora in her arms. 
 
      
 
    “What’s he determined about?” I asked, noticing Lydia coming up behind Nika with Wulf. 
 
      
 
    “I only get glimpses, but it’s a number of things.  First, he’s determined not to lose control.  Second, he’s determined to keep his friends and family safe, and last, and this one is the core, he’s not going to back down from doing what he needs to,” Nika said. 
 
      
 
    “Doing what he needs to?  What’s that mean?” I asked, frowning. 
 
      
 
    “The phrase that keeps repeating in his head is whatever it takes,” Nika said. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever what takes?” 
 
      
 
    “Father has always held back, never let himself go, not really,” the ceiling speaker said.  “He has resolved that he will protect his girl, his family, his friends, his country, and this world from any and all threats to the utmost of his abilities.  He will use all of his power and all of his Craft to do so.  He will not hesitate.” 
 
      
 
    I was going to ask about when he had ever held back, but then something occurred to me.  “Omega, did Declan cause that earthquake in North Korea?” 
 
      
 
    Lydia snorted.  “Please?  Ya think?” 
 
      
 
    I looked at her and she shrugged.  “Pretty obvious, T.  They attacked Toni and the babies.  Suddenly the North Korean government buildings all get crushed in an earthquake.  Coincidence?” 
 
      
 
    “But there would have been innocent people working in those buildings?” I protested. 
 
      
 
    “The earthquake in question occurred during early morning hours.  The only personnel in those buildings were intelligence and defense personnel.  The spymasters and military command and control. The damage was concentrated on those areas.  Many civilian support areas weren’t damaged at all.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t miss the fact that Omega hadn’t answered my question.  “He has that much control?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s attended graduate school in ass kicking at the foreign university of Fairie,” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Chapman is correct. Father’s time on Fairie has greatly expanded his repertoire of magic skills, honed his response time, and taught him to plan and anticipate.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the wolf girl?” I asked.  Nika gave me a blank stare and Lydia gave me a raised eyebrow Really? look.  “Stacia,” I added. 
 
      
 
    “She’s back living in Vermont, so they see each other even more.  They include Holly in things almost like a mini pack.  Nika says that girl has temper issues,” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at our telepath. 
 
      
 
    “She has a lot of anger from Las Vegas, a lot of anger at her fiancé, or ex-fiancée I should say, and something more,” Nika said, frowning.  “Something that might have to do with the demon wolf that bit her.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s demonic?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Conflicted.  Almost like she always has the devil and the angel on her shoulders, all day every day.  Works in Bennington for a law firm, as she is, apparently, a paralegal.  Stacia keeps a close eye on her, and Declan visits them as much as he can.  One other thing, though… Holly is fascinated with Declan.  Like, fascinated with his power.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at Chris, eyebrows raised. 
 
      
 
    “She has demon blood in her. So do I.  Makes for volatility.  Also might be the source of her interest in Declan.  Demons have always sought out witches to turn to their schemes.  They have their own language with them, remember?” he said. 
 
      
 
    “And so you want to pack us all up and head to Florida?” I asked, incredulous. “Where it’s ridiculously sunny?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, should be fun,” he said with a smirk.  “Plus we gotta get a handle on this open gateway.  What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    I looked at him, then the aunties, my babies in their arms.  “Aw, what the hell.  Kid is like the Eagle Scout of witches.  Should be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Plus he’s damned handy to have around.  Like having a walking Swiss Army knife that does magic,” Lydia said, “but if any of you tell him I said that, I’ll deny it and then haunt your asses.” 
 
      
 
    Six hours later found us all in the air, aboard the Demidova jet, flight plan loaded for Orlando.  Hold the sunshine and give all the oranges to my Chosen, thank you very much. 
 
      
 
    Our plane was met at the Orlando airport hanger by three Orange County Sheriff’s cruisers, whose flashing emergency lights gave me reason to raise an eyebrow at Deckert. 
 
      
 
    “I know a guy,” he said with a twitch of his lips that might have been a smirk passing through.  “They’re here to escort us to the hotel.  This plane isn’t exactly inconspicuous.  I’m told reporters from the local stations are already on their way.” 
 
      
 
    “Seems a bit… flashy?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just for now.  They’ll kill the lights as we move across town.  I have two private-contract armored SUVs inbound from a very solid local firm,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Another guy?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    This time his smile was real fast—but real.   
 
      
 
    “Okay, tell us when we can mount up. I’d like to avoid the reporters,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “All three news teams have been held up by a successive string of red lights.  We have approximately six minutes to clear the field,” Omega reported. “The SUVs you ordered, Mr. Deckert, are entering the field now.” 
 
      
 
    Moving fast was one thing our group was particularly good at, and we all were loaded into the vehicles and actually passed the first news van as we left the airport. 
 
      
 
    “They will catch up,” Arkady rumbled from the front seat.  Deckert was in the second SUV with Stacia, Declan, Holly, and ‘Sos.  Our vehicle carried myself, Chris, Lydia, and Nika, along with the twins. 
 
      
 
    “We can throw the our white wolf at them, along with her boyfriend, if they catch up,” Lydia said, tapping her lip with a purple fingernail. 
 
      
 
    “Currently, two of the news teams are trying to get answers from airport administration, but at this hour of the night, there are almost no personnel senior enough to talk with them.  The third team is attempting to bribe hangar personnel and is meeting with some success.  A flight mechanic mentioned the police escort and now the field reporter is attempting to call contacts within the sheriff’s department.” 
 
      
 
    “Any delaying tactics that can be deployed?” Chris asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have been misdirecting cell texts, turning off receiving phones, sending calls directly to voicemail.  The reporter is close to deciding to drive directly to the Sheriff’s headquarters.” 
 
      
 
    I had some misgivings about our AI disrupting people who were just trying to do their jobs, but we did need some time to investigate without news cameras and crowds of people. 
 
      
 
    “What about hangar and maintenance personnel?  Anyone alerting paparazzi?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Blocking three simultaneous attempts at this time.” 
 
      
 
    “You do a lot of that?  Blocking calls?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” was the only answer.  I opened my mouth to press the matter but Chris patted my knee and shook his head.  When I raised eyebrows at him, he tilted his head toward the window on his side. 
 
      
 
    A dim and dirty lit-up road sign announced that we had arrived at the Pines Palace Inn. 
 
      
 
    I’ll confess.  I may be, possibly, a little spoiled.  I’ve only known wealth, almost always been treated with respect and, many times, outright reverence.  My heart’s Chosen teases me about it, quietly and privately, and I’ve always just laughed it off.  I believe in giving back, and Demidova Incorporated donates massive amounts of money to carefully vetted charities, and my very special clinic treats devastatingly ill children across the planet, which I think helps make me not a horrible person.  So I’ll ask you to excuse my reaction to the Palace. 
 
      
 
    “This place is a total shithole!  I don’t want the twins anywhere near it!” I said, the thoughts erupting from my mouth before I could stop myself.  That trait was pure Christian, not me. 
 
      
 
    “We aren’t actually staying here, zayka,” my normally spontaneous husband said with a smirk.  “We have rooms inside Animal Kingdom.  We’re only here to investigate and shut down any errant portals.” 
 
      
 
    “You made reservations?  Inside Disney?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I planned this trip, remember?” he said like he did it every day.  I glanced at Nika and Lydia.  My oldest and smallest friend was eyeing him sideways with suspicion etched into her face.  Nika was smiling a satisfied little smile as she, in turn, watched Lydia.   
 
      
 
    “I win,” our mind reader said. 
 
      
 
    “Not till I see the rooms,” Lydia answered, narrowed eyes still watching my Chosen.  “In fact, not until we land back in New York.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever,” Nika said, now inspecting one sky blue fingernail.  Nika likes to shatter Darkkin stereotypes whenever possible.   
 
      
 
    My Chosen ignored their discussion and exited the armored SUV from his position just behind the driver, sliding out with the Darkkin grace that still astonishes vampires who haven’t met him before.  Arkady exited the front passenger side, putting a warrior on each side of the vehicle.  Normally, I’d follow right after or even ahead of the men, but since the babies, well, we’ve modified our procedures. 
 
      
 
    Stacia was standing outside the other vehicle on the driver’s side while Deckert had copied Arkady’s example.  Unlike our car, the rest of them flowed out almost as fast.  The result was a watchful security force of two werewolves, one warrior vampire, a teenage witch, a giant were-bear-wolf, a Marine security expert, and a God Hammer.  I felt the all clear through my link with Chris.  “Okay, let’s check it out,” I told the aunties.  Lydia and Nika each strapped on a baby, using a Kevlar and Spectra fiber Snuggie that cradle the twins on the front of each aunt.  Me, I strapped on my tungsten swords.  Mama  makes a better guard than either of the aunts.  We all have to play to our strengths. 
 
      
 
    Stacia was now standing on the running board of the second vehicle, stretching to reach the seven-and-a-half-foot steel monstrosity of a weapon her witch had made her.  The vehicle’s driver was watching, eyes more glued to her butt than anything else.   
 
      
 
    I immediately sought out Declan, who was squatting down, hand to the ground but head tilted just ever so slightly in his wolf’s direction. I waited to see if he would get angry. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, maybe you could stop staring at her ass and lend a hand?” Holly said, arms crossed and eyes narrowed at the guy.  Oh.  Unexpected. 
 
      
 
    Busted, the perv just gave Holly an amused smile, a short snarky salute, and stepped over in time to take the steel sword breaker from Stacia.  Which he promptly dropped on his foot because he had no idea that the thing weighed over thirty-five pounds.  His next outburst prompted a sharp “Language!” from a glaring Lydia. The sword breaker rose by itself and floated like a feather over to Stacia’s waiting hand.  Declan might have had a brief smile but otherwise looked to be all business. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry about that, ma’am,” the driver of our vehicle said, which was all he got out before Deckert had him and the hopping, swearing second driver off to the side for a through, low-volume verbal ass ripping. 
 
      
 
    Overhead I heard a slight hum, a glance upward showing me ten blackened drones hovering in a circle around us, lasers pointed outward. 
 
      
 
    Amusement flowed through my link.  A glance at Chris showed a poker face, but I knew better.  Our team dynamics were strange and sometimes strained, but on whole worked really pretty well. But enough with all that.  We had work to do. 
 
      
 
    I opened my senses and took in the night.  My initial impression of the Palace wasn’t entirely accurate.  It wasn’t a dump… It was a complete and utter abomination, the bastard love child of a dump and a cesspool.   
 
      
 
    The lighted sign was missing a few bulbs, notably the N in pine and the second A in palace.  So it read the PI E PAL CE.  The parking lot was filthy, littered with coffee cups, empty fast food bags, donut boxes, and expired tickets to Mouse Land and Universal, along with stuff I didn’t want to study too closely. There were three buildings, set in a squared-off horseshoe pattern, all two-stories tall with open walkways and room doors facing the parking lot in the middle. 
 
      
 
    Every surface needed painting or patching or tearing down and rebuilding.  There were three cars in the entire lot, not counting our own, but the No Vacancy sign blinked on and off in harsh neon red in the office window.  Speaking of the office, the door was opening and a short, paunchy white guy came out, stopping abruptly to squint at us and scratch his stomach. 
 
      
 
    After a moment, he headed our way. 
 
      
 
    “We got no openings,” he said, raising his voice when he was halfway.  “WE GOT NO OPENINGS!” he yelled.  “Stupid tourists,” he said under his breath. 
 
      
 
    “We’re not tourists, we already have reservations and we’re not stupid, stupid,” Lydia said.  We all looked at her.  “What?  He already set the tone, I’m just singing along.” 
 
      
 
    Now he was close enough to see us and his eyes widened, his mouth opened, and his whole body leaned back like he wanted to get away, yet his feet kept him coming like they never got the message. 
 
      
 
    “Ahhh, what… you’re… how… them,” he stuttered. 
 
      
 
    “Well said,”Lydia said, her eyes shooting my way with a very clear see what I mean. 
 
      
 
    “Gordon party,” Chris said. “We rented a block of six rooms.” 
 
      
 
    The man just stood there, mouth gaping, eyes blinking at us like we might just disappear if he cleared them fast enough. 
 
      
 
    “He’s blocked.  External addition,” Nika said, her voice sharp. 
 
      
 
    Declan moved right up to the guy, smiling a smile that didn’t include his eyes.  “Hi,” he said, grabbing the man’s hand and shaking it while tilting his head and studying something.  Then his other hand shot out and grabbed something behind the man’s right ear. 
 
      
 
    He jumped back, shaking his hand and flinging whatever it was onto the ground, where he promptly and violently stomped the bejeepers out of it.  “Try now,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “He’s confused.  Like he just woke up.  And worried… worried we’ll find out,” Nika said. 
 
      
 
    The man turned and ran away, making it five steps before running into Arkady’s massive bulk. “Hiding what, pathetic man?” our giant security chief asked.  “Think thoughts about secret, dah?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll find the hole and one of them will kill him,” Nika said.  Stacia was next to her witch, bending over to sniff the squished thing that was partly on the ground and partly on Declan’s boot. 
 
      
 
    “Smells like Summer,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “We’re in Florida, blondie, it always smells like summer,” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
    “Not the season—the Fairie Court,” Stacia said, rolling her eyes at my personal pixie.  “Some kind of altered worm.” 
 
      
 
    “Where is this hole?” Chris asked. 
 
      
 
    The man trembled and just looked at him, but Declan turned and pointed at the smallest, middle-of-the-horseshoe building.  “Behind there, maybe fifty yards past the dumpster.” 
 
      
 
    The man, whose name tag said Sven and indicated he was a manager, started to shake even harder, his eyes bugging out of his head.  Suddenly he was pawing at his shirt collar, pulling a cord that hung around his neck.  A flat wooden object flopped out from his stained, one-time white golf shirt and he shoved it in his mouth.  Sucking in a big breath, he suddenly froze as Arkady’s giant left hand grabbed the back of his neck while the equally large right hand plucked the wooden lozenge from his mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Is whistle,” my warrior bodyguard said. 
 
      
 
    “Bring him.  Everyone weapon up,” Chris said.  The aunties pulled Glock 18s from hidden holster pockets on the baby carriers, Stacia spun her massive blade breaker over her head, ‘Sos shimmered and grew into a giant grizzly, Deckert pulled a super-short assault weapon from the sling bag he was wearing on his back, Holly reached into the back of the SUV she had ridden in and produced an aluminum baseball bat, and Declan just stood and smiled at us.  Then the street lights went dark for a hundred yards in both directions and his blue eyes glowed. 
 
      
 
    “Right.  Off we go,” my Chosen said.  Arkady slapped a hand over the hotel manager’s mouth and wrapped the other massive arm around the man and carried him like I would carry a yoga mat. 
 
      
 
    With Declan in the lead, we headed through the parking lot, around the end of the building, and into a grassy lot out back.  The grass was a foot and a half high with just a few short, scrubby plants littered about the field.  Two hundred yards distant, a row of trees announced the end of the property. 
 
      
 
    Moving almost in single file, we followed our witch as he moved in a straight line.  Suddenly he stopped, foot raised in mid-air.  “Snak—” was all he got out before his girlfriend stutter-stepped forward and grabbed the back of his shirt, plucking him backward. A long, thick shape shot through the air where he had just been and then Holly was there, her hand snatching the rattler behind its wedge-shaped head, right out of the air. 
 
      
 
    “Don—” Declan started but a sharp crack interrupted him as the new girl squeezed her hand abruptly.  The young werewolf held the dead snake up triumphantly, waving it mostly at Stacia and Declan. 
 
      
 
    Personally, I didn’t really care all that much, not very excited to have a poisonous snake anywhere near my babies. 
 
      
 
    But Declan looked regretful.  Then he looked angry, but suddenly his expression went to extremely curious.  He stepped up close as the rest of us crowded around the excited young werewolf girl. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not a normal rattler,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “And it never rattled,” Stacia said. 
 
      
 
    “And it’s a lovely shade of blue-green,” Lydia added. 
 
      
 
    Declan reached out one finger and touched the dangling body of the serpent. 
 
      
 
    “It’s modified.  Zinnia’s work,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Think it slipped through the gate?” Chris asked. 
 
      
 
    “More like it’s a guard,” Stacia said, her boyfriend nodding. 
 
      
 
    “If she put one guard here…” Nika said, and then the grass started to buzz. 
 
      
 
    “Ow,” Arkady said, mildly, his right hand slapping his neck.  The manager, Sven, opened his mouth and yelled an unintelligible scream and all hell broke loose. 
 
      
 
    A cloud of buzzing, flying somethings rose up in the air while the sounds of multiple doors opening came from the hotel buildings. 
 
      
 
    “Aunties to me,” Declan said and my two sisters moved, arriving at his side as he finished his sentence.  Bug things flew at them but bounced off an invisible wall. Sometimes I really love that kid. 
 
      
 
    “Tinks.  Poisonous to humans,” Stacia said.  The manager’s scream turned into a shriek of pain and then cut off completely. He slumped, dead, in Arkady’s left arm. 
 
      
 
    The sounds of fast-running feet announced new players as my bodyguard dropped the body and turned toward the hotel. 
 
      
 
    Something stung my side, my slap crushing a three-inch humanoid-looking thing with dragonfly wings. 
 
      
 
    Then the runners were upon us.   
 
      
 
    The manager hadn’t been lying.  The hotel must have been full to the brim with short, muscular men in bloody hats, and squatty goblins like the ones we had killed by the score in Fairie.  Something like thirty of them raced at us across the open grass.   
 
      
 
    Finally, something to fight! 
 
      
 
    My swords were slicing the first Red Cap a split moment before I felt my Chosen by my side, his arms slipping through a chunky, squat green goblin without any resistance at all. 
 
      
 
    “Draco,” I heard Declan say, and suddenly giant wings flapped in the night as flashes of blue and ultraviolet laser light lit up the darkness. 
 
      
 
    Turns out there were thirty-nine.  The wolf girls didn’t even take time to Change, too worried about missing out.  I saw Stacia spear one goblin on her breaker, then swing it hard enough to fling the thing off as one of the crosspieces punctured a Red Cap under the arm pit and out the other side. 
 
      
 
    Chris, Arkady, and myself killed most of them, but Stacia managed to kill some, and Holly beat one to a pulp with her bat.  It was over in less than two minutes. 
 
      
 
    A swirling wind blew up around and through us, the flying Tinks getting sucked away.  I turned to see what was going on behind us and saw a black horde of poisonous pixie bugs twisting like some kind of locust tornado.  Declan’s mini-dragon was somehow there, flying overhead, his head pointed down at the bug swarm. 
 
      
 
    “Burn them,” the witch said from inside his circle, where my babies were being shielded from all harm.   
 
      
 
    Draco’s mouth opened and a blast of white-hot flame jetted straight down in a massive blast.  The mother of all flamethrowers, it burnt the pixie bugs to cinders in an instant, the flames continuing on to hit the ground in an inferno torrent so hot, I could feel hairs on my skin curl up and I was thirty feet away. 
 
      
 
    The mini-dragon let off the flame but the fires kept burning, a fact that seemed to puzzle the odd beast, as it tilted its head like a dog would, ears pricking up and back.  The fire on the ground began to spin and twirl and I glanced at our witch.   
 
      
 
    He was conducting, left hand spinning a circle, right making a sweeping gesture.  The fire twisted up into a tornado of heat, light, and blistering wind.  Then, moving to the will of the witch, it spun and snaked around the open lot of blackened grass, burning out any and all vegetation, venomous reptile, and poisonous bug. 
 
      
 
    With a flick of his hand, Declan banished the flame.  His dragon looked at him quizzically, then flapped off to land in a distant tree. 
 
      
 
    The blackened ash-covered ground smoked, the rising heat making my thermal vision useless. 
 
      
 
    “How does he always show up and I never hear him?” Holly asked, staring straight at her alpha’s witch. 
 
      
 
    “He’s actually an Air elemental—living in a golem dragon body.  Because of that, he can float and drift with his own wind and cover his sounds with gusts of air,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    “And he flew all the way down here on his own?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Declan scratched his head, looking a bit rueful.  “He hitches rides on the plane.” 
 
      
 
    “He what?” Lydia asked. 
 
      
 
    “He clings to the outside of the plane and rides along with us.” 
 
      
 
    “He better not have damaged the plane these babies fly in, Declan O’Carroll,” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
    “Again—Air Elemental.  He can adhere to a flying object with his own inherent magic.  No damage done, I swear.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get this mess organized and find that portal,” Chris interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll sort the bodies; you check out the portal.  Take the Fry Kid with you,” I suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Good plan, except some of the bodies are shooting sparks up into the air,” my Chosen said. 
 
      
 
    Sure enough, the squatty ape-like goblins were sparking and… well… kind of melting. 
 
      
 
    “Ashley told us that if a native of Fairie dies on Earth, it basically evaporates, its particles going back to its world,” Stacia said. 
 
      
 
    “But not the bloody-headed things?” Lydia asked.  The Red Caps were all just lying there, some in pieces, but no flashing dots of light or liquifying beyond normal pools of red blood. 
 
      
 
    “Human stock, vampire tissue.  Not natural born to Fairie,” Declan said.  “Better count quick,” he said, giving me a grin. 
 
      
 
    Shit!  He was right.  Nika, Arkady, myself, and Holly, of all people, counted up the kills, getting it done just as the last goblin became nothing more than a wet spot. 
 
      
 
    We met Chris, Declan, Stacia, and Lydia as they came back from the center of the burned area. 
 
      
 
    “Definitely a portal there.  Closed, but there.  We sealed it,” Chris said with a note of satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    “Thirty-nine total kills.  One to Holly, five to Stacia, six with laser burns in their heads, seven killed by ‘Sos, Arkady got six, you got six, and I got… eight,” I said, managing to keep a poker face. 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Chris said.  “That’s fine.”  His voice was suspiciously uncaring.  “Omega calculates that the dragon burned over a ton or more of those Tinks.” 
 
      
 
    I did the math in my head.  Most of the goblins weighed between a hundred fifty and maybe two hundred pounds.  The Red Caps were probably lighter.  Even being generous, the best I could come up with was sixteen hundred pounds.  The dragon elemental thing had beat me by at least twenty-five percent on mass alone.   
 
      
 
    “Holy shit, you guys are competitive,” Declan said, shaking his head.  “What about the demon thingy in the picture Chris drew?” 
 
      
 
    “Long gone,” Chris said.  “Out roaming around, preparing for mayhem.  We’ll have to track it down before it tracks us.” 
 
      
 
    “So what are you saying?” Lydia asked.  “That we should saddle up and head back north?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh hell no!” my Chosen said.  “Disney’s agreed to open the park at night for us.  I’ve never been.” 
 
      
 
    “Me either,” Declan said. 
 
      
 
    “Mom could never afford it,” Stacia said. 
 
      
 
    I looked Arkady, Lydia, and Nika.   
 
      
 
    “I’ve never been,” Lydia said, Nika nodding.   
 
      
 
    Arkady scratched his neck where the bug had stung him.  “Been once,” he said.   
 
      
 
    We all looked at him.  He just shrugged.  I let it go.  Nika would find out the particulars of that little story. 
 
      
 
    “What about this mess?” Holly asked, looking at the bodies of the dead Red Caps.  Declan waved a hand and every bloody body rose into the air, droplets of blood rising with them.  They floated to the center of the blackened circle as the dragon leapt off its tree. 
 
      
 
    The second blast of fire was even hotter than the first and the kid did something with wind, making it a virtual oven.  When it was done, there were just blackened husks.  Not done, the witch made a pulling motion with his right hand and the freaking ground opened up, pulling the bodies under, the soil rolling under and over, fresh dirt replacing the charred stuff.  Finally, he walked into the middle of it and squatted down, right hand palm down on the new dirt.  Plants sprouted, grasses like the rest, growing three inches in ten seconds. 
 
      
 
    He fell over and his blonde girlfriend was there, catching him before he face planted.  “Damned show off,” she said, lifting him to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “Just got to re-energize a bit,” he said.  “Maybe we can get some food on the way to the Park?” 
 
      
 
    Both werewolves and ‘Sos snapped around to look at my husband, who was nodding and smiling.  “Good plan.” 
 
      
 
    “Gluttons,” Lydia said, smoothing down Cora’s hair with one pale hand.  The babies were alert and bright eyed, and they had somehow stayed quiet during the brief fight and flames. 
 
      
 
    “A local news van has arrived in the parking lot.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll tell him this place didn’t work out and we’re headed to The Animal Kingdom.  We’ll probably have cameras on us in the Park,” Chris said. 
 
      
 
    “Long as we can ride the rides,” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
    Declan pulled out the folded drawing that Chris had done.  He studied it, then looked at the circle of short grass in the fresh dirt.  “Should grow pretty quick.  A couple of days and it won’t look like anything.” 
 
      
 
    Holly moved up next to him and looked at the picture over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “That hand looks female.  Demons come in female too?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Chris raised his brows and then moved over to look.  I was right behind him.  “She’s right.  It’s feminine.” 
 
      
 
    He looked at me, frowning. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, let’s get going.  We can worry about the hell bitch later,” Lydia said, left foot tapping. 
 
      
 
    So we went. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Conroe’s Notes: 
 
      
 
    I had a lot of fun doing these stories and I hope they help the overall arc of the series in a small way.  The next Demon Accords book is Demon Devine, hopefully out in December 2018 or January 2019.  I will definitely do another couple of sets of Compendium stories after that.  They are a nice mental change of pace and so fun to write. 
 
      
 
    As with the first volume, I’ve included the first two chapters of Zone War, but I’ve added the third chapter and a touch.  Enjoy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Zone War 
 
      
 
    John Conroe 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “And now for today’s addition of Zone War.  Viewers are warned that this presentation may include sudden images of extreme graphic violence, including death.  This production is unscripted and carried live in unedited format for an authentic viewing experience.  Under no circumstances should any viewer attempt to enter the Manhattan Drone Zone without explicit authorization by the Department of Defense Zone Exclusion Authority.  All of the salvage and bounty personnel depicted are duly licensed and trained professionals.  There are no amateurs in Zone War, and Flottercot Productions is not liable for any injuries or deaths incurred by viewers of this program.” 
 
      
 
    Of course I had to cross the living room at that exact moment, my bowl of ice cream balanced on my work tablet.  I had timed my foray into the kitchen with exacting precision, determined to be in and out in under two minutes, which was the amount of time till that blasted show started.  The rest of my family was huddled around the viewing wall in anticipation of the daily showing of what was currently the most popular reality show in the world. Not being able to find the ice cream scoop had foiled my plan. 
 
      
 
    The screen melted from a black background with floating words to a live feed showing bouncing footage of one of downtown Manhattan’s deserted streets, husks of cars littered about.  The sun was out and the camera mounted on the outside of the LAV was broadcasting a clear, high-def picture, even if it was shaky from the vehicle’s ride. 
 
      
 
    Catching the opening scene was my first piece of bad luck. The second was Monique catching sight of me in the corner of her eye.  “Hey, AJ’s here.  You gonna watch it with us this time?  Or hide in your room?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to work in my room, little sister, so that we can get paid for what I brought out yesterday,” I said. 
 
      
 
    The little sister part was ill-advised on my part, as it was guaranteed to trigger her twin’s temper.  Gabby whipped around on the couch and glared at me.  “Oh, is big brother busy saving the day?” 
 
      
 
    Fourteen-year-old girls should come with the same kind of hazard warning labels used for explosives and poisons.  I’d rather face the Zone any day than get drawn into a verbal war with my lethal little sisters, who fire off words faster than a Russian Wolf anti-personnel drone fires flechettes. 
 
      
 
    “Gabby, enough.  Ajaya’s work is important to this family, and you know it.  All of our BUIs together aren’t enough to support us, even with your father’s death benefit,” my mother said, shutting down the more volatile of the twins.  Then she turned my way.  “And you, Ajaya Edward Gurung, how many times have I warned you about arrogance?” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t being arrogant, Mom. I was making the point that I have other things to do besides watch that crap, especially when I can see it in person any day I want—if I want to take the risk of being near them,” I said, moderating my tone. 
 
      
 
    Behind my mother, the terrible twins both raised their hands and enacted individual ceremonial displays of the middle finger.  Monique chose to pull off the imaginary top of her middle finger lipstick and apply a liberal dose to her lips while Gabrielle blew into her thumb to inflate her own middle digit.   
 
      
 
    My eyes flicked their way and then back to my mother, whose face had taken on her stoic look.  The one where she tries not to crumble for fear of my weekly forays into what was regularly described by the Zone War narrator as the most dangerous place on Earth. 
 
      
 
    And it was.  Take the island of Manhattan, release over twenty-five thousand highly advanced Russian, Chinese, and Indian autonomous war drones in a single stunning act of terrorism, and let simmer for ten years.  The result was the one borough of New York City that was completely devoid of human inhabitants and whose artificially intelligent denizens aggressively kept it that way.   
 
      
 
    It was estimated that over three hundred and seventy-two thousand people lost their lives in the first week of the Manhattan Attack.  Another twenty-three thousand died during the second week,as rescue operations and military units counterattacked.  Only a crazy fast response by US special operations ready reaction teams, in coordination with New York National Guard, FBI, NYPD,and a whole alphabet of other federal groups, kept the drones from escaping into the other four boroughs.  The whole world almost died as an enraged America brought the doomsday clock to eleven-fifty-nine and fifty-nine seconds, saved by uncharacteristic transparency on the part of Russia, India, and China, who all stepped up to provide assistance and data about their drone weapon systems and particularly against the terrorists. 
 
      
 
    Ten years later, the terrorists who were responsible, the Gaia Group, were completely obliterated, hunted with a chilling ruthlessness by a fiercely unified United States.  The borough island, however, was still a no-man’s-land.  And a rich one at that. 
 
      
 
    Everyone in Manhattan either fled or died in not much more than a few days’ time.  One of the wealthiest communities on Earth became empty so fast that countless riches, both literal and information-based, were left lying around for anyone to pick up.   Anyone who could get safely past the lethal new owners, that is.  Hence Zone War, a show that followed five salvage teams as they braved the Zone on a regular basis to kill drones and pull out abandoned riches.  The Zone was also the source of my income, the money that kept my family afloat after Wall Street crashed, was abandoned, then relocated piecemeal to backup sites around the East Coast. The massive worldwide recession that followed dwarfed all others before it.  Ten years later, the world economy was just now starting to see the sprouts of fiscal recovery. Yes, we all received the Basic Universal Income checks that were paid out to all Americans, but that wasn’t enough to do more than cover bare necessities, as Mom had said. 
 
      
 
    Zone War was a huge success, a show that followed the flashiest and noisiest salvage teams.  And none of them made more noise than Johnson Recovery. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Ajaya, there is your girl,” Aama said from her spot between my sisters.  My father’s mother is quite the romantic.  Both of my sisters turned and gave me their best smirks.  I ignored them, but I couldn’t quite bring myself to ignore the monitor.  Onscreen, the camera had switched to the face of the LAV driver.  The blonde, blue-eyed Scandinavian goddess of the drone hunt, Astrid Johnson. 
 
      
 
    The youngest member of Johnson Recovery, a.k.a. Team Johnson, Astrid was the principal LAV driver but also filled the role of overwatch sharpshooter when more than two of the team deployed from their armored vehicle.  A beautiful, smart, and very tough girl, she was hugely popular across the nation and probably most of the globe, a role model for girls, and an object of fantasy for guys of all ages. I’ve known her since we were both ten. 
 
      
 
    Only her oldest brother, JJ, was as popular.  Tall, muscular, and bold, JJ was the JR point man for ground deployments, and his media nickname was Thor, possibly because of the big sledgehammer he used to break into buildings, possibly because of his blond good looks. Women sure seemed to dig him. 
 
      
 
    You had to give him his due.  Even with full body armor, he took enormous risk every time he stepped foot on Manhattan soil, mostly due to his father’s preferred approach to things—drive fast and loud, shoot everything in sight, and then haul ass back out at extreme speed.  Right on cue, the camera view switched to show JJ standing with his father, Brad, just behind the driver’s seat. 
 
      
 
    Brad Johnson, or Colonel Brad Johnson, was ex-US Army.  He’d started his career in tanks, then moved into a Stryker Brigade Combat Team and never looked back.  He and the rest of his family were in Manhattan, visiting an old military friend, on the night the drones were released.  They escaped, as did their host family.  Drone Night was a life-changing event for anyone who survived it and Brad Johnson was as affected as anyone—maybe more so.  Within a year, Brad had quit the military and the Johnsons had relocated to Brooklyn.  Brad started Zone salvage work, even as the military was still permanently blockading the island.  He started work with his military friend, an ex-British SAS sniper named Baburam Gurung—my father.  Eventually they had a falling out over work methods and went their separate ways. 
 
      
 
    I turned away from the show and walked out of the room, down the hall, and into my bedroom, which is also my office.  Time to make some money. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Status?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Current bids on items one through ten, twelve, and fourteen are all below reserve level,” my personal AI reported.  “Items eleven, thirteen, and fifteen have been purchased for the Buy Now price.” 
 
      
 
    “Time left on remaining items?” 
 
      
 
    “Fourteen hours and seven minutes.” 
 
      
 
    There are almost as many ways to make money in the Zone as there are ways to die.  Almost.  The most common is salvage.  The New York State court system ruled that anything found and recovered inside the exclusion zone was the property of the finder.  Manhattan was chock full of stuff to find: from cash, gems, jewelry, art, furniture, fashion items, and electronics, to corporate secrets and proprietary information on stand-alone computer systems abandoned in the attack.   
 
      
 
    The Johnson family had proven to be experts at monetizing the Zone.  Initially, Brad and my father had brought out cash that they recovered from stores and banks.  Nowadays, the JR team just went in hell bent for leather, raided an art gallery, jeweler’s, or even an haute fashion store, and bulled their way back out.  Only licensed recovery agents were allowed onto the island, but the Johnsons also acted as guides, highly paid ones, for rich people who wanted to experience shooting a Chinese Raptor drone or firing a .50 caliber anti-material rifle into a Tiger drone.  Then there were the massive studio fees paid to the on-air talent that made Zone War the top show on the globe.  Yes, the other teams contributed to the popularity, but the attractive Scandinavian war family was top draw.  If you don’t believe me, just count the ads you see some or all of them in.  Hocking everything from the latest workout clothes to Astrid’s own line of makeup for combat to JJ’s signature basketball shoes. 
 
      
 
    As wealthy as they had become, the JR Team’s approach to salvage left a lot to be desired, especially if you wanted a really tricky recovery, like say corporate intellectual property left on the twenty-second floor of a downtown high rise.  Their bull-in-a-china-shop approach stirred up every drone in a half-mile radius, leaving them with just a handful of minutes to extract their valuables before the sheer numbers would overwhelm even their heavily armored vehicles.   
 
      
 
    That’s where I came in.  Gurung Extraction had a sterling reputation for bringing back hard-to-recover items.  That’s because I’m stealthy AF.  Slip in and slip out.  Part training by my sniper dad and part tech magic of my own design.  The things I was selling on the Zone-ite auction site were just extra, mostly jewelry, that I found along my way.  We also had a pretty good family bank account going, the result of stashing any and all cash picked up during my Zone travels.  That was going to pay the twins’ way through college.  But the real money came from specific recovery missions. 
 
      
 
    “You have three new queries for services.” 
 
      
 
    “Summarize, please.”  For some reason, I was always polite with AI.  Most people weren’t. It just seemed right somehow. 
 
      
 
    “One is a request for choice items of sports memorabilia housed in a private collection in the Upper West Side, the second for recovery of legal papers from a personal residence, and the third is a corporate query for proprietary software in a Wall Street trading office.” 
 
      
 
    “Triage, please.” 
 
      
 
    “The corporate request is the only one that meets or exceeds your risk-reward minimum offer.  The sports request is not remotely rewarding enough, and the stated offer for the legal papers is far below the corporate query.  Additionally, there is a time-adjusted bonus for the recovery of the computer records.” 
 
      
 
    “Display.” 
 
      
 
    The one blank wall in my room lit up with the email including two financial numbers, the main offer and the bonus, each of which were large enough to make me set my ice cream aside.  Somebody really wanted their algorithms.  Which immediately begged the question as to why now—ten years later.  Actually reading the email all the way through answered that question, or at least provided an answer. 
 
      
 
    “—Zone recovery rates of success have not been deemed sufficient until now to attempt salvage,” I read out loud.  “Somebody’s been paying attention to Gurung Extraction,” I mused. The corporate name on the email was something called the Zeus Global Finance Corporation. 
 
      
 
    “Correct. ISP addresses assigned to Zeus Global Finance began viewing the Gurung Extraction website two weeks ago.  Additional bot searches on the web have left sufficient evidence to indicate a relatively deep review of Arya assignments to date.” 
 
      
 
    I thought about the offer, then reread the few details of the extraction that were listed.   
 
      
 
    “Did Zeus Global have an office on Wall Street?” 
 
      
 
    “Negative.  However, the Zeus website lists two corporate executive officers who were employed by a different firm, now defunct, that did have offices near Wall Street ten years ago.” 
 
      
 
    The wall view changed to list the two officers as the Chief Investment Officer and Chief Financial Officer, complete with pictures, as well as a side-by-side map of lower Manhattan with a building highlighted in yellow, located on Broadway about a block from Wall Street. 
 
      
 
    “Add in known salvage team activity for today’s date and tomorrow,” I instructed. 
 
      
 
    The map on the wall suddenly showed three new highlights in red, green, and blue respectively.  There were currently five teams on Zone War, and one of the government’s stipulations regarding the show was complete disclosure of each team’s daily location plans.  Independent salvage people, like myself, did not have to disclose any information other than designating our chosen Zone entry point and our intended egress site.  Proposed trip duration was also collected, but that was just so the Zone border control people could alert our primary contacts if we went overdue.  That was it.  Nobody would be coming in after us if we didn’t come out on our own. 
 
      
 
    During its four years of production, Zone War had followed a total of twelve teams.  Seven of them had either died or quit the business during that time.  The actual number of salvage people lost in the Zone was easily over a hundred and sixty-two.  The survival rate was so low that the production company only occasionally picked new teams, and only from people with several years of experience.   
 
      
 
    Myself, I had close to eight years of experience, most of it with my father.  After Brad and JJ Johnson, I was probably the most experienced salvager out there.  Flottercot Productions had approached me exactly three times to be on the show, once a year for three years running, but much to the dismay of my sisters, I had turned them down all three times.  No way was I allowing a drone camera to follow me around, giving away all my secrets, and there wasn’t a camera team anywhere that could survive accompanying me, even if I was to ever give permission.  I personally doubted any of them were stupid enough to try.  My longevity in the world’s deadliest job was directly due to my highly personalized approach and my very customized technology.   
 
      
 
    “Inform the sender that I agree to attempt the extraction.  Strike any guarantee clauses and disclosure amendments,” I instructed my AI. 
 
      
 
    “Done,” it replied. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, now we need to get down to planning.” 
 
      
 
    My father was huge on planning.  Massive time was spent on every aspect of a recovery before we ever set foot in the Zone, no detail too small.  I could quote every drone’s specifications forward and backward by the time I was twelve.  Nowadays, two years after his death, I have an exhaustive data bank of information built up in my AI’s drives.  My planning is still just as thorough, just generally a whole lot faster. 
 
      
 
    First we reviewed current satellite footage of the building’s neighborhood on Broadway, then pulled blueprints on the building itself from the NYC Department of Buildings database.  The laptop in question was thought to be on the seventeenth floor, which was gonna be a bitch.  Better than the thirty-seventh floor, which the building had, but still, dragging myself, my stealth suit, and my gear up seventeen flights of stairs was gonna suck—hard. 
 
      
 
    “Suggest carrying cutting torch, bolt cutters, and titanium pry bar.  The state of the building is completely unknown.  No record of other recoveries occurring at that address.” 
 
      
 
    Great.  My AI was right, of course.  Getting in and out of multi-story buildings could, and often did, require serious abilities to break and enter.  All of my gear was miniaturized, but my pack weight and the resulting suck factor went up with every ounce. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go through the Brooklyn Battery Tunnel entrance,” I decided. 
 
      
 
    “Concur.  That will place you far from the Chelsea Pier entrance.  Johnson Recovery and Egorov Salvage are both scheduled for entrance to the Zone at that point tomorrow.  Diversion rate is estimated to be sixty-four-point-eight percent.” 
 
      
 
    Diversion rate was my own proprietary measure, calculated by my AI using satellite footage, Zone War production crew drone counts, and my own drone counts measured at the same time if I happened to be in the Zone.  I got the idea watching one of the few full episodes I had ever sat through.  I had realized that someone or some AI on the studio team kept a running tally of observed drones at the bottom of the screen.  The producers used it to raise the viewing tension, as the number would race higher the longer a team was in the Zone and the more noise they made.  I, myself, kept a running count of any and all combat units that I observed during my forays, along with the time observed.   
 
      
 
    After egress, I would give that information, along with details on which models and makes I had seen, to my AI. 
 
      
 
    Twenty-five thousand was the estimated number of drones released in the attack, an entire ship’s hold’s worth.  Since that time, thousands had been killed or damaged in the course of the passing years and the active action of the salvage crews.  The US government paid a hefty bounty for every unit that could be confirmed destroyed, with varying payouts depending on the sophistication and danger each unit posed.  Also, Air Force Render drones hunted the high altitudes, preying on any visible drones, and marksman units on barricade duty sniped as many drones as they could see. 
 
      
 
    There were a couple of mothership drones that had onboard 3D printers that could make small replacement drones, but otherwise the number was estimated to be dwindling, perhaps as low as fifteen thousand drones remaining.  Unfortunately, the most lethal and sophisticated units that were the best at killing humans were also best at avoiding their own destruction. 
 
      
 
    The bounty for an Indian Tiger hunter-killer was north of two hundred thousand dollars, and forget about one of the three remaining Chinese Spider ThreeC units thought to be at large.  Each Command, Control, and Communication master drone could orchestrate up to three hundred lesser drones at a time.  They had been the most highly advanced units in the Chinese arsenal at the time of the attack, equipped with real, progressive machine-learning software that was capable of rewriting itself to adapt to the battlefield. 
 
      
 
    One Spider had been destroyed at the end of the second week of the Manhattan attack.  That single unit had coordinated battle drones that killed an estimated 230 soldiers, cops, and federal agents.  The fact that three such units were still unaccounted for was likely the main reason the military hadn’t gone back into Manhattan in force.  
 
      
 
    So the bounty on a Spider ThreeC was a million dollars.  Cheap, if you ask me.  You might wonder if we didn’t have more advanced drones now, ten years later, that could go in and fight the battles without human lives being lost.  We do, and it didn’t work.  The ThreeCs kept learning, kept adapting, kept growing.   They beat the more advanced drones sent against them.  In fact, the information in their CPUs, the software that they wrote and rewrote over ten years, would be worth, in my estimation, closer to a billion dollars.  Every army on Earth would pay up for it. 
 
      
 
    Some people wonder if any of the ThreeCs are still active, still functioning.  I can personally vouch for two.  Scariest moment of my life.  Eighteen months ago, in the north end of Central Park.  I use the Park often, as the drones tend to stay in the more urban areas. Not because they don’t function well in the park, but because the park is full of deer and coyotes and a small number of animals that escaped the Central Park Zoo.  Combat drones are designed and programmed for killing humans.  They ignore animals.  But having that many warm bodies clouding their thermal senses is confusing to most drones, costly in processing power.  So they tend to stay out of the Park.  Which makes the Park one of my favorite places.  
 
      
 
    Anyway, I was skirting though the woods and came upon the edge of the old softball fields.  It was a really nice sunny summer day and I sensed motion out on the overgrown field.  Dad’s lessons kept me deep in the shadows, peeking over a small hummock of rock and dirt, my low thermal signature camouflage hood over my head.  Through my monocular, I saw a veritable army of drones, motionless, solar collectors spread out for maximum charging value.  Right in the middle of four tank-killers, seven Indian tigers, about twenty Russian wolves, and a veritable flock of various flying units were two ThreeCs sitting in the open, charging batteries like the rest.  The ThreeCs look like their nickname—spiders—black-painted spiders the size of a sofa loveseat, except these spiders have seven legs, not eight. 
 
      
 
    The horde stayed that way for an hour, then suddenly the entire battle group of drones activated all at once and flew, crawled, or rolled off to the east, leaving me in a pile of sweat and maybe a little urine.  Maybe more than a little. 
 
      
 
    I bring out dead drones fairly regularly, but mostly just small ones, or I yank the CPUs and ID plates from bigger ones.  I don’t have a heavy, electro-powered hybrid LAV to haul my catches, so my recorded kills are kinda low.  My actual kill numbers are a different story.  The Zone is my real office and salvage my work—and work is good.   
 
      
 
    Tomorrow I’d head into the Manhattan Drone Zone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    I inserted the next day, calling for an Ublyft car to transport me and my gear to the Brooklyn-Battery Tunnel.  Self-drivers aren’t allowed in the tunnel, only military or salvage company vehicles, and they have to be manually driven ones at that. 
 
      
 
    Catching a ride with a Zone military driver that I knew, I tried going over my plan as I rode.  Fat chance.  My driver turned out to be quite a Chatty Cathy. 
 
      
 
    “Yo Gunga Din, whatcha got going today?” Corporal Links asked.  I had quoted the final line of the old Kipling poem once to him and since that day, he’d called me Gunga Din.  Racist bastard didn’t even know that the fictional Gunga was Indian while I’m Nepali-American. 
 
      
 
    “You know, just thought I’d go skipping around Wall Street and find some old stock certificates I can forge my name on,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You can do that?” he asked, brows raised, looking at me and not the road. 
 
      
 
    “Nobody has used certificates in decades,” I said, shaking my head and pointing at the left-hand tunnel wall that we were about to slam into. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, not spilling it, huh?” he said, swerving back to center.  “You don’t trust me,” he stated, now pissy. 
 
      
 
    “Confidentiality agreements in my contracts.  My clients don’t want me giving out any of their secrets,” I said, which was true.  I wouldn’t have told him any way: op sec—operational security.  Dad was huge on that one.  Any mission information you gave out would travel faster than a bullet and could be just as deadly. 
 
      
 
    Links kept silent, not speaking for the rest of the trip, which was fine with me. 
 
      
 
    We arrived at the Zone Checkpoint-Battery Park, which actually lies under the park in what used to be the old Battery Underpass. Links let me off before taking his load of supplies to the Zone Quartermaster.  I thanked him but he just gave me a nod and drove away.  I know for a fact that a lot of the Zone guards collect under the table money from reporters about any juicy salvage gossip and Corporal Links was definitely one of them.  The fact that I didn’t give much of anything informational was a sore point for him, like I was shorting him his additional pay.  Nevermind that it was part and parcel of my Zone protocol and one that helped keep me alive.  Soldiers, like all people, talk, and often by phone.  Drones can hear phones.  Nuff said. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Mr. Gurung, what brings you to our little slice of Heaven here in the Battery?” the entrance sergeant asked, holding out his hand for my pack. 
 
      
 
    “You know, Sergeant Alonso, just looking for my personal pot-o’-gold.  Heard the rainbow came down on the other side of those steel doors,” I said as I carefully watched him give my gear a casual, but professional once over.  Weapons, ammo, first aid, breaking and entering gear, distraction devices, booby trap gear, food and water, but no commo gear and no batteries.  That was the rule unless you were going in as part of a team, and then only on an armored vehicle. Even the military special forces units that used the Zone for training went commo free. 
 
      
 
    Most Manhattanites lost their lives during the Attack because they lacked all the right instincts.  Modern humans were both totally reliant on electronics and so self-absorbed by them that they missed the danger cues all around them. They completely failed to react usefully to the drone threat, or once they realized it, called their own doom down upon themselves with those same phones.  I’ve seen hundreds of bodies of people who died looking at their cell phones, which everyone seemed to have back then, before personal AI’s. 
 
      
 
    Many people died because they ran over each other, blocked up escape routes, or simply froze in place. People often failed each other as the veneer of civilization was ripped away, and it became every man or woman for themselves. The majority of people tried to shelter in place.  Then they called for help on those damned phones.  Instead of rescue, they called the drones right to them.  Even when the military tried overflights with speakers announcing to any survivors to leave their phones and attempt escape on their own, most still tried to call for help. 
 
      
 
    Combat drones were built by humans to kill humans, and they built them very well.  Almost every model in the invasion group had the capacity to detect and track electromagnetic signals.  Most could find ways into buildings, open doors, or hack electronic locks and alarms. And drones generally work in swarms or at least pairs.  One would bang on the door while a flier would drop down and shoot you through the window. 
 
      
 
    So we weren’t supposed to bring electronic stuff in.  Weapons galore, no problem.  Personal comp and commo, no way.  As if I needed to.  I had a city of stuff to use and I had been combing it for eight years, and I certainly knew enough to avoid electronics, even electronic sights on my weapons. 
 
      
 
    “Just your personal side arm and your rifle, which you aren’t even carrying?” Alonso asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yup, and I don’t usually need either of them,” I said truthfully.  Picking a fight with machines built for war was a really, really fast way to meet your maker.  My weapons were either last ditch, as in the case of my Ruger Wesson Five-Seven pistol, or for harvesting particularly juicy drones, which was the purpose of my heavy caliber suppressed rifle. 
 
      
 
    “How the hell do you do it, kid?” Alonso wondered.  I’d heard the same question a thousand times before.  I shrugged, collecting my gear and stepping up to the entrance line. 
 
      
 
    “He’s clear,” Alonso yelled, giving the door operator a wave. 
 
      
 
    I heard another voice then, one I instantly recognized.   
 
      
 
    “Hey look, the diaper boy is slinking away.”  I turned and met the eyes of Martin Johnson, second born and middle child of the Johnson clan.  He held a tablet out toward Alonso, the kind of thing the Zone War teams used to file plans with the Zone Authority. A long time ago I had said that I had heard that some snipers wore adult diapers on missions and he’d never let it go. But the massive steel door had begun to open and I turned away from the middle Johnson and walked into the clean room chamber. 
 
      
 
    Just what I needed.  Instant distraction at the worst possible moment, as all of my attention should be focused on the Zone outside the next door.  There was a flatscreen mounted on the wall next to the outer door and it showed three separate camera views and a diagram listing electromagnetic scan results.  Nothing on screen and the scan was clear of dots representing drones.  Normal.  Drones didn’t hang out near the entrances we use because the auto cannons and laser weapons mounted above them tended to make short work of killer machines.  No, the dangerous ground would be the area just outside of the guns’ kill zones. 
 
      
 
    I hit the outer door control (the one for the smaller human-sized door, not the big vehicle door) and waited for it to cycle open, taking at least that time to consider Martin’s presence.  Astrid I had always liked, while JJ was much older and had been a bit of a hero of mine when I was a kid.  Martin, though, was always an asshole.  Middle child with attention issues and more than a bit of Narcissism.  Couldn’t compete with Astrid’s beauty or his older, bigger brother’s handsome sex appeal, so he was bitter and petty to all those he could be… which had often been me back in the day. 
 
      
 
    Nowadays our interactions were rare but usually consisted of trading insults.  But more important than his being a giant douche was the fact that his presence meant that there must have been a change of plans regarding Johnson Recovery’s intended incursion for the day.  And that wasn’t good for me.  The very last place I needed or wanted to be was anywhere near the cluster fuck that was JR in action.  My area of operation would be knee deep in drones for the rest of the day once they arrived to begin slamming their way around the Zone. 
 
      
 
    The door opened enough for me to slip out and that’s just what I did, putting my retrospection on Team Johnson on hold for the moment and instead concentrating on my surroundings. Behind me, the door reversed and closed almost silently.  When Team Johnson came through, they’d use the giant vehicle doors and make all kinds of racket.  I had better be far, far away by then. 
 
      
 
    Like any driving tunnel in a city, the road rose up at an angle to meet the surface streets, concrete retaining walls rising up on either side.  Ahead of me, the center of the road was open, husks of abandoned cars shoved against either retaining wall. 
 
      
 
    I crouched, listening, smelling, and watching, my only motion the act of pulling up the hood on my stealth suit. 
 
      
 
    Let’s talk about stealth suits for a moment.  Mine is pretty good, maybe not state-of-the-art, like active soldiers are issued, but still pretty good.  It better be, ‘cause it cost like crazy. 
 
      
 
    The outer layer is optically reactive, like a chameleon’s skin, changing colors to blend in with the immediate environment.  In fact, it was closely copied from nature, using nano-chemistry instead of electronics to provide the best camouflage available short of a Potter cloak.  Those, which I leave you to guess why they are so named, used electro-optics to bend light around an object and thus hide it perfectly.  Worked great for humans but not so well with drones.  The electromagnetic signature was low but still detectable by drone sensors.  Stealth suits had no such problem.  The energy for the chemical changes in a stealth suit came from the wearer’s own body heat, which had the secondary effect of reducing the wearer’s thermal signature.  Additional thermal reduction came from the internal cooling system, activated by muscle movement to circulate coolant throughout the suit.  Accumulated heat was stored in insulated heat sinks in the soles of the boots that were attached to the suit.   
 
      
 
    Overall, the thermal effectiveness depended a great deal upon the weather and environment you found yourself in.  Cold weather, rain storms, puddles of water or actual streams were my best friends, because of the small ports that I could dial open in the boots, allowing a really rapid dispersion of heat.  Dry, hot summer weather was harder.  Not impossible, but it really took a whole different approach to move about the Zone in the dog days of July and August. 
 
      
 
    Stealth suits also had a charcoal layer to absorb odors and biological tell tales that could also alert drones.  Additionally, there was a thin layer of Kevlar just under the optical layer to stop some of the shrapnel tracking tags that some drones used, and it could even slow down flechettes.  Not armor like JJ Johnson wears, but way better than regular clothing. 
 
      
 
    I moved down the open road slowly and carefully, head swiveling as I opened up all of my senses, feeling the breeze and getting into my own zone… in the Zone.  No pun intended.   
 
      
 
    I stayed tight up to the left side retaining wall.  I’ve noticed a tendency of drones to cluster on the left side of passageways, roads, and hallways, although not all do it.  I don’t know if that’s deliberate programming or not.  I think it is.  There is a perception that people tend to turn right or stay right more than left (not sure if that’s actually a true thing) and I think the programmers plugged that into their algorithms.  It doesn’t really matter if it’s true human nature or not, as long as I can use that trait to my advantage. If drones were hanging in and on the high rises to my left, then the defiladed area against the left wall was dead space that couldn’t be engaged from the left side.  I used the smashed cars to give me cover from the right. 
 
      
 
    The next part was tricky.  I was still in view of the Zone Authority cameras but getting really close to the end of the entrance’s kill zone, the part where the retaining walls were down to a meter in height, the tunnel exit ramp almost level with the street.  I was going to be extremely exposed in short order and so I had to execute a bit of misdirection to keep my observers from learning my secrets, all while using those very same secrets to stay alive. 
 
      
 
    From a pocket on my stealth suit came a little spring-loaded device. It had started life as a mini flare launcher but was now modified to toss a little sonic package a distance of twenty-five meters.  I did exactly that, lobbing the screamer over the wall and onto an open sidewalk, where it began to belt out a tone that would probably make me cringe if my human ears could have heard it.  Pitched just above dog whistle range, it was actually a series of sound bursts in a complex pattern. 
 
      
 
    I know what you’re thinking.  Ajaya, you lazy bastard!  Are you so weak you can’t even throw a 5-gram object?  Nah, I just don’t want to make a big, giant, attention-getting arm motion and maybe get laced with a couple of dozen flechettes, drilled through the skull by a laser, or blown up by a mini bomblet.   
 
      
 
    The sonic screamer activated a bit off to my side, so I hunkered down between the last wrecked car on the tunnel ramp and half a meter of retaining wall.  Nothing to do now but wait, possibly anywhere from five minutes to maybe twenty or twenty-five. 
 
      
 
    The car next to me was a Kia, both windows on my side shattered, probably by kinetic fire from one of the bigger land drones during the first days of the attack.  Most of the big units came ashore armed with full loads of ammo for their auto guns.  Most, especially the Chinese ground raptors and the Indian Leopard units, had pretty complex ammunition usage programs that maximized the economical deployment of limited and irreplaceable rounds.  During the initial attack, these units used automatic weapons fire, but most switched to single shot mode when they dropped to fifty percent of munitions load out.  From there, the drone would calculate to optimize the effectiveness of their weapons use.  Ten years later, these drones had almost all exhausted their ammo supplies.  Only flechette shooters, which could fabricate raw ammo from any available wire stock, and laser-armed units were still capable of ranged fire.  The empty gun shooters were still dangerous, adaptive combat programming allowing them to rearm with close quarters weapons like fire axes or anything that could bludgeon or cut.  They also could use human firearms, which was one reason my father, myself, and every salvage person I knew policed up any stray weapons we came across. 
 
      
 
    A piece of fabric fluttered in the shattered car window, a tattered scrap of faded pinkish material that once might have been silk.  It took a second before I realized it was the tip of a scarf.  I felt no inclination to look into the car and see the scarf’s wearer. 
 
      
 
    You probably wonder about smell, but ten years after the attack, most bodies are now just weathered bone, which is where Kade and Kyle Bonnen had taken the inspiration for their team name: the Bone Shakers. 
 
      
 
    I sometimes find remains that have been completely desiccated, like an Egyptian mummy, usually in the upper floors of a high rise building where sunlight and intact windows worked to dry the body like jerky in an oven, but most of the dead are just bones. 
 
      
 
    My sonic screamer attracted just one drone, a long-bodied Russian wolf, its green camouflage paint chipped and scraped, but its motions still an eerie approximation of a real dog. I doubted it was alone.  Usually an aerial unit works with a land-based unit, especially out here in the open.  But my homemade screamers are pitched so high that they mostly fail to trip the human-based parameters most drones hunted by.  There are always exceptions, as demonstrated by the hound. 
 
      
 
    A shadow shot across the road, cars, and buildings, a flier moving fast across the open sky.  I looked up, but it had gone by too quick for me to see much more than a blur.  Still, it was enough.  My wait was over. 
 
      
 
    Keeping one eye on the wolf, I put an actual, antique dog whistle to my lips and gave a short, quick blast.  The wolf lifted its coffee can metal head and turned visual sensor panels in my direction.  The screamer kept screaming and I refrained from any more whistles, movements, or even deep breaths.  The hound lifted one metal foot as if to investigate, but then its head abruptly tilted up, taking in an object that dropped from the sky like a meteor.   
 
      
 
    US Air Force Render drones own the high altitudes over Manhattan, but the undisputed master of the low-altitude urban airspace in the Zone was without question the Russian Berkut—the Death Eagle.  The Berkut was a sophisticated flying transformer whose shape could shift from a round hovering ball to a sleek, streamlined fighter-shaped missile that could drop on its prey at three hundred kilometers per hour and either skewer it on its spear-shaped front nose or shoot it with its 9mm x 21mm firearm. 
 
      
 
    The arrow-shaped object shot toward the ground like a bullet then suddenly pulled up, the straight spear nose shifting as the segmented body rolled up like a grapefruit-sized carbon-fiber pill bug, hovering on four turbo fans.   
 
      
 
    The wolf paused, silently communing with the Berkut, then turning and moving off to the north.  The Berkut spun around slowly in place, scanning the area.  It suddenly tilted two of its four hover fans and shot my way.  Two seconds later, it was right in front me, gun barrel in my face. 
 
      
 
    “Hello Rikki Tikki,” I said softly, so the retreating hound wouldn’t hear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    At the sound of my voice, LED lights lit up across the front of the deadly drone. My clenched stomach relaxed.  Part of me always expects him to shoot me dead.  “Voice recognition complete, facial recognition complete.  Hello AJ,” it said in a quiet, slightly tinny voice.  I had wanted to change that to an Nepali-accented voice, but there was only so much reprogramming I could do without messing up Rikki Tikki’s best features. 
 
      
 
    “Target is 55 Broadway,” I said, keeping my voice just above a whisper. 
 
      
 
    “Currently seven drone units between this location and target.  Sensor override ninety-six percent likely to succeed. Distance point-four-eight kilometers.” 
 
      
 
    Rikki Tikki was my ace in the hole.  A reprogrammed drone whose processor was sophisticated and powerful enough to override the base programming of many of the drones still in the Zone.  At least, within ranges that were up close and personal.   
 
      
 
      
 
    That’s it.  The rest is coming in July or August.  Stay tuned.  JC 
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