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“Love is at the root of everything.  Love or the lack of it.”

— FRED ROGERS
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PREFACE


This is an adult fantasy for mature folks that comes out of my twisted mind. They are my dreams, daydreams, and fantasies transcribed onto paper.

As such, this story includes descriptions of genitalia, sexual activities, panamorous relationships, harem relationships, romance, cursing, bathroom fondling, co-ed showers, off-beat humor, BDSM, unusual interpretations of supernatural conventions, erotic rope arts, martial arts, prostitution, going to the bathroom, domestic violence, and many other things that might possibly offend someone in our judgmental society.

If you are offended or disgruntled by any of those things, then kindly close the book, tell Amazon you made a mistake, get your refund, and go forth to enjoy life elsewhere. I wish you the best.

If you’re not dissuaded, then sit back while I continue the story of William James, his ladies, and his extended family—the Cortez Cooperative. The co-op is trying to recover from another tragic loss, and the monsignor has released a new deadly virus to kick the global pandemic up to the next level.

You’re going to have trouble reading this story if you haven’t at least read Elven Invasion (AN4). The other books in the series are Ghost Story (AN1), Den of Iniquity (AN2), and Succubus Rescue (AN3).


PROLOGUE


Darcie growls, “Father Joseph! Where is Jack?”

The beaten priest slumps in his chair as Darcie shakes his shoulder.

The back wall of the room has an observation window. I approach the window and look through the glass wall across from the door. I see Dutch and Jack taped to chairs in the middle of the room. There is a spotlight shining down on each of them. Neither is moving.

“Darcie, I found them.”


1


PLAGUES AND ANGELS


The priest moans, “You can't go into that room. It’s swimming with the Sigma variant of Covid.”

“So?” I ask.

“It’s the most virulent and easily transmissible variant yet. The monsignor finally got an airborne variant to survive. In addition to being airborne, it is 95 percent fatal to humans. It will speed Armageddon and the second coming if you open the door. The archbishop has a very specific timeline to ensure the Antichrist doesn’t rise.”

I use my second sight and see entropy slowly growing in Joseph’s body. Jack’s body is saturated with it.

“I need to get to him now,” I mutter. “If I can’t save his body, I can capture his soul and resurrect him.”

“Which door?” Darcie demands from the priest.

“You can’t,” the priest exclaims.

Darcie shoots him in the knee, making him scream out in pain. “Try again, Joseph,” she growls.

I let Darcie work out her frustrations on the priest while I look through the glass to figure out how to get in there. Finally, I shrug and open a teleportal.

Father Joseph moans, “The next door outside this one.”

“Too late,” I reply. “Watch him,” I order the Elven zombies before leading Darcie through the teleportal into the bay.

Once inside, I look around with my second sight. The entropy swirls I had seen outside are denser here. I’m pretty certain the swirls are from the virus Father Joseph mentioned.

Jack’s chest isn’t moving and his skull is solid black.

Dutch’s body is hanging from the duct tape holding him to his chair like a rag doll. There’s a hole in his chest, and rather than swirls of entropy, the dark energy is moving outward from the hole in his chest in waves.

Darcie rushes to Jack as I see a familiar figure reaching Jack’s soul.

I call out, “Angélus Larkin, please wait!”

Darcie wails as she realizes that Jack is dead.

The black-skinned hermaphrodite grabs Jack’s soul before turning to me and smiling. “Hello, William. By precedent, I get to keep him since I grabbed him first.”

Jack’s ghostly form struggles against Larkin in vain. He hits, kicks, and tries every technique we trained in class, but to no avail. Eventually, he tries to bite the angel. That get’s Larkin’s attention but only elicits a gentle smile.

I grimace, watching the struggle. “That is the precedent, Larkin. However, you just need to take back a soul. It doesn’t necessarily need to be Jack’s.”

“I’m not willing to swap this one for one that you don’t have, William,” it says with a gentle smile.

“I can get you a soul from the next room, Larkin.”

The angel cocks an eyebrow at me.

“He’s my friend,” I plead and point at Darcie. “That’s his wife there. I can’t raise his body because I’ve never seen a head so saturated with entropy before. If that weren’t the case, I could reanimate him and grow him a new soul, but I can’t. However, I can give you a replacement soul to harvest.”

“I can’t make a deal for a soul you don’t have,” Larkin says firmly. “That’s part of our training program.”

“You could at least let him say goodbye to his wife,” I counter.

Larkin replies sadly, “That’s not how things are done, William. I think you know that.”

“The reason being there’s rarely a necromancer around when it’s time to have that conversation.” I lean my shotgun back on my shoulder and sigh. “Larkin, I don’t want to fight you. I’m tired of fighting, and there’s a lot more of it ahead of me. I just want my friend to live. Failing that, I want Darcie and Jack to have some closure. I’d like to ask him some questions, too. I know I can’t take him from you without making your people the enemy of my family, but we won’t delay you long.”

Darcie sobs, “What are you saying, Will? He’s still here? If he is, you have to save him. Please, Will!”

I turn to the distraught young woman. For all her strength and maturity, she’s still just twenty years old. Losing your life partner like this is crushing. A rush of emotion floods through me as I imagine one of my wives lying here the way Jack is.

I tell her, “Darcie, I can’t bring him back. Like I told Larkin, his head is saturated with entropy. If I reanimate him, he would become a ghoul—a walking dead with almost no cognitive function, similar to the zombies in movies. I might be able to regrow a brain from scratch, but I’ve never tried it before. I suspect that even if I could do it, he would have no memories. An Angel of Death already has his soul. All I can do is negotiate with the angel to allow you to tell him goodbye before he goes to the afterlife and is reborn.”

Darcie collapses on the floor. I kneel next to her and place a hand on her shoulder, trying as best as I can in my grip to tell her how much I understand. I pick up her pistol before turning back to Larkin.

“I will energize his soul enough for Darcie to hear him, let them say goodbye, and then you can depart, Larkin,” I explain.

“William, that’s not what I’m supposed to do,” Larkin replies sympathetically.

“Is it forbidden?” I ask. “And become visible please. Let Darcie see and hear you.”

Larkin’s form becomes more solid, and I drop my second sight. Darcie takes note of the dark-skinned, white-winged angel before her as it replies thoughtfully, “Not that I’ve been told.”

“Then why not?” I ask. “Why can’t you let me do this?”

I can see Larkin thinking about it when another angel appears. It’s over seven feet tall, has brilliant white wings, massive muscles, a huge phallus, and what I judge to be G-cup breasts. The being draws its sword and shrieks, “Noooooo!”

Darcie gasps as the new angel raises its blade to strike.

I immediately drain soul energy from the being before its blade begins its downward path. As I keep draining energy, the being rapidly shrinks from over seven feet tall to about three. Its sword drops from its hands and its belt drops from its hips. I continue to shrink the screaming angel as it runs toward me. By the time it’s close enough to hammer its fists on me, it’s about the size of a Barbie doll.

I look at Larkin. “I can drain it completely, but I’d rather not.”

“Michaelis said I was to report this if I saw this happen again,” Larkin says. It looks horrified. “That’s Charle, one of the proctors. I guess they were watching me to grade my performance.”

I pick up the doll-sized angel in my fist and reply grumpily, “They? Don’t tell me angels also like to butcher the English language by using a plural pronoun for an individual. We have enough of that stupid shit going on with the politically correct crowd here.”

Larkin says, “We let the individual decide what pronouns they want to use. ‘It’ is the most common, but Charle likes ‘they’ for some reason. Magdelle likes ‘X’ instead of pronouns.”

I frown as Charle continues beating on my hands like they’re drums. Despite its tiny size, it’s generating a fair amount of power. I decide quickly that I really don’t want to get into a fist fight with an angel.

“Angels are as crazy as humans,” I mutter.

“Some,” Larkin says. “I prefer ‘she’ and ‘her’ despite my rather impressive man parts,” she teases with a smirk.

Thinking of Larkin as a female will take some getting used to. I stand and call out, “Angélus Michaélis, please attend me.”

I hand the little angel to Larkin before picking up its sword, sheathing it, and hanging the sword belt over my shoulder.

I look around for movement and see the Archangel Michael striding out of a corner.

“Hello, Mick,” I greet the huge archangel. “To sum up, some priests killed my friend. I asked Larkin to allow him to say goodbye. Then Charle attacked me, so I shrank it down so it couldn’t do any harm. I now seem to find myself in something of a difficult position.”

Mick’s four wings shake as a thunderous laugh erupts from its eight-foot tall body. Mick has the smallest breasts of any angel I’ve met, but they still shake distractingly on its huge pecs.

Mick’s laugh finally subsides, and it says with a chuckle, “Well, Charle, you apparently still haven’t learned any discipline or manners. How many times have I told you these little tantrums of yours would land you in trouble?” The huge angel cracks up again. “Little tantrums.”

Despite the serious situation, I can’t help but grin and shake my head.

Mick sobers quickly. “Go back to headquarters and wait for me.”

“I can’t go back like this, Michaélis!” the tiny angel squeaks.

“You can and will,” Mick barks. There’s no doubting how serious Mick is, and Charle squeaks again before popping out of existence.

Mick turns to me. It says, “We don’t normally permit that, William—saying goodbye.”

“Is it forbidden?” I ask.

“No, not forbidden,” Mick responds thoughtfully. After a moment, it says, “I’ll allow it, but it’s up to Larkin.”

“Thanks, Mick,” I reply.

The huge angel smiles and points at the sword belt. “That sword has special capabilities that humans would call magic. I’m going to let you keep it because you earned it in combat, but safeguard it. I may need it back at some point. Don’t get into trouble with it.”

“Sure, Mick,” I agree. “You can take it now if you want.”

“No, keep it. Charle will eventually have to come back and convince you to return it—using words,” Mick says. “I have to go. The plague has become more virulent. Many people are dying, and it’s spreading from this city rapidly. We have many souls to harvest.” Mick disappeared.

I tell Larkin, “I’ll give you the soul of the priest in the observation room in exchange for letting Jack say goodbye to Darcie.”

Larkin nods prettily. “I’m open to that. How will you make it so she can hear him?”

“My craft,” I answer. “I’ll energize his soul and feed him enough growth energy to build a spectral body and speak.”

Jack’s soul looks on sorrowfully.

I ask, “Do you have anything of interest to tell me, Jack?”

Jack gives me a very determined look and nods.

I tell Larkin, “Do you get bonus points for picking up two souls in one call?”

Larkin says, “Not a bonus per se, but it is encouraged.”

“I’m going to zombify the priest next door in a few moments,” I tell her. “If you let Jack speak with us, I’ll deliver that soul to you.”

Larkin grins. “You’re gonna kill someone to let this soul say goodbye?”

I nod in affirmation. “Unless you’re willing to just trade me the priest for Jack.”

“Please, Larkin,” Darcie begs tearfully.

Larkin shakes her head.

“His soul doesn’t currently have enough energy to tell us who killed him, but I’m sure he’ll tell us as soon as he can.” I sigh.

Jack turns his attention from Darcie long enough to nod decisively at me before looking back at her longingly.

Larkin shrugs. “Sure, why not? I’ve never seen a soul energized before.”

I chuckle. “You should have seen how I energized Alafair and created a body for her.”

Larkin looks at me seriously and points at me. “You will not create a new body for him, William. That would be a breach of our agreement. I won’t agree unless you promise not to create a body for this soul.”

Jack looks at the angel and frowns, shaking his head before turning his attention back to Darcie.

“Darcie,” I say. “He hasn’t stopped looking at you since we walked in here.”

Jack’s soul looks at me and mouths “Thank you.”

I turn to Larkin and tell her, “Okay, Larkin. You have my word.”

Darcie sobs and begs once more. “Please, Larkin. Let Will save him. He’s all I have.”

Larkin looks at Jack before saying, “I cannot, Darcie. But he said he loves you.” Then she tells me, “Do your magic, William. Let them say goodbye.”

I start to infuse Jack’s soul with the energy I stole from Charle.

“Jack,” Darcie sobs as his soul becomes visible. I push just enough growth energy to give him an ectoplasm body.

Larkin scolds, “No body, William. You promised.”

I tell her, “I’ve only pushed enough life into him to create a spectral body that Darcie can touch and that will allow him to talk to her so she can hear him. He’s not in a living body.”

“Do it, Will,” Darcie sobs. “Bring him back to me.”

“Darcie, you know I can’t do that,” I say gently.

“Then kill her, Will,” Darcie cries. “Don’t leave me alone in the world. Bring Jack back.”

Jack’s spectral voice echoes around us. “No, Pet." He looks around and grumbles, “This is fucking weird, Will.”

Darcie crawls across the floor and wraps her arms around Jack’s spectral form.

“Who killed you, Jack?” I ask.

“Father Joseph released the virus, but Fergus told him to do it,” the spectral voice said. “David Lewis recommended Fergus authorize it, and the two of them stood there and watched me die. Fucking David laughed as my lungs filled with fluid and choked to death. Just before I died, he shoved a needle into my brain and pushed something in there. I left my body immediately after. I’m having trouble judging time now, but I’m guessing you’re probably only fifteen to thirty minutes behind them.”

“Do you know where they’re going?” I ask.

“No.” Jack’s spectral voice echoes through the room. “I’d watch Chicago. The pope is supposed to be in Luzerne, but Fergus mentioned that the pope is very cagey about meeting with anyone. Apparently the ancient necromancer I mentioned is in Luzerne looking for him. Based on what David said, he wants to kill the pope and put the hat on Fergus, but I don’t know his motivations.”

“David is an Elven cambion,” I tell him. “I learned that from Melanie’s zombie. David is her half-brother. Mal’szak is their father. Maybe Fergus is a cambion of another elf. There’s no way for me to know by looking at them.”

Darcie looks at Larkin and asks me, “Can you kill her, so Jack can stay?” Darcie sniffs as Jack gently caresses her hair.

I consider Darcie’s question with a frown. “Darcie, angels are beings of pure soul energy. I could empty all Larkin’s soul energy, but that would leave the equivalent of a soul seed, complete with its memories. Over time, enough soul energy would absorb into the seed to allow it to manifest again. On the two documented occasions when someone has done it, the angel came back with a vengeance and destroyed that magician’s whole line, centuries after the angel was drained. I won’t endanger my family like that. Even for the two of you.”

Larkin notes, “I wondered why you didn’t drain Charle completely. How did you know that?”

“I read it in an ancient book recently,” I explain. “A gift from one of the magi.”

I turn my attention back to the ghost in the room. “What happened to Dutch?”

“The virus didn’t work on him. Fergus hugged him and drove a knife into his heart. Fergus cried the whole time,” Jack says.

“Killie took his soul,” Larkin says. “He arrived at headquarters just before I made my way here.”

I frown and say, “Keep talking, Jack.”

“Rebecca’s potion seems to be effective against the virus. I should have taken it after all. I’m sorry, Pet.” Jack hangs his head.

“Why didn’t you, Jack?” I ask.

“I don’t like taking drugs, and I don’t like the idea of vaccines,” he responds.

“Stupid Master, you know Rebecca wouldn’t do anything to harm you,” Darcie sobs and pounds her fist through the ectoplasmic torso of her dead husband. I give him some more life energy to counteract her attack as Darcie places her head on Jack’s ghostly chest.

“I’ll leave the two of you alone to say your goodbyes,” I say as I caress Darcie’s back and pat Jack’s ghost on the back, not without feeling.

I wave at Larkin to follow me, and we leave the bay and return to the observation room. I tell one of the Elven zombies, “Retrieve the electronics from the table where we arrived.”

“Yes, Master,” it groans and runs off.

I address the priest as I pull entropy out of his wound and push growth energy into it. “Hello, Father Joseph. My name is Will James. The angel with me is Larkin.”

“That can’t be an angel!” he exclaims. “That thing is an abomination. Transgenders can’t be angels!”

“That’s pretty narrow-minded of you, Joseph. I expected better from a Catholic priest,” I scold him. “They aren’t transexual; they’re true hermaphrodites.”

Larkin explains, “We are born with both male and female organs. I tend to favor my female side, but others favor the male side. I’m not ashamed of either aspect of who I am.”

“You’ve never seen an angel, have you Joseph?” I observe. “It’s a shame. The archangel Michael was in the other room. It has four wings and very small breasts on huge pecs. They are truly beautiful beings.”

“Maybe we could get together, William,” Larkin teases.

“As I told you when I met you, the male parts are a turn-off for my libido. I’m flattered regardless,” I tell the beautiful black-skinned angel with the face of a model.

Larkin lifts its cock and balls to reveal a complete female pussy. I notice that the inner labia are parted and appear moist.

It teases me, “Does this interest you more, William?”

I laugh, “Thank you, Larkin. I’m flattered that I make you moist, but even if you lose the male parts, I’m sworn to only bed my wives and concubines.”

“Wives?” Father Joseph asks sharply.

“Yes, wives, Joseph,” I reply curtly. “I’m a necromancer and a novice magus. Necromancers draw partners to them. I currently have ten wives.”

“And you would mate with this abomination?” Joseph gasps.

The dumbass just heard me tell Larkin no, but he’s still fixated on sex with a hermaphrodite. I frown at the bigoted priest and decide to deflect. “Monsignor Lewis told you about the unseen world, didn’t he? He didn’t tell you about angels? He didn’t tell you that he is the child of a demon?”

“What?” Joseph gasps as his attention focuses on the new revelation. “Not the monsignor! He’s a holy man who has sacrificed over eighty years in service to the Church!”

I shake my head gently. “No, Joseph. He is a human child of the elf Mal’szak. He was conceived while Mal’szak was inhabiting a zombie—what we refer to as a cambion. It’s possible that he might live another hundred years unless I find him and kill him. His mission has been to facilitate the invasion of the elves from Prime.”

Larkin throws another tangent into the conversation. “Prime is a bit of a misnomer, William. There are elves all over the universe. The planet you call Prime was initially populated by Elven settlers millennia ago. They had a war that destroyed most of their technology. They’ve only begun to recover in the last five hundred cycles around their sun.”

“So, killing them all on Prime wouldn’t exterminate the species, just remove our current problem,” I muse. “I’ll have to think about that.” I return my attention back to Joseph. “Where are Fergus and David?”

“Archbishop MacDougall and Monsignor Lewis were called to Luzerne by the pope,” he says indignantly. “They are holy men, and you should respect their office!”

I snort. “I’d be more impressed if they hadn’t just killed my two friends.”

The Elven zombie returns with Jack’s cell phone and communicator. As I take them from the small zombie, Joseph says, “Dutch and Jack were working against the goals of the Department of Spiritual Security. They were protecting demons.”

I shake my head. “They’ve done more to protect this planet than you, Fergus, and Daniel combined. Are they going to return to Chicago?”

“I don’t know,” Joseph says with sorrow in his voice. “They didn’t say. I think they will go to Luzerne first.”

“How far has the virus spread?” I press.

“I don’t know,” Joseph repeats. “The archbishop and monsignor have both been exposed, so I imagine they’re both contagious. They and their hunter teams were going to Raleigh-Durham airport. They were flying from there to Charlotte, then to Frankfurt, and then to Geneva. The hunter teams are flying to different locations on different flights and airlines, so I expect it to spread rapidly.”

“Fu-u-u-uck,” I groan.

After taking a moment to gather my thoughts, I continue. “Okay, Joseph. You’re going to go to Chicago and wait for them,” I tell him. I reset the communicator and hold it up. “When they arrive, you will press this button.”

“I will not. I will not betray the Church,” Joseph says emphatically.

“You already did that a long time ago, Joseph,” I tell him and pull his soul out of his body. I tell the angel, “He’s all yours, Larkin.”

“Thank you, William,” Larkin replies as she takes control of Joseph’s soul.

I pour growth energy into Joseph’s corpse and raise him as a zombie.

Once the zombie is alive and bound with my glyph in growth energy, I tell it, “Joseph, now you will do what I want regardless of your desires. You will rent a car and drive to Chicago. You will wear a mask and wash your hands consistently as well as sanitize them. You appear to have some immunity to the virus, but if you get sick, push the button on the communicator twice.

“When you arrive in Chicago, you will sit in your office and wait for the archbishop and monsignor to return. You will order food delivered in. You will not leave the office. When they arrive, you will push the button on the communicator once and ensure they stay there until I arrive. You will not tell them anything about our conversation.”

Joseph repeats my orders back to me.

“Are there any records, recordings, video, et cetera of what you have all done here?” I ask.

“I am supposed to send a video to the local news affiliate in one week. Everything is in the office, Master,” Joseph’s zombie says.

I look at the Elven zombies. “Do you know where that is?”

“Yes, Master,” a short zombie pipes up.

“Okay. Joseph, go now. Limit exposure to people as much as you can,” I order.

“Yes, Master,” the priest says and hurries from the room.

Larkin and I return to the bay, where Jack’s corpse still sits. Darcie is leaning into his ghost.

She says, “Will, he ran out of energy to talk. Can you help?”

“Sure, Darcie,” I say with a nod before pushing growth energy into him again.

I hear his spectral voice say, “Thanks, Will. Please take care of Darcie and my family. They’re important to me.”

“I know you love them, Jack,” I tell him. “Even if you have trouble admitting it.”

The specter looks at Darcie. “I do love you, Darcie. You saved me. Thank you, Pet. Take care of all my loves. Remember me.”

“No!” Darcie sobs. “Not yet! I’m not ready yet, Master.”

Jack’s ghost cups her face and says, “You are ready, Pet. You never needed me. You were complete when I met you, and you made me complete. Ask Will or Warren if you need help.”

“Master, I miss you already,” Darcie cries piteously.

Jack’s spectral body brushes its lips against Darcie’s hair. “I’m ready, Larkin,” the ghost says. He looks at me seriously. “Make the priests pay, Will.”

“I will, Jack,” I promise. “I’ve sent Joseph’s zombie to notify me when they return to Chicago. They’ll join you in the afterlife shortly thereafter.”

“Destroy their souls, Will,” he says. “I know you can. They don’t deserve an afterlife.”

“It will be done, Jack,” I tell my dead friend. “Have your peace, buddy. I’ll watch over your family.”

Jack nods at me and then to Larkin.

The angel leans down and kisses my cheek before it grabs the two souls. It says, “Have your wives summon me, please. I want to mate with you. I’ll even show up with just my female bits.”

“We’ll see, Larkin,” I tell her. “I’ve got more women than I know what to do with.”

Larkin purrs, “I don’t think you have any limits, William.”

With a final wink, the angel disappears with the two souls.

Darcie drops to her knees, her face covered in tears. I immediately try to suck the entropy out of Jack’s brain. I can pull the dark energy out, but I can’t get any growth energy to take root there.

Giving up, I kneel next to Darcie and wrap an arm around her. “Grieve for him. My whole family will grieve him too, and we’re here to support your family. I’m assuming that shooting a couple of priests will help you get closure…”

Darcie looks up. Despite her tear-stained face, she looks fierce. “Yes, Will. Then once they're dead, bring them back, so I can do it again. And again, and again, and again.”

“Sounds like a plan, Darcie,” I say, wrapping her in a hug as she cradles her own torso with her arms. “We should probably go somewhere where we won’t spread this virus to anyone else.”

“Can you raise Dutch?” she asks. “Jill will be okay with him as a zombie. She loves him like I love Jack.”

I pondered this. Larkin said Dutch had already been harvested, but if Jack’s timeline was relatively accurate, his body should be recoverable. “Let me take a look. Based on what Jack told us, I should be able to raise him.”

I walk over to Dutch’s body, adding, “I didn’t pick up that he and Jill were a couple.”

I energize the corpse and raise it. “Hello, Dutch,” I say.

“Where are dose fuckin’ priests,” Dutch growls.

“Long gone,” I answer. “Jack’s ghost told us about them.”

“Dey had two hunter teams here as guards. Vee din’t have a chance,” Dutch mumbles. “De archbishop stabbed me while de fuckin’ priest laughed.”

“Sadly, I couldn’t find your soul, Dutch,” I tell him as I start cutting the duct tape holding him into the chair. “I can seal you with soul energy, and you’ll eventually grow a new one. But they destroyed Jack’s brain, so I can’t bring him back.”

“Not even like you did Josie?” he asks. I didn’t know he knew about that.

“Nope,” I tell him. “An angel already had his soul. I had to agree not to build him a new body to convince the angel to let Darcie say goodbye.”

“Dat sucks,” Dutch says. “Go ahead and do vat you need to do.”

He turns around so I can draw my glyph on the base of his skull in soul energy.

“There you go, Dutch,” I murmur. “We’re going to go somewhere we won’t infect anyone else.”

“Can we take Jack’s body for a funeral, Will?” Darcie asks forlornly.

“It’s probably better if I powder it, Darcie,” I respond. “You and Dutch follow the elves to the office. See if there’s anything we can put a large volume of ash in. Also, look for any records or recordings. We need to tell the world what the priests have done.”

“Okay, Will,” she agrees with a sniff. “C’mon, Dutch.”

I cut the tape holding Jack’s corpse in the chair and lay him on the ground, then kneel next to the corpse of my friend. “I’ll take care of them, Jack. Now, let’s get you a little more portable.”

I try again to reanimate Jack’s body, to no avail. With a heavy sigh, I start pulling all the growth energy out of the body and push more entropy into it until the corpse is only a human-shaped pile of ashes.

I send up a prayer over the ashes. “Most High, please watch over our friend Jack as he takes the path to come back to us as a new life. Ease his pains and fears, and let him know that we miss him. Amen.”

I hear Darcie and Dutch say “Amen” as they approach with a large plastic bin with a locking lid.

Darcie says, “I’ll put him in here, Will. You need to examine everything in the office. There’s a lot of lab equipment, notes, computers, and cameras. I can follow some of it, but most of it is incomprehensible.” She kneels next to the pile of ash with a dustpan and whisk broom. Her hand shakes as she scoops up a pan full of ashes but she gently places them in a plastic bin.

I tell one of the zombies, “Get her a mask so she won’t breathe the ash in.” It runs off as Dutch and I walk out.

Dutch says, “Vee can put dat equipment all in cartons like dat one.”

I tell my zombified friend, “Dutch, I’ve heard you speak proper English. Don’t get lazy.”

“Yes, Master,” he says. He cringes at the honorific.

“I’m not your master, Dutch. I just brought you back to life. Just call me Will,” I tell him gently. “As your soul starts to grow, the urge to call me master will disappear. Vanessa, Lara, Raul, Koree, and the rest of the security guys only call me that to tease me now.”

“It’s good to know,” Dutch says. “It’s really hard to resist now, Ma-a…Will. I will try. It does keep me from sliding back into my accent, which is nice.”

“Where are you from, Dutch?” I ask.

“Salzburg, Austria,” he says quietly. “Everyone I knew there will likely be dead in a week based on what the priests said. The elves didn’t hit there. Dey…they focused on Vienna instead, but this virus will kill most of them. We need more witches making Rebecca’s potion. It works a treat. That’s why the archbishop stabbed me.”

“Jack told me,” I say as we step into the office. “There’s a ton of stuff here. Let’s pack up papers, computers, and cameras. We can come back for the lab equipment later. Audrey might have a use for it.”

We pack up everything and stack them outside the office.

I call Aloïse and ask her where we could quarantine. She replies, “Audrey, Josie, Clarice, and Lleandra are sealing the decontamination lab with tape and heavy plastic. Lara is going to stay with you to keep you entertained.”

“Jack is dead, and Darcie is crushed,” I tell Aloïse morosely. “They created a mutation that’s terribly virulent. Based on what I heard from the priest here, we’re looking at an extinction-level event.”

“Oh, dear,” Aloïse gasps.

“Also, I probably shouldn’t be making Lara scream with pleasure while Darcie’s locked in quarantine with me for two weeks. Tell her I’m sorry. And let Rebecca know that her potion seems to work on the new version; they refer to it as the Sigma variant. We need to increase production of the potion and start handing it out to everyone in the community. Ensure all the family has taken it. Jack didn’t, which is why he died from it.”

“I’ll make sure everyone is dosed, including the little people,” Aloïse promises. “Maybe Rebecca can recruit some more crafters to up production. We’ll have the quarantine chamber ready in about an hour.”

“Great,” I reply. “Darcie, Dutch, and I will hang out here until you’re ready." I pause for a moment. “I love you, Aloïse. I want to make sure you know.”

My succubus wife replies seriously, “I do, Will. We all do. I and all your wives, concubines, children, and fiancée are deeply in love with you, too. Come home safe, William Darling.”

“I will, Beloved,” I promise.


2


QUARANTINE


Darcie is sitting on my lap, weeping gently, when Aloïse calls me nearly three hours later.

“We’re ready, William Darling,” she says as soon as I connect. “I’m sorry for the delay. We had a problem getting air filtration in place that would remove viruses. Industrial strength HEPA systems and filters are in short supply. Fortunately, Marissa had some contacts that helped us get a unit that we could retrofit into the HVAC system quickly. It was a bit of a rush job, but we’re ready for you now, Love. Audrey, N’elisa, and T’os took care of it since we couldn’t get a technician here in time.”

“Thanks, Love,” I murmur in response. “Please have as much of Jack’s family there as you can. Darcie is, understandably, a mess.”

Darcie sniffs, stands up, and walks away.

“Chantelle called me right after Darcie called her,” Aloïse responds. “She said they would all be there. Candice was in the café’s kitchen, and I let her know, too. She’s sitting here with Tori, Tanu, and Serena.” She sighs and adds, “We thought you might prefer to teleport in.”

“Sounds good,” I reply as my phone pings. “I think I just got the coordinates texted to me. Can you ensure we have a network cable in the area? Since the quarantine site will have computers and heavy-duty scanners, I’ll use those to work through all the records we found, but I need a way to get it out of quarantine so we can publish it. A network connection will be critical. Come to think of it, I should probably use the passage Josie gave me so I don’t have to hold open the teleportal while we drag the equipment across.”

“Josie set it up in the quarantine area in case you were too tired to teleport. Also, Tori set up a hub on a table,” Aloïse replies. “Chantelle brought over Darcie’s computer, and Butch brought a laptop for Dutch.”

“Sounds good, love,” I reply. “We’ll arrive in just a minute. Bye.”

I walk up behind Darcie. “Darcie, are you ready to go back to Prescott?”

She spins to glare at me with tears still streaming down her face. “I am a mess, Will,” she says. “But I wish you hadn’t said it out loud.”

“I’m sorry, Darcie,” I say, and I mean it. “Nothing I can think of to say or do will ease your pain. I’ll listen, hold you while you cry, and do everything I can to put those priests in your sights so you can extract vengeance. But I won’t treat you with kid gloves. I know you’re tougher than that.”

She flings herself at me and hangs from my neck as she wails, “I don’t feel tough! I need my master to tell me what to do.” I wrap my arms around her and hold her as she cries. She adds into my chest, “As soon as we get home, I’ll need to be strong for the girls. They’re going to need me to be the queen pet, and I’m just not ready for that.”

I caress her back as she tries to get herself under control. After a moment, I tell her, “Darcie, I cannot replace your master. I am your teacher, and I will guide and support you to the best of my ability. Honestly, you’re strong, smart, and capable. That may not be what you want to be at this moment, but you are. When you need to hide and cry, or talk something through, come see me.”

Darcie’s head nods against my chest. “Thank you, Will.”

“Ready?”

“No,” she replies softly. “But let’s go.”
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As I explained everything to Aloïse over the phone, we carted all the electronics and records through my passage to the quarantine facility. Since we had time to break down the obvious bits of lab equipment, we ended up taking most of it home, too. Once everything was transported, I drained the life energy from the Elven zombies, closed my passage, and used my teleportation spell to get to the quarantine location.

Darcie touched hands with her girls on the other side of the barrier before going to shower. Dutch, Butch, and Flower did the same, leaving me wondering if Butch didn’t have a little reverse-harem action going on. She was attractive and charismatic enough that I could imagine it happening, but Flower was the necromancer. I wondered if maybe Butch and Dutch were part of Flower’s harem. I shook off the distraction and got to work.

I immediately set up some of the computers, which Tori accessed using a back door through the hub to check for viruses and malware before connecting the isolated network to our family network. She said the security on them wasn’t very robust, which I found surprising. Tori and Tanu took over the search for the videos and relevant documentation using some bots so we would have a package of evidence. Tori told me the plan was to hand it over to April to share with her contacts at the networks. Apparently, both ABC and NBC had offered her contracts as a correspondent. By the time I got out of the shower, Tori had delivered the package to April.

Despite being bereaved over Jack’s death and sad about her separation from Darcie, April demonstrated the emotional strength Jack credited her with as we worked with Aloïse, Tanu, Rachel, and Carla to create a media package for that night’s broadcast. Rebecca provided a recipe for her antiviral tonics, and Marissa helped her put it in a PowerPoint that featured Earth Resistance branding, designed by Tori and Rachel.

Once we thought we had a good package pulled together, April had a conference call with the ABC news producer, and they talked through her segment. They were selling the footage to the other major networks, which I understood was fairly uncommon. The majority of the evening news was to feature April talking through what we’d discovered and what people could do to survive. They planned to interview me for one segment, and then they were going to interview Rebecca about how to craft the tonic.

While we waited for the news crews to arrive, Warren set up a video conference workstation at Mar-a-Lago, and Tori set one up in the residence and at Mount Vernon. They were essentially just laptops with improved camera and speaker systems that we picked up at the Staples four blocks from the hotel. Tanu helped me test the one in the quarantine facility with the one in the conference room in the basement of the hotel. At that point, I could talk to people at the various sites.

I met with the org and groll leaders shortly after the Florida setup was established, and Nord translated while Darcie sat next to me and took notes. They were very comfortable with the video tech. Nord explained that many of the org and groll fulfill technical roles on spaceships across the center of our galaxy. If anything, they found our technology amusingly rudimentary.

They said they recovered their gear and equipment from Elven Prime, and they all looked to be dressed in paramilitary garb and carrying futuristic weapons. Nord explained that they had killed several thousand elves with few casualties and only a handful of losses among their one thousand-strong unit.

Nord translated for the org leader, “We’re not really a cohesive unit. I was the executive officer on our ship. We had two companies of marines and most of the ship’s crew were orgs. We were transporting a contingent of groll engineers, technomancers, miners, and security forces to a moon that we had identified for colonization.

“The elves attacked our ship as we came out of hyperdrive, which caused us to crash-land. That’s when we discovered they had colonized our target moon. We were stunned, and the little animals swarmed our ship. Before we knew it, they had gassed us through our environmental system, which made us groggy and compliant. Soon after that, we were on an Elven cargo vessel headed to Prime.”

I asked, “Do you have any wounded who need treatment?”

“We have our medical kits, but I have six wounded who may not make it,” Nord translated. “Four are Grollsh miners, and two are medical staff from my ship. They were shot while tending wounded.”

“Josie or I might be able to help,” I volunteered. “We can manipulate the energies of life and death. Unfortunately, I was exposed to the latest version of the virus. I don’t know if your people are susceptible to it or not, but maybe our antiviral tonic will help protect you.”

Fliss, the org commander, conversed with Amadee, the groll chieftain, and then called out to one of his medical staff. A short conversation ensued before Nord translated, “We’ll give them our anti-viral injection prior to sending them to you if you’re willing to try helping them.”

“Definitely,” I responded. “T’os or Warren can help get them here.”

“Will you be raising more soldiers from the dead?” he asked.

“I need to figure out how to get there without infecting everyone,” I replied. “If you can get as many dead soldiers lined up, I’ll try to be there in a couple of hours, assuming I can get some type of protective suit.”

“We can do that,” the groll chieftain replied. “Sadly, our protective suits were lost with our ship. Plus, we need to recharge our weapons. Many of our people have nearly empty power packs.”

“I have a couple technomancers on my staff who might be able to help,” I said. “I’ll have them connect with you.”

April was waving at me through the barrier at the front of the quarantine suite, accompanied by three strangers who were hustling to set the tech up in time for a live newscast. I nodded at them and excused myself to prepare to be interviewed.
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“Hello, this is April Charles, reporting from a lab complex in Prescott, Arizona. As you can see, to my left, there is a quarantine area that is holding three individuals who were exposed to a new variant of the Covid virus, dubbed Sigma. Joining us on a conference call from the other side of this barrier are William James, Darcie Jerome, and Karl-Friedrich Hammerschmidt. Hello.”

I reply, “Hello, April.” Darcie and Dutch do the same.

April says, “So William, first of all, I wanted to thank you for organizing the attack that freed me. How did that come about?”

“You’re most welcome, April,” I reply sincerely. “Your boyfriend was harassing me every day to find you, and when you appeared on television as the spokesperson for the Emperor of Earth, we knew where to look. I reached out to my network and was able to get not only my friends to help, but also a bunch of valuable volunteers in Florida, plus a large number of aliens—Elven refugees, succubae, vampires, and imps. As you witnessed, the elves weren’t about to leave without a fight, so we had to kill large numbers of them.

“Then my friend Jack, Darcie’s husband, saw two priests running away from Mar-a-Lago. Jack and Dutch chased after them while I led forces through the various Elven portals to exterminate them. Most of those missions were to different cities on Earth, so any surviving humans would have a chance at life. One mission was to their home planet to dissuade them from coming through portals to Earth. During one of those missions, Monsignor David Lewis’ half-sister, Eli’inak, told me that the monsignor's given name is Zer’nak, and he is the son of the elf in charge of their invasion, Mal’szak Valeran.”

“Driving the elves from Earth is important news,” April responds. “I imagine that will take weeks or months. What we’re really interested in is what happened in Raleigh-Durham, North Carolina.”

Dutch said, “Well, Jack and I took off after the two priests. They had gone to the airport and caught a commercial flight to Raleigh-Durham. We weren’t able to catch them before they got through security, but we heard the TSA agent mention Raleigh. Jack knew a guy who was able to help us quickly charter a business jet, and we arrived at Raleigh-Durham’s commercial terminal in time to see the priests get in a limo. That’s when we were able to identify them as Archbishop Fergus MacDougall, Archbishop of Chicago, and Monsignor David Lewis. We followed them in a cab to an industrial complex not far from the airport. When we got there, two hunter teams from the Church were there to subdue us.”

“The Church?” April pipes up.

Dutch nods. “There is a department of the Vatican police called the Department of Spiritual Security. Jack and I were both formerly hunters for the department. Our job was to hunt demons—the aliens Will referred to—that were causing trouble here on Earth. Archbishop MacDougall leads that organization in addition to the Chicago archdiocese. Monsignor Lewis is his primary operations officer for the department.”

“So if you are part of the same group, why were you subdued?” April asks.

Dutch sighs heavily. “Jack was retired. The monsignor had sent me off to die in a plane crash, and I never told him he failed. Jack and I suspected the monsignor was working against the interests of the Church and humans in general. Our suspicions were confirmed when the monsignor sprayed the new virus into Jack’s and my face. I have some immunity, so there was no immediate effect. But they couldn’t leave witnesses, so the archbishop stabbed me. That’s about when Will arrived with Darcie.”

I jump in without waiting for a question. “Darcie and I arrived to find a single priest, Jack’s corpse, and Dutch’s dying body. The priest told us we had all been exposed to the new engineered variant of Covid they called Sigma, that it was transmissible by air, and that it would likely kill 95 percent of humanity. We tended Dutch’s wounds, but the priest got away while we provided first aid. Fortunately, we found all their files, videos, and computers. So we brought that all back into quarantine and contacted you.”

“Thank you, Will,” April replies. “Megan, you have the video from Father Joseph and Garret’s analysis to share?”

The on-site producer shouts, “And cut. Okay, you have about five minutes between this segment and the commercial break.”

During our break, a video clip featuring Archbishop MacDougall explains the convoluted backstory for what the Church is doing. He states that the elves’ arrival is the beginning of the apocalypse. The rationale behind releasing the virus is to kill as many humans as possible so they can go to Heaven rather than suffer the privations of the apocalypse.

I had given up on church after my divorce, but that doesn’t sound like what I recalled of the biblical version of the apocalypse, rapture, and second coming.

Megan points out, “There have been no reports of people mysteriously disappearing or any other indications of the rapture, so perhaps Archbishop MacDougall or Monsignor Lewis are operating on delusion rather than on data. Or, per Mr. James’ information, they are working to support the elves.”

After that, we listen as Megan and Garret discuss humanity’s impending doom. After a short commercial break, the producer holds up his hand and we all get our game faces on. Megan wraps up by saying, “Ninety-five of every hundred people you know will die soon. April, did the documents from Raleigh reveal anything that might give us hope?”

The producer points at April, and she picks up the thread Megan left. “Not much, Megan,” April replies. “There is a vaccine for this strain, but based on our quick analysis of the information available, the virus was engineered to defeat the current vaccines that the CDC and World Health Organization are pushing from the pharmaceutical industry. However, there have been good indications that older, arcane solutions work well against the virus. William, please tell us about how the three of you survived this new strain.”

I nod and reply, “When we first arrived in the lab, there was a smell like rotten fruit in the air. I don’t know if that’s a feature of the virus or not. When the priest told us about the virus, I was concerned. Dutch, Darcie, and I had all taken an herbal antiviral tonic. No one who had taken the full regimen of the potions had more than a mild cough from earlier variants of the virus.

“When we found Dutch near death, he had been exposed to the new variant at the same time as Jack. Jack hadn’t taken the full regimen so his protection lapsed, but Dutch had. Archbishop MacDougall stabbed Dutch since the virus didn’t affect him. We were able to save Dutch by applying first aid and getting him medical attention once we got him here.”

April asks, “Where did you get the tonic, William?”

“From a one hundred-thirty-year-old witch who lives here in town,” I reply. “You know her.”

“I do know her,” April says. “I’m fortunate to also have taken the full regimen of that tonic. For this next segment, we will be obscuring my friend Brunhilde’s face since the organization Dutch used to work for still actively hunts witches. With that…Brunhilde Silberschmid, welcome.”

The broadcast shows a silhouette of Carla, but Rebecca’s voice answers, “Hello, April. I’m so glad you’re safely home.”

“Thank you…Brunhilde,” April replies carefully. “I can’t wait to catch up. Please, tell us about this tonic.”

“Essentially, it’s a variation of a tonic I learned to craft as a novice,” Rebecca says. “If you look at this PowerPoint…” The broadcast displayed the recipe for the potion as she continued, “I added some plants that have antiviral properties to one of the most powerful immune boosting potion recipes. Then I let it stew for about eight hours, empowering it every hour.”

“What exactly do you mean by ‘empowering,’ Brunhilde?” April prompts.

“That’s what a witch’s craft brings to a potion or tonic,” Rebecca answers. “We learn the properties of natural compounds and how to mix them to create an effect based on those properties, then we add our magical energy to the mixture to enhance the natural effect. This herbal compound on its own would strengthen your immune system and help you fight off viruses. By adding energy to it, the mixture causes your body to generate superpowered antibodies to deal with any virus. Without the energy, it wouldn’t be enough to fight off a more powerful version of Covid. Our community has used this for many months, and those who have contracted Covid have only had some minor cold symptoms.”

“So anyone can make this potion?” April asks.

“Anyone can make the potion, but it requires a witch to empower it to make it work like mine does,” Rebecca replies. “As far as I know, none of the other magical crafts can do it. Maybe faith magicians, but I don’t think so. Unfortunately, there aren’t many witches left. In World War I, witches from all countries answered the call to nurse soldiers, which we had done for centuries. The Church took that opportunity to kill most of the practitioners of my craft. If you are a witch, strega, bruja, or any other magical healer that uses the craft of witchery, you have the ability to help save humanity.”

April says, “Even in such dire times, there will be hucksters trying to fake this remedy. How can we guard against that, Brunhilde?”

Another camera zooms in on Rebecca’s hand, holding a vial of her potion. The fluid in the vial was bubbling and glowing green. “A witch who powers the potion will be able to demonstrate it’s the right potion by doing what I’m doing. You can fake the bubbling pretty easily, but the bubbling and glowing together is very difficult to fake.”

April says, “Oh! It really is glowing. Should witches contact you for questions or copies of the recipe?”

“Yes,” Rebecca replies. “I’ve got everything packaged and can even send lists of suppliers for ingredients if your normal suppliers are unavailable owing to the Elven attacks.”

April nodded and said, “Thank you, Brunhilde Silberschmid, for sharing your knowledge and giving us hope. Back to you, Megan.”

Megan has a hungry look when she returns to the screen. She asks, “Are you bringing any of those with you to Chicago, April?”

“I am!” April replies with a smile. “Just like the earlier variants of the Covid virus, you can protect yourself by maintaining distance, washing your hands, and not touching your face. Since this variant is airborne, masks will be even more effective in protecting against Sigma than earlier variants, though frequent disposal of masks is recommended. I’ll be bringing the first dose for everyone in the studio. That will provide immediate protection, but you must take another dose two weeks later, and a third dose two weeks after the second. After the third dose, the protection is permanent. I took my third dose at the end of January.”

“Thank you for that report, April,” Megan says before transitioning to reports of death and destruction in other parts of the world.

The local producer calls out, “That’s it. Pack it up.”

Rebecca walks up with a tray of the potions and gives one to the producer, the cameraman, and the engineer.

Darcie collapses, and I carry her back to her cot.

When the news crew departs for the airport, April leaves for Chicago. She takes the passage to Susan’s apartment, accompanied by four security guards and two men carrying cases, each holding one hundred doses of the potion.

While we were interviewing, Susan and Josie had gone shopping for protective gear. They ended up getting a Tyvek coverall suit, shoe covers, a HEPA respirator, goggles, rubber gloves, and duct tape from Lowes and a balaclava from Sportsman’s Warehouse.

Upon their return, Josie takes the gear through the passage to Florida and places the package by the portal to Elven Prime while Susan and N’elisa talk me through how to recover it.

They step up to the plastic barrier, wearing variations on Tori’s halter jumpsuits. Susan’s bulbous abdomen didn’t detract from the beauty of her breasts and curvy hips, draped seductively in the loose-fitting garment. N’elisa’s version is closer fitting to accentuate her slimmer charms.

Susan says, “Josie is going to place a communicator under a shopping bag with all the gear, and Shael is going to send you the coordinates to your phone.”

N’elisa adds, “You should be able to retrieve it safely through one of your teleportals, Will. We have the ventilation set up so that it’s always pulling air from outside into the quarantine chamber and through the HEPA filters. If you can make a small enough portal, it will also pull air from Florida, but it should still maintain a negative pressure situation that should prevent the virus from escaping your quarantine.”

That sounds very…iffy, I think to myself.

Susan adds with a wry smile, “Josie’s also going to be spraying Lysol onto the area just in case. When you suit up, we’re going to give you the location for a decontamination shower we’ve set up in an isolated room at the resort. You’ll be bathed in a solution that shouldn’t impact your air filtration but kill any lingering virus.”

“Yeah, the last thing I want is to be responsible for killing the human population in Florida,” I reply with a frown.

Susan says, “Rebecca’s already getting some email queries to the address we posted on the news. Three witches and four Native American shamans have reached out for the recipe. One of those is a Miccosukee shaman in Century, Florida. He’s committed to getting the potions out to surviving Floridians. Plus Rebecca and Christine are packaging a batch to send with Michael to share with friends and family.”

“Christine?” I ask. I feel like I should know who that is.

N’elisa replies, “Christine Alter, the refugee mom with all the kids. She’s asked to join the co-op. Rebecca said she should join at the concubine level.”

“I still don’t think the concubine label is serving us well,” I grouse in response. “But if she’s working with Rebecca on potions, then she’ll have to join at the mid-tier regardless of what it’s called.”

N’elisa giggles prettily. “I rather like being a concubine. I’m hoping to get a collar from a certain necromancer soon.”

“Patience, N’elisa,” Susan chides as my phone pings with a text from security with lat-lon coordinates. I sigh. “Let’s do this.”

I open a teleportal and attempt to decrease its diameter by withdrawing power. The teleportal collapses on my first two attempts. For my third attempt, I barely feed any energy into the construct, and it manages to create an opening about a meter in diameter. I pull a shopping bag through and close the teleportal immediately, hoping I’m fast enough to not let much of the virus through.

Susan claps and exclaims, “Good job, Will.” She pops the magnetic clasp behind her neck and catches the bodice of her garment at her hips before pressing a kiss, her breasts, and pregnant belly to the barrier. I caress her breasts and belly from my side of the plastic and press my lips against hers through the barrier.

“I’ll be so glad when you can come home, Will,” she says breathily. “I swear I’m getting more clingy as the pregnancy proceeds.”

“I’ll do my best, my love,” I tell her. “My goal is to be out before our baby arrives.”

“Good,” Susan replies as she hooks her bodice back into place. “Carla and Erica are both concerned, too.”

Pointing at my hands on Susan’s belly, N’elisa says, “I could use some of that.”

Susan and I both cock an eyebrow at her before the pretty High Elf continues, “I’ll conference with you upon your return to give you a status report on our technology progress. Given this new virus, we may want to change priorities to different technology projects.”

“Not until we have the elves under control,” I tell her.

I pull on the protective suit and Darcie and Dutch seal all the seams with duct tape. I shrug and declare, “This is about as good as we’re going to be able to do.”

I get another ping on my phone from Shael in the transport room, which allows me to teleport to the decontamination shower. I hold my breath as a fog of Lysol fills the chamber, and then Josie waves me out. She replaces the cartridges on the HEPA mask before giving me a hug and turning me over to Lara.

Lara, carrying her MP5, leads me to the room with all the Elven portals set up. I step through to Prime and meet Regiment Commander Fliss, Lieutenant Nord, and Captain Amadee. They lead me down a wide gangway to the ground—carefully, since I have to deal with my goggles fogging up. About one hundred feet below the portal on the gangway, long rows of dead elves are laid out like cordwood.

“How many are there?” I ask as we walk.

Captain Amadee says, “Thousands.”

Nord adds, “Eight thousand here. Another six thousand outside this area.”

That’s nearly four times as many as the last time. I sigh heavily and say, “Well, let’s get started.”

The aliens escort me off the gangplank as I consider the most efficient way to do this. As my feet touch the soil of Elven Prime for the first time, I survey the corpses arrayed before me.

Nord says, “We only saved corpses that were mostly intact.”

I nod my appreciation. “Any with damaged heads are not going to be as useful. I can deal with cut-off heads as long as they’re intact. The same for cleanly dismembered limbs. In both cases it requires more energy. Any that were killed mostly intact will be the easiest to raise. With this many, I’ll have to manage my energy use.”

Commander Fliss says, “Best are here in front. Worse at the back of this group. Six thousand in outside area even worse.”

I look at the huge org and tilt my head. “You speak my language pretty well.”

He nods with a feral grin. “Artificial intelligence chip in my brain. The more I hear you and speak, the better I get. The chip is getting old, so I hope I can learn enough before it dissolves.”

“I’d like to discuss that later,” I tell him with a weary smile. I look at Captain Amadee and ask, “You have AI in your head, too?”

She shakes her head and says haltingly, “No. The AI is built into the communication unit. Now that I have my equipment, I can understand you better, but it will take me longer to learn than with embedded AI.”

Smiling, I say, “Something to discuss over a beer some time.” Taking a deep breath, I add, “Time to make zombies.”

I start raising Elven corpses into zombie soldiers. As expected, the effort needed increases as I try to raise a larger number of zombies at once. Feeling like I was wasting energy and effort by doing this, I decide to raise and bind them one at a time since I had to bind them individually regardless. Implementing that new approach, I create squads of ten, making the first one of the ten the squad leader. Ten squads become a company.

I place a commander over each company and turn them over to Fliss. Amadee indicates she’s fine with that arrangement and goes off to work with her people.

Fliss forms the companies into battalions and assigns one of his officers over each battalion. At one point, I notice that the Orgish officers are speaking Elven to the elves. I shrug and go back to work.

Audrey and Carla arrive as I finish raising the sixth thousandth zombie. Carla hands me a water bottle and a sandwich, which I gratefully accept, while Audrey goes off to meet up with Xerxes and Argos.

I cast a shield around myself to protect my pregnant wife.

Carla says, “The thermos is a special tonic Rebecca whipped up to strengthen your magic channels and boost your immune system. Dutch is starting to show signs of a head cold, but Rebecca thinks it’s the virus. Darcie’s staying away from him, but you and she have been exposed to whatever it is.”

“We need to get tonics or potions for the Orgish and Grollsh troops,” I note.

“Josie and Rebecca took care of their severely wounded,” Carla replies. “They’re doing well and not showing any symptoms. Their healers gave them some of their antivirals. We were wondering if their medical staff might like to examine the data on the virus.”

Nord steps up and says, “I’ll summon some of our healers. Please stand by.” He growls a conversation through his communications system before turning back and telling us, “Three Grollsh healers, two Orgish medical officers, and a disease specialist are on their way. It should be about ten minutes.”

Carla says, “Thank you, Nord. Will, T’os said the head the zombies brought back wasn’t Mal’szak’s but a relative’s. He’d like more troops to go on a search and destroy.”

“Okay,” I agree readily. “Let me get this down, and then I’ll raise enough to do the job and put them under Fliss’ command.”

I chug the tonic and wolf down the sandwich. Reseating the respirator, I ponder what to do with the air inside the shield. I figure I must be pretty tired, because the solution seems way out of the box.

Using just a trickle of magic, I open a tiny little teleportal about two inches in diameter, fifty miles straight up. I can feel the vacuum of space pull all the air out of the dome of the shield, but it also tries to pull me through the little hole. I dismiss the teleportal before I turn myself into outer space soup, then dismiss the shield and wait for the warmth of the planet to cut the chill of nearly being flash frozen.

I tell Carla, “Remind me not to do that again.”

“What did you do?” she asks incredulously.

Frowning, I admit, “I opened a teleportal to outer space to suck out the virus.”

My gorgeous blonde wife’s mouth drops open in shock.

I nod and say, “Don’t be dumb. Got it.”

I return to raising zombies, finishing the eight thousand in the first staging area and telling Nord, “Please ask Commander Fliss to send four thousand to Earth, to Singapore. I’m not convinced we got Mal’szak. I want these zombies to kill all the Elven soldiers in Singapore and bring me Mal’szak’s head. Collect any healers, pleasure slaves, or farmers and keep them safe until we are ready to settle them.

“I’d also like the commander to send some marines along with the zombies. I don’t want that fucker to get off the Malay Pennisula. Keep in mind that some of the elves in his service wear a collar that makes them much faster than they normally would be. Also, please help any surviving humans you find.”

Carla calls out to me as she leads the Orgish and Grollsh medical staff back to Florida. “Mr. James, we’ll be in the conference room off the transport room.”

I wave, and Carla steps back into the portal with the alien medical team.

After I’ve raised the first eight thousand zombies, Nord leads me to where the next six are, and I get to work. As I whittle the number down to the last two thousand, I start feeling a little sluggish. When I complete the next five hundred, my joints start to ache, and the next five hundred leaves me feeling bone weary. I start to shiver but press on. Two hundred zombies later, I scrawl my binding glyph on the zombie standing in front of me and say, “Report to Commander Fliss.”

Then my knees grow wobbly, and the world turns black.
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BATTLE FOR EARTH


The darkness turns slowly to gray.

A cool cloth has been placed across my forehead, and I hear a wet cough nearby. My eyes open slowly to see Darcie sitting next to me in a pair of pale green scrubs, caressing my forehead with the cloth. She has dark circles under her eyes, and her hair hangs heavy and oily, like she hasn’t washed it in a week.

“Good afternoon, Will,” she greets me with a fleeting smile.

“What happened?” I ask.

“You overexerted yourself, and the virus was attacking you,” she replies. “When you passed out, N’elisa used her blink ability to bring you back here. At that point, Dutch and I both had a mid-grade fever. Luckily, it broke in less than eight hours for both of us. But you were sicker than either of us, and you’ve been sleeping for nearly thirty hours.

“Rebecca said with you overextending yourself with magic, your system became weak enough to allow the virus to get a running start before the potion could do its work. It took your system longer to engage in the fight since you were focusing your power outward. Josie said that if you hadn’t been so focused on raising zombies, you would have noticed sooner and could have likely healed yourself with no more than a cough.”

A dark, feminine voice I don’t recognize says, “We thought to try our antivirals, but humans sometimes react badly to them. So, Darcie has been your nurse.”

I turn to look behind me. Sitting in a pose similar to a yoga easy seat is a female groll wearing pink scrubs. Her head is shaved on the sides, and she has cornrows that drop past her shoulders. She waves and gives me a feral grin. I’m guessing she’s at least 5’10”, and her physique looks slim and powerful. She has a smile framed around her short tusks. I can’t tell anything about how curvy she is from how she’s sitting in scrubs, but her appearance definitely left me thinking that groll girls might be fun to play with.

I wave and turn back to look at Darcie. She explains, “That’s Karelle. She’s one of the healers from the mining colonists who was looking through the virus data with Tanu and Rebecca. She saw you raising zombies when she left and found you collapsed when she returned.”

“Unfortunately, I had to pull off your face coverings to check your vitals, so I am in quarantine with you,” the groll woman says matter-of-factly.

I hope they can’t catch it from me, I think immediately.

Karelle stands gracefully and flows to my bedside before kneeling next to Darcie’s knee. The scrubs drape her small pert breasts and her hips flare enticingly before spilling down to long legs. I wouldn’t have thought a dappled, gray-skinned, tusked woman could be sexy, but she somehow pulls it off. Karelle says, “I’m not very adept at reading human expressions, but I think you are worried about passing it on?”

“Yeah,” I croak in response.

“I caught it almost immediately,” Karelle confirms. “Just a couple of hours after I was locked into quarantine. Darcie and Dutch both were still feverish. I nursed you until Darcie’s fever broke, and then she felt compelled to nurse you. I had a few sniffles and a bit of a cough, but it was gone after a good night’s sleep.”

“Good,” I reply as I lay my head down on the pillow. I cup Darcie’s cheek and ask, “How are you doing, sweet girl? Nursing me is about the last thing you need right now.”

“It was nice,” Darcie replies with a sad look. She bites her lip gently before clarifying, “It was nice to feel like I was helping.”

“Thank you for taking care of me,” I murmur. “I’m sure you made my convalescence easier.” I sigh and lay a hand on Darcie’s. “Has anyone else contracted it?”

“Yeah,” she says quietly. “The residence is another quarantine facility. Judith got it, but Rebecca was able to nurse her through it. She said she’d been giving Judith small doses of potion in bottled milk. She also cooked up a batch of immunity booster potions for the co-op. All your human ladies have had the virus and recovered with little more than a wet cough for a day or two. The pregnant mothers and fetuses seem to be okay, too. Sonya took doses of potion to the police force, and some of them took it. The officers who didn’t take it are in intensive care or dead. Aloïse and all the elves seem to be immune to the virus. Clarice and Lleandra had the sniffles for a day, but they’re over it. Michelle had a pretty bad bout of it, but Rebecca said she was nearly as exhausted as you. Ryuu helped her through it; he had a few cold symptoms but only got a low-grade fever for about eight hours. It’s tearing through the community pretty fast, though.”

“How bad are fatalities outside the co-op?” I ask as I look around and spot N’elisa sleeping on a cot in the corner.

“Over 70 percent fatality rate,” Darcie murmurs. “American Airlines sent a pilot here from Charlotte to pick up a plane, and he collapsed in the Prescott airport shortly after landing. It’s spreading rapidly through the quad cities, but contrary to what they did for the earlier variants, people are actually keeping their distance and following good hygiene practices.

“Rebecca has been cranking out potions with help from Christine, Luis, Serena, and Chantelle. They’re all stuck in the residence, but they’ll have a large quantity to share. Rebecca and Michelle are thinking they can come out of quarantine tomorrow.”

“I thought all of them claimed they didn’t have any power,” I reply.

“Rebecca checked them all thoroughly since she knew, or, in Christine’s case, suspected, that they had witches in their family tree. She found that Christine and Serena both had a bit of green in their auras, so she made a potion to strengthen their power, similar to the one she gave you when you had magic fatigue,” Darcie replies. “They both now demonstrate enough power to study witchery as novices.

“Serena’s been bitching that she’s a lawyer, not a witch, but she’s helping regardless. Luis and Chantelle didn’t have any visible indications of power even after Rebecca’s potion, so they’ve just been helping prepare and nurse the mixture. Rebecca plans to keep giving them the strengthening potion in the hopes they’ll manifest some witchery ability, but she’s not very optimistic. Yelena and Aloïse’s Christina—the one who recently joined the kitchen staff—are handling the cooking.”

I chuckle weakly. “That’s not going to be confusing at all. Two Christinas.”

I sit up, and Darcie hands me a water bottle. I drain it and hand it back. She says, “It would be, but the ER nurse hasn’t been around since she got her own place. Remember, the newest one is Christine. I think her last name is Alter. She’s got all those kids.”

“Okay,” I say a little more strongly than I feel. “A shower, more water, some meditation to strengthen myself, and then strengthening all of you. I should probably limit the magic use today to that if possible. Laundry and food.”

I notice I’m not wearing anything under the grimy sheet. Darcie bites her lip and gets up to fill the water bottle. I shrug and get up to strip the linens from my cot and carry them to the washer, stopping to gently kiss N’elisa’s temple enroute. I start the laundry, and Darcie hands me more water. After draining it, I head to the bathroom, start the shower, and drain my bladder before hopping under the hot water.

I let the jets wet me down for a couple of minutes before squirting some body wash into my hand and rubbing it into my scalp. As I’m rinsing it out, Darcie steps into the small enclosure. She stands in front of me under the jets and leans back against me.

“There are other showers, Darcie,” I remind her.

“Karelle and Dutch are in the other two. I’m used to sharing,” Darcie says quietly. After a long moment, she turns and wraps her arms around my waist. “I need to be close, Will. I miss him so much, and so much of our relationship was sexual—sensual. I feel completely lost.”

“Let me be clear, Darcie,” I tell her as I wrap my arms around her as I envision little Willie meeting a sausage grinder. “Sex with another man won’t fill that hole in your heart. Only time can heal that pain. He will be with you always in your thoughts and in your heart.”

I feel her nodding against my chest. “I’m not looking for sex, Will. But I need human contact. If we weren’t stuck in here, I’d probably be buried in a pile of my pets, absorbing comfort from them. You’re the only one here I’m comfortable cuddling until we’re out of quarantine.”

I kiss the top of her head. “Okay, let’s get clean, get dressed, and get something to eat. Then we can cuddle.”

Darcie lifts her head and gives me a watery smile. I shampoo her hair with the body wash and then we take turns scrubbing and rinsing under the jets. We wash each other’s backs, and I try not to think about how sexy she looks. Thankfully, she takes the initiative to clean her more intimate bits.

We get out of the shower to find Karelle toweling off. Her body is lean and fit. She has sinewy muscle over her whole body, a narrow waist above flared hips, and a bare mons. Her skin is lighter gray from her abdomen to her sex, as well as down the inside of her thighs about halfway down to her knees. She saws the towel down her back and says, “I didn’t know group showers were allowed. I would have volunteered to share with you, William.”

I smile at the unusual and sexy groll with tusks. “I’m flattered, Karelle,” I admit. “I’m certain I would have enjoyed washing you, too. But with fifteen women in my life, that’s about as far as it would go.”

She shrugs before bending over to dry her legs. “It would have been nice either way.” She pulls on a clean pair of scrubs and says, “Just be glad I’m not an org. We’d have to fight for dominance and mate for life.”

“Note to self. Keep your distance from org women,” I mutter.
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I managed to stay busy while in quarantine. We had planned to spend three weeks in the quarantine space we used for the radiation victims, but the co-op—my wives in particular—went out of the way to make it easier on us.

My ladies had stocked a refrigerator and a separate freezer with food and provided us with a small kitchen with hot plates, a large toaster oven, an espresso machine, and a microwave, which we were seriously grateful for. I practiced burning the refuse using a similar technique to what Magnus used to kill Xralnazny, so we didn’t have a garbage issue.

Darcie, Dutch, Karelle, N’elisa, and I started a morning and evening workout regimen once we overcame the effects of the virus.

Dutch spent a lot of time talking to Butch and Flower on video calls, and Darcie’s ladies did the same to support her. April encouraged me to bed her, but I gently explained that doing so would just add guilt over Darcie’s mourning. Darcie showed no inclination to do more than cuddle, but I spent hours holding her every day. N’elisa and Karelle picked up that I was an option for hugs, so they spent a lot of time leaning on or holding me if Darcie wasn’t occupying my arms or lap.

I spent a lot of time talking to April through the computer. She had officially joined ABC on her trip to Chicago, but her network’s research staff was pretty decimated since they were mostly in New York and Los Angeles. As a result, Tori, Tanu, and I spent a lot of time with her discussing the materials found in the research lab and scouring any websites that survived to understand everything in the Church’s files. Tori and Tanu would dig through things, find experts still alive who could discuss it, and conference them in, but experts were hard to find and grew more scarce as the virus did its diabolical work. In the meantime, I did a couple more quarantine-style interviews.

Each of my wives and concubines came to visit every day. Sonya often came by with her usual coffee and breakfast sandwich on her way to work. She was getting exhausted from the constant twelve-hour days she was pulling to help with settling refugees and dealing with social unrest from the invasion and virus, but she was also excited about our upcoming wedding. She loved to share details about the plans and preparation.

Rebecca brought Judith to visit, which cheered Darcie almost as much as it cheered me. Carla, Erica, and Susan all three looked like they were ready to pop any day. As we entered August, I worried that one of them would deliver before we exited quarantine.

While I was locked up, the wives and the rest of the co-op coordinated the battle for Earth. Warren, T’os, Amadee, and Fliss spent a couple of hours talking with Aloïse during morning and evening debriefs. I listened in and interjected occasionally, but I left the decisions to the commanders on the ground.

As for Rebecca, April’s newscast generated a lot of communications. Major General Thomas Scott, the commanding general of Fort Huachuca in southeast Arizona, reached out for antiviral potions for his troops. He sent a Black Hawk helicopter to Prescott airport to pick up a thousand doses. I talked to him on a video conference about his plans to attack the elves in Tucson.

The grizzled old soldier cringed when I mentioned zombies and magic but became interested when I started talking about zombie soldiers. I committed a thousand Elven zombies, and he committed to keep the corpses that didn’t have head damage. Commander Amadee took two hundred groll down to fight with them—soldiers, engineers, magicians, and healers—all of whom had done military service. Since the only combat arms soldiers at Huachuca were reservists, the help was appreciated.

Two days later, I went through the routine to don my protective gear, teleport out, and decontaminate so I could join Josie in healing wounded soldiers. After that, I raised about two thousand Elven zombies, and Josie raised about five hundred, all of which we turned over to Colonel Wallace, the commander of the combat effort for General Scott.

Sitting in on the colonel’s briefing to the general, I heard him say that the virus hadn’t hit the Sierra Vista area yet, but the people were clambering for the potions. Fortunately, Rebecca was able to get a shaman from the San Carlos Apache tribe to help make them.

The old gent said he found it ironic how he was helping soldiers at Fort Huachuca, as so many soldiers from that fort had subjugated his people. He, his daughter, and grandson all were able to craft potions, and other tribe members delivered them to Sierra Vista and the neighboring Fort Huachuca before distributing them to Benson, Tombstone, and Bisbee. Aloïse arranged to procure supplies in bulk for the shaman, and the army sent a helicopter to transport them. Shamans from other Arizona tribes and nations—Yaqui, Yavapai, Gila River, Navajo, Cocopah, Tohono O’odham, Paiute—emailed or showed up in Prescott looking for information. Army helicopters were very helpful in getting them supplies, and keeping those pilots healthy was a priority.

Commander Fliss found Mal’szak and Mellie hiding in a little village near Perak on the Malay Peninsula. Fliss removed their heads and killed all of their soldiers. They killed over six thousand elves and secured seven hundred pleasure slaves, a thousand farmers, and nearly seventy healers. He found many surviving human farmers and fishermen in the jungle villages. They were able to communicate a little and relayed an order for more antiviral potions. One of the village headmen said he would organize hunting down any remaining elves. Fliss withdrew to the building in Singapore where they were holding the prisoners in Mal’szak’s former headquarters.

His people pulled all the documentation and technology they could find. They had a stockpile of fifty neutron generators and five Elven portals. The Orgish forces discovered documentation of the addresses to the portals in the various Elven strongholds worldwide.

April reported every night on the progress of efforts to reclaim Earth from our Elven invaders, and her colleagues reported on the deaths from the virus. One evening, April interviewed Commander Fliss, and he discussed his people, how they were captured and ended up in Phoenix, and their recent search for Mal’szak. Other evenings, we learned of other efforts to clear the elves from our planet.

Soldiers from Fort Drumm and the cadets at West Point marched on New York City. I thought they’d be better served clearing Albany, Buffalo, and Rochester, but they were taking the initiative. The neutron generators had missed Fort Stewart despite being just outside Savannah, and the soldiers there were working to secure the nearby city.

The soldiers at Fort Benning consisted mostly of training units, but they secured nearby Columbus, Georgia, formed into combat units, and started an airborne assault to the outskirts of Atlanta. They focused on trying to protect and aid human survivors of the neutron generators, but they didn’t have the equipment or supplies to do much.

Neither the Marine base at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, nor the adjacent city of Jacksonville were attacked by elves. Fort Bragg, North Carolina, the home of the 18th Airborne Corps, and the neighboring Fayetteville were also left unscathed.

The Airborne Corps sent both the 82nd Airborne and 101st Airborne divisions to free Charleston. The Marines headed northwest to rescue Raleigh-Durham. The navy had several ships bombard confirmed Elven-occupied buildings along the coast and sent air sorties to support the Charleston and Raleigh-Durham efforts. The 4th Infantry from Fort Carson, Colorado, moved to occupy Colorado Springs, then Denver. The soldiers at Fort Lewis, Washington—7th Infantry, 75th Ranger Regiment, and 1st Special Forces Group, among others—fought to wrest control of Seattle from the elves, but also sent attack helicopters on sorties against confirmed Elven strongholds in Portland.

Camp Pendleton in California was hit by a neutron generator, so the marine units there were only at about 30% strength, but that didn’t stop them from driving south to secure San Diego with the support of the Marine Corps Air Station Yuma. The air station also supported the soldiers at Fort Huachuca and flew sorties against Los Angeles as recon marines confirmed Elven targets.

Worldwide, remnants of the military tried to kill off the Elven invaders. The Canadians were fighting to secure Halifax, Quebec City, Toronto, Montreal, and Vancouver. The British ignored London, securing Manchester, York, and Cardiff first. Using cruise missiles, their navy targeted the Shard and some of the other tall buildings in London. The queen had been in Windsor when the elves attacked, so the ancient head of state survived to coordinate efforts before contracting and dying from the virus.

French, German, Belgian, and Dutch troops fought to reclaim their cities despite having no central governments left. Austria lost only Vienna and Switzerland lost Bern and Zurich. Australia’s Melbourne, Sydney, and Adelaide were taken, but the Aussie military fought back. Australia and New Zealand both reported no outbreaks of the new virus variant, and set up a quarantine flotilla around their countries.

Italy was lost south of Milan and Verona because of the privations of neutron generators and the Sigma variant. In Spain and Portugal, the elves attacked any city with buildings taller than twenty stories. The smaller, poorer militaries of those countries struggled to put together any type of resistance as the virus decimated the remnants of their defense forces.

Aerial bombardment from the Yuma air station and tank gunnery from Huachuca’s reserve units leveled the Elven strongholds in Tucson over the course of a couple of weeks, then the zombies and groll cleared the streets. Only three hundred Elven farmers, sixty-two pleasure slaves, and a handful of healers survived.

Over the next couple of weeks, Sigma struck refugee camps, and even those few that survived the virus were very sick. Ninety-nine percent of the survivors in the camps had died from either the virus or complications from radiation sickness. Sixty-five percent of the soldiers keeping order and protecting the camps succumbed to the virus despite efforts to get them the potions to help fight it off—there just wasn’t enough to go around.

Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and China were hit hard by the Elven attacks, and viral outbreaks were rampant in those countries. China went from 1.3 billion people before the Elven attacks to an estimated twenty million, mostly outside the cities. Between the neutron generators and the virus, India was nearly denuded of population; their substantial military was unable to organize a defense, so they ended up nuking their major cities in a last-ditch effort to deny them to the elves. Pakistan was more than willing to help them, in a rare show of collaboration between the two countries.

All the major cities in the Middle East were attacked, and larger cities around the perimeter of Africa were also occupied. The Saudi, Iraqi, and Iranian militaries tried to fight back, but the virus decimated them, especially since their faith wouldn’t permit them to consort with witches. The national forces in African countries were unable to organize, and since the French Foreign Legion had mostly moved to installations in France, the northern African cities were lost. The French navy bombarded many of the African cities along the Mediterranean coast before their crews were decimated by the virus.

Artillery, tanks, aerial bombardment, and naval bombardment did manage to decimate many of the Elven strongholds, but it was a race to destroy them before the virus killed off the military units.

That was when the orgs got inspired.

An org doctor and researcher and a groll healer worked together to craft a new variant from Sigma, which they called Theta. It targeted elves. We made sure that all of the Elven refugees were dosed with Rebecca’s tonic before releasing it. The org and groll researchers experimented on captured Elven soldiers and some Elven zombies. They dosed the zombies to ensure Rebecca’s tonic would protect them against Theta before we sent the infected zombies through all of the Elven portals on Earth.

We also sent a company of infected Elven soldiers back through the portal to Prime and told them we were going to nuke the gate to Earth. Four hours after they disappeared, Fliss recalled all his people from Prime, and we set two neutron generators to explode in the staging area before we shut down the earthside portals to Prime.

Chrysilla moved to Earth permanently, and we ensured she had been dosed against the virus. My friend Bruce Bennett, from Prescott, brought his wife and kids to visit while I was quarantined. Mickey was a towheaded, eleven-year-old athletic boy, and Addison was a pretty girl of thirteen who promised to grow into a heartbreaker like her mother, Mary.

Rebecca had given Bruce and his family doses of the tonic, and they gladly accepted them. They still needed one more dose for complete coverage, but all of them had already fought off Sigma shortly after that second dose. Mickey gushed about seeing me on TV, but Addison was all about guilting me for not showing up at her tennis matches. I committed to coming to see her tennis and Mickey’s Little League championship when I got out of quarantine.

Bruce helped us find abandoned houses or those whose residents were all dead, so we were able to procure a little house on Alercon so that Chrysilla could have her own place. Lleandra stayed at Mt. Vernon but visited Chrysilla almost daily. Josie set up a passage to Chrysilla’s apartment on Prime, complete with security doors, and the Elven information broker set it up as an office. She still got walk-in business, which helped us spread Theta as well as separate gold from the elves until the population dwindled.

While I was locked away, Aloïse was able to get all the refugees out of the ballroom. We bought a three-apartment building across the street from our Mt. Vernon house from the quickly ailing owner. Luis, Rosalie, and Manuel officially became a household and moved into the biggest unit. We put Christine and her kids in another unit, and Serena, Rachel, and Tanu moved into the third.

Michelle and Ryuu started looking for a place near Dan and Maria’s house so Ryuu could continue to teach from Dan’s dojo until he could build his own.

The place next to Jack and Darcie’s house became available, so we bought it too. An obnoxious, chunky redhead in her fifties, Ms. Jean Fosse, was the sole surviving tenant, but the other three units were vacant. Christina and Yelena each took one of the units and April and Maddy moved into the remaining unit to make a little more room at the house they had been sharing with Darcie. It turned out that Ms. Fosse, despite her horrible personality, was genetically a witch, and, after much cajoling, Rebecca was able to recruit her.

Karelle said she was planning to stick around for a while as Amadee’s liaison, so we planned to put her up with N’elisa in Carla’s condo after we left quarantine.

Ten days after the last of us were done coughing, we exited quarantine. Darcie was immediately swamped by her pets, while Butch and Flower each snagged one of Dutch’s arms and dragged him away at a near-run. I was surrounded by my extended family as they lavished me with kisses and tight hugs. Karelle was surprised when they extended their affection to her as well. N’elisa and Rebecca led her off as Aloïse, Marissa, Sonya, and Lara dragged me to the bedroom.

The day after we left quarantine, we had a memorial for Jack out at his farm. Adelina was pretty stressed, as she and the elves worked to ensure everything was in place. Warren was often fighting elves elsewhere and hadn’t been home much, so he hadn’t been able to relieve her anxiety. He wrapped her in a hug when he returned for the memorial, and, in his presence, she was able to gradually calm down.

Audrey summoned Shryl while everyone was gathering for the memorial. Tori helped her into a black halter dress that matched those of my other ladies. Those without wings also wore a light black silk jacket while those with wings wore a black shawl over their shoulders. Morena and Chelena stayed home to secure the house, N’elisa and Karelle covered the security desk, and Luis and Rosalie covered the desks of the hotels.

Darcie had asked that we allow some friends from Chicago to come through Susan’s apartment to the transport room and then on to Warren’s farm. Hanging with Jack’s women were a Mediterranean beauty and an attractive middle-aged woman, both in stylish black dresses that looked like Tori’s creations. Also, a gentleman of about sixty with a neat, salt-and-pepper goatee, dark hair with streaks, and black suit was in attendance with a sexy, dirty-blonde woman in her twenties wearing a knee-length black sleeveless dress, revealing tattoos of ivy around her forearms.

Butch looked stylish in a black dress with matching hat, veil, gloves, and shoes, and she was accompanied by Flower and Dutch—one on each arm—in matching black suits and Ray-Ban shades. Ryuu and Michelle came through the passage with Dan and Maria as I was greeting Butch’s team. Steven, Lydia, and Lorraine arrived last.

Adelina had set up a table with a picture of Jack with a large wreath around it. In front of the picture sat a brass urn on a little pedestal. Warren started off the ceremony by giving an eloquent speech. Adelina choked out a few short comments thanking Jack for saving her. Then all of Jack’s ladies said a few words about how Jack had impacted and improved their lives. The Mediterranean woman didn’t say anything, but she and April pretty much held Darcie up during Darcie’s time to talk. After Jack’s family spoke, Aloïse, Steven, Dutch, and I each told some anecdotes of our experiences with our lost friend.

After the festivities, during an informal meal, Aloïse and Shryl approached Darcie and the Mediterranean woman while April introduced me to the other three strangers. Hooking an arm through mine, she waved at the couple. “This is Rabbi Morten Liebowicz and his apprentice Alanna Cross.”

The man hugged me briefly and stepped back. “Call me Mort,” he said. “I’m not really a practicing rabbi. I’m a priest, a faith magician. Jack mentioned you a couple of times over the last months when he asked me to do some research for him. He said you’re the most powerful necromancer he’d ever met, and he met the boogeyman that the Church keeps sequestered in Italy.”

“Yeah, Jack told me about that guy,” I answered. “I believe he’s one of my ancestors.”

“I hear he’s scary as hell,” Mort said. “I hope you never meet him.”

“Well, it would be interesting to chat with him, but I understand Monsignor Lewis holds his leash,” I replied. “I suspect if we meet, it won’t be a social call. It was nice to meet you, Mort. Alanna, a pleasure.”

April smirked as Alanna blushed. April then said, “And this sexy lady is Janice Kirby, from Minnesota.”

I shook her hand and said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Janice. How do you know Jack and Darcie?”

Janice blushed and said, “They saved me. We had a passionate affair for several weeks after I was divorced. Jack and Darcie were working for my company in Owatonna during the summer of 2019. As they were leaving, we agreed that leaving my job wasn’t an option for me, but Darcie has kept in touch since. She let me know to prepare for the pandemic and has been checking in with me weekly since the elves attacked. They came up to visit just before the elves launched their attacks.”

“I’m glad they kept in touch with you, Janice. Coincidentally, I’ve done a lot of work in software project management and organizational change management,” I told her. “Most recently, I worked for a construction insurance broker out of Chicago that has several SaaS software offerings for their clients. My wife Susan was my boss. I still do the occasional odd job on UpWork, but I seem to be focused elsewhere,” I said with a mild frown.

Janice said, “Yes, I saw you on the news. I’m glad to see you and Darcie are out of quarantine.”

“Thank you,” I said as I noticed Aloïse and Shryl curtsied deeply on the ground in front of the Mediterranean woman. “Please ensure you’re dosed up with the antiviral potion. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Please excuse me.” Highly bemused, I went over to see what Aloïse was doing.

As I approached the women, I heard Aloïse say, “...your Imperial Highness.”

The woman said, “Please rise, Your Grace. You, too, Shryl. And call me Madeleine.”

Darcie launched toward me and wrapped her arms around me. I hugged her tightly as she sobbed into my chest while my two succubae lovers rose and stepped into Madeleine’s open embrace. They spoke to each other in what sounded like French. Soon my ladies were chuckling quietly with Madeleine, so I led Darcie over to April and the other folks from out of town.

Janice pulled Darcie from my arms and hugged her close. “I’m here for you, Mistress,” Janice murmured. “I’ve got you, darling girl.” Alanna and Mort each hugged them both before Janice led Darcie inside the house. April said goodbye to the faith magicians and followed her queen pet.

Susan led Mort and Alanna back to the hotel and then to Chicago, but I never figured out how Janice and Madeleine got home.

I was sitting in the great room of the residence, drinking a double scotch in honor of my dead friend, when Susan waddled in the door. She dropped next to me on the sofa, groaning, “Will, I think I’m going to explode.”

I grabbed her hand as she groaned again and a flood of water jetted from between her thighs.

I shouted, “Morena! Call the midwife!” I pulled out my phone and called Rebecca. “Susan’s water just broke,” I gasped into the phone.

Rebecca gave a little shriek. “On my way, Will.”
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SUSAN DELIVERS


Rebecca and Michelle arrived within a couple of minutes, and they immediately set up the guest room bed with pads and clean sheets before Connie, the midwife, arrived within twenty minutes of our call. I stayed with Susan, and she attempted to squeeze my hand from my wrist.

She growled, “I should have known better than to get pregnant at forty years old.”

I chuckled. “Actually, your body is identical to a twenty-nine-year-old’s, my love.”

“Don’t want to hear that right now, Mr. James,” she hissed as a contraction hit her. Michelle and Rebecca shooed me out of our ersatz delivery room. I paced outside, hoping everything was going well.

Roughly sixteen hours later, my son was born. Michelle brought me into the delivery room, where Susan was holding our boy, her weary face smiling at the little miracle.

Connie said, “I’ll call an ambulance.”

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“She’s hemorrhaging,” the dour midwife murmured as she talked into her phone.

I placed a hand on Susan’s abdomen, and Rebecca laid her hands on either side of mine. I started pushing growth energy into Susan’s abdomen as Rebecca moved my hand around to place the energy where it needed to be.

Rebecca said, “Don’t mess with the entropy, William. She needs to expel the last of her afterbirth. It didn’t all come out. I think entropy will help that.”

Michelle reported, “The blood flow is slowing. How are you doing, Susan?”

“Hmmm,” she murmured. “I feel great. I have my healthy baby, plus my husband and one of my wives here to support me.”

Connie frowned at Susan’s comment as she talked to the ambulance dispatcher.

Susan spasmed again, and another wash of blood and the rest of the afterbirth erupted from her vagina.

Rebecca said, “Keep the growth coming, William. You can start pulling out entropy, too.”

The flow of the blood tapered off as Chelena escorted two doctors—Dr. Mike, a trauma surgeon, and Dr. Millicent, a pediatrician—into the room. We had rescued them from Phoenix Children’s Hospital. Michelle had been around enough to have a pretty good idea of what Rebecca and I were doing, so she explained the situation to the doctors and Connie showed them the afterbirth and talked them through Susan’s trials to deliver.

Dr. Millicent gently took our son from Susan’s arms as Dr. Mike poked and prodded her abdomen. Looking up at me, he said, “Will, I think you’ve got her stabilized, but I want to get her into the hospital and do some imaging. I’m pretty certain she’s out of the danger zone, but I think you both want to be certain.”

I nodded as I smiled at Susan. “Yes. Susan is a treasure to me.”

I stopped manipulating energy and leaned in to kiss my wife, who cupped my face and moaned contentedly.

“I did it,” Susan said weakly.

“You certainly did, my love,” I agreed readily.

“It wasn’t so bad,” she replied. “Maybe we can have one more?”

I chuckled. “How about we wait a while before we try again.”

“Oka-ay,” she replied dreamily. “I want to call him Liam Jackson, for his father and his father’s dear deceased friend.”

“I like it, Darling,” I said before kissing her quickly again. “Liam Jackson James, it is.”

Rebecca leaned in to capture Susan’s lips and caressed Susan’s moist, wavy, dark hair. “Great job, Darling,” Rebecca said. “They’re going to take you to the hospital in a few minutes. Liam will come with you. He needs to nurse from you at least until the colostrum is gone. I suspect you’ll be back home before then. I’m going to give you another dose of the antiviral so you can feed it to him through your milk.”

Susan startled. “Yes, definitely. The hospital is no place to go if you want to be healthy.”

Connie agreed with a grim expression and Dr. Mike said, “We’ll have you in and out as quickly as we can, Susan.”

Dr. Millicent added, “Little Liam is perfect, Susan. You delivered a perfect baby. Connie and I are going to give him a quick bath before we send him off with you.”

Chelena ushered the ambulance crew in, and Dr. Mike and Connie gave them a rundown of Susan’s status. Millicent handed me my freshly-scrubbed son. I looked down as he looked up at me with wide hazel eyes. I opened my second-sight and inspected his aura—strong, bright white with little swirls of blue and black. My little Liam was a necromancer.

I grinned and murmured, “You are going to be a power, my son. Remember, power is given to help people.”

I kissed his little forehead and gingerly handed him to Susan.

The crew loaded Susan into the wagon, and I rode in the back with her and Liam, both us wearing masks. Dr. Mike and Connie were waiting for us at the ER when we arrived.

They wheeled Susan into an alcove that was doubling as an ER. After taking Susan’s vitals, they carted her off for a CT scan of her lower abdomen while I held Liam. Connie stayed with me while Dr. Mike went off to help with the flood of Sigma patients.

Connie asked, “What exactly is your relationship with all my patients, Mr. James? You’re both Judith’s and Liam’s father, and I take it from something Erica said that you’re the father for hers and Carla’s babies, too. Those elves dote on you, and I’ve seen at least four other women being very affectionate toward you.”

I smiled as I looked down at Liam, trying to decide how best to respond. Finally, I replied, “Connie, did you notice that the contract you have with us is with the Cortez Cooperative?”

She nodded, and I said, “The Cortez Cooperative was created to create a legal structure that allows multiple spouses in a marriage. The mid-tier was needed for all the elves, and to allow for building relationships prior to joining a household. As a contracted employee with the co-op, you’re at the lowest tier, which is for people who aren’t interested in any of the unconventional relationships but work for us. That tier allows us to provide good benefits to our employees.”

Connie looked thoughtful for a moment. “You mean like Heinlein’s ladder marriage concept?”

I tried to remember the details. “The Moon is a Harsh Mistress?” I asked, and the older nurse nodded. I continued, “That could happen. Households are what we call the top tier. Women are wives and men are husbands. My family is a harem-style construct, of which there are several. There are some standard couple families and a couple of reverse-harems, too. That’s more than I should be telling you at your current tier, so I’m counting on you to keep it to yourself.”

Connie asked, “Are any households all just women?”

“Yes,” I said. “There is one, though this is relatively recent. The single man in the household—the head of the household—died. It was his funeral that we attended earlier today.”

She nodded thoughtfully.

I added, “If you’re curious, Carla is one of the lawyers that drafted the terms of the agreement. Feel free to ask her more about the co-op.”

She looked at me for a moment before saying, “I will, Mr. James. Thank you.”

“Connie, call me Will or William, please,” I replied gently. “You’ve delivered two of my children and will deliver at least two more. You’re very good at your job, and you obviously care deeply. I’d like to keep you around to deliver all my children. With that, I think we can be informal with each other.”

As Connie took this in, I considered raising her up a level in the organization so that I could rejuvenate her body and ensure she’d be around long enough to continue delivering my children.

Aloïse, Tori, Tanu, and Rebecca, having driven from home, entered the makeshift ER, and Aloïse, having caught the tail end of our conversation, growled, “I had to pull the legal spouses clause of the contract out and beat them with it so they’d let us in.”

She saw Liam and cooed, “Now who’s this gorgeous little man?”

“Aloïse, I’m pleased to introduce you to Liam Jackson James,” I said proudly.

Aloïse looked at me, startled. “Your idea?” she murmured.

I shook my head gently and said, “Susan’s. But I support her choice wholeheartedly.”

Aloïse smiled sadly. “That will please Darcie…at least, I think so.”

“She could be his godmother, I suppose,” I mentioned. “I’ll have to discuss it with Susan.”

Rebecca held up our daughter and said, “Judith, darling, meet your little brother, Liam.” Judith cooed and reached her hands for her little brother, who looked at her with wonder.

I asked Aloïse, “What was going on with Madeleine?”

She shook her head gently and nodded toward Connie. “Later,” she replied.

Connie asked, “How many of you will be having Mr. James’...er, William’s children?”

“All of us,” Tanu said. She immediately started blushing and buried her head in Tori’s shoulder.

Aloïse added, “And many more, Connie. I suspect you and I will need to have a deeper conversation about the co-op and your part in it.”

“I referred Connie to Carla, but there’s no reason you can’t both discuss it with her,” I said as Liam started fussing.

“We need to get him to Susan’s breast soon,” Connie said.

I collected a kiss from my three wives and Tanu just before a harried, middle-aged nurse arrived. She said, “Mr. James, we have your wife in our last non-Covid bed. If you’ll follow me, please.”

She looked a little askance at our coterie as we followed her, but I noticed Aloïse gave her a look that cautioned her not to make a stink.

When we reached Susan, she gave a tired smile and reached for Liam. I handed him over and said, “He’s getting fussy. Connie thinks he needs to eat.”

“We’ll get him nursing and take care of Susan, William,” Connie said.

Susan said, “They’re only keeping us overnight if everything looks okay. They need the beds.”

Connie and the nurse were whispering off to the side. Finally the nurse said, “Say your goodbyes. Mrs. James needs to feed her son and then get some sleep.”

Connie said, “William, I’ll stay here so Liam can stay in the same room. They really don’t have the staff for a nursery with all the illnesses, so that should work out well for us.”

I gave Susan and Liam one last, tender look. “Rest up, my love.”
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We’re all sitting in the great room, enjoying some herbal tea and cuddles before bed. Shryl, Tanu, Rachel, Serena, and my foster children have joined us. Marissa is curled up in my lap, and Carla and Josie are leaning on either side of me.

Aloïse dishes, “So, about Madeleine. She’s the daughter of Yvette Luxure, empress of all the succubae planets. She is thirtieth in line for the imperial throne and considers herself the shame of the court. She was sent to Earth to inhabit a zombie host and get control of her hunger.

“Jack and Darcie met her when the Church sent Jack to kill a rogue hunter. He was the first man to ever ask her on a date, so despite driving a knife into the heart of her zombie host to send her home, Madeleine fell hard for both Jack and Darcie. She shares a strong enough connection that she can travel to wherever Darcie is without the help of a sorcerer. That means she’s incredibly strong.

“She has self-confidence issues since she struggles with the magic of the imperial family, had trouble controlling her hunger, and had only been used until she found Jack and Darcie. She’s pretty broken up about Jack’s death, but she wants to support her mistress.”

Apparently, I’m not keeping up very well with the narrative. “Who’s her mistress?” I ask, confused.

“Darcie,” Aloïse says. “As a rule, imperial succubae don’t submit to anyone, but Madeleine submitted to Darcie. That speaks highly of Darcie’s character.”

Mica asks, “So, there are three different levels of succubae?”

Aloïse nods. “Yes. Common, like Shryl.” She extends a hand toward the lady in question. “Royals, like myself. And imperials. Imperials tend to have more angelic blood, and their wing feathers are generally lighter than the black of royals’, ranging from charcoal gray to nearly white. The empress’ are nearly pure white.”

“You’ve met her?” Clarice asks.

“At her coronation,” Aloïse says with a smile. “Less than a year before I came to Earth.”

Josie excuses herself to go to the restroom, and Lleandra slides into her spot, wrapping her arms around mine and leaning her head on it.

“How are you, Lleandra?” I ask. “There’s been a lot of drama since you arrived.”

She beams a gorgeous smile at me. “It’s great having Grandmother close! That little bit of familiarity helps me deal with all the strangeness in my life.”

Clarice teases, “And you’re much more relaxed since I introduced you to toys.”

Lleandra blushes and ducks her head into my shoulder.

Marissa strokes her hair and says, “You have nothing to be ashamed of, beautiful. We all need release now and then. Do what you need to before you claim your husband.”

Lleandra looks up in surprise, and Carla spanks Marissa’s firm ass. Carla scolds her lover, “Don’t tease her, Marissa. She’s got it bad enough already.”

Marissa smiles over her shoulder at Carla. “I’m not teasing, love. You know as well as I do that she’ll eventually be a wife.” She turns to look at me. “Speaking of future wives, when are you going on your date with Clarice, Will?”

I cock an eyebrow at her and everyone except Clarice and Lleandra laughs. Right then, Sonya walks through the front door and huffs, “I didn’t think I was that funny.”

That causes a whole other round of laughter. Sonya waves and heads back to the room she shares with Rebecca. “I need a shower. Are you all going to be up for a bit?”

“About another hour for me,” I say.

“Well, Daddy?” Clarice asks pointedly.

I squint and look at her. “How about this coming weekend? Dinner and ballroom dancing. Are you in?”

Clarice gasps and clasps her hands together. “Yes! Oh yes, Daddy!”

“Okay,” I say. “I need to work out details with the wives, so why don’t you kids go home.”

Lleandra pulls my face down for a wet kiss to the succubus standard of chaste—just a taste of her pink little tongue. Clarice leans in and does the same. She murmurs, “I’ll dream of you tonight, Daddy.”

Mica stands and waves his farewells. “Goodnight, Lord. I’ll get them home.”

“Thanks, Mica,” I reply. “Give my best to Karin.”

The Elven youth grins at me and says, “She should be done with her studies soon. I’ll tell her you said hello.”

The three kids leave, and Chelena brings me a scotch. I look around at the assembled ladies. “Here’s what I’m thinking…”

Carla grabs her tablet and makes notes for my date with Clarice. The ladies ooh and ahh as I lay out my thoughts. I look at Audrey and Carla and ask, “So, do you think we can do that?”

Carla bites her lip, but Audrey nods decisively. “It’ll work well. I’ll check with Mom and Dad to see if they’re up for it. Don’t worry, Carla. You got this.”

Carla says plaintively, “We haven’t had a family music night in some time. Maybe we could do that after Clarice’s date.”

“Sounds good, Mrs. James,” I reply. “I’ve lost most of the calluses on my fingertips, which means I’ll need to practice a bit before then.”

“Practice what?” Sonya asks as she returns with wet hair and wearing a very short poet’s shirt as her night dress.

Taking in her appearance, I squeeze Marissa’s tushy and murmur, “Time for bed.”

Tori says, “You’ve got me, Sonya, and Serenia tonight, husband.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I agree with a grin.
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The next morning was more of a return to routine. I woke up to a kiss from Sonya as she got up for work, and Tori crawled on top of me and put my morning wood to good use, her full breasts swaying in my face. I suckled her nipples and locked eyes with her while she rocked back and forth on my rigid member.

At that point, Serenia sat up and stretched sensuously before crawling up to sit on my face and kiss and caress Tori.

A sweaty half-hour later, we all were basking in a post-coital glow as we slid from bed.

I dressed and ran off to my early morning lesson with Ryuu. I was happy to see Darcie and her family show up for their classes. Darcie asked me formally to take April, Chelsea, and Maddy on as students. Janice and Madeleine came with them to watch. I taught two classes to the less-experienced groups while Master Hiromatsu trained with the advanced students.

After showers and breakfast, Josie, Rebecca, and I went to visit Susan and Liam in the hospital. Connie looked exhausted, so I took Liam and sent the midwife home to sleep while Susan ate breakfast. The charge nurse said that they would be released before noon, so I handed Liam over to Susan and took a few short video calls on my phone with T’os, Commander Fliss, N’elisa, and Major General Scott before the nurse arrived with the release paperwork. General Scott reported that it looked like we got all the elves out of Tucson and that Amadee’s folks were ready to return to base.

An orderly wheeled Susan and Liam off the ward, and we stopped at the business desk to pay our deductibles for the stay—plague or not, the hospital would always get their pound of flesh. Afterward, a young man wheeled Susan outside as he coughed into his mask. I opened a teleportal to the living room and escorted Susan and Liam through. Josie followed to help get them settled, and I returned to the hospital to drive the CR-V home.

After lunch, I sat with Susan while I worked on a technical writing gig I had picked up. Given how society was breaking down, I wasn’t expecting many more of them to be available.

It got a little hard to concentrate when Susan held Liam in the crook of her arm so the little man could feed from Susan’s turgid breast, but I did manage to get some work done in between watching the show, changing diapers, and visiting with Susan about what she had going on back at the office in Chicago.

That evening, I broke out my Zager guitar for the first time in months. Rebecca joined in on piano, Audrey on bass guitar, and Carla on violin, and the entire household filtered into the living room to listen. Erica didn’t feel up to playing the electric drum kit, but she tapped rhythms on her legs and the sofa arm.

The next day started off similarly, but with Marissa, Rebecca, Josie, and Lara in my bed. I thought they would all be worn out after our evening of bedroom acrobatics, but they all woke up hungry for more—the sacrifices of being a harem husband.

My Elven wife pushed her small fist into Marissa’s ass while my warrior wife rode my morning wood. Josie fingered Lara front and back while Rebecca sat on my face while suckling Marissa’s breasts. After a round of explosive orgasms, we groaned and crawled out of bed to get ready for training. Elesain brought Judith in for Rebecca to feed, and Lara sat next to her on the bed while the rest of us dressed.

After the morning classes and a quick shower, I went to Peeples Valley and then teleported to Fort Huachuca with Mica, carrying one of Josie’s roll-up passages. As Amadee led her group through the passage to our farm, General Scott and I chatted about his concerns that not enough people were taking the second doses of the potion and the escalating number of deaths in his command and in the surrounding area.

He said, “I can order the soldiers to take them, but I don’t have that level of control over the family members and the surrounding community.”

I replied, “You’re the senior government official in all of Arizona. If you declare martial law over the whole state, we’ll have words, but if you want to do so for the southeast corner down here, I think you could justify it. We have a public health emergency and an invading army, so you’ve got pretty firm foundations. Anyone who doesn’t take the potions can go into quarantine until we eradicate the virus, or they die.”

“That won’t go over well with some of the civilians, but I think I’ll have to do it,” the general said with a frown. “I was looking forward to retirement next year. Instead, I get to deal with a bunch of people who are more concerned about their personal liberties than the good of the human race. I guess retirement isn’t going to happen any time soon.”

“No, sir,” I replied. I paused, distracted by the swaying of Karelle’s hips in a tight combat suit as she waved flirtatiously at me before walking through the passage.

“Don’t worry about what people think,” I continued. “People often confuse freedom with being willfully contrary. They’ll deny reality right up to the moment they die. Do what you have to in order to save the dumb bastards. Unlike the vaccines, giving them a potion when they already have the virus might still save them.”

He nodded grimly as Amadee approached. “I’m going to have to mandate farming to support the community, too. It’s going to be rough for a couple of years.”

Amadee pulled her dagger and struck her chest in salute with the tip of the blade near her pointed and bejeweled left ear. “My people are all out, General Scott,” her rich voice said in passable English. “It was an honor to fight beside you.”

“Pleasure, Captain,” General Scott replied.

The Grollsh leader saluted me and asked, “I’ll talk to you later today, Lord William?”

I nodded and replied, “After I get back from Flagstaff, Amadee. I’ll be at your camp this afternoon.”

The general watched Amadee’s lean, muscular, feminine figure saunter away. When he finally spoke, he said, “I don’t know what it is about her, but I find her fascinating, alien features and all.”

“She’s fit, strong, intelligent, a strong leader, and undeniably feminine, General. What’s not to like,” I murmured. “I think she’s unattached. Would you like me to find out?”

He stared at Amadee’s retreating figure and nodded slowly. “Please, Mr. James,” he murmured in response. “I’d like to invite her for dinner.”

“I’ll check.”

General Scott brought our discussion back to the topic at hand. “What about the zombie elves?”

“Yeah, I suppose I should put away my toys so we don’t have to feed them,” I muttered, then proceeded to pull all the life energy from the remaining five hundred or so Elven zombies. “I wish it had been that easy to raise them all up.”

The general looked at me with more than just a little fear. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to how you so casually raise and drain zombies.”

“Nothing casual about raising them,” I replied quietly. “By the way, the orgs and groll are planning to help me set up a transportation hub in Phoenix at Terminal 4 of the airport. They’re looking into cobbling together a spaceship with one of my Elven engineers to send a crew back to their home systems and establish trade. Sky Harbor will become a space shuttle and small cargo port. They can then use surface shuttles to move cargo to other cities.

“We’ll add any other centers with populations of survivors. Final destinations all depend on how much damage the virus does. We may leverage Luke Air Force Base as a landing port for larger ships if it becomes an issue. I suspect that’ll be a decades-long plan.”

The general said, “That’ll be interesting, but I’d give my left nut for reliable communications right now. The joint chiefs are decimated, so the surviving division commanders or equivalents in the other services are effectively the military leadership for our country, but we’re having to rely on spotty email and conference calling to communicate.”

I nodded and replied, “I’ll see if we can’t get some sat comms active again. I think the satellites are all still up there. We may just need to catch ’em, hack ’em, and install new software.”

“We’d all appreciate it,” the general said. “I’ve got friends who are retired officers from the French, German, Belgian, Swedish, and UK forces. They’re having similar problems.”

“I’ll make it a priority,” I told him. “Now, I need to go see a house in Flagstaff near the university so my daughter can have a place when she starts there in January. Wish me luck.”

“Good luck,” he chuckled. “My daughter and ex-wife both survived. Daughter’s going to ROTC at Norwich University in Vermont. ROTC scholarships cover tuition and a little more, but I still need to pay for housing. My ex lives outside Hartford.”

Pursing his lips, the general added, “I need to figure out how to help them. I sent them each a set of potions, but maybe I can send more potions over to assist their communities.”

“Hopefully, there’s a witch up there making them, but let me know,” I said as I rolled up the passage. “If I can get lat-lon coordinates, I can teleport them anywhere. Talk to you soon, sir.”

I opened a teleportal, and Mica and I returned to the farm.

As Mica referred to his notes, I noted Amadee standing by herself.

I said, “Great job, Captain Amadee.”

She gave me a frightening, tusked grin. “Thank you, Lord William.”

I said, “A certain general was asking if you were in a relationship.”

Sadness flitted across her eyes. “No, William. My husband and child both died when the elves attacked our ship. I’ve not even chased pleasure in the two years since.”

I gently clasped her shoulder. “I’m sorry for your loss, Amadee. I think you can expect a dinner invitation from General Scott, if you’d consider accepting. His wife left him, and he admires you greatly.”

The groll commander looked at me quizzically. “This is a prelude to a relationship?”

“Maybe,” I told her. “That’s really up to you and him. Either way, it would be a free meal and spending time with someone with high regard for you.”

“That would be welcome,” Amadee replied thoughtfully. “If he asks, please accept on my behalf.”

Mica interrupted, “Lord, might the groll be able to help with the communication satellites?”

“Possibly,” I responded, “but I want to put N’elisa in charge of that and let her build her own team. The busier I keep her, the less likely she is to show up in my bed.”

“Could be worse women showing up in your bed,” Mica teased.

“Like Karelle?” Amadee teased. “I noticed her interest in you.”

“I’ve got plenty of women,” I grumbled before transporting myself and Mica to Flagstaff.
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A DATE WITH CLARICE


Marissa meets me on the other side of the passage with a wet kiss. Looking around, I notice that we’re in a bedroom of the townhouse that I came to see.

Marissa says, “This would be Clarice’s bedroom, and we’d put permanent passages in the closet.” She points to a standard closet built into the wall with folding doors.

I look around approvingly, and Marissa leads us out to the living room. Mica looks around while I collect kisses and hugs from Aloïse and Clarice before we tour the rest of the house.

“It’s a quadruplex, Daddy,” Clarice says. “The sale is for all four units. This one is the only one vacant right now, and there are twelve parties trying to book it for the next school year. Each of the other three brings in $1,200 rent per month. The NAU campus is right across the street.”

We step outside onto the small landing at the top of the two steps outside the front door, and Clarice excitedly shows me the crosswalk at the light of Butler and Humphreys streets that deposits pedestrians on campus.

I look at Aloïse, and she says, “Zach doesn’t work up here, but his firm has an office in town. He said we could probably have it ready by the end of the year if we start pushing now. Most of their regular people took the potions. Plus, there were three witches in the community who’ve been going crazy pushing out doses.”

Clarice interjects, “This is perfect, Daddy. This is a big enough unit that if Josie, Rebecca, Darcie, and I all needed to overnight, we could. Although, it’s unlikely we’d need to do that if we install a permanent passage to the hotel. Plus, if one of the units empties, we could probably make a killing with it as an Airbnb.”

I smile at her argument as I look at my two wives. “I think we should do it.”

“Consider it done, husband,” Aloïse purrs seductively.

Marissa slides under my arm and presses her taut body to mine. She says, “I should get a real estate broker’s license. It would save us a ton of money.”

“I’m just not certain where we could get you certified and registered,” I comment.

Aloïse waves her hand in dismissal. “There are a couple of real estate schools in Prescott and Prescott Valley, and the county courthouse is still recording new licenses. Even though the staff of all those institutions has been decimated by the virus, if Marissa wants to pursue a new career, it’s definitely feasible.”

I kiss Marissa and tell her, “You have my support no matter what you decide.”

“I may decide to wait until I have a baby,” she said. “I told you I’d go off the pill when Carla delivered, and she’s getting close. If I can’t get pregnant, I’ll have to murder Chiara.”

“You’re perfectly healthy, Marissa,” I assure her as she smirks at me.

“Just kidding, Will. I actually like her,” Marissa said. “She and Migosh are a couple now.”

“The short Elven healer apprentice?” I ask, and Marissa nods in confirmation.

“That’s great,” I say before collecting a goodbye kiss from Marissa and Aloïse.

Mica, Clarice, and I return to Prescott while Aloïse and Marissa set up the deal with Zach.

Upon my return home, I have an impromptu meeting with N’elisa, Tori, and a couple of Fliss’ engineers to discuss how we can set up the planetary comms to support the military. N’elisa and the orgs don’t think it will be difficult, and Tori assures me we can hack into the communications network to update the software. She also has information on where we can get used space shuttles. I leave N’elisa in charge of the effort, and I receive a kiss on the cheek from the High Elven beauty before I take Tori back to the residence for a little afternoon delight.
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The next few days were devoted to feverish preparations for my date with Clarice. Steven, Lidia, and Lorraine had returned to their house on the outskirts of north Peoria the week before, powering it with solar energy after T’os and N’elisa had confirmed it was free of radiation. The mountain to the south of their mansion had shielded them very well from the attacks. For future protection, N’elisa had built a shield around their property, similar to the ones she used to build on spaceships, to keep out blown dust particles, which might be irradiated.

Rebecca, Audrey, and Carla snuck down to the Cheung house every afternoon to practice Strauss waltzes and Latin dance music, and Aloïse and I would meet over at Carla’s or at the lab to practice dancing.

Clarice was distracted by her classes, coursework, and working at the hotels, but her excitement at our date was evident every time I saw her. Her hugs lingered and her kisses got wetter the closer we got to Saturday.

Lleandra tried her best not to pout about not getting her own date, and she was nearly as excited for her foster sister’s upcoming date as Clarice was. I wasn’t allowed to see Clarice’s dress. Whenever I asked Tori about it, she would just tell me to be patient, but she did make a couple of adjustments to a new black suit with an Edwardian-style tie for me.

I arranged transportation for the evening of the event and met with Candice about the table service and menu. It was the first time I had seen her smile since Jack died. By Friday midafternoon, I was happy with all the arrangements.
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The white landau carriage I’m in is being pulled by a single white horse with a gray mane. The young man driving the carriage is wearing a costume that includes tails, a top hat, a white shirt, jeans, and English riding boots—not exactly a traditional costume, but close enough for Prescott.

We pull up to a stop in front of the house on Mount Vernon. The driver lowers a step, and I dismount the carriage and climb the steps to the front door, carrying a bouquet of red roses. I ring the doorbell, which opens a moment later to reveal a breathtaking vision.

Clarice has gone all out. Her blonde hair is curled into an updo with tendrils of loose locks framing her heart-shaped face. A small black hat is pinned on the right corner to strategically cover her right horn, and the left is obscured by a lock of her hair and a black veil that falls to her cheekbones.

Her gown is one of Tori’s creations. Her full, perky breasts are encased in a black, embossed gown with a halter-style bodice, which leaves her sculpted shoulders free. The silk of the gown is black, embossed with a pattern of small gold fleurs-de-lis. The bodice is gathered below her breasts to emphasize her flat abdomen before the flounce drapes her flared hips. She has a black tulle wrap around her shoulders and over her small wings that features the same small gold fleurs-de-lis. Her feet are in open-toed, gold dancing heels.

Clarice’s golden brown eyes glow through the transparent veil and her smile is just as brilliant. “Daddy, you look so handsome! I love that vintage look. It’s like a costume from When Calls the Heart!”

“Compared to you, I look like a vagrant, Clarice. You’re absolutely stunning,” I murmur. “I’ll ensure Tori knows you approve of my new suit.”

She pirouettes so I get the full effect, which includes a view of her pert bottom draped in the beautiful fabric.

Clarice bites her lip as she looks down at the roses in the crook of my left arm. “Are those for me, Daddy?” she asks quietly, tears threatening to spill from her eyes.

“Only if you don’t cry, my beautiful date,” I reply. “I thought our first date required a small token of my affection.” I lean in and brush a kiss across her pink lips.

“Oh, Daddy!” she moans. I hand her the roses, and she brushes the velvety petals, inhaling deeply. “They’re beautiful.”

“Shall we?” I offer her the crook of my arm, and she hooks her hand into my elbow. Mica closes the door behind her with a wave as I carefully lead her down the steps and her eyes fasten on our ride.

“A carriage?”

“A ride that’s as special as my lady,” I murmur in reply.

“You went all out, Daddy,” she whispers. “But I’m a sure thing. You don’t need to win me over.”

“I want to set your expectations, Sweetheart. Most men you meet won’t put in the effort. You’re worthy of the effort, Love.”

“Thanks, Daddy,” she replies and leans onto my shoulder before we stop at the curb.

I step down to the street and lift her into the carriage before following her, watching her arrange her gown to sit. The driver lifts the step and closes the door.

The driver shakes the reins, and the horse takes us south on Senator Highway until we reach the Quad City Christian Church. Clarice keeps her arm wrapped around mine, holding tightly like she’s afraid I’ll jump out. We turn around in the church’s parking lot and head north at a leisurely pace. The carriage turns left on Goodwin and continues to take us on tour around the courthouse.

Clarice whispers into my ear. “You need to take each of your ladies on carriage rides, Daddy. Especially at Christmas time with the courthouse lights lit.”

I grin and reply, “I think you’re on to something. However, since this is the first time I’ve done it, I’ll always think of you when I ride in a carriage.”

“Oh, Daddy!” she moans breathlessly.

After completing a circuit around the square, waving at people who called out to us, we take another half circle around the square and follow Montezuma north to Willis before we circle back to the front entrance of the Prescott Hotel on Cortez.

The driver drops the step and opens the door. I dismount and Clarice stands at the carriage door holding her roses. Grasping her tiny waist, I lift her out of the carriage and set her gently on the walk. I palm a fifty and shake the driver’s hand. He tips his hat with a murmured “thank you, sir” before I lead Clarice inside.

Luis opens the cage door of the lift, and the old-style elevator whisks us to the top floor. Outside the door, Rachel, one of Aloïse’s former employees, is standing at a hostess podium.

“Hello, Mr. James,” the Jewish beauty says in greeting. Her dark hair is wrapped on top of her head with a long tail hanging over her right shoulder. She’s wearing a classic little black dress and looks like the perfect hostess for an upscale restaurant. “Welcome to Chez Aloïse.”

Rachel turns and extends a hand to Magrette, who’s wearing a white Oxford, a mid-thigh black skirt, black tights, and flats. Her amber hair is pulled back into a ponytail, her green eyes are bright, and the short points of her ears poke up cutely. She says, “This way, please.”

Magrette leads us into the ballroom. Strains of light, classical music greets our ears, and Clarice gasps as I nod to Audrey, Carla, Steven, and Lidia playing in the northwest corner. There is an expansive hardwood dance floor that extends two-thirds of the way across the ballroom floor. A four-foot diameter table at the edge of the dance floor is decked in white linen and glistening crystal, china, and silver.

Pelleta brings a champagne cooler full of water and puts Clarice’s roses into it. Her white hair is styled similarly to Rachel’s, but her uniform is identical to Magrette’s.

Magrette stands primly beside the table and dictates the menu. “Tonight we are featuring a Moroccan gazpacho as a starter. We will follow that with a Waldorf salad. Both of those courses will be accompanied by fresh croissants and whipped butter.

“For the main course, we will have a poached salmon with dill sauce accompanied by roasted fingerling potatoes and haricots verts. For dessert, we are offering a warm rhubarb crumble with vanilla bean ice cream topped with chantilly cream. What would you like to drink?”

Clarice’s eyes are large, like plates. “What do you recommend?”

Magrette smiles brightly. “The chef and sommelier recommend a chilled Chateau de Sancerre and chilled, sparkling mineral water.”

Clarice grins at me and clasps my hand, which is resting on her supple thigh. I laugh and reply, “That sounds perfect, Magrette.”

“One moment, Lord,” the strawberry blonde elf replies with a smile.

“She’s warming up to you, Daddy,” Clarice teases.

“Me, too,” Pelleta adds quietly as she places a wine bucket on the table, with a bottle of wine in it. “The lord has been so good and patient with all of us.”

“You’re doing great,” I tell the shy, white-haired elf encouragingly. “Thank you for helping to make this night so special.”

Pelleta pours a couple of ounces in a glass. I slide it over to Clarice and she swirls it, smells it with a smile, and sips. She flashes a grin at Pelleta and says, “It’s perfect. Please pour, Pelleta.”

Pelleta fills our glasses, returns the bottle to the bucket, and wraps a linen napkin around the neck. Clarice and I toast as Pelleta fills small glasses of mineral water.

“To a lovely date night,” I propose.

“The first of many,” Clarice replies, and then she giggles prettily as I cock my eyebrow at her. We touch glasses and sip.

When Clarice sets her glass on the table, she grasps my hand and looks down shyly as Magrette brings the soup and Pelleta places a bread cozy and butter dish on the table.

I raise Clarice's hand and brush a kiss across her knuckles before we start the soup course. We visit as we eat, sharing events from our day. After we finish the soup, the quartet starts a waltz.

I stand and offer Clarice my hand. She stands, smiling, and drops her wrap onto her chair. Her wings flex as I wrap my arm around her waist, and we dance for a couple of songs before Magrette brings out the salad course. Before returning to the table, we bow to the musicians. After enjoying our salad, we dance to another song, finishing as Magrette brings out the dinner plates with impeccable timing.

We sit, and Pelleta takes the plate covers away. We enjoy Candice’s delicious cooking, and Clarice teases me by provocatively licking the dill sauce from her fork. I murmur, “Be careful, Baby. If you brat, Daddy will have to spank you.”

She bites her lip and grins, leaving me pretty certain she didn’t find my threat much of a deterrent.

After dinner, the dessert arrives quickly. I pull Clarice onto my lap and feed her one spoon at a time while she scoops spoonfuls into my mouth. We alternate and laugh as we enjoy the treat.

We cuddle for a bit and digest, kissing lightly, visiting, and giggling like a pair of high school freshmen before returning to the dance floor.

After several waltzes, I lead Clarice back to the table to sip wine and water. She kisses me, picks up her wrap, and goes to the restroom. The quartet pauses, and I signal them with a thumbs up. They all disappear for a quick relief and refreshment break, but they return quickly.

When Clarice returns, Lidia starts playing a salsa rhythm on the piano, and the strings follow, laying down a melody. Clarice unpins her veiled hat and removes it to reveal her horns. Then she reaches behind her and pops Tori’s signature magnetic halter clasp. Her silk gown pools around her ankles and her tail rises as she strikes a pose in her gold corset and gold, lace, boy-short-style panty. She spins slowly to show me her pert bum, her tail sticking out of the panty, and the wings above the corset.

Clarice wraps her silk shawl around her waist and ties it in the back to create a risqué dance outfit. It also lets her tail move freely rather than being trapped beneath her gown.

I lead Clarice out on the dance floor while Pelleta opens one of the party suites off the dance floor and hangs Clarice’s dress inside.

Clarice and I laugh as I stumble, trying to start us on a salsa, but before long, we’re spinning around the dance floor almost like we know what we’re doing, laughing, teasing, and flirting the whole time.

Clarice was beautiful in her gown, but in her corset and short skirt, with all her succubus bits out in the air, she exudes sexuality. Despite my earlier reticence, I find myself getting excited by the prospect of kissing and caressing her.

We take a short break to sip drinks while the band confers. Then Carla starts off a more contemporary waltz, Anniversary Song, so Clarice and I return to the dance floor. Lidia leaves her piano, and Steven sets his viola down to lead her onto the dance floor, too. Clarice’s tail wraps around my waist to hold me closer than proper form dictates, and she stares into my eyes, her left hand playing with my hair as we dance to the song.

Carla and Audrey segue into Annie’s Song, and we keep dancing, lost in the moment, until the band ends with a flourish. Clarice and I are slowly drawn together into a kiss that graduates from gentle to passionate in the space of two heartbeats.

When our kiss breaks, Clarice smiles brightly and murmurs, “I love you, Daddy.”

“I love you, too, Clarice.”

Placing a quick kiss between her horns, I say, “Let’s thank the band for the wonderful evening.”

Steven and Lidia are still waltzing to a song Steven is humming—it’s hard to tell, but I think it’s Moon River. Lidia smiles at him brightly as Clarice and I walk past them to kiss my two wives and thank them for playing.

As I release Carla’s lips, she sighs. “That was beautiful, Mr. James. I loved our honeymoon run along Lake Michigan, but I’d like to have a date like this.”

“I agree. Each of you should get one-on-one dates periodically, Carla. I haven’t done a very good job of making each of you feel special.”

“Nonsense, Will,” she says as she slaps my chest gently. “Don’t mind me. I may be a little hormonal from this.” She rubs her compact, bulbous baby bump.

“We’ll know in a couple of weeks, Mrs. James,” I reply. “Regardless, I wish I had thought to do this earlier with each of you.”

Audrey cuddles up close with an arm wrapped around Clarice. “We’ve all been understandably busy, husband,” she says. “I’m hoping we can get to a more normal life in another six months or so.”

I think that’s a bit optimistic, but opt not to spoil the mood. “We’ll do what we can, Kitten.”

Steven and Lidia join us, and Clarice and I thank them. The musicians break off to put away their instruments, and I turn to find our table cleared. Pelleta is standing by the open door of the suite.

I look down into Clarice’s shining face as she slides under my arm. “Shall we retire, Baby?”

Her eyes open wide before she whispers, “Yes, Daddy.”

We each hug Pelleta at the door before entering the suite. Once inside with the door closed behind us, I pull Clarice into another kiss before asking, “Are you ready, Babygirl?”

Clarice sobers. “Daddy, I know this is supposed to be to train me how to feed without hurting my partner, but this feels like a real date.”

“That’s the intent, Clarice,” I reply seriously. “To me, this is a real date. I want to set your expectations. Being deflowered on a stage can’t compare to being courted and loved by someone who cares for you. That’s what I want for you. Always. Every time you have a sexual encounter. All your partners may not all love you romantically, but they should respect you, like you, and care about how you feel. If they don’t, they won’t enjoy meeting me.”

“Oh, Daddy!” she moans and pulls me down for another kiss. She pushes my jacket back, and I shuck it relatively quickly. Our kiss breaks, and she pulls out my tie tack and hands it to me before untying the Edwardian-style tie. I remove my cufflinks and tuck them into my waistcoat before unbuttoning it, too.

Clarice kisses me again, then she pulls her scarf from her waist and hangs it with her dress. She does the same with my jacket, hanging it in the closet before returning to take the vest. I pull my braces off my shoulders before I unbutton my shirt, all the while watching her.

Clarice has a natural grace to her movements, and she’s a joy to watch. I’ve spent the last ten months desperately trying not to notice, but now I allow myself to drink in her beauty. Graceful neck, prominent collar bones, and sculpted arms are visible outside her corset. The tops of her full breasts peak out of the top of the garment, and her gold lace panty encases a compact, round bottom that tops her strong, lean legs, encased in shimmering thigh-high stockings. Her red-tinted tail, red horns, and small red wings covered with black down only serve to accentuate the beauty of her tan skin and young, firm body.

I remove my shirt, hand it to her, and squat to untie my shoes. When I stand, I step out of my trousers and boxers, naked in front of my daughter.

She looks at me, taking in the heavy muscles sculpted by years of fitness and martial arts training. My heavy phallus begins to fill and rise from the lust in her eyes. “Daddy, you’re beautiful.”

“No, my darling. You are,” I reply, stepping forward to embrace her.

I pick Clarice up by her firm buttocks, and her legs wrap around my waist as her tail caresses my back. I kiss her and carry her to the bed, gently laying her on top of the comforter.

Clarice grinds her hips against me as I lavish kisses on every available inch of bare flesh available above her corset. I slowly graduate to her legs, removing her shoes and kissing her feet through her silk stockings, up each leg, and suckling the strip of bare flesh between her stockings and her panty. I kiss over her moist mound, inhaling the aroma of her arousal, before I slide back up to kiss her mouth.

We devour each other as I slide an arm under the small of her back and pivot so I’m sitting on my ass with Clarice on my lap. She again wraps her legs around me, and I reach behind her to unclasp the eyelets keeping her corset closed. Clarice sits back on my lap a bit and I pull the garment off her to bare her pert, full breasts, and sculpted abdomen.

For a moment, I’m struck dumb by the sight. “Were your nipples always red? I don’t think they were when you would parade around Mt. Vernon naked.”

“No, Daddy,” she replies shyly. “When my wings began to sprout, all my intimate flesh turned red. Areolae, nipples, and labia. I’m sorry I’m such a freak.”

“You’re not a freak, Clarice. You’re beautiful and exotic,” I reply as I gently caress her breasts.

Her eyes drop to half-mast as she moans gently. “I love you, Daddy. I love what you’re doing to me.”

“Are you able to feed, Sweetheart?”

“Yes, Daddy,” she murmurs toward the ceiling. “It’s hard to limit myself to little sips like Mummy taught me, but I’ve been doing it since you met me at the door. I’m swimming in love and lust. I might be taking bigger gulps than I should.”

“I’m pretty certain you’re not going to hurt me, Babygirl,” I assure her. “I’ve got mad necromancer powers, remember?”

Clarice drops her chin to look at me. “You’ve got mad seduction skills, Daddy.” She adds urgently, “Please make love to me, Daddy.”

I lean my head forward to suck one of her bright red nipples into my mouth as my hands find the small snap at the back of her panty to release her tail. I roll to my left and lay her gently onto her back as my mouth pleasures her. I start pulling her panties off her tight ass before I back up to raise her feet into the air. The garment slides up her silken legs, and I toss it next to her discarded corset before pulling her feet apart so I can kiss her thighs before licking her plump outer lips and suckling her bright red petals. The taste of her juices on her damp lips is more intoxicating than any wine.

My left hand caresses her face as my lips caress and nibble on her womanhood. She sucks one of my fingers into her mouth as my mouth sucks on her petals, working my way to her clitoris. My hand slides from her mouth down to pinch her right nipple as I lick and suckle her little love button.

My right hand slides through the juices seeping from her until it’s well lubricated. I suck on Clarice’s clit, and her body soon seizes into her first climax. In response, I push my right index finger into her channel as I try to keep my mouth locked on her clit while her body bucks under me.

As she starts to gather her breath, I insert another finger and begin thrusting in and out of her channel. She erupts again with a groaned “Nnnn,” and a deluge of fluids soaks my hand. I turn my wrist so my fingertips can caress the little textured patch inside her with each stroke, and her hands drop to hold my head tightly against her until she locks up, rigid in another orgasm.

Overwhelmed by all the sensations, Clarice pushes me away from her clit and slaps the hand that’s pleasuring her pussy.

I crawl up to kiss her neck, and she wraps her arms around me. “Daddy,” she whispers. “I can’t eat any more. I’m full of energy.”

“Okay, Baby,” I reply between kisses to her sensitive flesh.

“Will you still make love to me?” she asks, sounding frightened that I wouldn’t.

“Of course, my darling girl.” I place my weight onto my elbows as I crawl toward her tushy, and Clarice’s legs wrap around my waist. Her tail lays next to her left shoulder, twitching like a cat’s.

Sitting back on my heels, I ask her, “Are you ready, Baby?”

“Yes, Daddy,” she whispers in response.

I rub the head of my cock in the moisture dripping from her open channel before placing it in the opening. I slowly rock forward, and her tightness slowly concedes, allowing me to enter.

“Oh, yes, Daddy!”

“Damn,” I groan. “You are so tight, Baby. Do you like Daddy’s big cock in your tight little pussy?”

“Oh yes, Daddy!” she exclaims fervently as she grasps my face in her hands. “Now that you’re inside of me, I truly feel like a woman!”

I lean down to kiss her as I saw short strokes in and out of her tightness. Her muscles squeeze me to keep me inside, and her hips thrust to meet my return.

“Merciful heaven, you feel so good, Baby,” I groan into her ear as I finally hit bottom. I’m not quite hilted in her, but she feels so damn good.

“Fuck, me, Daddy,” she gasps. “Fuck your baby’s tight little pussy. I yearn to feel your seed inside me, Daddy. Please!” She starts to spasm around me, and I pick up the pace, already feeling my release building.

After several strokes into her milking channel, I explode inside of her.

Clarice screams, “Yes, Daddy! Yes!” I paint her cervix with my seed as our hips grind into each other. When I’m finally done, I find that I’m finally hilted deep inside my foster daughter, and our combined juices have created a glorious mess underneath Clarice’s pert bottom.

I roll over, pulling her up to rest on my chest. She hooks her arms under my shoulders and pulls herself tightly to my body. Her full, perky, full breasts poke into my chest as she suckles my neck. I caress her back and taut ass as she kisses me.

Clarice whispers into my ear, “Please tell me there’s more, Daddy.”

I grin as I stroke the underside of her tail where it joins her spine. She gasps as I caress her unique erogenous zone. “We’re just getting started, Babygirl,” I murmur.
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We made love until sunrise, trying everything we could imagine.

I licked my seed from Clarice’s pussy and fed it to her from my mouth. She gave me an amazing blow job, her eyes locked on mine as I came down her throat. I rolled her onto her knees and filled her again as her tail wrapped around my neck. I played with her bright red rosebud before I stuck my thumb into her anus and filled her pussy again. She rode me cowgirl and reverse cowgirl, and I laid her on her side and filled her again as I spooned her sexy little body.

After that, Clarice purred, “Take my last virginity, Daddy,” making me grin.

After licking her taint and rosebud while I fingered her dripping pussy, I rubbed our combined juices from her pussy into her rosebud. I licked her pussy as I finger-fucked her dark passage to loosen her up before introducing the head of my cock into her sphincter. Going slowly, I eventually worked my way inside her impossibly tight anus until I was hilted. Then I reached under Clarice’s body to finger her clit until she relaxed enough that I could start moving without causing her pain. She begged, “Fill my asshole, Daddy!” Despite how many times I’d already filled her nubile body, it wasn’t long before I did just as she asked.

We took a break, and I washed my member. Clarice was supine with her limbs akimbo, but her eyes were watching me intently. She murmured, “More, Daddy! One more time, please!”

I crawled between her thighs and slid my recovered member back into her willing pussy and scooped her up to rest her ass on my crossed legs. We slowly made love, kissing and caressing each other. I suckled her bright red nipples and neck, and she gave me the same treatment until we both climaxed one final time. The morning twilight had just started to glow over the buildings to the east as we laid down to sleep.

I caressed the down on her wings as she murmured, “Thank you, Daddy. I’ll never forget tonight, and I’ll love you always.”

“I love you too, Clarice. Thank you for being patient with me,” I murmured into her hair as my chin rested between the short points of her horns.

I was about to drop off when she asked, “Will we get married, Daddy?”

I kissed her hair again before replying. “I don’t know, Baby. The wives would have to accept you, and I don’t think any of us would agree to it until you’ve had the chance to be young and live life on your own.”

“That sounds about right, Daddy.” After a moment, she said, “I would have wanted you even if you were my biological father, Daddy. As far as I’m concerned, no one can compare to you.”

“I hope someone proves you wrong, my darling girl,” I replied seriously. “You deserve to find someone your own age who will treasure you.”

She nodded her head against my chest and hugged me tightly. She murmured, “If not, I’m coming home to my daddy. Since I’m not your biological child, I could still marry you.”

Smiling faintly, I hugged her and fell asleep.
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THE FALL OF CIVILIZATION


Aknock wakes me, and I look around. Clarice is sprawled across my body with her face in my neck, no longer impaled on my member.

The door of the suite opens, and Elesain slides in quietly. “Are you awake, Lord?”

“Yeah, sweetie. I’m awake. What time is it?”

“A couple minutes past noon,” she replies with a cute giggle as she hangs a jumpsuit for Clarice and a clean shirt for me in the closet. “Since it’s officially afternoon, I thought maybe Clarice wouldn’t mind if I got a kiss from you.”

Clarice’s head lifts off my chest as she says sleepily, “Come here, you little minx. I’ll give you your kiss.”

Elesain giggles, skipping over to Clarice and somehow ending up prone on my chest, straddling my right leg.

I kiss her and squeeze her petite little bottom, causing her to moan into my mouth. “Aren’t you supposed to be making sure we get to brunch with the family on time?”

“They’d forgive me if we were a little late, Lord,” Elesain replies with an impish grin.

“We should shower, Daddy,” Clarice says before brushing another kiss across my lips. “I’ll go first.”

There’s another knock as Clarice steps into the shower, and Morena enters with a small bundle. She says to Elesain with a teasing smile, “No wonder you forgot the rest of the clothes. You wanted to steal some love from our lord.”

Elesain kisses me again and gets up. She sticks her nose in the air and says, “You’re just jealous you didn’t think of it first.”

I sit up on the edge of the bed and beckon the little green-haired elf. She’s wearing a short, mint green halter dress that compliments her hair. I reach under her dress and pick her up by her naked little butt, placing it on my lap so she can collect kisses of her own.

When we come up for air, Morena indicates the clothing she brought in for me and Clarice. “Leave your dirties, and we’ll come pick them up after brunch.”

I smiled, “Thank you, Sweetie. Now you two better get out of here before my date gets jealous.”

Clarice hollers over the shower, “I don’t get jealous. I get even, you two little sluts!”

“Love you, Clarice,” the two Elven women giggle as they approach the door.

“Love you too, you little degenerates!” my daughter calls. The elves giggle even more as they pull the door closed.

Twenty-five minutes later, we’re exiting the elevator and walking to the café. As we pass the hostess station, a chorus of cheers erupts, “Congratulations, Clarice!”

Clarice blushes prettily at all the attention. She leads me through a receiving line of all of my wives and concubines. We kiss each one, and the line continues to include all of Aloïse’s former staff that aren’t already in a committed relationship, ending with Lleandra, N’elisa, Karelle, Mica, and Karin.

The last two get only warm hugs from me, but Clarice kisses Mica to the succubus standard of chaste. Karin grows visibly jealous until Clarice kisses her with more warmth and for considerably longer.

Candice, Christina, and Yelena all come out to give us each a kiss before running back to finish preparations. I sit between Aloïse and Clarice in the center of a long table set up in the center of the space.

Aloïse says, “The café is closed until two, Darling.”

I nod as I take a sip of water while Magrette and Pelleta serve coffee and juice. Tori leans over me and Aloïse to hand Clarice a light shawl to wrap around her shoulders and cover her wings.

Audrey says, “Shryl sends her love and congratulations, Clarice.”

“Thanks, Audrey,” Clarice murmurs shyly.

“How was it?” Lleandra asks, wide-eyed.

Clarice looks at me and grabs my hand. “It was everything I dreamed it would be and so much more.”

“Good job, William,” Rebecca says as she raises a mimosa. Aloïse turns my chin and kisses me passionately, pressing her ample bosom into my chest.
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We passed the early afternoon eating a delicious meal and enjoying the company of our extended family. After we finished eating, we did some musical chairs so that we could visit with everyone, and I noticed quite a few hungry glances and shy caresses from many of the ladies who weren’t wearing my collar or my ring. I thought back to what Aunt Judith said so many months ago about needing a house the size of the Pioneer home, and I feared she was underestimating the size the family would become.

A little before two, we all helped pick up the dishes and arrange the café for business, and by the time we trooped off to the elevator, there was a short line waiting to get in. Candice’s cooking had become very popular.

After a conference call with N’elisa, Tori, Fliss, Amadee, and Nord about getting satellite communications running, I spent the rest of the afternoon resting with my wives, concubines, and children. Mica and Karin dropped in to visit with Lleandra, Clarice, Erica, and Audrey. The girls went gaga over Judith and Liam.

Mica and Lleandra pulled me to the side as the day passed into evening. Mica asked, “Lord, humans know we exist now. What is to be gained from having us attend high school?”

I thought about that dispassionately before answering. “I think understanding our culture is the biggest benefit. Having training in math, sciences, and humanities would be valuable, too.”

Lleandra said, “Daddy, we could get that from self-study and even courses at YCCC. Mica could teach our math classes.”

Raising an eyebrow at how she addressed me, I looked at my second foster daughter, dressed in one of the halter top loungers from Tori’s collection. I hated to admit it, but she looked damned sexy.

She bit her lip and continued. “We could get our GED like Rebecca and Josie did, and then enter college.”

Mica interjected, “We could get our socialization that way too, assuming enough young people survive this last round of plague. I’m already dating a human and socializing with them.”

“I would expect some hateful repercussions from the humans if you’re out in public as an elf, Mica,” I told him. “The humans who survive are going to be upset with the elves for what the leaders of House Valeran have done to our people—for all their dead loved ones and friends.”

“That’s not our fault,” Lleandra replied quietly.

I nodded my agreement. “True, but that won’t matter, Sweetie. Don’t expect rational behavior to prevail. We humans are every bit as driven by our emotions as elves are.”

“Yeah, I’ve seen that,” Mica noted. “Even just being shorter can be enough to get people to bully you. I didn’t have much problem with it before the pandemic started, but when we went back, there were some athletes that wanted to pick on me.” He grinned, adding, “They didn’t like it when I put them on their asses.”

I scratched my scalp, thinking. “Let me talk to Aloïse about how best to go about it, but I’ll talk to the principal at your school this week.”

“Thanks, Daddy,” Lleandra said as she bounced up and landed in my lap. She whispered in my ear, “But don’t forget, Daddy. I’m already legally an adult and can have a date with you, too.”

I laughed and asked, “Is that what the driver is for this?”

She pressed a warm kiss to my cheek and replied, “Nope. Mica and Karin want to get their own place. It’s just an added bonus for me.”

I spanked her tight little butt, and she got up. Mica leaned in for a hug. “Thanks, Dad,” he said hoarsely.

I laughed again. “You’re welcome, son. Now both of you, go find something to do.”

They laughed and waved as they walked off—Mica toward Karin, and Lleandra toward Clarice.

As they departed, Sonya walked toward me with a bright smile and asked, “Up for some company, fiancé?”
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I spent a fair amount of time during the next two weeks ferrying witches or their brews to various locations, arranging the renovation of Clarice’s new townhouse, and meeting with General Scott and conferencing with his global colleagues as soon as our Orgish and Grollsh expats rejuvenated satellite communications. Martial arts training started off each morning, and I worked on knocking the rust off my guitar and piano skills in the evening before pleasuring my ladies.

During those weeks, Tori, Tanu, and I worked with April and her network colleagues to track virus deaths among both humans and elves. By the end of the month, US military reports indicated that the Elven dead totaled over 600 million, and foreign reports that General Scott received from his network over the refurbished satellite comms added another 800 million dead elves. I suspected the death toll was higher, but deaths among human soldiers decimated the units, making it difficult to get boots on the ground. Surviving US units were combat ineffective, at roughly 5 percent strength, unless their commanders enforced the taking of the tonics. Those units managed to keep 30 to 60 percent of their people alive, despite having waves of cold-like symptoms in twenty-four-hour attacks.

Countries that had witches fared better than those that didn’t or those that had heavy religious prejudice against them, but the global population continued to drop. A fairly large population of witches revealed themselves across Ireland, Scotland, and Wales, which resulted in individuals joining them across England. As a result, the isles of Ireland and the UK slowly stabilized at roughly 13 percent of their original 74.5 million population. I was hopeful they wouldn’t have any more impacts.

The cities in the center of the US did relatively well, especially those that embraced the tonics. Of course, there were groups of religious fanatics that claimed witches were minions of Satan. Congregations that had a priest (a faith magician) got past that pretty quickly. Those priests were mostly clergy of Catholic, Anglican, and Jewish traditions, and they encouraged their parishioners to take the witches’ remedies. Some were able to use their own gifts to save people stricken by Sigma, but they frequently paid with their lives as a result of weakening their bodies from magic use much as I had. At that point, their bodies weren’t strong enough to fight off the virus themselves.

Across the US, people who were once adamant that masks were an infringement on their rights were clambering for the protection offered once someone they knew died within hours of catching Sigma. Generally, once the virus infected a family, they were decimated, but social distancing and masking seemed to work. The pandemic had been going on long enough that stocks of the hospital-grade masks were fairly plentiful again, and people died quickly enough that stocks didn’t become an issue, but distribution in certain areas became a problem.

On the whole, the upper midwest did pretty well, considering how virulent Sigma was. Although the rural communities were more skeptical than people in urban communities, the physical distance between communities helped maintain social distance even if the people in the communities were loath to do so. As a result, the spread was slower in the rural areas. Witches in remote areas created the healing tonic at a breakneck pace, so communities that had a nearby witch survived, with very few deaths caused by the virus. Those that didn’t have a nearby witch eventually succumbed to the virus as it made its way from one community to the next.

We also discovered that, unlike the immunizations from the big pharma companies, getting a single dose of the witch brew increased the probability of an infected person surviving and recovering.

Despite the hope the witches’ remedy provided, a darker side of humanity emerged in cities, where mobs would attack witches trying to dispense their tonics. I had expected that, which was why April always traveled with armed security. She was frequently stalked by unscrupulous or desperate folks. We made sure that she always had some extra doses to hand out, but she noticed several people coming back multiple times and eventually dismissed them.

In fact, she was attacked three times on the streets of Chicago. The biggest altercation resulted from a street gang attack, and, in protecting her, her guards killed eighteen people. I had to raise one of the guards, and several had injuries requiring immediate medical attention. A smaller group broke into Susan’s building and tried to jump April in the hall leading to Susan’s condo. The guards took care of that, with only a couple minor wounds.

We ended up clearing the entire building and establishing a security post there in Chicago, which became our base in the Windy City. A witch from rural Michigan contacted us via email, and we helped her set up shop in the building to start churning out potions.

During this time, I met with some of the local leaders at the Prescott police station. The attendees were Dan, Monty, the senior surviving sheriff’s deputy, and the senior policemen from Prescott and Prescott Valley. The Prescott representative was Sergeant Lewis, from my incident at Walgreens. We agreed that Dan would come out of retirement to be chief of police of the two cities until he trained a successor. Dan was well known by the local law enforcement, so the two city cops were very pleased. Monty agreed to be deputized as operations sergeant for the Yavapai County sheriff, and the senior deputy, Javier Constanza, would present himself to the two surviving county supervisors to be appointed as the new sheriff.

After the meeting, I ran into Sonya, who was standing by the desk sergeant’s desk. She had become insatiable in the bedroom as our nuptials approached, and I thought she was going to drag me to a broom closet for a quickie, but I escaped with a lascivious kiss and a promise from her to fuck my brains out later.

Two days before the wedding, the elves in Peeples Valley were attacked. There weren’t very many people who survived in the Yarnell and Peeples Valley areas, but those who did were fairly sympathetic to the elves and my family because of our distribution of the tonics, without charge, to anyone who wanted. That made the attack highly surprising.

We summoned Leonore and her healers and activated our response drill, and Audrey summoned some imps to track down the culprits.
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Two hours after the attack, I find myself sitting in one of N’elisa and T’os’ prototype armored squad carriers, or ASCs. Alan and Terrell, two of the human security officers from the Esplanade, are in the crew compartment, as well as Audrey and two Elven ladies who are rearing to kill someone for attacking their home. It’s a tight fit, but not horrible. The driver and gunner are also Elven ladies, but they’re controlling their emotions better than the two in the back.

When we pull up outside the Yarnell Regional Community Center, we dismount the ASC, and I notice there are eleven vehicles parked outside. Alan is armed with a Beretta semiautomatic, 12-gauge shotgun, and Terrell is carrying an AR-15. The elves are carrying Zenith Z-5Ps, clones of the Heckler & Koch MP5s that Aloïse had stocked in her salon in Phoenix. I have my Glock 45s in my shoulder holsters, a pair of wakizashi sticking over my shoulders, and a pair of extensible steel batons in my back pockets. Audrey has a Sig P365X on her right hip and her long Korean sword sheathed on her left.

I open the door of the center and walk in. The cheery, bright room is at odds with the grubby group collected inside. Several people are bleeding and one guy is laying on the floor as he leaks into a growing red pool.

Some guy shouts, “We showed them elves that we won’t surrender!” Several “yeahs” follow, but they stop quickly as I lead my crew into the room. Everyone turns to look at us. It’s like we were stepping into an old west saloon.

“So, you’re all proud about shooting at a bunch of women who were sold into prostitution, and healers. Did I get that right?” I ask, glad we had set up the org-groll camp deeper inside the property.

A guy in his mid-thirties, holding an AR-15, stands up, shaking his rifle emphatically. “We have a patriotic duty to kill off all the elves! They don’t belong here!”

There’s some grumbling support for his assertion.

“When did killing innocents become an act of patriotism?” I ask quietly. “Whatever happened to ‘Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free?’ What happened to that?”

More muttering ensued, but the assembled group appeared a lot more humble, except the belligerent with the rifle and his closest cronies. He shouts, “They caused all this.”

“Actually, it was a human priest that caused the virus,” I calmly correct him. “He was working with the Elven invaders, but they were royals of a single Elven house. Most of the houses didn’t even join in the attack.”

I point in the direction of our ranch. “Those people you shot at were all either female sex slaves we rescued or the healers who were forced by the royal house to take care of their soldiers. When we rescued them, the slaves were tied to posts to service Elven soldiers. There are roughly—”

I notice the asshole opening his mouth, and I roar, “NONE that had anything to do with the virus! MANY of them are traumatized by their experience!”

The room is silent as I take my voice down a couple of notches. “All of them want to be left alone, grow food, and maybe figure out how to live instead of just survive. Many of them fought against the Elven soldiers that came here to take over our world, while others stayed to protect our homes. They are all under my protection.”

“I’m still proud to defend my country,” the bigoted asshole mutters.

“Really?” I ask. “What branch of the military did you serve in?”

“He didn’t,” calls an older man sitting off to the side with a shotgun across his lap. Bigoted Asshole glares at him.

“Which campaign to fight Elven soldiers did you support?” I ask.

The room is silent as a tomb.

“Did you help with relief efforts after the bombings or the plague?”

Again, silence reigns.

“That’s what I thought. You couldn’t be bothered to help, but you can get excited about attacking peaceful women and healers,” I say.

“We’ve lost lots of people here!” the lead bigot shouts.

“Fewer than other communities that didn’t have witches helping them,” I reply quietly. “Guess who helped the witches distribute those doses.”

Again, no response. “Those same elves that you just attacked! They came here handing out the tonics that saved you. They went to visit the homes of their neighbors to ensure you would survive. They took food to the infirm. Did you?”

Many of the huddled humans are looking at the ground in shame, but there’s a core group of haters that stand defiantly.

“I had to resurrect two elves, and thirty had to be healed,” I told them. “One of the elves you killed, Migosh, was an apprentice healer. His girlfriend is one of the most powerful magic users among the elves. She would be hunting you all down right now if I hadn’t been able to save him. Fortunately, Migosh lives, and Chiarra is holding him right now instead of taking her revenge on you.”

As I speak, I hear barely audible muttering about resurrection, but as soon as I stop talking, another of the bigots decides to make his views known. “Elven magic? Resurrection? That’s bullshit!”

I beckon the angry, silver-haired elf carrying the Z-5P. She approaches me with barely suppressed anger, and I take her weapon from her. “Cerreta. Please show that man what you learned from T’os and Chiarra.”

Cerreta gives me an evil grin as I take note of the power building in her hands. She locks eyes with me as she points a finger straight out to her side, then she turns her head toward the skeptic that just spoke and releases three large darts of magical energy into him. He falls to the ground with smoking holes in the center of his chest.

“Good job, Sweetie,” I tell her as the assembled crowd gapes at her and the newly dead guy. I beckon his soul over to stand beside me.

“Thank you, Lord,” she replies with a sweet smile. She gives me a quick hug and retrieves her weapon from my left hand.

For a moment, I’m distracted by her display of affection. Cerreta is one of the elves that was most traumatized by her time on the posts. Warren said she was past the worst of it, but I’ve wondered if she’ll ever really get past it. Still, the hug is encouraging.

I tell the crowd, “Cerreta is the least powerful of the Elven magicians. There are quite a few of the ladies who have learned to do that, and quite a bit more, from the three strong magicians I rescued. You really don’t want to piss ’em off.”

“Is that what happened to Tony?” a round, red-headed woman sobbed, pointing at the guy on the floor.

I walked over and looked at him. Three small holes were bleeding in his chest. “No,” I reply. “That was from one of their weapons, a railgun.”

The main instigator raises his AR-15 and says, “Then we better kill them all.”

He pulls his rifle to his shoulder, and I immediately throw a shield in front of my group. The guy and two of his buddies start shooting at us, and I decide that I’ve had enough as Alan raises his shotgun. I pull the souls out of three of the bigots as their first volley hits the shield of energy. One of the collapsing corpses fires his rifle once as he hits the ground. The bullet passes through an older man in a tan coat and Hooters ball cap and hits a young boy, both of whom immediately fall over.

Dropping the shield, I gather the souls of the three shooters before I kneel next to the older shooting victim. As I start pulling entropy out of him, his soul rises from the body. I exert my will to capture that soul too and have it join the growing gaggle that I’ve collected.

“Terrell, please contact Josie and let her know I need a cage that can hold five souls,” I call out as I move to the boy.

“Yes, boss,” he replies as he pulls his communicator and calls the security desk.

The boy is gasping and screaming wordlessly through his destroyed lower jaw.

“What the hell are they shooting? I ask. “The bullet went through the first guy and destroyed this kid’s face.”

Alan picks one of the rifles up and clears it. He inspects a round and says, “They’re .308s. Armor piercing rounds; it’s an AR-10. Not an AR-15.”

“Just fuckin’ lovely,” I mutter as I pull entropy from the kid’s face and start pushing growth into his jaw. “Easy there, young man,” I tell him. “Today is not your day to die. I can fix a lot of this, but you may need surgery afterward to get it perfect. Regardless, you should be able to eat, swallow, and talk when I’m done.”

The people looking over my shoulder gasp as destroyed flesh starts to knit itself together. I’m not doing the whole debriding exercise I did with Chiarra because the wound is still fresh. Plus, there’s not enough undamaged flesh in his bottom jaw to sacrifice any for debriding.

“Let me take over, Lord,” a voice murmurs behind me.

I turn to find Leonore, a couple of her staff, and Karelle. Leonore and her assistants are in the traditional long white coat of the Elven healers, and they swarm around me to take over the boy’s care.

“We’ll make sure everything is proper,” the master Elven healer says as she kneels on the other side of the boy. “You can deal with the dead.”

I get up as Leonore places a stone on the kid’s cheekbone and channels energy into his face and the destroyed flesh. It’s fascinating to watch, but I’m distracted by Karelle.

She’s in a dark jumpsuit that’s the typical work clothing of the Grollsh people. On Karelle, the jumpsuit clings to her body to accentuate her flat stomach, pert breasts, and taut round ass. A utility belt hangs low on her hips, and some type of pistol is strapped to her left thigh. Her long braids are tied back behind her head with a black scrunchie. I don’t know what it is about her, but she definitely draws my eye.

The attractive alien woman winks at me before kneeling opposite Leonore, extracting a device from her belt, and running it slowly around the top of the kid’s skull.

After a moment, Karelle murmurs, “No signs of brain damage. Emotional activity is dangerously high. Emotional shock is imminent.”

“He’s showing signs of physical shock, too,” Xander, the dark-haired Elven assistant, says as he places a differently shaped stone in the center of the young man’s forehead.

Another Elven assistant, Chiarissa, hollers at the assembled crowd. “Give me the heaviest, clean coats or blankets that you can find.”

The big, red-headed woman says, “I have a quilt in my car.”

“Get it,” I reply.

She lays her shotgun on a nearby table and runs outside, fumbling with her keys.

I return to the body of the man with the fresh chest wound. He’s not much older than me, but he has the weathered face and neck of someone who has spent a lot of time outdoors. Silver is shot through his short brown hair.

The woman returns with the quilt as I push growth energy into the corpse and concentrate on raising his body. Before long, the wounds are closed and the corpse gasps before he starts coughing blood out of his lungs. He sits up, and I tell him to stand.

I push the guy’s soul back into his body, and bind him in with my glyph in soul energy.

“How are you feeling?” I ask him.

“Was I dead?” he replies.

“Yes, you were. I resurrected you. How do you feel?” I ask. “Any minor hurts or illness you had should be gone. Your body was restored to perfect health. I recommend you take the three doses of the witch’s antiviral potion. I don’t know if my powers erase your immunity or not.”

“Thank you,” the man mumbles and offers a hand to shake. I guess he didn’t get the memo on social distancing.

I grip his hand firmly and shake it once as I clasp his shoulder. “You’re welcome.”

Next, I raise Tony, the guy with the rail gun wounds. When he sits up, I ask him, “What were you doing when you were shot?”

“Shooting Elves,” he says in wonder, looking down at the holes in his shirt.

“Okay,” I reply as I put my binding glyph on the back of his skull. “Then it’s not a tragedy your soul is gone. Do you have any family?”

“Uh,yeah. Two kids, but they’re staying with their mother in Dewey,” he replies woodenly.

“Okay. Drink some water.”

I move over and raise the three dumbasses who were shooting at us and the one Cerreta killed. I bind them with growth energy rather than soul energy; I don’t want them growing a new soul until I’ve decided they’ve earned it.

I learn that one of them, Tom Potter, has kids and a wife here in Yarnell and works as a mechanic. The injured kid is his son, Joey. The ringleader, Robby Marks, is from Willoit, and has no family or job. He’s a distant cousin of Potter’s who has been making a living off ads from blogging on YouTube, spouting conspiracy theories. The third one, Stan Leonard, is the son of a local farmer, and he works on his dad’s farm—the same Tony Leonard I just raised. The guy Cerreta shot works on the Leonard farm, too. His name is Ricky Clark.

I tell Tom and Robby to pack up their houses and report to the hotel in Prescott for work assignments. The souls of the zombies reach for their resurrected bodies, but I hold them back, murmuring. “You don’t get to be alive. All five of you are going into a holding cell until I release you back to your body—or to an Angel of Death.”

The red-headed woman, Mrs. Leonard, is tucking the blanket around Joey Potter. She gets up and walks over to Tony. I tell her, “Take your men home, ma’am.”

The big woman wraps me in a hug and whispers, “Thank you for saving my boys.”

“Call me if they decide to get stupid again,” I reply.

“I will,” she says with a look of fierce commitment. “I told them it was a bad idea. I went along just to try to keep ’em alive.”

“Gotta listen to your women,” I respond with a sad smile. “If you need anything, let me know. Raising animals and crops for food is critical. Your family is even more important now with the plague than they were before.”

The portly matron guides her men out the door, leaving their weapons on the floor.

I tell everyone, “Go home. Remember, we are your neighbors, not your enemies. If you need help, or you just need someone to talk you out of doing something stupid because of FUD, then call this number.” I walk to the whiteboard and write the phone number to the security desk.

“What’s FUD?” the old guy with the shotgun asks.

“Fear, uncertainty, and doubt,” I reply as I put the marker back in the tray and walk toward the door as Alan and Terrell round up the abandoned weapons.
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After I return to the residence on the top floor of the hotel, I hunt down Aloïse in her office across the street.

“Hello, William Darling,” she greets me after I knock on the door and walk in. She pirouettes and indicates the interior of the office. “It’s very basic, but it allows me to work outside the residence. There will be a fair amount of noise from construction for the next few months, but the last of the crew just fully recuperated from the virus.”

I hold her closely and nuzzle her hair. “It should serve you for a while,” I murmur into her ear.

With a sigh, she replies, “Yes. I imagine clients will be few and far between for a while, but business will pick up. Lawyers, doctors, and farmers will always have work. I expect we’re going to get an influx of refugees over the next year as people grow to understand that we can protect them.”

“I think Flagstaff will eventually get bigger, too,” I say. “The university is expecting to resume on-campus learning again in October. The Navajo, Supai, and Havasupai don’t have a lot of spare crops to share, but they have decent stocks of sheep to help feed people in that area. I need to get Elven farmers working quickly—maybe around Ash Fork or Williams as well as around Phoenix and Tucson.”

“There have been a lot of big gardens around the Quad Cities that have been selling excess. Tanu has been helping Rebecca record video classes on how to preserve garden produce as it was done when she was a girl. Tanu’s getting it all up on the co-op’s website, and there’s still a lot of existing YouTube content out there. We’ll get through,” she says to comfort me.

“It’s still going to be lean for a few years for everyone.”

“True,” Aloïse replies. “But it’s survivable. Carla has outreach programs scavenging remote communities with no or few survivors. The security boys have been helping the Elven ladies confirm who needs what in the rural communities and gather up any excess non-perishable food. Rachel has been working with Rebecca to come up with priorities for planting next spring and identifying stocks of seeds.”

“We’ll just have to ride it out,” I murmur as I keep nuzzling her silky, dark hair.

“William?”

“Yes, my love.”

“I want the rest of my ladies to wear your collar,” she says as she places a finger on my lips to forestall my nearly automatic protest. “There aren’t that many left, but they all need to have the certainty of being in a family…a household. Candice and Chantelle have Darcie’s family, but Tanu wants to marry you. Vanessa has been yours since she met you, especially since you took such good care of her after separating Shryl from her. Serena has been yours ever since you rescued her.”

Ignoring my visibly growing sheepishness, Aloïse continues down the list, ticking off her fingers. “Rachel is very attracted to you. Yelena and Christina are lonely and not impressed by their options; they’ve both asked about joining us. They’ve also asked how sex is with you. Plus, Adelina and Warren broke up. She grew angry with him when he ended up holding some of the new elves when it was supposed to be her night to have him to herself.”

“Surely, she’d prefer to find a younger guy,” I demur against Aloïse’s finger. “As far as Adelina is concerned, I’m not quite grandfather material, but I’m definitely dad material.”

“And you’ve seen how your foster daughters are devoted to you,” Aloïse says, as if I hadn’t spoken. “Besides, I think you have gotten younger every month since you’ve gotten to use your powers. You look like a hot thirty-year-old rather than a guy in his late forties.”

I shake my head gently and sigh. “Fine. Whatever you think is best. They’re all wonderful, attractive women, but maybe we wait on Adelina for a while—let her stabilize after her break from Warren.”

“Good enough,” Aloïse says before giving me a succubus-chaste kiss. When her eyes open to look up into mine, she adds, “I haven’t told her yet, so that shouldn’t cause her to feel more abandonment issues. I put N’elisa, Karelle, and Lleandra off for a while, so Adelina can join us when they do.”

I nod with relief. “I actually came over to discuss revealing the kids to their school and just registering all the elves under their real names. I hate to give them what they wanted when we came here, but the slaves and healers didn’t do anything to harm anyone. Plus, we need the farmers. The soldiers and magicians have given me no reason to let them live.” I growl that last bit before calming down again. “I don’t think it’s worth the effort to create and maintain fake identities any longer.”

“I’ll make a proposal to the Yavapai and Coconino county supervisors,” Aloïse says decisively. “And I’ll talk to General Scott about getting the practice on board in Maricopa, Cochise, and Yuma counties, too. He’s been talking to Colonel Donaldson, the commander at the Yuma air station. They’re going to declare martial law for the southern third of the state—essentially drawing an east-west line at New River. That puts Pima, Cochise, Santa Cruz, Yuma, Pinal, most of Maricopa, Graham, and Greenlee counties, and a little of La Paz and Gila counties into their region. I worked with them to draw up a legal charter for the Southern Arizona territory. Maybe we can announce our shorter friends in about two weeks.”

“I was going to talk to the principal at Mica’s and Lleandra’s school this week.”

“Set up an appointment for the following Tuesday,” Aloïse recommends.

“Okay,” I agree before I kiss her temple and start stroking her left breast through her blouse. “What do we call the rest of the state?”

“The Northern Arizona Territory,” Aloïse purrs with pleasure from my sensual touch. “Camp Navajo’s commander, Colonel Rivera, asked that you govern, and he’ll be your military commander. Once we get things stabilized, we can figure out how and when to become a state again.”

I nod distractedly as I struggle to focus on the conversation instead of Aloïse’s supple flesh. “I’ll meet with him next week.”

“Good,” Aloïse purrs. “Now help me christen this office properly, husband.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I murmur before I devour my wife’s lips and gently guide her back to her desk.
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“Rachel, do you have a moment?”

The pretty brunette looks up from her computer screen. “Of course, Lord,” she says with a tentative smile.

I tell her, “I’m sorry to interrupt you. I can catch you at another time.”

Her smile brightens. “Now’s fine, Lord. I’m really just working on an exercise.” She extends a hand, inviting me to sit across the table from her.

“Taking classes?” I ask as I slide into the booth.

“No,” she says with a cute frown. “It’s really more of an intellectual exercise. It’s nothing important.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Oh, you wouldn’t find it interesting,” she demurs.

“Rachel, Aloïse told me I’m supposed to collar you in two days,” I tell her frankly. “I realized that I don’t know much about you, as we’ve interacted infrequently. I know you help around here quite a bit, pitching in when we need it. I truly appreciate that, but it doesn’t give me any idea of where your passions lie. You’re a little bit of an enigma. So yes, I would be interested in your exercise because it will help me get to know you.”

Rachel chuckles nervously. “So, I’m not just the other Jewish girl?” She waves her hands in front of her face in embarrassment. “I’m sorry, Lord. That was a poor joke.”

“No, Rachel,” I reply seriously. “You’re neither ‘the other Jewish girl’ nor a joke. You’re obviously beautiful, but that’s a rather shallow evaluation, don’t you think? Tell me about yourself.”

She looks at me with a little fear. “Like a job interview?”

“No, Sweetheart. You’re in either way,” I say, trying to calm her. I try a different tack. “During the ceremony to collar you, we will have sex. A lot of sex. I think you deserve for me to invest time in getting to know you before I offer my cock to your mouth.”

Rachel snorts slightly. “Most of my customers didn’t care,” she says. She lets out a small gasp, cringing. “I’m sorry, Lord. I seem to be in a mood for inappropriate humor today.”

“Not every day?” I ask with a cocked eyebrow.

Rachel’s expression turns to shocked surprise before she bursts into a peal of laughter.

I can’t help but smile as I watch her laugh. “So, you enjoy inappropriate humor,” I tease as she opens her mouth to speak, which results in a fit of giggles.

I chuckle with her as I tell her, “This is much better. So, no job interview. Just tell me about yourself. Oh, and call me Will or William. I really don’t consider myself a lord.”

Rachel giggles. “Of course, Lord William.”

Magrette arrives and says, “I’m sorry for the wait, Lord,” causing Rachel to start a new fit of giggles.

Eying her with bemused amusement, Magrette says, “Shall I bring you coffee? Or would you prefer something else? Clarice is cleaning the espresso machine, but I could bring you a pot of French press with warm milk.”

I tilt my head to the side and look at Rachel before replying, “That sounds great, Magrette. French pressed coffee for two. Also a carafe of water with no ice, please.”

Magrette gives a little curtsy. “Right away, Lord.”

Rachel giggles again as Magrette leaves. “So apparently, Lord William, you are a lord.”

“You’re silly,” I reply with a grin.

She sighs with a smile. “Not for a while now. With the war and the plague, I’ve not had much cause to laugh. Thank you for that…Will. Well, now for my two-minute pitch,” she concludes with humor in her eyes.

She looks off into the distance before turning her attention back to me.

“I’m originally from Boston, from an orthodox Jewish family,” she says. “I felt stifled by all the rules, and so, when I went off to college at NYU, I got into trouble. Alcohol, boys, girls, and eventually drugs. My grades failed, and halfway into my second semester, my father disowned me. I couldn’t afford to pay for school on my own, but I had enough to live somewhere cheaper.

“I’d already planned to go to Phoenix for spring break with my boyfriend of the moment, so I packed up all my belongings and left with him. I don’t remember much about that week. The one lasting memory is sitting on my suitcase as my boyfriend got into the cab for the return flight. I waved goodbye, and he rode away.

“A month later, I was living in a fleabag apartment with three other girls. I was jobless, pregnant, and about to be homeless. I was sitting in Denny’s, trying to pick something cheap that I could keep down when Chantelle slid into the booth across from me.”

Magrette delivers the drinks and says, “It’s been steeping long enough if you want to pour right away, Lord.” She caresses my shoulder as she departs.

“She likes you,” Rachel observes as she slowly presses the plunger down on the coffee press.

“All the Elven ladies seem to like me. Maybe it has something to do with rescuing them and not killing them,” I reply wryly.

“It’s more than that, Will.”

“Your story,” I prompt.

“Yes,” she says as she makes a café au lait for each of us. “Chantelle talked to me about my situation, paid for our breakfast, and took me to see Mistress Bernadette. Mistress explained about her business model and asked if I’d be interested. I said I would. She had me strip, inspected my body, and then laid me out on that fainting couch she had in her office and gave me an audition. I passed with flying colors,” she says with a grin.

“Mistress paid for my abortion and enrolled me at ASU, and a month after my abortion, I started entertaining clients. I started to enjoy school and decided on a degree in mass communications, thinking I might work as a broadcaster or in corporate communications after I completed my degree. So my little intellectual exercise is to devise a communication plan for the co-op about all we’ve done to help with the plague and the elves, including harboring three refugee races.”

I look at her thoughtfully. “I’m very interested in that. Scoot over so I can follow along as you tell me about it.”

Rachel slides to her right as I move to sit beside her. We spend a couple of hours chatting and drink two more pots of coffee as she walks me through her plan. Having done communications plans for projects, I’m familiar with most of the tools and techniques she uses, so we have a great conversation as we lay out the messages and channels we want to use to publicize the mission and accomplishments of the Cortez Cooperative.

After about an hour, Rachel becomes more flirtatious—leaning into me, placing her hands on my hand or leg, playing with her hair. I don’t think she’s even conscious of it.

“This is a great plan, Rachel. I want to execute it.”

She nods and says, “Rebecca’s work publishing videos on our website is already generating traffic to the site, but the site itself is pretty rudimentary. I’ve been talking to Tori and Tanu about how we could make it a little more robust, so the two of them are already working on a new design. Of the twenty-eight radio stations in the Quad Cities, only twelve are still broadcasting any live content or newscasts. Seven others just have repeating music playlists. The three Christian stations aren’t likely to be very open to our organization since we’re all former whores and living in harems. There are still stations operating out of Wickenburg, Cottonwood, Sedona, and Flagstaff we could leverage, too.”

Rachel turns toward me, laying both hands on my thigh. “Do you really want me to do this, Will?”

“Yes,” I reply just before she pulls me into a warm kiss. She sits back quickly, looking surprised with herself.

I cup her cheek and lean in for another kiss. Soon, Rachel is sitting in my lap and our kiss is growing heated. I break off before little Willie persuades me to do something I shouldn’t be doing—at least, not until I place that collar on Rachel.

As if she’s read my mind, Rachel leans her forehead against mine and whispers, “I can’t wait to wear your collar, Will.”

“I look forward to you being in our family, Rachel,” I reply. “I’ve always thought you had a sweet personality, but I’m very attracted to your mind. You’re amazing.”

Rachel grins. “Hopefully you’re as attracted to my body. Mistress might have used a special double-headed dildo on me on a few occasions. I’m willing to bet the real thing is even better.”

“One can hope,” I tease.

“By the way, why do I taste Mistress’ pussy on your mouth?” Rachel asks with a sly grin.

“I was helping her properly christen her new office,” I reply. “Serena showed up and got a little preview of what wearing the collar would entail. She was still licking Aloïse clean when I left.”

“Five more days, Will,” Rebecca says wistfully.

“I look forward to it, Sweetheart,” I reply with a quick brush of a kiss across her lips.

Tanu hurries up to our table. “Erica’s water just broke,” she exclaims.

Rachel quickly slides out of my lap, and Tanu guides me by the hand as we run to the elevator.
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Erica labored for thirty-one hours to deliver our son. She held Audrey’s and my hand in a death grip for most of that time.

Erica wanted to name him Pedro Guillermo, after her grandfather. Of course, I agreed.

I held Pedro in my arms and looked at him with my second sight. He had a strong aura, but I didn’t detect any magical influence in it. I thought he might develop some over time, but I knew that I would love him whether he developed powers or not.

Having finally gotten Pedro fastened onto her distended nipple, Erica said, “I’m probably going to make a lot of milk, Mr. James. I might want you and Audrey to help relieve the pressure in my boobs from time to time.”

Audrey teased, “You want us to feed next to Pedro?”

Erica bit her lip as our son nursed. “I was thinking you and Will both feed from me at the same time.”

“Kinky,” I replied, leaning over to kiss the mother of my latest child. “I think we can arrange that.”

Carla, who was standing in the doorway of the delivery room, pressed a hand to her belly and said, “This little one better not work me over like that. I don’t know if I can take a thirty-hour delivery.”

“I recommend getting it over with as quickly as possible,” Erica replied.

“You’re an endurance athlete, Carla. I’m sure you’ll be able to handle it just fine,” I assured her from Erica’s bedside.

Carla grimaced, and Connie asked, “How long have you been having contractions?”

“I don’t know,” Carla replied. “I’ve only had a couple.”

She grimaced again, and my gut told me something was wrong. I launched to her side and caught her as Carla swooned.

“This one is getting ready,” she moaned.

We hurriedly set up another bedroom for delivery, and Marissa and I escorted Carla, who paced up and down the hall until her water broke an hour later. We ushered her into her delivery room, and at 1:30 the next morning, Carla delivered Marie-Claire.

I told her, “That’s a beautiful name for our daughter. Why did you choose it?”

“I always liked the name of the magazine. I thought it would be a beautiful name for a beautiful little girl gifted to me from my husband,” she said through tears of joy.

“I agree,” Marissa and I said at the same time.

Connie was exhausted after the two stacked deliveries, so we put her in a guest room while Carla began to nurse our daughter.

My family took it easy for the rest of the day, trying to catch up on some much needed sleep. I slept for ten hours, missing morning classes. Thankfully, Ryuu covered them for me.

After we woke up and had breakfast, Rebecca and Susan brought our children around to meet their new brother and sister.

Rebecca ordered both new mothers to feed their infants twice each day with some of her antiviral potion mixed in their breast milk to ensure they could fight off Sigma. Horrified at the thought of losing their children, both Carla and Erica readily agreed. I got to watch Rebecca teach them how to use a breast pump.

Our family took it easy after the marathon delivery session, just hanging out and entertaining guests from the co-op who stopped by to meet the new arrivals.
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“Are you feeling refreshed?” Tori asks as she joins me in the shower.

“Yeah. It was a good class. Just what I needed after all the sleeping I’ve done since the babies arrived,” I reply.

Tori presses her lush body into mine under the shower jets and gives me a passionate kiss.

She pulls away and turns to face the spray. “Aloïse told me not to make love to you in here since we have the wedding coming up this afternoon.”

“That’s going to be difficult for me to stick to, Precious,” I tell her as I press my rising member between her butt cheeks and reach around to fondle her breasts.

Tori leans back to rest her head on my shoulder. “I love it when you touch me, William.”

“I love touching you, Viktorija,” I murmur, intentionally using her full name. “I love you.”

She turns, wraps her arms around my neck, and pulls me in. Before long, her long legs are wrapped around my waist. In honor of the ceremony this afternoon, we stop after Tori’s third orgasm and I’ve filled her with my seed. We slowly wash each other, enjoying the languorous, sensual caresses and light kisses.

I towel Tori’s lush body dry before quickly drying myself and following her to the bedroom. She dresses in cargo shorts, hiking boots, and a green tank top. I go for jeans, a chambray shirt, and ropers.

In light of the recent attack on the elves, I grab my shoulder holsters and sword I had taken from Charle.

“I didn’t realize you were carrying that blade now,” Tori says.

“I’ve been reading a little bit about angelic blades,” I explain as I carry the sword belt to the breakfast table. “Apparently, its powers are similar to what I do as far as sucking out souls and the energy from them. It can also shoot lances of soul energy when it’s completely charged.

“There’s a rumor that it prevents its owner from soul-sucking attacks, too. It didn’t keep me from draining Charle, so that may be a myth. Then again, I drained it pretty quickly, so maybe it didn’t have the time to activate the defense. I’m going to play with it a little to see if I can get it to work.”

“Who are you planning to test it against?” Tori asks.

“I figure there are still enough Elven enclaves that I can try it on a few of them,” I reply. “Josie’s agreed to try pulling my energy for some tests, too.”

“Does Aloïse know anything about them?” she asks as I set the blade in the corner.

“About what?” Aloïse asks as she plays with baby Judith at the table.

“Angelic blades,” I explain.

“Ah! No, not a thing, to be honest,” she says before offering her lips to Tori for a kiss. I make my way around the table kissing all my wives, concubines, the new concubine candidates, and adult daughters before sitting between Carla and Sonya.

Morena opens the front door, and Christina, Yelena, and Magrette push some carts in. They lay out a feast on the table. Elesain and Morena help Magrette take the carts out so Christina and Yelena can join us.

After a leisurely breakfast, the mothers stay to take care of the babies, while I lead the rest down to the transport room and through the passage to the farm in Peeples Valley.

We start off by setting up a big tent. It’s significantly smaller than a circus tent, but it has the look of one you might find in a fantasy movie involving medieval royalty. We lay down some thick knockoffs of Aloïse’s Persian rugs before we erect dividing curtains to split the back from the open front of the tent. Then we bisect the back with a pair of curtains and put a modified stock tank on each side to serve as a bathtub.

Once the tent is ready, I assist with the preparations outside by rolling out four thick, eleven-by-fourteen, Persian carpets in front of the tent before planting citronella and Thermacell torches around the perimeter of the rugs. Large silk cushions are placed inside the perimeter of the carpets’ borders.

We roll out more rugs to create an octagon around the central stage. This is the part that I’m most nervous about—having an audience. The elves, orgs, and groll are all going to watch, sitting on chairs and cushions around the central stage. In addition to Allie and Roger and the Cheung, Tomlinson, and Jerome households, Amadee has invited General Scott as her date—apparently their relationship is growing.

I’m still not sold on the idea of making love to my new wife and having the new concubines suck me off in front of an audience of roughly 1,000 people, including two sets of in-laws, my sister, and a human soldier I barely know, but Aloïse and Rachel have agreed that it’s an important part of publicizing that we’re not going to maintain the norms of the past.

Apparently, having spectators is part of Orgish mating customs, which often include a public fight with the whole community watching. If the male conquers the female, he takes her virginity in front of the assembled crowd, maintaining a submission hold on her until her hymen is torn and he’s hilted inside her. After that, they’re mated for life. Karelle told me that Grollsh customs are different, but she didn’t elaborate.

Despite spectators seeming normal to many of our guests, it still seems a little strange to me.

As the sun approaches the mountains to the west, I’m led to the tent by my wives. I meet Sonya, who’s still wearing her police uniform from work today, inside. We all kiss her tenderly and then the wives lead each of us to a separate candle-lit bathing chamber.

Inside my chamber, I find Clarice, Lleandra, and Adelina. All three are wearing short, transparent tunics that leave nothing to the imagination. Marissa, Josie, Audrey, Susan, and Rebecca strip as the three young girls help me disrobe and lead me to the tub.

I’ve never been a soak-in-the-tub kind of guy, but ohmigod this is freakin’ awesome!

My beautiful, naked wives slowly wash my limbs and hair while my foster daughters massage my feet and Adelina massages my shoulders.

When I’m deemed clean enough, the three girls dry me with the fluffiest, softest towels in existence while my wives bathe each other. The girls change into lightweight, white cotton dresses shaped with Tori’s signature halter top. Even though the hem of each dress reaches to the ankle, the cotton is light enough that their nubile figures are just barely hidden.

My wives help me into a velvet burgundy robe with brocade trim before they pull on full-length matching kimonos. Once we’re dressed, the girls lead me out—Adelina spreading rose petals on the carpeted runner to the stage, Clarice and Lleandra holding my hands.

In the center of the stage, which just consists of thick rugs spread on the ground, Aloïse stands in a burgundy robe in her favorite French-style dressing gown.

I stand to her left as the procession of wives circles around behind Aloïse. Four of them are holding our offspring, and they are all so beautiful in the firelight that my heart dances with joy.

Aloïse calls out, “All here present, welcome to witness the marriage of Sonya Bird to the James Family Household. She will marry our husband, consummate her vows with him, and then consummate them with the other wives. Then we will collar our new concubines into our household.

“We realize that a variety of cultures are represented here, and we want to respect that. I warn you that we will conduct sexual acts as part of this ceremony. If any of you are not comfortable witnessing the consummation of our love for each other, you may leave at any time. This is not normal for human culture, but it may become more common as our world reassembles itself.”

She turns her attention to me. “William, are you ready to marry your bride?”

“I am.” I open my robe and shrug it off my shoulders.

Aloïse does the same and changes to her succubus shape, causing some of the humans to gasp at her demonic body and her unearthly beauty. She winks at me to acknowledge going off script with her wardrobe change.

Then she calls, “Please escort the bride forward.”

Sonya appears with N’elisa and Karelle leading her by her hands as Shryl follows behind the long train of Sonya’s transparent shift. The three attendants are dressed identically to how my three girls are clad.

Sonya smiles at me brightly as she makes her way forward. She looks so beautiful in the mixed torchlight with the glow of the setting sun flaring behind her above the mountains. Her transparent gown is fit close to her body to accentuate the small buds of her breasts and the slight curve of her athletic figure’s waist before it flares to drape her legs and flows back into an eight-foot train. Her gown has a shallow V-neck that opens just above the swell of her breasts.

Sonya steps up to face me, and the six attendants kneel around the edge of the carpets.

Aloïse says, “Sonya Bird, you have been a longtime friend of our family and a concubine for several months. Do you wish to join the James household as a wife?”

“I do,” Sonya says, her eyes never leaving mine.

“What are your vows to our family?”

Sonya’s warm voice pierces the night. “I vow to hold my family, my sister-wives, concubines, and husband dear in my heart and above all others through good times and bad. I will love them with my heart and my body, and I will work to advance the goals of our household and the Cortez Cooperative.”

“William, would you please share the vows for the family. As the head of the household, I delegate this to you,” Aloïse says.

“On behalf of the James household, I welcome you, Sonya Bird, to our family. As a concubine, you have been a valued member of our family, but always second to the wives. Now, I vow that you shall be an equal to me and your sister-wives in every way. You shall be loved and cared for for the rest of your days.”

“Sonya, do you have any special vows for our husband?” Aloïse asks.

Sonya’s smile grows brighter. “I do. Will, I think I fell in love with you when I first met you, though I tried to deny it since you were obviously with another woman. I will never deny my love for you again, William. I am yours—body, mind, and soul.”

“William,” Aloïse prompts with a slight sniff, wiping her eyes.

“Sonya, as I’ve gotten to know you, I’ve been impressed by your vivacious and playful nature as well as your strength of character. I’ve grown to love you deeply, and I swear you will never be second to anyone in my heart.”

“You may kiss our bride, Lord William of House James,” Aloïse intones.

I wrap Sonya in my arms and press her barely clad body to my nakedness as I devour her mouth.

As our lips part, Aloïse declares, “Sonya Bird is no more. Long life and love to Sonya James.”

Aloïse wraps her wings around us both and kisses first Sonya and then me before she directs, “Consummate our marriage to Sonya, William.”
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Ikiss Sonya again before picking her up in a bridal carry. My cock begins to rise as I kneel down to gently lay her on the carpet in the center of the semicircle of wives surrounding us.

We kiss ravenously, and, as has become the custom of our household, I raise the hem of Sonya’s dress until it’s gathered above her waist. Her legs spread of their own volition, allowing me to seat myself on my knees between her thighs. Bending forward, I suck her nipples through the silky gauze, alternating back and forth between them.

Sonya’s whimpers rise in volume as my mouth pleasures her and my member teases her opening. Her legs wrap around my waist, and I break away from her sensitive nipples to kiss her again. The pressure around my waist increases until the helmet of my cock is lodged into her opening.

Slowly, I press into Sonya’s moist channel. She moans her pleasure and begins to tremble as my girth splits her open. I relish the sensation of her channel grasping me in its tight, wet grip.

We lie with our foreheads touching, looking into each other’s eyes. “I love you,” I tell her as I start to move.

“I love you more,” Sonya gasps out as my hips hammer into her, causing my cock to poke her cervix. “Give me a child, husband.”

“Yes, my love,” I murmur as I pick up the pace.

Brutally fucking my newest wife, I drive her to three orgasms, each stronger than the next. Then I roll her over and fuck her from behind, bending over her arched back to kiss her lips and suckle her neck. Finally, I unload inside of her, triggering another orgasm from Sonya. We collapse to the soft carpet as we ride our wave of bliss together.

After we return to earth, I roll to my back, pulling Sonya up to lie supine on my torso as my cock softens inside her.

Aloïse kneels next to us and kisses Sonya. “Welcome home, Beloved,” she says before moving to kneel beside my head. I can smell her arousal’s perfume as she caresses my hair.

The rest of the wives greet Sonya in order of when they joined the family: Audrey, Rebecca, Marissa, Josie, Carla, Susan, Aloïse, Viktorija, Erica, and Lara.

Audrey and Erica help Sonya rise; she and I both gasp as the last of my member slides out of her body. Lara begins cleaning me with her mouth, while the other wives take turns cleaning Sonya. Tori trades off with Lara so that Lara can bond with Sonya, too.

When we decide I’m as clean as they can get me, I rise from the carpet to face the gathered friends and allies. Clarice helps me into my robe while Lleandra sets a large cushion where the top of the semicircle of wives was.

Directly in front of me at the edge of the carpet sits the Jerome family. Maddy, Chantelle, and Chelsea sit behind Candice, Darcie, and April. Madeleine is sitting on the ground, leaning on Darcie’s legs. All are wearing shimmering, navy blue halter loungers of Tori’s design. The ladies in the second row are flushed and talking quietly to each other. To Darcie’s right, Candice looks dazed. April, on Darcie’s left, is biting her lip. Darcie, however, looks calm, like she’s been meditating rather than watching a sex show. Her eyes lock with mine, and she gives me a slow, minute nod.

I’m not certain what her message is, but I return the gesture before turning to sit on the cushion provided by Lleandra to watch my wives consummate our marriage to Sonya. Adelina brings me a tray with a glass of water and a steaming cup of coffee, dropping into a low twisting curtsy to present it to me.

“Nicely done, Sweetie. Every bit as graceful as Tanu,” I tell her. Her face shines in the brightest smile I’ve ever seen on the girl. I drain the water and take the cup. “Thank you, Adelina.”

She backs to the edge of the carpet to resume her seat with the other attendants while I enjoy the show.

The wives take turns bringing Sonya to an orgasm with either their mouths and fingers or by grinding their pussies together until their clitties take them over the edge. Mouths kiss every available inch of Sonya’s flesh as each wife ensures that she gets an orgasm from each of them.

Looking around, I see Chelena, Morena, Elesain, and Cerreta dressed in the same white dresses as the attendants, each holding one of my children. Each wears her hair up in a ponytail gathered at the crown of her head, bound with a white band. A variety of gold earrings and bands adorn their pointed ears. Serenia has household duty, so I make a mental note to make it up to her later.

After a time, Lara pushes back from Sonya’s body and stands. The other wives help Sonya to her feet before they group hug. The ladies lead Sonya back to the semicircle that’s still scribed by their discarded kimonos. I stand as the six attendants rush forward to help the wives into their kimonos, and the Elven baby sitters bring forth the children.

I step up to Sonya and ask, “Yes?”

My newest wife smiles brightly and nods joyously.

I grab her gown by its V-neck and rip it open down the front, letting it drop to pool around her feet.

Shryl hurries forward with a burgundy kimono that matches those of the other wives. She helps Sonya into it and ties the sash before I seat my new wife on my cushion.

Aloïse beckons me to the front of the semicircle. Clarice leads the six concubine supplicants forward. Serena, Rachel, Tanu, Vanessa, Christina, and Yelena follow her, each wearing a dress identical to that of the attendants. Lleandra follows them. My two foster daughters array the six women before Aloïse and me.

The supplicants stand erect, and my daughters open the magnetic clasps of the dresses’ halter, leaving the six women standing naked, their dresses pooled around their feet like snow.

“Step,” commands Clarice, and the supplicants step forward. My daughters pick up the dresses and dash off to the wings.

“Who petitions to become a concubine of House James?” Aloïse asks clearly.

“I do, Your Grace,” the six women reply in unison.

“Kneel,” Aloïse commands, and they do, spreading their knees on the carpet and taking the submissive’s kneeling posture.

“Will any wives sponsor these women?” Aloïse asks.

“I do, Sister,” rings in the clear night air as Carla, Rebecca, Tori, Lara, Marissa, and Erica step forward to stand behind Serena, Rachel, Tanu, Vanessa, Christina, and Yelena, respectively.

Adelina, carrying a silver tray, moves to stand next to Yelena, the pretty Colombian woman from the café kitchen. I recall that she joined Aloïse’s staff prior to her abduction and the death of her zombie host. I step up in front of Yelena, and Aloïse stands next to me.

Aloïse asks, “Yelena Calderón, what do you offer to the James household?”

“Good food on your table, a strong body to help grow and protect your family, and love and pleasure for your bed, Your Grace,” Yelena replies as her dark brown eyes lock on to mine. Her tawny hair frames the right side of her pretty, oval face as she bites her lip seductively.

“You may collar Yelena, my lord,” Aloïse says.

Shryl steps up and removes my robe, planting a kiss between my shoulder blades as she slides the garment from my arms.

Erica lifts a black, braided leather collar and places it around the base of Yelena’s throat. A metal medallion that says “House James” on the front and “Yelena” on the back rests in the center of her collarbone.

I call out, “Yelena Calderón, when I close this collar to your throat, you will be the property of the James household of the Cortez Cooperative. You will work to further the goals and well-being of the household, and you will be used sexually by me, my wives, and our declared concubines. You are not allowed to have sex outside the members of the household and our declared concubines. Do you accept these conditions?”

“Joyfully, yes, my lord,” Yelena responds with a sultry smile.

I lean over and clasp the collar behind her neck. I kiss her plush lips before standing erect and saying, “Welcome to House James, Yelena.”

The thirty-two-year-old woman leans forward and sucks my semi-erect member into her mouth, her soulful dark eyes locked on mine. She laves my hardening member before she starts bobbing and slobbering on it, driving the head deeper and deeper into her mouth and then down her throat until her lips are wrapped around the base.

I rub her earlobes like I did for the Elven concubines, not because it will do anything for her, but more for consistency with the last ceremony. After pulling out of Yelena’s mouth with a pop, I lean down and kiss her again.

Then I move down the line to stand before Christina. Her chocolate brown eyes look up under hooded eyelids. Her short hair bobs as it hangs on either side of her heart-shaped face, and her tiny bosom heaves.

I smile at her and cup her face gently, which seems to help her to relax before we repeat the ceremony with her. We continue in the same vein, moving our way down the line of smart, talented, attractive ladies. Christina and Serena each get a load of semen.

After Serena licks the last drops from the slit of my cock, Shryl helps me back into my robe. The new concubines stand, and the attendants help them back into their dresses while the wives return to their places in the semicircle.

Aloïse returns to her human form, and Clarice helps her into her kimono. Aloïse gives Clarice a hug and kiss in return. She waits for Clarice to return to her station at the edge of the carpets before addressing the crowd. “Thank you all for witnessing our marriage and induction. That concludes the ceremony. We’re off to celebrate. Please enjoy the refreshments.”

The crowd applauds as Aloïse and I lead the ladies and concubines back into the tent. As we enter, I notice the dividers and tubs are gone, and large cushions cover the carpets. Shryl closes the tent flaps behind us.

Rebecca, Susan, Erica, and Carla lay our children in bassinets off to the side. All the women smile and giggle until I unbelt my robe, remove it, and loosely fold it before laying it beside Judith’s bassinet. The ladies remove their garments and set them aside.

Aloïse walks to the center of the impromptu circle we find ourselves in and changes back to her succubus form, grinning. “Let the orgy begin.”

Sonya and Tanu pull me down to a cushion amidst giggles to bury me in kisses and nubile flesh.
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I had sex with each of the ladies multiple times. In addition to a variety of group encounters, I made certain I got them all individually. Clarice and Lleandra snuck into the tent at one point.

I told Lleandra, “No honey. You’ll get a date first. Then we can discuss you joining the ladies.”

“Really, Daddy?” Lleandra looked both shocked and pleased.

I kissed her lasciviously, and her hands caressed my rising member. “I can hardly wait!” she whispered excitedly before skipping away to exit the tent.

I turned to see Clarice’s naked body, pinned by all my wives to the ground on a pile of cushions. Aloïse called softly, “Come, William Darling. Feed our baby girl.”

My cock hardened to the point of painfulness before I joined my wives to fuck my foster daughter.

Our celebration continued to dawn. I remember seeing light peek in the tent flap just after Sonya fell forward onto my torso. Rebecca orgasmed as I climaxed inside her before she collapsed on top of Sonya. I fell asleep while still inside Rebecca with Sonya’s thighs on either side of my face.

A kiss woke me, and I opened my eyes to find Adelina pulling back. Sonya’s sticky pussy was still in front of my face as I watched the cute, young Latina back away and smile at me.

“Good morning, Will. Breakfast is served,” she said. She rose from where she was kneeling next to Sonya’s right knee, wearing the same halter dress as last night.

I saw a naked, pale hip to my left past Sonya’s leg, and Vanessa propped up to smile shyly at me. Her voluminous afro hairstyle was backlit like a halo, and her pretty café-au-lait face shone with happiness. I was able to raise a hand enough to caress her heavy, pointed breast.

The gorgeous mulatta leaned over Sonya’s posterior to kiss me. Sonya groaned as Vanessa backed up and said, “Good morning, Will.”

“Good morning, Vanessa. That collar looks really good on you,” I replied with a grin.

I felt Sonya lift my phallus and suck it into her mouth. Vanessa watched for a moment before looking back to me. “I think I know what Rebecca and Sonya plan to have for breakfast,” she teased.

“I hate to say it, but we probably need to head back and get to checking in with people,” I told her. “It was a lovely ceremony, and I feel grateful to have you with me always.”

“Adelina is getting breakfast set up for the rest of us. I’m going to go help,” Vanessa said as she rolled to her feet. She leaned over tantalizingly and kissed me again before disappearing.

Rebecca leaned over Sonya’s hip to kiss me good morning before taking a turn suckling me.

The morning progressed slowly, and I ended up having some kind of encounter with each woman in our family before I grabbed some fresh rolls, soft-boiled eggs, cold cuts, cheese, and fruit. Aloïse assured me it was a European breakfast, and it did remind me of the ones I had in Germany as a soldier many years ago.

Finally, I got dressed and left the tent. Outside, Karelle was doing a martial arts form with a pair of short swords in the middle of the rugs. She stopped and turned to face me. She did not look happy.

“Is something wrong?”

Karelle turned abruptly away, and her braids flew around her as she sheathed her swords. The alien woman dropped her head, and I could tell that she was wiping her eyes. Karelle turned to face me with a sigh.

“Nothing is wrong, Lord,” she replied. “I’m just not managing my expectations very well, especially after the org mating challenges and the groll mating rituals that followed yours.”

Karelle tried desperately to bring her normally cheerful personality to the fore, but whatever was bugging her wouldn’t let her.

Stepping forward to wrap my arms around her shoulders, I pulled her close. “Tell me about it, Karelle. You’re always so cheerful. It’s disheartening to see you like this. Talk to me.”

“You don’t want to hear it, Lord.”

“Will,” I corrected her.

“Will,” she replied as she slid her arms around my waist and rested her head on my chest. I caressed her back.

Eventually, she said, “I wanted to be Sonya. She was so beautiful, and the passion you two shared…I want that.”

“Is that why you haven’t returned to your people?” I asked. “You’ve been very helpful, and we all are happy that you’ve stuck around. I noticed you building friendships with Rebecca, Tori, and N’elisa.”

“You have all these beautiful women,” she replied. “I don’t know how I can expect you to notice me.”

Squeezing her gently, I said, “You may have noticed that I can’t keep from watching you whenever you’re near. You’re a beautiful woman, and I’m horrible about not ogling you when you’re anywhere close.”

“My hair is thin, my skin is dappled, and I have tusks,” she whispered quietly. “I never thought that was ugly, but I look at your human and Elven women, and I can’t possibly compare.”

“I view you to be every bit as beautiful, Karelle. You’re different, but you’re far from ugly.”

After a moment, she started stroking my back. “Why wasn’t I considered for a collar?” she whispered.

“I don’t know; you might have been considered. The wives selected the candidates,” I told her. “All the new concubines have been with Aloïse for a long time, most before I even met her. They were selected this time so they wouldn’t feel alone or abandoned—so they could feel like part of the family.”

She wiped her eyes and resumed hugging me. After a while, she said, “I want to be your lover. I see all these women who are intimate with you, and I want that, too. I don’t understand it because my people rarely mate outside our own species.”

“Aloïse can probably give you a handful of theories why, but I don’t know that they matter,” I replied. “You know that my wives are all intimate with each other and the concubines, right?”

Karelle lifted her head to look me in the eye. “Really? I thought N’elisa was making a joke.”

“Nope, it’s true. Maybe you should have a conversation with Aloïse or Rebecca,” I told her encouragingly. “You can also come to our morning martial arts training. It’s a good way to meet everyone and get to know them better…let them get to know you better, too.”

“I’ll do both,” she said before kissing me gently, her tusks caressing my lips. “Thank you, Will.”

Sonya appeared to my right and wrapped her arms around Karelle and me. “I was going to tease you about already trying to steal my husband, Karelle, but I don’t want to make light of your emotions. Will and I are going to take a few days to travel, delivering food, medicine, and potions. When I get back, let’s talk about what it’s like to be a concubine of House James. By then, I’ll be able to tell you a little bit about being a wife of the house, too.”

She kissed the alien woman’s cheek.

“Thank you, Sonya,” Karelle said quietly. “I was just telling Will how beautiful you were, and how much I wanted to be you.”

“No, Honey,” Sonya said. “If you were me, then we wouldn’t have the joy of getting to know you, and we’d all be poorer for it.”

Karelle dropped her head to my chest, temporarily speechless. She raised her head to look at me. “You made the right choice. She’ll be a good wife, Will.”

Sonya laughed. “I’ve had a lot of coaching from the wives to get here, Karelle. I bet you’ll find it easier than I did.”

I released Karelle and picked Sonya up to rest on my right hip, holding onto her ass as she wrapped her legs around me.

I told her, “I think we should go home, take a shower and a nap, and then head out on our afternoon pit stops, Mrs. James.”

“Good plan, Mr. James,” Sonya replied with a smile. We waved at Karelle and then I opened a teleportal to the master suite at the residence. Upon stepping through, we immediately stripped.

Serenia appeared hurriedly to confirm it was us. She was carrying one of the Shockwave weapons that looked like a little longer version of a sawed off shotgun. Upon seeing us, she set the weapon aside and gave us each a congratulatory kiss.

Sonya told her, “The other girls should be back within the hour. They were just wrapping up breakfast when we left.”

“Thank you, Mrs. James,” Serenia replied before retrieving her weapon and returning to her duties. I watched the little blonde depart.

“That’s a fashion departure for her,” I commented.

“Yoga pants and a sweatshirt? I could see it with the air conditioning,” Sonya replied. “I bet it’s pretty cool at night. It’s harder to pleasure yourself in yoga pants than with those loungers of Tori’s, though.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” I replied as I led her to the shower.

Once the water was warm, I picked up my latest bride by her ass and pressed her against the tile.

Sonya squirmed to snake a hand between us and slot my hardening member into her entrance. I hooked my arms under her knees and grabbed her athletic ass as I slid into her already wet channel.

We fucked desperately in the warm spray. I drove my cock into her mercilessly, and she beat her heels into my ass to drive me faster while clawing at my back with her nails.

Sonya tilted her head back and screamed at the ceiling as her orgasm arrived. Her spasming body and grasping cunt took me over the edge, exploding multiple loads of my seed all over the opening of her cervix.

Afterward, as I leaned forward, pinning Sonya against the tile in the shower, she giggled. “I thought we were supposed to get clean in the shower.”

I kissed her tenderly, trying to convey all my love for her. She moaned slightly as I pulled my lips away. “I’ve learned that the shower is one of the few ways for me to have some alone time with one of my ladies. Other opportunities present themselves, but I think the ladies have agreed to not pile into the shower unless a group enters to begin with.”

“Hmmm,” Sonya mused. “I remember a few of those group showers being quite nice, too. Tori and Aloïse. Rebecca, Josie, and Susan. Lara and Elesain. Good times sharing them with you, Will.”

“I’m glad that it pleases you,” I replied as I nuzzled her neck. “I’m going to try to have more frequent one-on-one dates with each of you, but I also don’t want to get on a rota.”

“Rota?”

“A rotation or schedule,” I explained. “I think it’s more common in English lexicon than in American. I picked it up years ago at work.”

“Interesting. A duty roster for dates,” Sonya replied. “That could work. We’d just have to replace the ‘duty’ from the concept with ‘fun,’ don’t you think?”

Setting her down on her unsteady feet, I kissed her again briefly. “Husbands have duties, too, my dear Mrs. James. Even if the duty is fun.”

“Don’t lose the fun part, Will,” she said seriously. “We all love you and want you to be happy, too.”

“I am, Love,” I replied. “I’m surrounded by a bevy of gorgeous, loving women. I’m healthy, and the work we’re doing to help protect people and help them survive is some of the most fulfilling I’ve done.”

I let her go and grabbed some moisturizing body wash. We washed each other in a relatively business-like manner—only minimal slap and giggle activities.

We took turns drying each other with the same fluffy white towels we used in the hotels before going to bed, and I fell asleep with Sonya wrapped in my arms.

I woke later to the rocking of the bed. Serenia and Sonya were clamped together by their scissored thighs. I rolled to my side to watch the two blondes drive each other to a climax.

After they reached their mutual conclusion, Serenia fell forward into Sonya’s arms. My newest wife rolled to position the Elven woman between us, and then she leaned over her to kiss me.

Sonya sighed happily. “Give me a moment to collect myself, Will. Then we can grab a quick sandwich and head out.”

“Sounds good, my love,” I replied with a grin. “I’m enjoying being a little lazy.”

“I don’t think we’ll be lazy this afternoon,” Sonya replied as I planted a kiss on Serenia’s cheek.

The small Elven woman wormed her way back to press herself tightly against me.

“It shouldn’t be too bad. A couple of cases of herbs for Springfield, Oregon. Five cases of potion for Fort Lewis, Washington, and another five for Fort Carson, Colorado. Three more cases of potions to Bellingham, Washington. Kalispell, Montana will be the hardest one.”

“Yeah, that’s a lot of stuff. Why didn’t the Blackfeet want us to come out to the reservation?” she asked.

“I’m not sure. I can’t figure out why they want to cart all that over the mountains,” I replied. “I guess we’ll find out when we get there. The shaman from one of the Flathead tribes will meet us there, too.”

“Alright, I guess we should get to it. It’s already noon,” she said before kissing me and Serenia again.

We got up and dressed in jeans and hiking boots. Sonya put her body armor on over an olive camisole with a built-in sports bra, then a brown plaid cotton shirt over the top. She pulled her wavy blonde hair back in a curly ponytail.

I pulled my shoulder holsters over a red, checked flannel shirt and body armor before I dropped the angelic blade between my shoulders. I could just barely clear it from the scabbard in that position, which I thought would be fine. I didn’t expect trouble, but the attacks in Chicago and Peeples Valley convinced me to be prepared, just in case.

Rebecca and Marissa met us in the kitchen with sandwiches and water bottles. Rebecca had her favorite Sig AR-15 model rifle, an M&P EZ .380 on her hip, and body armor over her gold and black flannel shirt. A fanny pack rested on her waist above her bladder.

Marissa was in yoga pants that featured cargo pockets, hiking boots, and a pistol belt with a full-sized G17 strapped to her thigh and a wakizashi on her left hip. One of my old sweatshirts hung loosely over her body armor. Her dirty blonde hair was pulled back into a braid.

The rest of the family gave us kisses after we wolfed down our lunch. Then I opened a teleportal to the lab where we had everything staged.
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SLOWING THE FALL


Our first stop was to Fort Carson—south of Colorado Springs. I opened a teleportal to the coordinates the army contact sent and met a guard detail outside the entrance to Evans Army Community Hospital.

Darius, Alan, Mica, Lara, and Cerreta guarded the ladies while I let the reception desk know why we were there. A major, a gruff master sergeant, an army specialist, and a navy petty officer met us after a short wait.

Rebecca, Marissa, and I handed boxes of potions over to the enlisted folks, who took the cases and followed the sergeant away.

The major, a woman—Talbot, according to her name tag—with curly brown hair, a sharp beak of a nose, and wide, thick hips requested another hundred doses immediately. “Cheyenne Mountain had a breakout. They’ve kept themselves quarantined pretty well, but I think the last delivery of supplies managed to get through their procedures.

“They shot the first few infected to protect the rest, but it’s spread already. They’ve got a bunch of dead folks, about ninety sick, and about thirty that are symptom free. I need to get them an initial dose and then send in people to clear out the dead.”

“I’ve got another batch cooking,” Rebecca responded. “I can check with Christine when we return. I’ll also call Fort Lewis to see if they can wait for the last 150 if we need to. Are there any tribes nearby?”

“Yeah, the Southern Ute reservation isn’t far. The doses we’ve gotten so far have been from them.”

“Have them contact me if they need more materials,” Rebecca said. “I don’t think I’ve talked to anyone from their group yet.”

Major Talbot agreed to do the introductions, and then we returned back to Prescott.

Twenty minutes later, I delivered two more boxes of one hundred doses, and Major Talbot gave me cases of empties to take back.

By the time I turned the empty glass vials over to Audrey and Erica, we were ready to go to Springfield. We stepped through the teleportal to meet three witches in the parking lot of Eastgate Kenpo Karate. I saw a couple of students walking out with that sweaty, satisfied look from a good training session.

We delivered two large boxes of herbs, and I helped load them into the ladies’ van as my security team watched the students approach.

One of the young men asked suspiciously, “What are you doing?”

“Delivering herbs to create more antiviral potions,” Rebecca replied, leaving her hands at her sides. “Are you the police?” she asked them with a cheeky smile.

“No,” the youth said. “Our teacher’s wife is sick, and he was so worried for her he could barely make it through class. We haven’t been able to get any medicine or potions for her. ”

Rebecca opened her pouch as she asked,. “Have you two taken the potions yet?”

“No, ma’am,” the other boy replied. “We’ve been staying away from people. This is the first time we’ve been at the school for weeks.”

She gave each boy one for themselves, one for their teacher, and one for his wife, making sure to power the potions before handing them over.

Theresa, one of the witches, handed the kid a card. “This is my home phone. Have your teacher call me with a count of people in the school, and I’ll bring a batch over as soon as they’re ready. We’ve been handing them out at Springfield Lutheran Church for the last month. We’ll keep showing up as long as people need help,” she told the boys kindly.

A tall man with a gray bowl cut and rimless glasses locked the door and walked dejectedly toward the parking lot. The two boys ran over to him and handed over two doses as I opened a teleportal and led my team back to the lab’s warehouse area.

The Fort Lewis delivery went quickly and easily. The coordinates delivered us to the front entrance to Madigan Army Medical Center, our sudden appearance making the poor specialist on guard duty drop his weapon.

“Get down with it, Specialist,” I growled before dropping down to knock out push-ups with the young man. He grinned at me as he knocked them out at a breakneck pace, his rifle across his hands. He was surprised that I kept up with him for forty reps before he rebounded to his feet.

“You used to be military?” he asked.

“US Army military police. I served in the sandbox a hundred years ago, but I try to stay in shape. I’ve been fighting elves of late,” I said.

“When he’s not fucking them,” Sonya murmured with a grin.

The young man’s eyes goggled before he got his wits about him. “Let me go get some folks to take these in. Please stay here, sir.”

“Nice one, Sonya,” Marissa said while we waited.

“As I recall, it was her fucking an elf this morning,” I murmured.

“Damn, I missed out,” Lara whispered.

“Me too,” Cerreta interjected.

We all stared at Cerreta. “What?” she asked. “I have needs, too.”

Darius said, “Talk to Terrell, Cerreta. He’s been mooning over you since that minor skirmish at Peeples Valley. Just don’t tell him I said anything.”

“Yeah, he’ll never let you hear the end of it if he knows you set him up,” Alan replied, making us all chuckle.

Not long after, the specialist returned with a humorless buck sergeant, a corporal, and a private first class.

Rebecca told them, “Collect the vials, as they’re getting harder to find.”

Marissa added, "We'll be back to collect them in a week.” Then we returned to Prescott.

The Bellingham delivery took place in a parking lot in a park, and the people we delivered it to were very grateful for the help.

We took a short break before the trip to Kalispell. I collected kisses from my wives and we hydrated. While we were drinking, I noticed Cerreta walking up to Terrell.

Lara giggled. “I guess she’s starting to open up to the idea of some affection.”

“I thought Warren introduced them to physical intimacy,” Marissa said.

“He doesn’t get to everyone. Only the ones who pursue him join him in bed,” Lara replied. “Cerreta wasn’t ready when she moved off the farm, but she’s coming along. I’ve heard she’s been sleeping with Tanita, but I don’t know if they’re intimate. Given the Elven cultural taboos, they’re probably just holding each other when they sleep. It was pretty common in the brothels.”

“I’m just glad she’s opening up,” Rebecca said. She eyed Sonya, adding, “The comment about Sonya loving elves caught me by surprise.”

“Yeah, me too,” Marissa said to Sonya as my newest wife cuddled under my left arm. “I know you’ve had a couple of dates with the wives, and you seemed like you enjoyed the ceremony and celebration, but I wasn’t sure you were into it.”

“I didn’t think I rolled that way, either,” Rebecca replied with a soft smile. “I learned differently.”

“Spaghetti’s straight too—until it’s wet,” Sonya quipped, and all the ladies broke into a chorus of giggles. She slid around me to hug Marissa. “After my dates with you and Carla, and then Aloïse and Tori, I’ve become more interested. It’s a great way to show my sisters that I love them, and I’ve learned that loving them is very pleasurable for me, too. No labels. Just love.”

Josie walked up and collected kisses from us all before guiding us off to a small pile of equipment.

“This is a very large passage, Will,” my tallest wife told me. “I’ve got a lightweight steel frame. Please try not to cut off a finger getting the passage up.” The wives all laughed at me as Rachel, Tanu, Elesain, Morena, and Karelle joined us.

Josie continued, “Try to get the base of the frame on stable ground. The opening is big enough that we should be able to drive the ATVs through. We’ve got two Gators with trailers, two Rangers, and three large-bed Club Cars. All are loaded to max capacity. The non-perishable food is on the Club Cars. The Gators have the potions plus some clothing, blankets, camping gear, and perishable food in the trailers. The Rangers have the cartons of the herbs and potion supplies.”

Raul walked up and said, “I have additional security ready, boss—Terrell, Mack, Phil, and George with ten elves, including three magicians.”

“Sounds good, Raul,” I replied and clapped him on his shoulder.

I watched everyone prepare until they all turned to face me, indicating they were ready.

“Let’s roll!” I called out and opened a teleportal.
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As the teleportal comes into existence, I hear a hoarse voice holler, “Sumpin’ just opened up in the air.”

“Shut the fuck up, Harley,” another voice whispers urgently.

Neither voice sounds friendly.

Throwing up a shield of magical energy in front of my teleportal, I survey the scene on the other side. Like the ones I used against the House Valeran elves and the bigots in Peeples valley, this shield is transparent to the average person. People on my side can also shoot through it.

A group of men who are holding rifles are arrayed around the opening of the portal. Most have unkempt beards, and I see everything from AR-style rifles, lever actions, and bolt action rifles. However, they all wear nearly identical tan hunting jackets, matching pants, and combat boots. The uniform will make them easier to tell from the good guys.

I lose count after twenty-three, but there are quite a few men assembled. Roughly fifty yards behind them, more men have their rifles pointed at two other groups that, based on the browner complexion and uniformly dark hair of the men being held, I assume are from the Blackfoot or Flathead tribes.

“Rebecca, who are we supposed to meet?” I murmur to my witchy wife.

“Maisie Holden,” she replies. “She’s a witch who lives outside Kalispell and is friendly with the Flathead tribes. Also, Peter Blackfeather from the Siksika tribe.”

“Darius, I don’t like this. Go through this one and let me know if anyone is behind this portal,” I tell him as I point with my right hand and attempt to open a four-foot round portal on the far side of the assembled trucks.

“Got it, boss. Terrell, you’re with me,” the marine murmurs and sneaks through the much smaller portal.

“Ya might as well come through. Otherwise, I’m gonna have to start killing people,” says a small man with graying blond hair, a heavy brow ridge over beady eyes, and a boonie hat, holding an AR-style rifle.

“I think we have the wrong coordinates,” I reply. “We’ll just leave now.”

He raises his rifle and fires at me. The bullet stops right in front of my face and drops to the ground.

“If that’s the way you want to play it,” he sneers before aiming off to my right and firing.

The report of the firearm is followed by the screams of women, many shouting back at the man, who yells, “Shaddup, or I’ll start shooting more of you, you worthless dykes.”

He points his rifle at me again, apparently forgetting about the shield. “Send through your supplies and your women, or I start shooting more people.”

Darius’ voice calls quietly from off to the side. “You’re about one hundred feet from the lake shore. There are six men about thirty feet behind you, all armed with rifles.”

“Get back in here. I’m going to close the portals,” I tell him.

Terrell scrambles through the small portal as Rebecca gasps. “We can’t just abandon them!”

Darius comes through, and I close the smaller portal before answering. “We’re not going to, Love. I’ll be back shortly. Rebecca and Josie, stand by to heal people. Josie, I’m gonna need some big jars.”

“What for?” she asks.

“Forty to fifty souls,” I estimate as I step through the teleportal, close it, and adjust my shield to encircle me.

I walk toward the shooter. He’s maybe 5’9” and smells of stale sweat. I pull one of my G45s and walk right up in front of him. He shoots three more times before I get close enough to bat aside his rifle, angle my pistol up under his chin, and pull the trigger.

The top of his skull explodes before he drops to the ground.

I call out as everyone stares at me, “I don’t have the patience to figure out who deserves to die and kill those people, so I’m going to do this the easy way.”

I holster the pistol and pull the angelic sword as the rough men back away and start shooting at me. Hundreds of projectiles hit my shield.

I push more power into the shield and point the sword at the nearest shooters, holding the blade flat, parallel to the ground. Using my will to touch the blade, I instruct it to draw forth the souls before me, like I read in the book gifted to me by the magi. Apparently, I’m not doing it right, because nothing happens.

Murmuring “Fuck it,” I drop the arm holding the sword and just use my innate power to draw the souls, five at a time, from the men shooting at me, holding their souls close by. The sword vibrates in my hand, so I raise it again and use it as a focus but rely on my own ability to draw the souls forth.

I concentrate on and successfully pull the souls from one man at a time. I start trying to pull two at a time, then three.

There are no more men in front of me, so I turn and suck the souls from the men between me and the lakeshore. The blade definitely increases my range. I’m not sure by how much, but it’s farther than the thirty yards I’ve accomplished so far.

“Drop the blade, or I’ll kill ’em,” yells a guy pointing his rifle at the group of women trying to comfort someone lying on the ground.

I point the blade down, in front of me. He turns his rifle toward me, and as soon as it clears the women, I pull his soul out. He falls to the ground.

I start walking over to the men guarding the trucks. The twelve men guarding the prisoners look over their shoulders to figure out what has happened to their comrades.

“You can drop your weapons and live, or keep them and die. I don’t care,” I call out to them.

An older man points his rifle at me and growls, “This is a vintage M1 Garand rifle. My daddy brought it back from Korea, and it fires a .30-06 round. I’m willing to bet it will pierce whatever you’re doing to protect yourself.”

“I can hold this for hours, and it’s shrugged off .308s before. Give it your best shot,” I tell him before raising the sword to point at him.

He raises his rifle, and I pull his soul through the blade. He drops dead. I aim the blade at the men to my far right, who are part of the group holding hostages. I suck the gunmen’s souls, and a couple of the hostages pick up some of the dropped firearms.

A wild looking man to my far left shouts, “Die, motherfucker!” His shout is followed by a ping that I haven’t heard since Iraq.

I catch a glimpse of the spoon flying before he tosses the grenade toward me. I watch its arc, opening my shield behind me and flinging the energy construct toward the grenade. The open ends of the shield whip around to curve around the explosive as the shield flies toward the guy that threw it.

The grenade lands at the guy’s feet as my shield closes into a cylinder around him. He turns, runs into the shield, and falls backward onto the grenade just before it explodes. A spray of shrapnel, blood, and bits of body parts torn apart by the explosion inside the narrow tube blow up into the sky. The shield was designed to stop anything from getting to me, but since I turned it inside out, the explosion seems muted as the sound is directed straight up into the air.

That’s interesting, I note. I’ll need to remember to talk louder when I surround myself with one.

I dismiss the shield and create another one around myself.

Looking at the remaining gunmen, I point to the next one with my sword. “Now, where were we?”

The men rapidly squat and place their rifles on the ground. A few pull out pistols and lay them down, too.

To sheath the sword, I have to lift the baldric for the sheath over my head. As I lower the baldric, I hear two pops in the sky in quick succession before a third pop next to me announces Aloïse appearing in her nude, succubus form, armed with an MP5 in her left hand and Clarice’s whip in her right. I feel the air displaced behind me with another pop, and I turn to find N’elisa walking forward to join me, carrying one of the MP5 clones.

“Is everything alright, husband?” Aloïse asks.

“I think we’re under control here now, Mrs. James,” I reply. Staring down the remaining mountain men, I ask, “Aren’t we gentlemen?”

I don’t think any of them register my words. They’re too busy ogling Aloïse.

Soon, several men from the tribes pick up the discarded weapons as another approaches me with his hands up.

“I’m Peter Blackfeather. Are you Mr. James?” the native man asks, eyeing the demonic woman next to me.

Dropping my magical shield, I offer him a handshake. “Yes, I am. Please call me Will. This is Aloïse, one of my wives, and our friend N’elisa. Not ideal circumstances for a first meeting, but I’m hoping at least none of your people were harmed.”

Peter shakes my hand firmly as another native man approaches.

“Some bumps and bruises,” the newcomer says as he offers his hand. “I’m Tomas Clearwater, Salish tribe from the Flathead reservation.” He nods to the ladies before adding, “I’m going to see if I can help Maisie. Our shaman is back by the trucks.”

“Let me call my people in. I’ve got some powerful healers,” I reply.

“What the hell is that?” one of the rough looking men asks.

“This lady is a royal succubus and my wife, Aloïse,” I explain. Holding an arm out toward N’elisa, I add, “This lady is N’elisa. She’s a High Elf—a different species than the elves that attacked our planet and from a very different place.”

N’elisa takes the opportunity to slide under my arm and lavish me with a kiss and a hug.

After taking a moment to survey the situation, I open a teleportal in roughly the same spot that I arrived at. Darius and Alan lead a rush of armed people through.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa! Darius, all is secure here!” I shout.

The lean Black man slows down and drops the muzzle of his rifle. He and Alan approach cautiously.

Darius says, “So, you killed them all?”

“Nope. I saved a few for you guys. I know how you marines are,” I tease.

“Semper fi,” Tomas interjects.

“Shit, not another one,” I groan. Tomas grins in response.

“Darius, I need Josie, Rebecca, and Karelle to check out the gunshot victim—she’s over there,” I tell him just before Josie launches past him to wrap me in a hug.

“You can’t run off like that, William!” Josie scolds me as she tries to squeeze out my innards.

“I’m just fine, Mrs. James,” I tell her gently just before I’m enveloped in the embraces of my other wives.

Caressing my back, Aloïse says, “Apparently, you have this under control, William. I’m going home to resume the case I was working on.” She kisses me lasciviously, steps back, opens her wings, and disappears with a pop.

N’elisa squeezes between Sonya and Rebecca to brush a kiss across my lips. “I’m heading home to get some fuel before I continue my projects, Lord. Blinking that far uses a lot of energy.”

“Thanks, N’elisa,” I reply absently as I’m pulled into kisses from each of my wives.

By walking toward the wounded woman, I finally get Rebecca and Josie to pay attention to her.

Josie shouts, “Karelle!”

Karelle runs out of the teleportal carrying a kit bag, followed by Mica and Cerreta, who are dragging the frame for the passage through the portal. I close the portal to conserve energy.

Karelle works over the wounded woman, who is in fact Maisie Holden, whom we came to meet. Karelle places a small electronic device on Maisie’s abdomen, making Maisie’s body suddenly relax.

It’s hard to tell from how she’s lying on the ground, but Maisie doesn’t appear to be very tall. She has long, gray-streaked, blonde hair in a loose braid. She has a strong nose and chin, and her piercing blue eyes shine from her relatively gaunt face, which is peppered with fine lines. She’s wearing a loose, full-length dress that gives her the look of an aging hippie. Her aura has a strong green tint to it. She watches me as the healers work on her wound.

Karelle waves another device over Maisie’s wound. “The projectile is still in there. I need to get it out, and then we can start to accelerate the healing.”

“Her aura is still strong. Her soul doesn’t seem like it’s in a hurry to go anywhere,” Josie murmurs as Karelle takes out a small case from her kit and pulls a pair of long forceps from it. Josie kneels across from her, next to Maisie. Rebecca kneels and cradles Maisie’s head in her lap.

After digging inside Maisie’s innards for a moment, Karelle extracts the bullet with a grunt. “It was embedded in her spine,” she explains, holding it up. “She’s still bleeding in there.”

“I’ve got it,” Josie says. I watch her draw entropy out and push growth into Maisie’s abdomen. Slowly, the wound closes.

“That’s handy,” Tomas says.

“Very,” I reply before addressing my team. “Ladies, I’ll leave you to this while we get the frame set up.”

Mica and Cerreta were joined by Lara, Elesain, and Morena when I wasn’t looking. I remember them coming through the teleportal with Darius’ people, but I hadn’t paid any attention to them since Lara kissed me a few minutes ago. It looks like they’ve been working to get Josie’s passage set up, and the frame looks big enough to drive an ASC through. I notice that the passage itself is a sturdy canvas construction in two layers, with solid red on the back.

“Cut off my finger indeed,” I chuckle quietly as I walk up.

Josie joins us as I help them roll out the passage and connect it to the hooks on the frame. We also hook guy wires to round metal eyes, specifically for that purpose.

Josie and I lift the frame a little, and Lara calls out, “Passage coming up!” Then we guide it upright to sit on the base and hook the guy wires to stakes and tighten the tension on the included turnbuckles.

The end result is a pretty sturdy passage that’s roughly the size of a tall garage door.

Mica, Lara, Elesain, and Morena all run through the passage, and Tanu drives the first Club Car through.

Thankfully, Maisie is now back on her feet, drinking water as Rebecca orients her to the supplies we’ve brought.

Peter Blackfeather walks up to lead me over to meet his people. As he walks, he explains the situation. “First of all, I’m from the Siksika Nation of the Blackfeet Confederacy, or Niitsitapi. The Blackfeet aren’t a single people, but rather an alliance of people with similar languages and traditions. The Flathead reservation situation is similar, with Tomas being from the Salish people.

“We’ve had attacks on our people before from these Montana Rangers, as they call themselves, as we’ve traveled into Flathead County to meet with Maisie and Tomas for some of these antiviral potions. The last of our shamans died during the early cycles of Covid. His granddaughter came with us to see if she could study with Tomas and Maisie.”

One of the men approaches from behind one of the pickups. “Hey, Peter! Tosie doesn’t look good. That bruise on her face is getting bigger, and she’s getting lethargic.”

I call out, “Rebecca! Karelle!” as Peter leads us to the back of the truck. In the bed of the pickup is a roughly fourteen-year-old native girl. She has skin the color of a light walnut wood, long straight hair, and brown eyes that are glazed from pain, shock, or both. There’s a huge lump on her left cheekbone.

“Shit,” Peter cries. “That’s swelling fast.”

Tosie’s green-tinged aura is slowly fading as Karelle slides between us and begins to triage the girl’s injuries. “What happened?” the sexy Grollsh healer asks.

“She was buttstroked with a heavy, wooden rifle,” the other guy says.

“What’s that mean?” Karelle asks as she focuses on her instruments.

“They hit her with the shoulder stock of a rifle,” he says, pantomiming with a borrowed rifle.

“Ah,” Karelle says in acknowledgement, still heavily focused on Tosie.

Peter addresses the guy, saying, “Thanks, Martin. Can you load our stuff once Maisie points it out?”

“Sure, Peter,” he says as he returns the rifle back to its owner.

Karelle looks up. “Lord, she needs surgical intervention in a medical bay. It’s too much damage to address with the growth stimulators I have available.”

“Let me see if I can help, Karelle. I hate the idea of cutting someone open to heal them. It seems counterintuitive,” I murmur as I concentrate on the girl using my second sight.

Tendrils of entropy are waving from the point of impact back into her brainpan, nearly all the way across the cranium.

“Shit,” I mutter as I start pulling entropy out and pushing growth back in.

Karelle keeps checking on Tosie with her equipment as I watch the entropy slowly recede into the original point of impact.

“That’s looking better, Will,” the Grollsh woman murmurs. “Her numbers are starting to come back to human baseline.”

“Thanks, Karelle,” I reply as I continue pushing growth into Tosie’s head.

Suddenly, the young girl points at Karelle’s mouth and asks, “How do you talk with those?”

“Years of practice,” Karelle teases her.

“She can kiss with them, too,” I join in, still trying to maintain my focus on Tosie’s brain.

“Really?” Peter asks.

Not one to be deterred, Tosie asks, “What are you?”

“Tosie!” the man scolds.

“I’m a groll,” Karelle says. “My people live on planets very far away. My ship was attacked by the elves, and the surviving Grollsh and Orgish people were forced to come to Earth as shock troops for the elves. Fortunately, Mr. James rescued us.”

“What’s ‘Orgish’?” the girl asked with wide open eyes.

“Refers to the orgs. They’re like groll, but bigger and green,” I reply with a wink at Karelle. “The little ones are my size. I met some that are six and a half to seven feet tall.”

“True,” Karelle says with a smile for me. “But they aren’t very good at magic. Orgs are good with technology and math. If they aren’t just working as fighters, they are usually serving as an engineer or navigator on spaceships. Almost all Grollsh people have technomancy, healing, or both kinds of magic, plus we’re pretty good at math and science, too.”

“You have both?” I ask Karelle.

“Yes,” she replies. “That allows me to strengthen the fields generated by our healing technology as well as have an intuitive understanding of what is wrong with my patients. Sometimes, I can heal by just concentrating on the problem, telling the body to correct itself.”

“I can barely triage at all,” I say morosely.

“Yes, but you can fix a lot of problems I can’t with just raw power, like you did for Tosie,” she says, cutely biting her lower lip.

“What’s your magic?” Tosie asks me.

“My magic allows me to use the energies of entropy and growth—life and death, if you prefer. It allows me to heal, but it also allows me to harm or kill,” I answer seriously.

Peter asks, “What’s that kind of magic called?”

“Necromancy,” I reply as Rebecca walks up and slides under my arm.

Peter looks at Tosie. “Your great-grandmother on your mom’s side had that magic. She was a powerful healer and could talk to the dead and the spirits.”

“I didn’t get that. I don’t think I have any magic at all,” she pouts.

“You actually have a pretty strong aura that says you’re a witch. You just need to learn the craft,” Rebecca says. “I’m a witch. Maisie is, too.”

Peter smiles. “We were hoping Tosie’s gift was strong enough to learn the craft.”

“I have a potion to strengthen the magic and the body’s ability to handle it. Looking at Tosie’s aura, I don’t think she needs the supplement, but I’m sure Maisie would know that potion,” Rebecca says. “I’ve used it on some people with barely discernible auras and now I have three students.”

“We’ve haven’t given that to the elves yet, have we?” I ask. “Cerreta and some of the others with weaker gifts might benefit from it.”

“I’ll discuss it with Leonore,” Rebecca says before planting a kiss on my cheek. “I’m off to check on Maisie.”
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TAKING OUT THE TRASH


After I watch Rebecca disappear through the crowd to talk to the witches, I look around and spy the security detail herding the surviving Montana Rangers—that’s what the long-bearded guys called themselves—together and checking them for weapons.

A couple of them object when Mica searches them, but Cerreta fires a dart of power at their legs, and they quickly decide to keep their rebellion to quiet muttering.

I ask Peter, “How’d they get here? I don’t see any trucks.”

“I think they’re parked in the woodline,” he replies. “The guy who shot Maisie was here with two other guys. When we parked our trucks, the rest of them swarmed out of the woodline.”

“Let’s see what they’ll tell us,” I say as I lead the way over.

I step up next to Darius and indicate the men, “Told you I saved a few for you. You can kill ’em if they don’t cooperate.”

“Yeah, but then Cerreta wouldn’t get to show off her mad skills,” Darius drawls. “We can always kill ’em later when they stop being fun.”

“Did you learn where their vehicles are?” I ask.

Darius shakes his head, but a fat guy with a thin black beard says, “I’ll tell you if you don’t kill me.”

“Okay, where are they?” I ask.

“Shaddup, Harley!” growls one of the older men. I extend a hand and pull out his soul.

“Can I shoot the next one, Lord?” Cerreta asks sweetly.

“I think it’s Darius’ turn next, Sweetie.”

“Fi-ine,” she sighs.

“Go ahead, Harley,” I tell the fat guy.

“The-the-the trucks are in the woodline. There’s five guys guarding them,” he replies.

“Fucking traitor,” someone with a blond beard and a rolled up, western straw hat growls.

“Cerreta,” Darius murmurs.

The little elf grins, raises her arm, and fires three bolts of energy into his chest. The guy crumples to the ground, the holes smoking.

I call out, “Lara! Can you check to see if Audrey is still in the warehouse? I need a squad of critters.”

“I’ll check,” she answers, dashing off through the passage.

“Peter, Audrey is a sorcerer. She’s going to summon some imps to find the trucks,” I explain.

“Like little demons?” he asks.

“Yes. They helped me fight the Elven soldiers, and they are very helpful in certain situations,” I tell him. “We use them like bloodhounds. They’ve got a keen sense of smell and they can even follow a scent in a vehicle.”

“Wow,” Peter replies. “What’s the downside?”

“They like to create emotional chaos to feed off it. They can also throw balls of chaotic energy. Getting hit with those is no fun,” I tell him, remembering my experience with that during our training.

Audrey runs out of the passage in cargo athletic tights, a sweater, her Korean long sword, and a MP5 or Z-5P, with ten imps in tow. When the imps spot me, they dash forward. I’m pretty sure Hermes is leading them.

The little imp pulls up in front of me, stands at attention, and renders a British-style salute. “Hermes squad reporting, General.”

“Hermes, I need you to find the trucks these guys rode in,” I say as I point to the prisoners. “There are supposed to be five men guarding them. Find the trucks, send someone to lead me to them, and hit all the guards with chaos balls.”

“Ooo! That sounds like fun! On it, General,” the Impish squad leader replies. It salutes and leads its team to sniff the prisoners, growling at them and scratching their ankles, which freaks them out. The little critters cackle as they dash off.

“Harley, you’d better keep up with them,” I say quietly.

“I’ll never catch ’em!” the fat guy whines.

“Not by standing there,” Darius growls. “Let’s go, fat boy.”

Harley takes off at a lumbering jog, blubbering, “The-they’re fast!”

“Then run faster,” Darius shouts. “Go! Go! Go!”

Terrell, Cerreta, and Tanita run after them while Audrey slides in for a hug and a kiss. “I’d love to stay, but I need to stay close enough to the imps to ensure they don’t run off.”

“Okay, Kitten. Be safe,” I tell her, punctuating my instructions with another quick kiss.

“Love you, too, Mr. James,” she purrs and takes off at a ground-eating run to catch Darius.

Turning to Peter, I ask, “Why didn’t you want us to bring your supplies to your reservation?”

“White supremacist groups like these Montana Rangers have been stealing from the native communities and hunting witches. Tosie’s father, my brother, was captured and killed by a group like this one—maybe the same group,” Peter answers quietly.

“We have about fifty men set up in a screen where US Route 2 passes through the mountains back to the Blackfeet Confederation’s reservation. We figured we could take our trucks through the mountains and scrape off any followers in the mountains.”

“Do we know where these guys are based?” I ask.

“No, but Tomas might,” Peter replies.

“What might I know?” Tomas asks as he steps up to join us.

“Where these self-proclaimed Montana Rangers are based,” I clarify.

“I don’t really know,” the Salish man replies. “The rumors are that they’re based somewhere between Kalispell and Coeur d’Alene. Spokane is also a possibility.”

Josie walks up with a glass jar with a wire latch. “It’s empty and should hold thirty-five. It’s the best I had available.”

“That’s okay, Honey. I’ve got nearly twenty-five in the sword,” I tell her as she opens the jar. I stuff the souls I’m holding into it. “That was seventeen. Get ready for some more. I probably should have called an angel, but I want to hold on to them in case we need to interrogate their souls.”

The remaining seven guys are standing sullenly, muttering to each other, and I’m not willing to wait on them to stir up a new batch of trouble.

I reach out my right hand and pull their souls out of their bodies, guiding them to the jar as the bodies drop to the ground.

Pete and Tomas look at each other before Tomas whispers, “Damn.”

“It just makes it easier,” I tell them as I energize the two biggest corpses. I scribe my glyph onto the base of their skulls before beginning the interrogation.

“Where is your base of operations?”

They both start talking at the same time.

“Stop. You first.” I point to the guy with the bushy black beard. His facial hair is so voluminous that, with his dark brown eyes, he looks more like a bear than a man.

“We have a compound northwest of Kalispell,” he says. “It’s tucked up in the woods.”

Pointing at the other guy, a blond trying to set his inner Dusty Hill free, I ask, “How do we get there?”

“You take state route 424 north, and then you take county and forest roads to get to the back side of Tally Lake. Then take another forest road to our compound,” Dusty says.

Pointing at Bear again, I ask, “How many people are there?”

“Another fifty men rotating through guard shifts and other duties. There’s about thirty women, but only a handful are true believers,” the big man replies. “There’s about fifteen kids ranging from babies to teens.”

“What weapons do you have?” I ask Dusty.

“We have a couple of the civilian model M2 .50 cal knockoffs, just like I used in the army. They’re semi-auto. We had five but destroyed three of ’em trying to convert them to full auto. We’ve got five replica WWII Browning machine guns, too. Otherwise, a mix of ARs, hunting rifles, and pistols,” he explains.

Of the two, Dusty seems to have the most on the ball.

“What’s your leader’s name?” I ask Dusty.

“John Peterson was our leader,” he replies, pointing at the first guy I killed. “He reported to someone in Spokane. There’s a company there, another somewhere in eastern Oregon, one in Northern California, two in Nevada, and one in Kingman, Arizona. I think the regimental commander is in Spokane.”

“What are you trying to accomplish?” I ask Bear.

“Save white people,” he replies quickly. “All these brown people and Jews were bad enough, but now we have the pointy-eared little fuckers, flying demons, fiendish little demons, and demons with tusks running around, too. White people need to be protected!”

He’s pretty passionate despite having no soul.

“Or we could all just get along and help hold each other up.” I reply calmly. As I continue speaking, though, my voice rises. “Civilization is crashing, and there aren’t enough people around now who know how to grow food. People who do are not close to the cities, and the cities are going to have a big problem with famine. The only way to survive is to work together.”

I pause to take a big breath and try to calm myself. I hear gunshots coming from the trees to the northeast.

Turning to the native leaders, I ask, “Gents, do you have a couple of people who could escort these guys to drive their trucks down here?”

Tomas says, “I’ve got it, Pete. You can concentrate on securing your trucks.” Two of the men holding rifles nod.

“Thanks, Tomas. We’ve got a bit of a drive ahead of us. I’m afraid we’re not going to make it home until just after sundown unless we get a move on.”

“How long until sundown?” I ask.

“About three hours,” Tomas says. “It’s a little less for Pete because he’s on the other side of the mountain ridge.”

“We’ll be driving pretty slowly going up the mountains with these old farm trucks, so I’m guessing it’s going to take most of that time,” Pete added.

Turning back to Bear and Dusty, I tell them, “Lead these men to your vehicles and drive them back here.”

The four men take off at a trot, and I walk over to John Peterson’s corpse. Kneeling next to him, I push growth energy into his head, adding more to raise his corpse.

“Sit up, John.”

The ghoul does as I command, and I draw my glyph in entropy at the base of his skull as I talk to him. “You’ve done bad things, John. You will have to atone.”

“Wha’ atone?” John moans, struggling to speak.

“Your brain isn’t going to work right. My bullet did too much damage, but you can still follow my instructions. When you’re done, I’ll release you to rest,” I tell him.

“The other two were just like normal living people. Why’s this guy different?” Tomas asks.

“I shot him in the head—up under his jaw, through his sinuses, and through the frontal lobe of his brain. I’m loaded with jacketed hollow points. Honestly, I’m surprised he can speak at all,” I reply. “I need to make a couple of calls.”

“You won’t get a signal here,” Peter interjects.

I grin at him. “You do know I can walk through that passage and be back in Arizona, right?”

“Shit, I didn’t think about that,” Peter says. “I’ve never been to Arizona.”

“Me, neither,” Tomas says.

“Okay, come on. Let’s go. You too, John,” I tell them.

We jog to the passage, the ghoul stumbling after us. Alan, Sonya, and N’elisa follow to keep an eye on the walking dead man.

I call out, “Is Aloïse here?”

Erica takes out her phone to call Aloïse. “She stopped in and then went back to the residence to dress for the office.” After a pause, she says, “Hello, Aloïse. Mr. James is looking for you.” She turns on the speakerphone.

“William Darling! What can I do for you?” Aloïse’s voice purrs.

“Lots, Love,” I chuckle. “How do you feel about doing some flying?”

“Oh!” she exclaims. “I thought I’d try to keep a low profile.”

“You think maybe Carla can summon Shryl, and the two of you can do some air recon?” I ask.

“Sounds fun, Darling. We should probably take rifles with us rather than submachine guns. I bet Madeleine would like to join us, too. I’ll call Darcie to see if she’s available,” Aloïse replies in her sultry voice.

“Body armor too, if you can fit it with the wings. I don’t want one of you to take a round and fall out of the sky in case something goes wrong,” I tell her seriously.

“Highly unlikely. If our brains are functioning, we’d just blink to the ground in a safe place. Give me thirty minutes. Love you,” Aloïse purrs before disconnecting.

Handing the device back to Erica, I ask, “Tori?”

“Here, William,” I hear Tori call before she appears with Clarice in tow. “How can I help you, husband?”

“How many wives do you have?” Tomas interjects. He looks a bit dazed.

“I’m number eleven,” Sonya replies. “I’m actually on my honeymoon, traveling the country with my husband.”

She kisses me, then Erica and Tori. “I’m going to the facilities. I’ll be right back,” she says as she jogs off.

Tori wraps me in her arms and devours my lips. “I missed you, William. I haven’t seen you since…well, since we made love this morning.”

Laughing, I reply, “I missed you, too, Precious. We should get back into a routine tomorrow.”

“How can I help you, Lord Husband?”

“I need a scale map of Tally Lake in Montana, probably a fifteen-by-fifteen mile square with Kalispell on the southeast corner and Tally Lake in the center, in color. Can you do that?”

“Easy. I’ll just frame it on my computer and print it on my plotter. It’ll be a twenty-four inch square. Does that work?” Tori asks.

“Perfect, Precious. Just like you,” I tell her before I kiss her again.

“Okay, let me run so I don’t hold you up. It’ll take about twenty minutes,” she says over her shoulder as she heads to the passage that takes her back to the hotel.

Clarice runs up and hugs me. “Hi, Daddy. I just wanted a kiss.” She kisses me to the succubus standard of chaste. “Thanks for letting me join the party last night.”

“Of course, Honey,” I say with an indulgent smile. She spins away, her tail swaying behind her and her little wings flapping gently.

“That’s your daughter?” Peter asks incredulously.

“Foster daughter,” I clarify. “Her mother is a powerful succubus, which is why she looks like a human version of a succubus.” Pointing in the direction Sonya went, I add, “There are a couple of restrooms, coffee, juice, and water in the break area back there. Come out when you’re ready. I’m going to get the corpses loaded onto the trucks. Let’s go, John.”

“I’m going to grab a cup of coffee, and I’ll be right out,” Peter says.

“I’m good,” Tomas says.

N’elisa slides up and kisses my cheek before murmuring in my ear. “After yesterday, I really want to at least wear your collar, if not your ring.”

“Talk to the wives,” I tell her, returning the affectionate gesture. “Gotta go.”

I pass Josie, who’s driving one of the Club Cars, with the other following behind. She says, “We’re almost loaded, William. The Blackfeet crew can get on the road in about fifteen minutes.”

Darius’ group returns in the trucks from the Montana Rangers. He jumps out of a one-ton truck with a flatbed and wooden sideboards with a stack of bodies in the back.

“Hey boss, Harley took a bullet in the liver from one of his buddies. I put him out of his misery and threw him in the back with the other corpses,” he says sheepishly.

I smirk. “I did say that I wouldn’t kill him. I’ll let it slide.”

“Phew,” Darius says. “I was afraid you’d zombify me again.”

“Not for that, jarhead. Anything else?”

He grins before answering. “Yeah. There are another ten pickups back there. We didn’t have enough drivers, even with Cerreta and Tanita driving. The imps wanted to drive, but Audrey managed to get them all in that SUV.”

Audrey looks rather harried as she approaches with Hermes at her side, its squad following closely behind.

I pull her into a hug. “Tough mission?”

“Eh,” she replies. “Mostly getting all the critters back here. I almost banished them, but I wasn’t certain that you wouldn’t need them.”

“They should be okay to go home,” I tell her before looking down at Hermes. “That was very helpful, squad leader. Audrey will get your pay and send you home.”

The little imp salutes and replies, “It was fun, General. Until next time.”

Audrey kisses me quickly before leading the critters through the passage.

Peter walks up with a paper cup of coffee. “Josie said we’re ready to go. I’m gonna check with my men and get on the road.”

“Sounds good, Peter. Contact us if you need anything,” I tell him as I shake his hand.

Tomas is talking to Maisie, a native woman, and Rebecca as the last of the mules return through the passage. Everything stops, and everyone gawks at the passage.

I turn to see what the fuss is about. It’s immediately obvious what’s got everyone’s attention.

Three succubae wearing short skirts, body armor, and carrying Sig M400s from our armory are walking through the magical doorway. Aloïse leads the way with Shryl and Madeleine on either side of her. Aloïse and Shryl kiss me lasciviously. Madeleine acts like she wants to, but, atypically for her species, she holds back. I reward her with a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

“These are from Tori,” Aloïse says in that sultry voice of hers as she hands me the papers.

“Follow me, ladies,” I tell them as I lead my way to the hood of one of the trucks. Laying the two maps down, I show them where we are on the small one, which looks like a screen print from Tori’s computer.

“We’re here, on the northwest corner of Flathead Lake. Kalispell is about twelve miles to the north-northwest. That puts you on the bigger map,” I tell them as I point to Kalispell the smaller map, and then on the larger map. “From here, we need to travel northwest to Tally Lake. The compound is supposed to be in the woods to the northeast.”

I beckon the ghoul to join us. “John, come here.”

He’s a little slow, which causes Alan to prod him.

“Hey, Alan, his brain is scrambled. We’re lucky he can walk at all,” I tell the big security guard.

“Sorry, boss,” he replies bashfully. I can’t help but smile as I remember him as a bullying security guard.

As John steps close, I tell him, “Show us on the map where your compound is.”

The ghoul points. “Tally Lake. Base is here. Guards in the fe-forest. Fores-ry…forestry road northeast about two miles.”

“What’s it like?”

“Square mile cah-compound,” he struggles to say. “Wo-woven wire fence, ba-bar-bed wire on top to se-se-secure. Towers on both sides of g-gates and cor-orners. G-gates in the ssss-center of the s-southwest and no-ortheast sides. We have an M2 machine gun on each gate in one tower, BMG in the other. Housing for f-five hundred. Only have hu-hundred th-three men, th-th-thirty women, and fi-ifteen k-kids. Ju-just tr-r-rying to survive.”

Trying to convince a ghoul that his actions were evil would probably be a fool’s errand. I find it interesting that he didn’t stutter when talking about the weapons.

Aloïse purses her lips as she looks at the map. “Fifteen miles northwest. That’s an easy flight.”

“We could pop down to remove sentries,” Madeleine says.

“Yeah, maybe not,” I reply. “Just try to get headcounts of people, arms, and where they are.”

N’elisa and Sonya jog out carrying three of the magrail rifles.

“Hey, Aloïse!” Sonya calls out. “You’ve used these, right?”

“A couple of times,” she replies. “I’m just not used to thinking about them.” She trades Sonya and turns the power on to check the indicators. “Two hundred fifty rounds, full power pack.” Her head pivots to wink at me.

“Darcie and Warren showed me how to use them. It’s been a while, but I was pretty accurate with one,” Madeleine says as she takes one from N’elisa and hands over her M400.

“I like them,” Shryl says happily. “No recoil and a powerful punch. I’ll swap you, N’elisa.” She trades her rifle and gives the High Elf a quick kiss.

“Not yet,” Aloïse chides her gently. “Probably after the next ceremony.”

“Sorry, Your Grace,” Shryl murmurs as she checks her weapon.

N’elisa glows after hearing Aloïse’s comment.

I collect kisses from my wife and concubine before all the succubae cock their wings, blink, and reappear in the sky, miles away.

N’elisa cuddles up to me and asks, “Did you hear that, Lord?”

“Are you ready?” I ask as Sonya slides in to hug me.

“I think so, Lord,” N’elisa replies. “It would have been harder if you had put me into a zombie, but since you recreated my own body, it’s almost like I was never anything but me.”

“You still have to wait, Sweetie,” Sonya tells her. “Can you take those rifles back? I’m going to keep this one—it might be handy if we’re visiting these outlaws’ base.”

“Yep, I’ve got them,” N’elisa replies before kissing first Sonya, and then me.

Tomas says, “I’m going with you, and I’m bringing ten guys with me. The rest will take our goods back to the rez.”

“Let’s mount up,” I tell everyone.

One of Tomas’ men, Steve, walks up with the M1 Garand from the old guy and holds it out to me. He says, “It didn’t look like you needed this, but I thought you might like to have it. It’s a reliable vintage weapon in a common hunting caliber.”

He hands me the weapon and talks me through the operation. The solid, heavy weapon fits my shoulder well. Once I’m good, he hands me two additional of the en bloc clips full of .30-06 rounds.

“Thanks, Steve. Are you sure you don’t want it?”

The Salish man laughs. “I have my grandfather’s and my great-grandfather’s. I don’t think I need a third one.”

John, the ghoul, crawls into the back passenger seat of a nearly new, black Crew Cab Silverado.

Everyone that came through the passage returns to Arizona. Rebecca, Josie, and Karelle all collect kisses. N’elisa stays to drive one of the pickups, helping Terrell, Cerreta, and Tanita break down the passage, roll it up, and put it in the back of one of the bigger trucks.

Darius hands me a tan coat from one of the dead men as I walk toward the Silverado. He says, “None of our guys have enough beard to pass for these jokers, but the coat might help. Alan’s going to drive you. Terrell and I will be in the trail position.”

“Okay. Stay safe, Darius,” I tell him as I set the rifle in the truck and remove the baldric holding the sword.

“Have to. Alisha will kick my ass if I get hurt,” he says before turning to get in his ride. I hadn’t known he and Audrey’s volleyball teammate and classmate were an item. Making a mental note to pay more attention, I pull on the coat and get in the front passenger seat; Sonya sits behind Alan.

We take off, leading the way. Alan drives aggressively, and I navigate while trying to keep the rifle and sword pinned against the console with my knee.

As we pass Kalispell, the musclebound guard says, “We should have brought radios.”

“Yeah, I know. I want to check in with Aloïse. We’ll have to see if the technomancers or engineers can come up with something we can use without having a cell network,” I muse.

“Maybe build something like the communicators. Those don’t have a voice circuit other than the short recorded message feature. I think it wouldn’t take much to expand those. I’ll see if I can figure it out,” he says absentmindedly.

“Alan,” I say, surprised, “I didn’t know you were interested in electronics.”

He frowns. “My grandpa was into ham radio. I learned a lot about electronics from him, but I never had the opportunity to take any classes. I got kicked out of the Air Force basic training for punching an instructor, even though he earned it—he was groping one of the junior female instructors.”

“In the immortal words of Trace Adkins, ya gotta whoop a man’s ass sometimes,” I say wisely.

That gets a chuckle out of him. “Right? Anyway, the commander said I didn’t show an appropriate amount of remorse. I mean, I told him I had none, and that if he wanted to protect NCOs who sexually assaulted women, then the Air Force wasn’t for me. With that, my GI Bill benefits and training in electronics dissolved into thin air.”

“Let’s talk to the Orgs when we get back. They have a training program for their junior engineers,” I tell him. “I think you’ll be able to get an education that the Air Force could only dream of.”

“Air Farce, you mean,” the big man chuckles evilly. “That’s exactly how I felt when I got discharged.”

“We all like to poke fun at each other, but all branches have good people and bad people, just like the society we come from,” I remind him. “The Air Force serves a purpose and many of the men and women are outstanding individuals, just like in the army, navy, Coasties, and even the marines. Don’t tell Darius I said that, though.”

Alan guffaws. “Our secret, boss.”

We drive for another ten minutes before heading into the woods.

“St-sto-stop,” John moans. He points at what appears to be a little-used forestry road running from the lakeshore into the woods.

We turn onto the trail and slowly make our way to the compound. Spotting a guard sprawled on the ground, Alan stops.

“Is that the work of the succubus girls?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I reply as I look at the furrow bisecting the guard’s head. “I’ve seen the impact of those rifles on a torso, but not a head. From the way the head split open, he was shot from above and a little behind.”

“Um, do you hear screaming?” Sonya asks.

I open the door and lean out, listening. Returning to my seat and closing the door, I reply, “Yep. Lots of screaming. Go on, Alan.”

The truck bolts forward, and we dash along the rough trail at a breakneck speed for about a mile before I can see the gate to the compound.

The heavy steel frames of the gates are bent on top like they’ve been hit with a huge mallet. There are a couple of bodies on the ground on either side of the gates and a roughly two-foot gap between them.

“Open the gates, John.”

The ghoul slowly gets out of the truck and shuffles toward the gate.

Sonya leans forward. “Is his walking worse?”

“Yeah. I’m not sure how long he’ll stay viable,” I murmur.

Alan shoots me a horrified look. “Thank you for not doing that to me, Master.”

Cocking an eyebrow at him, I ask, “You’re not reverting, are you Alan?”

“No, Will, but you’re one scary dude,” the heavily muscled man replies.

“I’d like to think that’s true only for the enemies of my family and humanity,” I murmur while watching John drag the bodies away from the gate. A woman with graying dark hair in a ponytail and a colorful flannel shirt and a couple of big, long-bearded men wearing the tan coats of their uniform come to help him.

I roll down the window so that I can listen in on their conversation.

“...demons in the sky,” the woman is saying. “They’d appear in the towers, then disappear with the guys on duty, and then the guys would fall screaming out of the sky to land like bombs. It’s like God has abandoned us white folk.”

“We-we,” the ghoul struggles to order a thought.

Grabbing the sword’s scabbard, I exit the truck and walk toward the group. As I walk, I yank the life energy out of John.

“Who the fuck are you?” one of the men growls as he reaches for a sidearm.

Suddenly, three succubae appear in the air around them, beating their wings to hold position.

Aloïse says, “We’ll be right back, Darling,” before she grabs the woman using the talons of her feet. Madeleine and Shryl grab the other two, and they all disappear.

Before I can even take two breaths, the three gorgeous demons have blinked back and are slowly flying to the ground.

“There’s less than a handful left,” my wife says. “We started by shooting sentries, but they started shooting back. We thought this might be safer for us in the end. We took the guards out of the towers first, since they had heavy weapons. Then we kept going at anyone shooting at us.

“They liked to clump together in groups, which made for good targets. It’s amazing the kind of damage dropping a body into a crowd can do.”

I nod as I walk into the compound and scan it. “How many left?” I ask

“Less than a dozen men. Maybe twenty women. A couple of the ones shooting looked like teenagers, so there may be few surviving children, too.”

I stop about twenty feet inside the gates, and my security team and Tomas’ men all hurry to join us.

Darius gives directions and gets multiple squads moving to clear the compound. Several of Tomas’ men move like it wasn’t their first time doing this sort of thing. A few shots ring out as the sun approaches the horizon.
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CLEAN UP


Considering the impromptu nature of our group, things went fairly well.

Cerreta and Tanita were shot at more than average, but their training in holding magical shields saved them from injury. Terrell and three of Tomas’ guys weren’t so lucky.

Terrell had taken a round in his body armor while another had grazed his head and a third had pierced his upper left leg.

I opened a teleportal to the staging warehouse and pushed him through it, into Audrey’s and Josie’s concerned arms. Rebecca arrived with Karelle just as I closed the teleportal.

Steve, the guy who gave me the M1 rifle, had taken a round in the chest. It missed his heart and major arteries but pierced his lungs and shattered a rib on the way out. I flooded him with growth until his breathing stabilized, and told him to take it easy. I sent him back to stay with Alan to secure the trucks.

The other two of Tomas’ guys were injured when a teenager walked up to them holding a grenade. Apparently, he’d pulled the pin and released the spoon before walking out of the shadows. The device exploded when he was about ten yards away, killing both of the men. There wasn’t enough of the kid left to recognize, and the two Salish men were in pieces, but I was able to capture the men’s souls.

I escorted them back to the gate and sent soul energy to strengthen their souls. I started working on building a body for the first one, who identified himself as Billy. Unfortunately, like Felicia, he appeared to lack the will to come back.

So, I summoned Larkin, and she showed up in a feminine form and with a flirtatious smile, which disappeared quickly as she took in our situation. I handed Billy’s soul over to her and tried to bring the second guy back to life. Fortunately, he was desperate to get back to his wife and child; it was an easy resurrection.

He gave me a hug afterward and introduced himself as Randy Riverwalker. I had him join Alan and Steve.

When we thought we had everyone rounded up, we conducted a headcount. There were seven children, two teen boys, eleven women, and two injured Montana Rangers. Aloïse appeared to lead me back into one of the barracks buildings, and Larkin followed along.

We walked upstairs and into the far back corner. Shryl and Madeleine stood guard at a door with a torn padlock hasp. I almost puked when I saw what was inside.

Two small children and a woman were inside. They were covered in their own filth. There was a hotplate and several jars of herbs.

The woman was dead. The childrens’ green auras were weak, but they were alive. The spirit of the woman hissed at me, trying to guard her children.

I had Aloïse take the kids home to get them cleaned up and fed.

The soul of the mother tried to follow, but I held her tightly with my will.

“My name is William, and I’ll bring you back if you wish. Otherwise, I’ll animate your corpse and set it up to grow a new soul. It won’t have that same green tint yours does,” I told the disembodied woman.

She stopped struggling and curled in on herself, crying. Finally, the specter cried out, “I’ve been dead for over a week. My body probably won’t work right.”

“Maybe. I’m pretty good at bringing ghosts back by creating a living body,” I told her as I strengthened her soul with energy from my well. “What’s your name?

“Tuesday,” she replied.

“Tuesday, I can build you a new body if you have the will to live,” I said somberly.

“My kids are probably better off with you than with me,” she sobbed sadly. “I had issues growing up…seeing things I didn’t understand. I had no one to teach me until after the pandemic started. By then, I didn’t just have River and Moonbeam. I also had a drug and alcohol problem.”

“What happened here?”

“Several men came to our cabin outside Coeur d’Alene. They shot Jake, my boyfriend and father to the kids, then they abducted me and my kids,” Tuesday said. “I could just barely manage to make the potion from TV that Brunhilde woman was talking about, and I had been selling it at cost in Idaho.

“These bastards wanted me to be their personal witch to make potions. They threatened my kids if I didn’t do it. One of them got sick and died anyway, and they clubbed me with their rifles until I died. They’ve been yelling at my kids to make the potions, but they don’t know how.”

“They both have strong green auras; they’ll be able to learn. I’m sure Brunhilde will teach them herself,” I assured her. “Shall I try to bring you back now?”

Tuesday’s ghost pointed at Larkin, who was standing by the door. “Is that an angel?”

“Yes,” Larkin replied compassionately. “I can feel your suffering. I can take that away, or William can bring you back to life.”

“Can I live and not suffer?” she asked.

“Life is suffering,” Larkin replied quietly.

“It’s also joy, Larkin,” I admonished the angel. “Why don’t you collect all the other dead? I’ll call you back when we need your help again.”

The angel leaned in to kiss my cheek. She was only about an inch taller than me in her feminine form. “Anything for you, William,” she murmured in my ear before she disappeared.

Political correctness aside, I realized I truly thought of Larkin as a “her.”

I told Tuesday, “Come with me,” and pulled her soul close before I turned to the door to find Sonya wrapped under Shryl’s left arm and wing.

We walked down to where the captives were being held. Some of the women were dressing the wounds of injured men. I asked, “Who’s willing to fight for the survival of white people? Steal and kill all those who aren’t white to survive?”

Three women and the two remaining teenagers raised their hands. A little girl with a lost expression tentatively raised, then lowered, hers. I sucked the souls out of the five true believers and the two wounded.

“Let’s get these folks back to our base. Get them cleaned, fed, and rested,” I told them as I opened a teleportal. Shryl and Madeleine led them through, and they were met by Christine, Rebecca, and Erica. When only the Salish, Sonya, and the security detail remained in Montana with me, I closed the portal.

I retrieved my rifle from the pickup and left the borrowed coat. Alan turned the keys over to Randy. I thanked Tomas and his men and wished them luck. Tomas committed to contact us if they were in need, and then I opened another teleportal and led my group home.

Rebecca led Sonya, me, and Tuesday’s ghost to where Christine was bathing the kids. They were soon out of the small metal tub and wrapped in soft towels.

Erica and Christine emptied the small tub while Chelena and Morena gave the kids juice and sandwiches, which they devoured.

Tanu and Clarice showed up with some scrounged clothes for the children, and Tanu and Erica helped dress the children.

“How old are they?” I asked Tuesday.

“Three and five,” she replied.

I knelt in front of the two kids. I asked them, “Do you know what happened to your mom?”

Moonbeam, the three-year-old, said, “Mommy died.” River nodded somberly.

“She did,” I agreed. “Part of her is here as a ghost. Would you like to tell her that you love her?”

River’s eyes opened wide, but little Moonbeam just nodded vigorously.

I reached out to Tuesday, and she rested her spectral hand in mine. “Remember what your body felt like when you were alive,” I told her as I started to push growth energy into her spectral body. When I thought she was ready, I asked, “Can you speak?”

“Yes,” a breathy voice echoed in the room.

I face the children and ask, not unkindly, “Can you hear her?”

River and Moonbeam nodded, a look of wonder on their faces.

I left the ghost to talk to her children and found Rebecca, Rachel, Christine, Erica, Shryl, Karelle, Lara, and Sonya caring for the mothers and children.

I walked to the little girl who had raised and dropped her hand. Squatting in front of her, I said, “Hello, I’m Will. What’s your name?”

“You’re a stranger," the little girl said with big eyes. “I’m not s’posed to talk to strangers.”

“That’s a good policy. Is your mama here?” I asked.

“Nooo. Flying devil took her when she was shootin’,” the little girl said.

I looked up at Shryl, and she drew her finger across her throat.

I nodded in acknowledgement and spoke gently to the girl. “Your mama tried to kill my friends. They fought back. If your mama hadn’t tried to shoot them, she would be here with us.”

She simply looked back at me with her wide eyes, taking it all in. I asked, “Why did you not keep your hand up when I asked my question?”

“Mama said white folk need to fight elves, niggers, Injuns, Jews, and demons, so white folk don’t become slaves,” the little girl whispered.

“What’s your name, dear?” I asked quietly.

“Sally,” she drawled.

“Sally, two of the ladies taking care of you are Jews,” I point to Rebecca. “Those flying demons brought you here so we can take care of you. The elves are getting you food and clothes. The men from the tribes, the ones you called Injuns, help all their neighbors of all skin colors even though many white folk are hateful to them.”

I know I’m giving this poor girl a lot to process, and I try to speak as gently and kindly as possible. “And Sally, it’s hurtful to call people ‘nigger,’ so we don’t use that word. I have many friends with dark brown skin, and it hurts their feelings to be called that. Okay?”

“I’m sorry,” the little girl sobbed and wringed her hands. “What should I call them? That’s what Mama told me to say.”

“Your mama probably learned it from someone who didn’t care. Since you are staying with my family, we will teach you better,” I told her, gently resting a hand on her shoulder.

“Call them people. Elves, groll, org, and succubus are people, too. Just different kinds of people. And the people who are from here are all humans, and you can call them all people no matter what their skin color is. Okay?”

Sally nodded seriously.

“How old are you, Sally?”

“Seven?” she replied quietly.

“So, you’re in second grade?”

“No,” she shook her head decisively. “School teaches lies. Mama teaches truth.”

“Our schools don’t teach lies. We teach the truth as we know it. We teach everyone to work together no matter where they’re from, so we can all survive. Does that make sense?” I asked.

“Many hands make light work,” Sally said by rote.

“Something like that,” I replied with what I hoped was a kind smile as Rebecca joined us, squatting next to me.

“Hello, little one,” my wife said. “I’m Rebecca.”

“Are you a Jew?” Sally whispered.

Rebecca smiled. “I am! I’m a witch, too. I’m here to help you get cleaned up and fed. Does that sound good?”

“I din’t get no dinner ‘cause most of the men was gone. Can’t eat until the men do,” the little girl said as she fell into Rebecca’s open arms.

“Psychological abuse,” I told Rebecca. “They pushed a lot of crap in her head. We’ll have to go gently.”

“No problem, William,” she replied before brushing a kiss on my lips and walking away with the small girl on her hip.
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We spent the rest of the afternoon caring for the refugees from the camp.

Sally seemed small for a seven-year old, but I didn’t really have much exposure to kids older than infants. River was two years younger and nearly as big.

The survivors of the camp totaled nine kids and nine women. Tuesday passed on, leaving River and Moonbeam as orphans in our care. Sally was the oldest of the children, and there was a two-year-old boy carried by a woman who had been used as a sex slave; the child was hers but she had no idea which man was the father.

Two of the women had been wives to men in the compound, but were submissive to the point of being unable to function on their own. All the women bore scars and bruises.

My family mobilized to care for them. Several of the elves came to help, and Darcie showed up with Chantelle, Chelsea, and Maddy to lend a hand. Each of the refugees had three women helping them get oriented and finding them clothes and lodging. I ensured Rachel, Rebecca, Chantelle, Vanessa, and Tanu were aware of the prejudices of the group and asked them to talk to each of the refugees in the hope that building connections would start to deprogram them.

Rachel declared that Moonbeam, River, and Sally were her children now, and we set about moving the residence around to make room for them. I introduced them to their siblings—Mica, Lleandra, Clarice, Judith, Liam, Pedro, and Marie-Claire. Moonbeam immediately squealed, “Babies!” but River was more shy. Both kids gave me a hug when I tucked them into bed.

After all the kids were in bed, Rebecca, Aloïse, Tori, and Tanu showered with me. Our shower was followed by sexy fun in the living room, and then I went to bed to make love to Sonya, Serena, Serenia, Rachel, and Vanessa before passing out.

Early the next morning, we resumed our routine of morning workouts before heading out for the day’s relief efforts.

That first day, we traveled to West Point, a farm outside Rochester, another outside Montpelier, the suburbs of Burlington, Vermont, and Bangor and Portland in Maine. The next day, we had a relatively easy day delivering herbs to witches outside Halifax, Quebec City, Montreal, and Albany.

After that, we had an exhausting day with the Pennsylvania Dutch, trying to convince the Amish that it was okay to take witch potions. They had managed to survive with no reported cases of Sigma, but mostly because they distanced themselves from the Englische surrounding them. I didn’t understand their faith or lifestyle, but I admired their unyielding work ethic. They committed to do all they could to support any survivors around them. That was all I could ask. We promised to return with the next two doses.

I spent half the following day working with Aloïse and Rachel on the messaging in preparation for getting people to work together to survive the upcoming winter. That afternoon, I went to an assembly at Mica and Lleandra’s school.
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“Good afternoon, everyone. Welcome to Prescott High School. I want to welcome all of the new students from Bradshaw Mountain High School, Prescott Valley School, Yavapai County High School, Basis Charter, Aspire Senior High, and Tri-City College Prep. I’m Principal Priscilla Diaz.

“Although I am still trying to meet all of the new students, I want to assure you that I share your sorrow for lost friends, teachers, and family. By bringing you all here to one school, we can continue to provide you with an education and a support network similar to the one you were used to as we try to find what ‘normal’ will be in this new world that has introduced us to global pandemics and alien invasions.

“Our guest today is a man who has been on the forefront of the battle to protect humanity. He is the recently announced leader of the Northern Arizona Territory, Mr. William James.”

The middle-aged, corpulent Hispanic lady claps as she steps away from the podium, and I walk out from stage left. Some of the teachers and a small number of students clap haltingly, but otherwise, the reception is somber.

I feel a little uncomfortable in a sports jacket, but I figured it was a good compromise from the suit that Aloïse wanted me to wear. My boots clomp on the new-looking wooden floor as I walk past the podium at center stage.

“Thank you, Principal Diaz. Hello students and teachers. I’m Will James,” I say into the lavalier microphone hanging in front of my mouth.

I pause to build a little tension.

“In August 2019, I learned that my understanding of reality was…incomplete. That was when I met a ghost, when I learned that magic is real. It was when I met an angel, when I learned that one of my girlfriends was a sorcerer and a good friend of mine was a succubus. I learned the reason why some people had tried to kill me was that they were zombies, and that I am a necromancer.”

As I speak, I pace slowly from right to left.

“Since then, I have learned magic, dueled other necromancers, and learned that a planet that is home to billions of elves wants to colonize Earth.”

Pressing an arrow on the tablet in my hand causes a slideshow to play on the screen behind me, showing elves and pictures from newscasts showing the aftermath of the battles over the last few months.

“As the news is fond of saying, some of these images may be disturbing. But if you do find them upsetting, I’m not going to tell you to avert your eyes or leave. Why? The world we knew in 2019 is gone, and you need to know it, deep in your soul.”

I give everyone a moment to look at the bodies of the dead elves from my assault on the Esplanade condos.

“Since 2019, elves have murdered one of their own in public. They attacked the house of a friend of mine, nearly killing someone I dearly love. They kidnapped someone else I love, which led to the first massacre of elves on Earth, right here in Arizona. After that, the elves sent two billion soldiers to Earth, along with magicians, slaves to sexually service the soldiers, alien slaves to fight us, and a million farmers.

“Just to keep things interesting, we have also experienced Alpha, Beta, Delta, Sigma, and Theta waves of a global pandemic. At least Alpha and Sigma were engineered by the Catholic Church to kill humans. Sigma was intended to kill 95% of the human population, reducing the number of humans on this planet from two billion to 100 million. The orgs and groll developed the Theta variant to bypass humanity and exterminate elves. It appears to be very effective.”

As I walk back to center stage, I repeat, “The world you knew in 2019 is gone, and you need to know it, deep in your soul.”

I pause to let that sink in, taking in the somber faces of the audience before me.

“Food is rapidly becoming a problem, not because enough food doesn’t exist, but because distribution centers tend to be near big cities. Food will rot because it’s been irradiated and is unsafe to eat. Food will sit in warehouses because truck drivers and train crews have died. Food in the fields will rot because so many farmers and farm workers have died.

“Public utilities workers were hit just as hard as everyone else, so public services like electricity, water, trash, and even gas will be impacted. Airline, train, and bus service will dwindle and stop. Roads will become impassable over a few years as maintenance is missed because there are not enough people to do the work.

“The world you knew in 2019 is gone, and you need to know it, deep in your soul.”

I walk back and forth as the kids squirm in their chairs.

“So why am I optimistic?” I ask. “Witches have been in hiding for generations, but they came out of the shadows to help everyone survive. Demons, specifically imps and succubae, came to help us fight off the elves. Orgs and groll, who were enslaved by the elves to kill humans, joined us to fight the elves and help us recover. Many elves came here as slaves. Many of these slaves and healers have been working to fight the soldiers sent here, grow food, pass out witch tonics, build infrastructure, and help those who are ill or injured. All of these groups had good reasons not to help us, but they all did.”

I click my iPad again, and a camera facing the audience is projected onto the screen.

“I’m optimistic because of people just like you. The help of all these magical and alien groups are cause for optimism, but humans without magic are making a difference every day. I’ve seen people defending those that can’t defend themselves, helping their neighbors and communities, burying the dead, salvaging non-perishable food, and helping to move goods from one community to another that has a need. They go to work. To school. They reject rhetoric of hate and set aside self-interest. People just like you are the hope for our future. You are the ones who are going to allow us to survive and thrive.”

Pacing back to center stage, I set the last slide to show on the screen before speaking again. The screen shows a mix of my family, elves, groll, and orgs. “So, what are your questions?” I ask bluntly.

A kid blurts out, “Is that a succubus?” He stands and points at the screen.

I highlight Aloïse’s red, horned face in the photo. “This is a royal succubus. Royals have black feathers on their wings. The imperial ones have lighter colored feathers, but there isn’t one in the picture.” I highlight Shryl. “A common succubus has no feathers on its wings. What else?”

A kid in the back row stands abruptly. He’s wearing jeans and a white Oxford, and his blond hair is cut very short. He pulls a pistol out of his backpack and shouts, “You devil worshippers will rot in Hell!”

The kid points his pistol at me. As far away as he is, he’s more likely to hit one of his classmates. Unfortunately, he’s too far away for me to grab his soul, so I raise a finger and fire a dart of energy at him. My dart blasts a hole through his chest just as he fires the pistol.

I throw an energy shield in front of me, but nothing hits it. I hear the bullet ricochet and thud into the floor of the stage about twenty feet away.

Opening a teleportal to the back of the room, I step through next to the dead kid. A teacher with glasses on his florid, bald head picks up the pistol. “Back to Hell, you devil!” he shouts as he raises the gun.

I wrap a shield around him and pull his soul out before he gets the chance to fire. Dropping the shield after his body hits the floor, I pick up the weapon, grab the two souls, and heal the kid’s wounds.

“Is everyone okay?”

General assent reaches my ears as I scan the room, so I turn my attention to the two dead bodies. “Get up,” I command as I power up my two new zombies.

I draw my glyph onto the base of their skulls and order them to walk to the stage.

The room is deathly quiet as I walk down the aisle to the stage, dragging the two invisible souls with me. They are both kicking and screaming.

“Did you shoot Derek with an alien laser?” a round-cheeked boy with curly red hair whispers as I walk by.

I shake my head with a smirk as I keep walking. Using my “sergeant’s voice,” I reply, “The question was, did I use an alien laser to shoot Derek. The answer is no. I was too far away to use my fastest attack, which consists of pulling the soul from a living person, causing their body to collapse.”

I mount the steps on stage left as I continue. “Instead, I created a small dart out of magical energy. I could have done it with life or death energy, and he would have still ended up dead, but it would have taken longer and been a more painful way to die.”

“What about Mr. Hollister?” a young blonde girl with a round face, glasses, and acne asks.

I reply with a gentle smile, “The answer to your question is that I pulled his soul from his body. His body stopped working immediately as a result. From the smell, I’m guessing he needed to go to the bathroom when he died.”

The girl said, “Our pastor said you were evil and live in a den of iniquity. He said you deserve to be sent to God for judgment.”

This rhetoric sounds familiar. “Is your pastor kind of fat and arrived in town as a refugee right after the explosions in Phoenix?”

She nods. “He started the Church of God’s Truth. Mr. Hollister, Derek, Tiffany, Christopher, and I all attend services there. He said we should pray that holy angels deliver you to God himself.”

I ponder how best to reply. “Based on my experience with angels, I think he might be surprised at the outcome of that encounter. Please extend an invitation to your pastor to visit me. I’ll ensure an angel is present during the visit.”

“You’re being bad, William,” Larkin says as she appears on the stage next to me. She’s in her female form, complete with bright white wings, a short, bright white toga covering her lush curves, a sword belt on her hips, and Grecian sandals on her feet.

She smiles brightly and asks, “Shall I take those off your hands?”

The boy’s soul is kneeling on the ground in a beseeching, praying pose. Mr. Hollister’s soul mutters that Larkin must be a devil because angels can’t be Black.

I release the souls to her, and she steps closer to plant a kiss on my cheek before taking them.

“Bye, Larkin!” I reply after kissing her cheek in return.

“Who was that?” the little blonde asks.

I grin. “That was an angel. More specifically, that was Larkin, an Angel of Death. Although, I’m starting to think she got herself assigned as my guardian angel,” I reply. “Be careful about taking everything your pastor says as truth. Many pastors, especially the ones that start their own churches, have an agenda that has little to do with truth or faith.”

Pointing a finger at the inquisitive blonde, I tell her, “Let someone else ask a question.”

The blonde pouts, and a pretty brunette in the middle of the seats to my left calls out, “I bet you’re fucking that angel.” She’s surrounded by a gaggle of equally pretty, well-dressed girls.

The kids all laugh, and I make a calming gesture with my hand. Once it’s quiet enough, I reply, “No, miss, I’m obviously standing here talking to you. You lose the bet. That means you’ll be volunteering at the food bank after school for the next two weeks, right?”

The kids laugh again.

Principal Diaz asks, “Can you do something about Mr. Hollister? The smell is getting very strong.”

“Mr. Hollister, go home, shower, change your clothes, and return to work. After work, you will meet me outside Principal Diaz’s office.”

“Yes, Master,” the zombie replies before walking up the aisle.

“Derek, resume your seat. I’ll meet you outside the principal’s office after this assembly,” I command.

“Yes, Master.”

“Mr. Hollister and Derek are now both zombies,” I explain. “It does not mean that they are undead flesh eaters, but rather, that they don’t have souls. Their brains work fine, but the only emotions they can feel are desire and anger. They will continue to be as intelligent as they were before, and they will mimic emotion-based behaviors they habitually used before I took their souls. However, they aren’t able to experience human emotion at all. They are obedient to me because I raised them from death and bound them to me.”

A tall blond boy with long sandy hair and a faded jean jacket asks, “How many aliens are here?”

“Oh! I thought for sure zombies would hold your attention for a full minute.”

The teachers laugh.

“There are just under five hundred each of groll and org. I don’t know how many elves survived on the planet, but they sent over two billion in the initial wave. I think we killed the majority in North America, and I think the virus that is attacking them now will kill most of them. I suspect there are a couple hundred from various other races here. Some are very dangerous. Some just want to stay hidden and live their lives.”

A skinny Hispanic kid on the far right raises his hand. I point at him, and he stands. He’s wearing a faded red T-shirt with a more faded graphic that I can’t decipher. “Um. Do elves, um, date humans?”

“You mean do they fuck? As if anyone would fuck you, Jimmy,” the brunette girl snarks, making her posse giggle.

Ignoring her, I answer Jimmy. “Elves are really not a lot different from humans. Other than the ears and shorter stature, they don’t look much different from us. They have the same emotions and desires that we have. There is a half-human and a half-groll among the elves I know, so I am willing to say with confidence that they are compatible.

“However, I would be very careful about approaching them, especially Elven ladies. Most of them were sex slaves. That doesn’t mean they sat in a bordello and waited for customers. It means they were stripped and tied to a post for eight hours at a time, so Elven soldiers could walk up and relieve themselves in them. Many have issues with males and intimacy as a result. They are getting help, and many are better.”

“So they’re lesbians,” the brunette jokes.

“Actually, homosexuality is considered taboo in Elven culture,” I reply.

“Why didn’t you just kill them?” asks a blond guy in a letter jacket. He’s a big, confident, good-looking kid.

“Well, Ken,” I start as I pull up a photo from Florida’s setup with the posts. We’d blurred the genitals and faces of the ladies hanging from the posts, the glowing stones on their necks.

“My personal opinion is that anyone who has been enslaved in this environment for decades deserves some mercy. The healers didn’t attack us and were concerned for the slaves’ health and welfare. They have helped save humans on several occasions, so I think it was a good call.”

“Why’d you call me Ken?” the jock asks. “My name’s Toby.”

“Well, you’re sitting right behind the Barbie dolls, and your question indicates that you don’t think past your own interests. I can see a soul shining around you, so you’re not a zombie. However, you apparently lack empathy.”

The kid blushes as he sits back and crosses his arms.

One of the few Black girls in the audience stands. Her polo shirt and jeans are both straining a bit, but she’s not grossly overweight. “Can we meet some of the aliens?” she asks.

“I think you already know a couple,” I reply as I beckon Mica and Lleandra.

Both of them are dressed in professional attire. Mica is in a navy suit with a white shirt and red tie; his hair is freshly cut in a business style. Lleandra is wearing an outfit that Darcie loaned her—a gray pin-striped skirt and jacket with a royal blue blouse and heels. Her long amber hair is in a long braid that rests in the middle of her lower back.

“Allow me to introduce Mica Hawthorne of House Valeran and Lleandra Nix of House Spirituae of the planet that we refer to as Elven Prime.”

Each of the kids waves as I call out their names.

“I knew you were a freak!” Toby shouts, standing. “Both of you!”

Mica pulls the microphone from the podium and responds. “Well Toby, I am an elf, and I am an apprentice magician. I am learning about Earth science and technology, and I have been working every free moment to help those who are suffering here on Earth, whether they are humans, elves, groll, or org. I suppose with your limited ability to understand the world, I might seem a little freaky for all that, not just because I have these.”

Mica’s glamour disappears, leaving his pointed ears visible to everyone and eliciting a collective gasp from the crowd.

“Mica is twenty-seven, and Lleandra turns twenty next week,” I explain. “Since they look so youthful, we gave them identities as high school students, thinking it would help them adapt to Earth views and social conventions. Since the elves have been on television, the whole idea that we needed to have forged identities for elves seemed kind of ridiculous. So, we’re pulling them out of school. They will take their GEDs and start at YCCC in the spring.”

“Where’s her ears?” a brunette boy with a crew cut and letter jacket called out.

Lleandra takes the microphone from Mica with a smile before answering. “Now, Jonathan, if you had spent less time trying to grope my ass and more time looking at my face, you might have noticed that I have human ears,” she teases.

The crowd laughs before she continues. “My father was a human trader who raped my mother. As a result, I’m taller than the average male elf, I have human ears, and I don’t have the ability to glamour. What you see is what you get with me,” she finishes with a brilliant smile before handing the microphone back to Mica.

“By the way, glamour is a common ability for elves. Even many half-elves have it, and it allows us to create an illusion that allows our appearance to blend in with those around us,” Mica explains. “It’s why you all thought that I was a short human rather than a tall elf. Fortunately, my foster sister blends in without.”

“She definitely stands out,” Jimmy shouts. “Will you go to homecoming with me, Lleandra?”

Lleandra grins as she takes back the mic. “I would be honored, Jimmy.”

I smile, happy that she’s open to experiencing a bit of the human high school experience and not exclusively focused on me.

“Do you think that hot orc chick would go with me?” the round-cheeked redhead boy calls.

“Groll, not orc. You’re thinking of Tolkien,” Lleandra replies sweetly. “And I can ask. She has her eye on someone, so I doubt it. Plus, she’s nearly forty years old.”

“She’s still hot,” the boy replies with a grin.

“She’ll be flattered you asked,” Lleandra says. “Since she’s essentially the groll ambassador to the local human government, there will be a lot of extra security if she does come.”

“How about that angel?” shouts an anonymous male voice.

“Or the succubus?” Jonathan pipes up.

I’m about to interrupt when Lleandra replies. “You would have to be able to summon the angel to ask her. Plus, angels have both male and female sexual organs, so you might want to reconsider, Greg. Larkin has been showing up as a female more frequently as of late, but they normally arrive wearing only a sword belt with full breasts and male genitals that would make a porn star feel inadequate.”

Many “Ohs!” and a chorus of laughs follow.

Lleandra waits for the laughter to die down before continuing. “Jonathan, three of the four succubae I know are in a committed relationship. The fourth is my foster sister. She’s a cambion, a semi-human child from one of the traveler races. She’s nineteen and would probably enjoy going to a high school dance since she was homeschooled. She recently had an earth-shattering date, so winning her heart might be very difficult. However, the idea of going to a dance might entice her.”

“What was it like growing up as an elf?” the inquisitive little blonde asks.

Mica takes the microphone but pauses before answering. “Imagine living on a land mass about the size of Australia. Instead of Australia’s twenty-five million people, there are twenty-three billion—roughly three times the population of Earth before we arrived.

“There is very little farm land available. The fish are all gone because they’ve all been pulled out of the water and eaten. The major source of meat is adolescent children who do not have magical ability, aren’t pretty enough for the brothels, or whose families can’t afford to feed them any longer. That is what it was like on my home planet.”

Lleandra takes the microphone back. “Each royal house had its own land and specialties. The house Mica grew up in had the worst living conditions, but all houses had shortages of work and food. I was a juvenile in the lands of House Spirituae, but I had to sell myself for food whenever the government would take all my grandmother’s money as taxes. If I had lived under the same royal house as Mica, I would have been eaten.”

The audience immediately sobers up, growing silent again.

“Mica and I are both fortunate that we were rescued by Lord William and his family. We are now his foster children. Many of the refugees that were rescued by Lord William’s family and friends are all working to make lives here and help our adopted community thrive. I hope that I will see you again soon at one of the community service events so we can work together to rebuild society.”

She’s going to make one hell of a politician, I think proudly.
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PLANS AND PROBLEMS


Over the next three weeks, I gave a similar speech to various civic groups in the Quad Cities area, Baghdad, Flagstaff, Sedona, Cottonwood, and Jerome.

Jerome had four witches who had pretty much saved the entire town. Rebecca recruited them to help try to get more potions to Cottonwood. Sedona had twenty women who claimed to be witches, but all but three of them were new-age religious hippies just looking for an excuse to fuck outdoors during their holy days. The three legitimate witches were very helpful and actively tried to rein in some of the crazy.

Neither Cottonwood nor Baghdad had a witch. When we started traveling further afield, we discovered that Ashfork, Williams, and Kingman also didn’t have any, nor did Bullhead City or Laughlin, Nevada. Lake Havasu City had only one.

The Kingman visit was interesting. Colonel Rivera, the commander at Camp Navajo, provided a security detail of ten HMMWVs with M2 .50 cal machine guns on them. I think most of the soldiers were MPs, but they may have been cobbled together from a variety of units. In the back of each HMMWV were two elves with the railgun rifles, both capable of throwing up magical shields.

I opened a teleportal just outside one of the hangars, and we cleared the hangar before I set up a passage for Rachel, Aloïse, Lara, Chelena, Rebecca to join me. A six-man security detail secured the passage.

Someone had erected a short folding stage, and there were seats for two hundred people. A screen dropped down from one of the girders for the room, and they had a projector set up.

The seats filled quickly, and it looked like roughly another one hundred fifty folks were standing behind the chairs.

My talk was similar to the high school one, but toward the end, twenty or so men in the Montana Rangers uniform pushed through to the front of the standing crowd as I flashed the photo of the Elven brothel from Florida with the ladies hanging on the posts.

“My personal opinion is that anyone who has been enslaved in this environment for decades deserves some mercy,” I said, waving a hand to the screen.

“Bullshit!” one of the Montana Rangers cried. “They came here to destroy us. It was your duty to kill them!” I estimated he was at the far end of my range to grab his soul.

Staring into the hatemonger’s eyes, I replied as calmly as I could. “Well, I was the one who had to pass judgment on them, and I chose mercy. Hell, I’m even willing to let you live and breed if you put aside your rhetoric of hate and help your neighbors.”

He opened his mouth to reply, his face twisted in rage. I had my answer. Touching his soul, I gave it just enough of a push to make him lose his balance and fall. Three of his comrades pulled pistols from under their coats.

I was able to pull the souls out of two of them, but the third was out of range. I was about to fire off bolts of energy when the guy started jerking on his feet and falling to the ground. A tough elderly woman with a stun gun frowned down at him before bending over and shocking him again.

Colonel Rivera hollered, “Apprehend them” right before most of the remainder of the group turned and pushed back through the crowd, making their escape. I chuckled gently as I walked back between the two banks of chairs with a shield wrapped around me. Pulling the souls out of the two living guys on the ground, I collected their weapons and zombified them.

The four zombies led the colonel to Walnut Creek, on the southwest edge of Kingman. Their headquarters was at a gun range off Oatman Road, and rather than set up barracks, they had taken over a nearby suburban neighborhood.

The plan going in was to capture the so-called rangers and put them to work on farms under supervision, but their idea of negotiating led to a lot of shooting. A couple of Rivera’s troops were injured despite the assistance of the shields, which made him angry and caused him to open up on them with the .50 cals. When the battle ended, there were 127 dead men, women, and children. Sixty-three women, forty-three men, and ninety-three children were captured, many with grievous wounds from those heavy machine guns. Most of the kids were under ten years old.

Among the men, we found a retired US Army Ranger lieutenant colonel. He was about 5’10” with a barrel chest, a thick waist, jowls, a short, gray, flat-top haircut, and a silver Fu Manchu mustache.

He growled, “My name is Lieutenant Colonel James MacNeil. I’m a defender of the United States, and I’ve killed hundreds of our enemies, so you can kindly fuck off. None of you pansies have any right to talk to me.”

I looked down into his ice-blue eyes. “I served in Iraq as an MP sergeant. I’ve killed plenty of our enemies in the sandbox and thousands of elves, and I’m personally responsible for killing over two billion elves.”

“My dick is bigger than yours,” he growled with disdain.

“Unlikely, but possible,” I conceded. “Now what the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

He rambled on about being a patriot and trying to save the country, but after all his empty rhetoric, everything boiled down to him trying to build a militia to protect his community. One of his eight women was from a white supremist family from Kingman. He recruited the white supremacists because they were armed and willing to fight.

Catering to their fears and adding elves and demons to the list of people they could hate proved to be very effective recruiting tactics. Some of his recruits knew people in other states, and they reached out. Suddenly, he had an organization stretched across the western United States.

We transported all the survivors to a remote abandoned farm about five miles east of town and set up a guard detail. Elven healers, army medics, and the Sedona witches helped with the injuries. Unfortunately, Audrey had a lot of candidates for prosthetic limb trials.

The rangers were zombified and put to work erecting a fence around the farm similar to what we ran into at Tally Lake. The guard towers were manned by soldiers from Camp Navajo and some young men from Kingman who didn’t have jobs. Colonel Rivera’s sergeant in charge of the detail began working to get the young men indoctrinated to be security guards. MacNeil became my puppet after I zombified him.

General Scott invited me to give my talk at Fort Huachuca and the Yuma air station. Thankfully, there were no issues in either locale. I negotiated to get elves set up farming around Phoenix, leveraging the existing fields, golf courses, and irrigation.

Steven Cheung came out of retirement to organize the elves around Phoenix. Using the golf courses was his idea. Since they were irrigated and had houses around them, it made a good opportunity to convert golf courses into fields. There was a gated community in northeast Sun City West that worked out well for this. Upon visiting it, I had to laugh at how the residents had tried to make the houses and landscaping into some kind of Mediterranean knockoff. The elves couldn’t believe that the grass was essentially for humans to chase a little ball around. Regardless, Steven set up 100 people in the community of Corte Bella and another 120 around each of the three golf courses of Sun City West.

Many of the bigger fields in the northern part of the valley had been converted to houses, but there were still quite a few between Bell Road and McDowell Road, clear out to the White Tank Mountains. All of the farms already had irrigation, so the major challenge was to decontaminate the ground and plant crops before people started to die from hunger.

Seven human farmers survived, and at first, they thought they had a right to claim all the land. When I asked them how they were going to manage planting and harvesting all that, they grudgingly agreed they could use help from the elves since most of their Mexican day laborers were dead. Steven set up a program that named the farmers as the stewards but that would allow the elves to own their own farms after working them for five years.

General Scott came up to tour with me, which resulted in him appointing Steven as the governor of Phoenix Metro and asking him to work with his Elven farmers out of Tucson to set things up in the Southeast.

Steven recruited a few families from the Apache, Tohono O'odham, and Yacqui communities to help organize the farming effort around Tucson. The program developed arable land all across southern Arizona and New Mexico and ran south, about halfway into Sonora, Mexico.

As a result of that effort, we discovered that a couple of Mexican brujas had been working to dose the people of northern Sonora with Rebecca’s tonic. The population density in Mexico was higher than in Arizona since they hadn’t been hit by Elven attacks.

Daniel Leyva, a farmer from the Tohono O'odham nation, became the governor for Tucson and was responsible for all the lands surrounding the city to the western edge of the Tohono O'odham lands and down into Mexico. Charles Tessay, a successful Yaqui farmer from the Benson area, became the governor of the area ranging from Sonoita to the New Mexico border and south into Mexico. Walter Frias, a successful large-scale farmer from north of Hermosillo, took over administration of Sonora from Highway 2 south. A retired pecan farmer, Christopher Holland, took over southern New Mexico.

I worked with the northern tribes to set up a similar program. Rachel did most of the legwork with help from Manuel, Rosalie, and others as needed.

The security detail took over most of the deliveries and support, making my contribution mostly just opening the teleportals. Josie began making progress on learning how to teleport after a few weeks of practice, and I was able to turn about half of the transport work over to her. That allowed me to take my show on the road to get people on board.

Unfortunately, the fighting with the elves didn’t stop.

I was in Flagstaff inspecting Clarice’s new condo when I got a call on my cell from General Scott.
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“Hello, Will. We’ve got a sticky situation in New York,” the general says.

“What’s the problem?” I ask, stepping outside to take the call on the small porch over the front door of Clarice’s future home.

“West Point has been using the cadets as scouts after getting spanked early on. They sent a recon platoon into New York City. It looks like there is a strong Elven enclave there.”

“How the hell did they avoid getting Theta?” I ask. That Orgish variant of the virus should have wiped them out.

“Amadee thinks it’s because they shut down their portal, moved out of their initial enclave, and moved into the buildings around Central Park,” he replies. “They probably haven’t had any contact from other Elven communities. They’re farming the green spaces and dropping trees to create more farmland.

“Best estimates are three thousand soldiers armed with swords, zip guns, and spears. Guards in overwatch had those railguns like your people have, but there seemed to be relatively few. They also reported seeing some human firearms scattered around, mostly pistols but at least one AR rifle. The soldiers go on patrols, guard the farmers, and escort them out to other parks and community gardens once the patrols find them. It looks like there are nearly two thousand farmers.”

“Then your estimate of the soldiers is probably half the ground truth or less,” I reply. “Did they see any magicians?”

“Not that I know of,” the general replies. “They probably have them somewhere based on our past experience with them.”

“Yeah,” I drawl, thinking about what we should do. “Probably 2,000 farmers, 6,000-8,000 soldiers, a couple thousand sex slaves, 100-200 healers, and about the same number of battle magicians. How many people would we need to take care of this problem?”

“Killing soldiers? In New York?” he muses. “I’d want to take in a couple divisions of light fighters and have artillery, air support, and maybe a couple companies of armor or mech infantry.”

“We probably don't have that for effective numbers,” I reply absently.

“Maybe if we brought the Marines in,” he answers. “The 1st Division is combat ineffective; their division commander is a junior logistics captain. They’re at about 8 percent strength and preparing to road march to Yuma. Maybe you could help them with a passage. Regardless, 2nd Marine Division is at 43 percent, but they have their hands full cleaning out Atlanta with the remnants of 3rd Infantry and the infantry school. The 3rd Marines are stranded in Okinawa, and we haven’t heard from them in six weeks. The 4th Marine Division was out of New Orleans, but we haven’t heard from them since the initial Elven attacks.”

General Scott continues his quick thinking before resuming. “Fort Drum has reorganized, and they have an understrength battalion they can field. That’s about four hundred soldiers, plus the scouts from West Point, heavy weapons, and logistics folks.”

“Do we want them all dead?” I ask. “We need farmers. The elves only sent male farmers, so rescuing the sex slaves and letting them help on the farms might help both the slaves and the farmers.”

“True,” the general replies. “Daniel Leyva, the administrator in Tucson, said that the ladies are happy to help on the farms and the farmers are happy to have them. Some couples are starting to form.”

“With their life spans and the way they breed, we’ll probably need to reinforce the concept of birth control,” I murmur. “Can your scouts figure out where their magicians, healers, and pleasure slaves are kept? We need to know where the farmer barracks is, too.”

“I’ll pass it along,” the general replies.

“What does Amadee think about this?” I ask.

General Scott laughs. “Her solution was to spray all of New York with an aerosol form of Theta and let nature take its course. She holds a bit of a grudge for her husband’s and son’s deaths.”

“I imagine so. I would, too,” I reply. “How long do you think it will take to get those locations?”

“I’m not sure they can, but let’s say a week,” he replies.

“Okay. I’ll come down next Thursday, and we can do some battle planning,” I tell him. “Does that work, sir?”

“You just realized you gave orders to a general, son?” he laughs.

“Call me son,” I scoff. “I’m seven years older than you. I was thinking more about ordering a fellow head-of-state around.”

“True on both counts,” General Scott replies with humor in his voice. “I hadn’t considered that. In a couple of months, we should talk about rebuilding our country.”

“I suspect we’re going to break into more of a confederation of city states, but it would be better to have a plan than not,” I reply with a sigh. “I’ll talk to you soon, sir.”

“You too, sir,” the general replies before disconnecting.

“Hmm. A general just called me ‘sir,’” I murmur as Clarice slides under my arm.

“Of course, Daddy,” she says. “You are Lord William James of Prescott, Arizona.”

“I don’t think so, Honey,” I reply. “So, there are a couple of things I need to discuss with the contractor.”

“Great. Mummy has him drooling like an idiot. I don’t think he’s retained anything since she showed up,” Clarice giggles.

“Mummy, huh,” I ask.

“Well, she is married to my daddy, even if she is my aunt,” Clarice says as we walk inside.
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“Will, can you talk for a couple of minutes?”

I’m currently stretching with my face in the mat and my feet splayed into a near side split. I push myself and groan as the connective tissues in my hips move.

“I thought you left, Darcie. What’s up?” I ask.

I had been thinking about the situation in New York City, but Darcie’s return to the dojo drives that into the background. I notice her pretty auburn hair is getting longer as she bows back onto the mat. It’s now resting on her shoulders rather than in the cute bob she always kept it in for Jack. Her face is still gaunt from grief, but her eyes look like she has some life in them again.

“You were more focused in class today. Great job,” I tell her as she takes an easy seat pose in front of me.

She smiles slightly at the praise before speaking. “Thanks, Will. I have good days and bad days. I’m pretty sure I’m not throwing energy around like you do, but I feel like I’m starting to touch the principles of aiki.”

“I agree,” I tell as I pull my feet together into a butterfly stretch. “What would you like to talk about?”

“Have you heard any word about the priests?”

“Nothing.” I shake my head. “Sorry, Sweetie.”

“I just feel like I’m not going to be able to move on until they’re dead,” she says quietly.

“I’m sure. I’ve got a situation brewing in New York City that I’ll probably need to get involved with. I can do a recon to Chicago after that,” I tell her. “General Scott told me about this new situation a few days ago. I’m going down to Fort Huachuca tomorrow to plan how to deal with it.”

“I didn’t know that,” she says. “I feel so disconnected since Jack died.”

“I’ve intentionally not dragged you into the relief work. And as far as I’m concerned, there’s only one fight you need to be a part of,” I tell her as gently as I can.

“I need to get involved in the relief efforts, Will. It would help me think about something other than my problems and grief.” After a moment, Darcie adds, “I’m thinking of having April check in on Father Joseph.”

“That can’t hurt,” I tell her. “I’ve still got my connection to him. Just make sure she takes her security detail with her.”

“Will do, Will.”

She drops her head and plays with her fingers for a moment.

“What’s the matter, Darcie?”

She looks up at me, and I see tears in her eyes. “I need to give up April. She’s very attracted to you, and she desperately needs to be loved by a man.”

“Did she say that?” I ask.

“No,” Darcie moans. “I can just tell by the way she looks at you and talks about the things you say.”

“Have a conversation with her,” I tell her. “Whenever I talk to her, she’s always telling me how worried she is about you and how much she loves you.”

“Her attraction to you was very apparent in her last interview when you gave your inspirational speech on TV,” Darcie says. She wipes her eyes and smiles at me. “By the way, that was very inspirational.”

“Thank you,” I reply bashfully. “I’m just trying to help.”

“You are,” she says dreamily, causing me to lift my head and look her in the eye.

She bites her lip and runs her fingers through her hair. “What I really wanted to talk to you about is school. Jack would normally discuss my class schedules with me, and then I’d decide what to enroll in. Since I no longer have my dom slash master, I thought I’d talk it over with my martial arts master.”

She gives me a gentle smile as I ponder this. “What are you thinking?” I ask.

“Well,” she says, “I was leaning toward a business degree with the plan of going into process consulting with Jack. I really enjoyed that when we were in Minnesota, and Jack said I have a real knack for it. But I’ve also been thinking about how he said college is about self-discovery.”

She chews on her lip. “Yavapai County’s Cottonwood campus offers a wine making course. I’d like to take that.”

“Well, it’s a kind of farming, and we definitely need more knowledgeable farmers,” I reply with a grin. “Maybe my household could get a discount when you’re bottling. It would save me a lot of money.”

“I’m serious, Will,” she exclaims with a bit of a chuckle.

“So am I,” I reply with a silly grin. “Honestly, I think it’s great, Darcie. I expect there’s a lot of science involved. How do you do in those?”

“I’m taking a basic chemistry class this term, and it’s going pretty well—even with the disruptions from the return of the pandemic,” she says. “I’ve gotten straight-A grades in all my college coursework despite being a B student in high school. I’m pretty sure I can handle the curriculum. I just thought it might be interesting.”

“Then do it,” I tell her. “We can set up a passage for you to travel back and forth. Do you have any leads on property?”

“Maddy, Chelsea, and I drove over a couple of weeks ago,” she says. “Cottonwood hasn’t weathered the storm as well as the Quad Cities, so about two-thirds of the homes are vacant. One of those is about two blocks from the campus. There’s no electricity, but it has water, and we didn’t find any dead bodies inside. It would be less than a five minute walk to campus.”

Darcie grins, adding, “Warren and I went back and replaced the locks. By current standards, that makes it mine. I just need to register it at the courthouse.”

“It does,” I agree. “We’ll get you a passage hooked into the transport room.”

“That would be great, Will. I was talking to Josie about passages yesterday,” Darcie says. “You might want to discuss it with her. She was thinking that her new ability with teleporting would make them obsolete, but she has an interesting idea that’s probably going to increase demand for passages rather than reduce it.”

“Thanks, Darcie,” I reply, frowning. “I wish I didn’t have to learn about what’s going on in my own household from you.”

“Don’t be like that, Master,” she says with a slight grin. “Most of your wives and a fair number of your concubines are friends. We talk. That’s the strength of women. We don’t sit around and brood like men do. Unless we’re grieving.”

I laugh. “Fair enough, Darcie. I’ll go talk to Josie.”

“What’s so funny?” Rebecca asks as she walks in with River, Moonbeam, and Sally.

“Darcie was accusing me of brooding,” I chuckle.

“Daddy!” Moonbeam squeals as she runs across the mat to get a hug.

“Why do you think you have all of us women to distract you, husband?” Rebecca teases. “Now, our newest children are here for their first martial arts lesson.” She bows and leads the other two children to me.

“Yes, Dear,” I reply with a smirk before turning back to Darcie. “Anything else, Darcie?”

“No, Master,” Darcie says. I notice that the brightness in her eyes has dimmed again.

“It’s good to see you smile, Darcie,” Rebecca says as she bends over to kiss the other woman’s forehead. “Now if we can just get you to eat.”

“Candice is doing her best,” Darcie says shyly. “I’m eating at least once every day, but sometimes I just forget about meals. I’m trying, though—really.”

[image: ]



“Hey, Josie! I hear you have a great idea,” I say in greeting as I walk into Josie’s lab.

“Will!” she exclaims as she gets up from the drafting table in the back of her space. “I’m sorry for being absent. I had a conversation with Darcie yesterday, and it’s gotten me thinking about a couple of things.”

She wraps her arms around my neck and presses her bountiful breasts into my chest as we kiss lasciviously.

Leaning my forehead against hers, I say, “Has it really been four days since we last made love?”

“It’s so wrong,” she moans, grinding her crotch against my thigh. I gently pull her away before we get too distracted. Josie huffs out her sexual frustration and says, “Lemme tell you about my ideas.”

“Sure, Love,” I agree readily as she grabs my hand and leads me to her drafting board.

On the board is a rough sketch of North America. The larger surviving cities are sketched in, and Arizona has a greater level of detail.

“One of the themes of your talking series is that infrastructure is going to fail,” she says. “Planes, trains, and highways. I suppose that applies to shipping, too. I can’t help with shipping yet, but as far as moving people around the planet…we already have the answer.”

She sets another sketch on her board showing Arizona. “Prescott, Flagstaff, Kingman, Sierra Vista, Tucson, Sedona, Cottonwood, and Phoenix all have airports. Most have train stations, too. I’m thinking we can start with those and establish networks of passages. We could start with Prescott to Sierra Vista or Fort Huachuca, so you can go back and forth to visit with General Scott. Then we can add Phoenix, so the Grollsh and Orgish folks can travel back and forth.”

“Probably should connect Camp Navajo to Prescott and Yuma to Fort Huachuca,” I interject.

“Right,” Josie agrees. “We can build networks but not just in Arizona. We can link Arizona’s hubs to KCI, Wichita, both major Chicago airports, and the Minneapolis-Saint Paul airport. Or their train stations.”

“Actually, that ties in well with the Orgish idea for the space ports,” I say excitedly. “We could eliminate most surface air traffic to keep pollution down and move cargo through the passages.”

“Exactly,” Josie says. “I’m thinking that if we have passages the size of the one we used in Montana, we could move cargo through them on electric Club Cars. N’elisa and I were talking about having fusion powered trucks, tractors, and trains, too.”

She removes her network diagrams for the passages and shows me a map of Arizona. “I’ve also been thinking about train routes. Trains can move large amounts of cargo, and they could be used for leisure travel, moving households between locations, or just connecting areas without passages. I’m thinking that we run train service like this,” she says as she traces her finger along a pencil line.

“Flagstaff to Sedona to Cottonwood, then through the mountain between Clarkdale and Prescott Valley,” she says excitedly. “We’d have to put in a terminal there, but then shoot south through Dewey and Mayer. From there the track could follow the valley to come up at Black Canyon City before following I-17 to Phoenix.

“Karelle recommended using the Greyhound terminal in Phoenix as the new train station. Then we can run pretty much straight along I-10 to Marana military airfield and then Tucson. General Scott recommended we run from there through the mountains to Sonoita, bypassing Sierra Vista and Fort Huachuca in favor of Nogales, and then end at Santa Ana before swooping back north along Federal Highway 2 to Yuma.”

“Maybe Santa Ana to Puerto Peñasco, then to Yuma,” I reply after some thought. “They do a lot of fishing there. It would give us a link to the ocean. How long will all this take?”

“Probably ten years,” Josie says. “I’ll have to open a couple of tunnels.”

“I thought it would take longer to lay all that rail, actually,” I muse, trying to picture the amount of work that would be involved.

“We-ell,” Josie says, “I’m thinking monorail. I’ll essentially just raise the rails out of the metal in the ground. If the available iron is too low, we’ll have to ship stocks in, but anywhere there’s a little red tint to the soil, there’s available iron.”

She snuggles into me tightly. “I learned that in my science classes.”

“Well, why don’t we focus on Flagstaff to Prescott and see how that goes,” I murmur into her hair as I caress her firm round ass.

“Okay,” she replies. “N’elisa says it’ll take a while to build the trains. That’s actually the long pole in our plan. The tunnels and rails should take half of that or less if there are no problems with foundations for the rails. We can have a network of passages up in just a couple of months. I figure I’ll start there.”

“You’ve put a lot of thought into this, Josie. I’m very proud of you,” I murmur into her ear and squeeze her muscular ass.

“Good. I want you to be proud of having me as your wife,” she murmurs as she turns to bury her face into my neck. “If you keep squeezing my ass like that, I’m taking you back to the residence for the rest of the day.”

“Spend the afternoon in bed?” I ask.

She nods into my neck. I can feel her hardening nipples pressing into my chest.

“Do you want me to take you here, first?” I whisper into her ear.

Josie moans, “Please, Will!”


13


BATTLE FOR CENTRAL PARK


Josie and I had a wild afternoon. I stripped her down and started licking, kissing, and nibbling every inch of her flesh. I sat her on her lab table with her legs on my shoulders while I attacked her pussy with my mouth and fingers. Then, I crawled up on the table and fucked her hard until I deposited a load of cum inside her.

It didn’t end there, though. She then sucked me hard and took another load down her throat. We fucked on every piece of furniture in her lab and dented the drywall where I fucked her against the wall. After a couple of hours, we took a break, carrying our clothes through the passage to the transport room and up the lift to the residence on the top floor of the hotel. After hydrating and relieving ourselves, we went up to the roof garden to make love in the sunshine.

After another round of orgasms, Josie rolled over to show me the glistening pucker of her anus.

She whispered over her shoulder, “Let’s finish the triple play, husband.”

I lubed my cock in her dripping cunt and then placed the tip at her rosebud and pressed into her tight depths.

“Fill me, Will!” she moaned. “Fill my ass with your seed!”

I dutifully drove my hips forward so my cock could repeatedly spear her tight ass.

“My tummy and pussy are so warm from your seed. Fill my asshole and make me complete, husband!” she whispered urgently. “I’m coming from your cock in my ass!”

I exploded again, filling her bowels with a groan.

As I collapsed on top of her, I heard hooting and clapping. I looked around but didn’t see anyone high enough to have a view of our activities. I supposed they could have just been listening in, say, from the house over on the alley between Cortez and Montezuma or the top floors of Bashford Court.

I rolled to the side, lying on the outdoor carpet. Josie crawled on top of me and hugged me tightly. “I’ve been off the birth control tonics for two months, hoping to get pregnant,” she murmured. “I’m three days late, Will.”

“Whenever you’re ready, my love,” I murmured into her hair. “We’ll keep practicing.”

“I love you,” she sighed.

“I love you, too, Josie,” I murmured sleepily.

We napped in the late afternoon sun until the chill from creeping shadows drove us back inside.
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“Welcome,” General Scott says as I lead my group through the teleportal outside his headquarters.

“I thought you’d meet us inside,” I say as Commander Fliss, Flight Lieutenant Nord, Captain Amadee, Karelle, Mica, Lara, and N’elisa follow me through the teleportal.

“I might be a little eager for your arrival,” the general says. I notice his eyes are glued to Amadee. She smiles at him in return.

The general leads us inside Greeley Hall, up the stairs, and into the command suite. He has us all sit at a conference table in the room next to his office. A young soldier in a digicam uniform brings in a tray with coffee cups and water glasses. She barely looks old enough to drive despite the severe bun holding up her hair. Another soldier pushes in a cart with water and coffee carafes, a pitcher of juice, and an assortment of pastries. He looks like a young college student despite his high-and-tight haircut.

“How old were you both when you joined the army?” I ask.

The young man says, “Nineteen, sir,” as he offloads the cart.

The young woman locks up into the position of attention. “Seventeen, sir. My parents signed for me so I could go to basic training as a minor. I turn eighteen next month.”

“They were both in AIT when shit hit the fan,” General Scott says from his seat.

The young woman asks, “Anything else, sir?” Her eyes are locked on mine.

My eyes flick to her name tag. “I was an MP sergeant, Private Nelson. Don’t worry about being too formal with me.”

“Sir! You are a visiting head of state, the governor of the Northern Arizona Territory,” she replies with a barely discernible smirk.

“You must admit, he’s rather attractive,” Karelle says, making the young woman grin.

“I’d say ‘hot’ is the correct term,” N’elisa adds. “A little informal flirting would be appropriate.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Private Nelson says with a grin. “I’ll keep that in mind, ma’am. However, given he has eleven wives and more concubines than we soldiers can count, and seven children, I suspect it would be a waste of time.”

“That will be all Private Nelson. Private Horner,” the general says dismissively.

The two soldiers snap to attention and leave the room. A cheeky grin appears on General Scott’s face as he says to me, “My soldiers are not here for your sexual enjoyment, Governor James.”

“Nor should they be, General Scott,” I reply as I pour a cup of coffee. “What have we learned, sir?”

“We’ve discovered that the farmers are all housed in these apartments and condos along Central Park West. The soldiers and magicians seem to be dispersed. There are three companies of roughly one hundred twenty securing the farmer barracks. There are a couple more companies at Mount Sinai hospital. There are a couple hundred farmers there, but we’ve seen uniforms indicating the healers are there.”

“Interesting,” I say. “That doesn’t fit their normal pattern. What else did you learn?”

“We think they’re being led by this man,” he says as he slides an iPad to me. “He wears what we think are magician’s robes. Everyone seems to defer to him.”

Lara and Mica lean in to look at the picture.

“Oh, shit,” Mica murmurs.

“Ner’ahd Ley’all,” Lara says. “He was the court magician of House Serenissima.”

“He’s renowned for being the strongest magician on the planet and a complete asshole,” Mica interjects.

“Valya was trying to recruit him, but I didn’t think he came over to her cause,” Lara muses.

“Maybe offering him New York was enough incentive for Mal’szak to close the deal,” I reply. “Do you think he’s in charge?”

“Definitely,” Lara says. “He was a noble of House Serenissima, but he was always at odds with the Duke of the house—at least, that’s the rumor. Chrysilla could tell you for sure.”

“T’os met him once,” Mica says. “Of course he dismissed T’os because he wasn’t a pure elf, but T’os said the power rolling off him was palpable. He taught the magician in Florida—the one who enslaved April.”

“Lovely,” I murmur. “I wonder if he keeps a shield up all the time.”

“He is supposed to be a master at crafting relics,” Mica says. “That tiara you took off Valya’s corpse is probably his work. I imagine he’s got a relic to keep a shield up all the time.”

“There are a few other items of note,” General Scott says. “This Ner’ahd is frequently seen with children. We don’t know whose children, but he seems to treat them like pets.”

“He supposedly only eats the flesh of children,” Mica says quietly.

“I heard that, too,” Lara agrees in a whisper. “Fattens them up and then cuts off a piece of flesh and eats it as they die.”

“Just fantastic,” the general replies. “He seems to be set up in the Plaza Hotel now, but he walks over to Trump Tower regularly. We think that was their original enclave. We found something else at the top of Trump Tower. Swipe to the next picture, Will.”

I follow instructions to reveal a grainy telephoto shot of the top floor of a high-rise building. The windows are knocked out, and it looks like large owls are perched in the window frames.

“Those things attacked our scouts a couple of times. They’re some kind of huge owl,” he says.

“Yeah, we ran into those in Phoenix,” I reply.

“They’re a specialty of House Serenissima—specifically, taming beasts, which is a form of mind magic,” Mica says. “I don’t think those are tamed, just tightly controlled. One got loose from its controller before we came over from Prime. The owl picked him up, flew up into the air, and dropped him from the sky.”

“Aloïse did something similar with the Montana Rangers. I wonder what they’d do if I freed them from control,” I muse.

“T’os says they’re wild but sentient. If you can gain their trust, maybe they will become allies,” my squire says.

“That may be overly optimistic. We’ve had to shoot three of them,” General Scott says. “They attack the scouts when they see them. Those magrail rifles are great for killing them without much noise, but we don’t have many of those.”

“I think I know how to break the elves’ control over them. But winning them over is a whole other matter,” I murmur.

“We think the pleasure slaves are dispersed between the hotel, the hospital, and the farmer’s barracks,” General Scott says.

“I like Captain Amadee’s idea,” Fliss growls. “Aerial spray of Theta aerosol. Problem is solved.”

“We need the farmers and healers, Commander Fliss,” I reply quietly.

“You don’t like the idea of killing innocent slave women, either,” Karelle says.

“Neither do I,” Amadee says. “But they showed no restraint when they attacked us. I’m willing to sacrifice them.”

“We’d have to gut one of the neutron generators to do the spray,” Nord says. “It shouldn’t be hard to use the flight controls of one of those.”

“Easy to do,” N’elisa agrees. “General Scott, do you still have drones?”

“Yes. There are a couple at Fort Drum, and I’ve got quite a few here,” he replies. “What are you thinking?”

“Those are armed with precision munitions, right?” the sexy High Elf asks.

“Yes,” he replies. “If we can get a couple of Predators up, they can use both missiles and bombs.”

“If we can destroy certain floors of a building or—”

“The payloads are bigger than that,” the general interjects. “We could take the top half of Trump Tower down. Drop a couple of bombs on the hotel and barracks areas. That would leave quite a few of the farmers. We couldn’t use them on the hospital.”

“Find me back doors into the hospital and the Plaza,” I say decisively. “We’ll take off the top half of Trump Tower as a distraction while I enter Mount Sinai with a strike squad to clear a path to the healers and get them out. You can hit the barracks for the soldiers with missiles while another strike force sneaks the farmers out.”

“Take them north along the Hudson,” the general says with a nod.

“Then I’ll go hunting at the Plaza,” I say quietly. “It’s a loose plan, and it will have more moving pieces than anything else we’ve done. Still, it’s the only option I can think of. I’ll see if we can get a shit ton of critters to help.”

“Okay, Will,” General Scott says. “Let’s go with that. Give me two days to coordinate the logistics to get the Predators ready. I may need your help to move crews around.” He holds up a hand to forestall me from speaking.

“One last thing. We weren’t able to get any pictures of it, but there’s something preying on the elves,” he says seriously. “The scouts reported seeing moving shadows that surrounded one to three elves. When it pulled away, the elves were dead, dried husks of a body. What they described to me sounded a lot like what you do. They saw this happen four times, mostly around the Plaza.”

“I guess I’ll be hitting the books,” I say with a frown.

We stand. “Thank you, sir,” I tell the general. “We’ll talk soon.”

“If you could hold for a minute, Will,” he says.

Everyone leaves except Amadee and the general.

“Will, I would like to get a pair of those passages set up,” General Scott says.

I nod decisively. “We’re planning to get them set up between here and Prescott, and maybe even the Phoenix airport.”

Amadee slides close to wrap an arm around General Scott. “William,” she says. “We’re interested in having a passage between Thomas’ personal quarters and mine.”

The general blushes, and the lightbulb in my mind finally goes on. “Sure, Amadee. Sir, it’s no problem.”

He smiles bashfully. “Thanks, Will.”

“We’ll have them for you tomorrow. Is that soon enough?”

“Sooner is better,” Amadee interjects. She kisses the general’s cheek. “Until then, Thomas.”

We walk quickly outside, where I open a teleportal to the Phoenix airport. After I close the teleportal, I give Amadee a grin and a fist bump. “Glad it’s working out, Captain.”

She smiles and looks genuinely happy as she touches knuckles with me.

Fliss says, “Lord William, I’ll have a company of marines as your escort. The humans can rescue the farmers.”

“Thanks, Commander Fliss,” I tell him as I shake his huge hand. “I’ll call when I have details. We’ll have passages for you between the airport and Prescott tomorrow.”

“Good,” the huge Org commander replied. “Ms. N’elisa, how long before you have those ASCs for my troops?”

“Probably six more weeks, sir,” she says as Lara snuggles up to me. “We have the materials now, and I expect to start assembly in four days. Will your engineers be ready?”

“We will,” the commander agreed. “Thank you.”

“Do you need anything else for your people, Commander? Captain?” I ask.

“You know what I need,” Amadee purrs.

“I need something for Nord to fly. Otherwise, I despair of ever getting him to show up to work on time,” Fliss teased. Nord flushes with embarrassment but grins widely.

“Congratulations, Nord,” I tell him and shook his hand. “I didn’t realize you were one of the mated pairs.”

“It’s my honor to have conquered Kali Grutahl in a mating challenge. She’s one of our top people from engineering and a very worthy mate,” Nord says with a shit-eating grin. “She put up a great fight, and she’s been working hard to make it up to me ever since.”

I clapped him on the shoulder before opening up a teleportal to the labs, with Karelle, N’elisa, and Mica leading the way through. Lara and I turn around once we’re through and wave. “See you soon!”

[image: ]


“I can’t believe I’m standing here,” Josie says with awe in her voice. She’s wearing a Grollsh helmet and combat suit, body armor, heavy boots, and a weapons belt. The outfit emphasizes the curve of her hips nicely.

I’m standing between Josie and Audrey on the banks of the Hudson near Sunnyside, the home of Washington Irving, in Sleepy Hollow. “You read the story?” I asked.

“The Legend of Sleepy Hollow?” Josie asks. “It was one of my favorites. Rip Van Winkle was another favorite. There were little serial stories about the west, but my pa loved Irving’s stories and James Fennimore Cooper’s books the most. I never got to read the Cooper books, but Pa had a worn copy of The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. I keep forgetting to check out a copy of The Leatherstockings Tales or Last of the Mohicans.”

“We can come back here and read them after the mission,” I tell her. “Remember your tools—shields, darts, teleportals, rolled passages, swords, combat knife…”

“And my shotgun,” she finishes as she holds up her 20 gauge shotgun.

“I have your back, sisters,” says Lara as she lifts her Z-5P.

“I’ll be with you, too,” Audrey says. “I should probably go through with the critters, but given the number we’re going to let loose on the elves, I couldn’t control them even if I wanted to try. I’ll be close by to watch your back.”

“We got this, Captain,” Xerxes growls. “We understand what you need us to do.”

“All elf magicians must die,” Argos growls, nodding its head emphatically. “I go with the general.”

“Kill as many soldier elfs and magic elfs as we can,” Hermes growls. “My team goes with human soldiers.”

“I take thousand imps into the hotel. We kill magic elfs first, then soldiers. Leave white coats and lady elfs with no clothes alone,” Xerxes growls.

“That’s right,” I tell them. “You can throw chaos balls at any elf if you need time to figure out what to do with them.”

“Can still eat them when they freak out,” Argos says with an energetic nod.

I look around at the assembled group. There are 105 space Org marines and 400 US Army light infantry soldiers, as well as two light mortar teams and an Air Force tac air control team.

“We should do a comms check, Lord,” Major Kaelrun, the senior marine among Fliss’ forces, rumbles. The nearly seven-foot-tall org is the company commander of the Orgs on the mission, and I had just met him shortly before we assembled.

I turn and beckon the US Army commander. “Lieutenant Colonel Patterson? Ready for a comms check?”

“Yes, sir,” the lieutenant colonel replies. “We’ve completed them up to battalion level and the primary comm channel. We just need you and your wives.”

Plugging the earbud into my right ear, I start speaking. “Check, check, 1-2-3. This is Ghost-6. Call in, like we practiced it.”

“Roger, Ghost-6, this is Spacer-6. Ready,” Major Kaelrun’s voice rumbles in my ear.

“Roger, Ghost-6, this is Wolf-6. Ready,” Lieutenant Colonel Patterson replies.

One by one, each group—Critter-6, Ghost-5, Warg-6, Rohan-6, Strider-6, Sneak-6, Crossbow-6, and Thunderbolt, the tac team—checks in.

“Ghost-6, this is Sneak-6. The last patrol just passed your ingress point,” the scout platoon leader reports.

“Ghost-6, this is Crossbow-6. Boom-boom is ready,” the heavy weapons platoon leader replies.

“Ghost-6, this is Thunderbolt. Predators are on station. We have naval air support on standby. We’re ready,” the tac air controller replies.

I look at Leonore standing near Josie, surrounded by a detail of six human guards from our cooperative’s security force. Raul is leading them himself.

“I’ll bring you in once the building is secure, Leonore.”

She nods at me. “I’m ready, Lord.”

“Okay. Task Force Baggins, let’s do this,” I command. I refer to the coordinates and point a finger, and a pinhole-sized teleportal opens. I grow it to the size of an average door. After confirming there are no elves close by, I increase the size of the teleportal to resemble a tall garage door.

The orgs rush through to set up a perimeter around the covered entrance of the box store as Josie murmurs, “Show-off.”

“Practice, Love,” I tell her with a wink before following the Orgs through the portal into a Costco parking lot. Argos and its one hundred imps step through carefully to avoid the edges of the teleportal. I close it and report to the scouts.

“Sneak-6, this is Ghost-6. Team Spacer is in position.”

“Roger, Ghost-6. Stand by,” the scout platoon leader says.

The imps grumble as we wait, but I knew this was going to be difficult for them. Standing still isn’t one of their strengths.

Roughly five minutes later, my earbud crackles. “Ghost-6, this is Sneak-2. Access to your objective is clear.”

“Roger, Sneak-2. Thunderbolt, this is Ghost-6. Loose the hounds,” I say.

A chuckle sounds in my ear. “Roger, Ghost-6.” After a short pause, he continues. “Predators inbound. Time on target in three zero seconds.”

I start counting down in my head and open a pinhole portal to watch the entrance to Mount Sinai when I reach ten.

The sound of missiles streaking becomes audible as I get to six, and at four, the top third of Trump Tower explodes in fireballs.

I open the teleportal right in front of the emergency entrance. Two squads of orgs rush forward and break through the glass doors.

“Shit, this place is a warren of buildings,” I mutter.

Argo sends groups of ten down different routes. “Don’t worry, General. You will hear them when they find elfs.”

“I just hope they remember to leave the healers alive,” I mutter.

Major Kaelrun sends fire teams of marines with each group of imps. The orgs growl as they try to keep up with the fast little demons. Kaelrun orders a squad to stay with me before he follows his marines deeper into the hospital.

“Ghost-6, this is Ghost-5, over.”

“Ghost-6.”

“I need a hand with deliveries,” Josie says into my ear.

“Where?”

“Near the zoo.”

“Roger, stand by,” I tell her. I check my notes for the coordinates for the gathering point for the critters and open one teleportal back to Sunnyside and another from the hospital to the main entrance of the Plaza.

Xerxes leads its critters through the pair of teleportals, and I hear them howl as they rush the guards. It takes a while for the one thousand imps to run through, but they don’t waste any time.

I hear another pair of explosions and then Josie says, “Warg has deployed.” After a moment, she adds, “Rohan has deployed. Strider on standby.”

“Roger, Ghost-5. Zoo delivery is complete,” I reply as I close the portals. I think, “Zoo” may be too organized for all the imps.

“Roger, Ghost-6. Ghost-5 standing by. Out.” I grin at Josie’s use of proper radio procedures.

“Ghost-6, this is Spacer-6. An elf just flew out of the third floor of the children’s hospital to land between it and the school of medicine.” I hear a deep, evil laugh. “One of the imps rode him all the way to the ground. Neither one of them survived.”

“Roger, Spacer-6. I’m on my way,” I reply.

“Ghost-6, give us ten minutes to secure the entry.”

“You taking away my fun, Spacer-6?”

Another dark laugh greets me. “Wouldn’t think of it, Ghost-6.”

I look down at Argo. “Clear this building and the one next door,” I tell him as I point to the street.

“Aye, aye, General,” the little critter says.

“Let’s go,” I tell my escort.

We work our way through the maze of the hospital, make it out into the open space between the buildings, and walk through the narrow alleys between them.

“What a shithole,” I mutter as we march toward the children’s hospital building. Apparently, I’m one of the rare individuals who’s never fallen in love with New York City. Every time I’ve visited, the terms “rats warren” and “shithole” have come to mind. Carla loves the city, and it’s one of the few things we disagree about. I thought that hospital building alleys would lack the pervasive smell of mold, garbage, and stale piss, but I guess I was overly optimistic. I suppose it smells better than some of the other streets and alleys in this dump of a city.

“Smells like the average space station,” one of my guards growls. “Vampire and org stations smell better. The empire ones smell like this or worse.”

I tuck that away for future discussion.

Major Kaelrun meets us inside the door. “Third floor,” he growls as he leads the way through a fire door and up a stairwell.

The sight that greets me doesn’t look like any hospital I’ve ever been in. The walls have been knocked down, loose cables hang from the ceiling, and beds have been placed around the perimeter of the room.

“Ghost-5, this is Ghost-6,” I murmur into my mic. “Have Doc ready, over.”

“Roger standing by, out,” Josie replies.

Elves in white coats are chattering and orgs are growling in response. Imps are standing on the chests of wounded elves, on the beds. I open a teleportal to the staging area at Sunnyside.

Leonore and her escort arrive, and I tell her, “Figure out what’s going on here. You decide who lives and dies.”

“Yes, Lord,” the older Elven healer says with a quick bow of her head.

“Wolf-6, this is Ghost-6. Status, over,” I command as I turn.

Major Kaelrun orders two squads of marines to stay with Leonore as Lieutenant Colonel Patterson replies. “We’ve cleared what appear to be soldiers, about four hundred. None of them had those chokers you mentioned. We had no casualties. I’m ready to start evac, but the remaining folks don’t appear to speak our language. Over.”

“Roger. Stand by,” I reply as I stop at the bottom of the stairs and turn to the huge Orgish squad leader of my Orgish marines guard detail. “Spacer, can you send Wolf a couple of translators?”

“If you can deliver them,” Severn, the squad leader of my Orgish marines guard detail, replies.

“Wolf, set up your passage. Two translators inbound. Over.”

“Roger, out,” Lieutenant Colonel Patterson replies.

“Ghost-5, this is Ghost-6. Two translators coming to you. Send them through to Wolf via passage. Over.”

“Ghost-6, this is Ghost-5. Roger, out,” Josie replies.

I reopen the teleportal to Sunnyside, and two marines slide through quickly before I close it.

“Ghost-6, this is Wolf-6. Rohan-6 reports inbound owls. They’re keeping them out of the buildings, but the damned things are the size of rottweilers with condor wings. Over,” Lieutenant Colonel Patterson reports.

“Roger, Wolf. Thunder, can you give us another distraction? Over.” Let’s see what options we have.

“Negative, Ghost-6, this is Thunder. One of the birds fouled the prop on one of the Predators. We barely got it back. They’re both back for reload, but they won’t send them back until the birds are gone. Over.”

Just like the fucking Air Farce! I think to myself before replying. “Roger, Thunder. Crossbow-6, this is Ghost-6, over.”

“Ghost-6, this is Crossbow-6, I’ve got an eighty-one mike-mike surprise for them. We’ve got enough firepower to deal with the birds, too. Over,” the platoon leader replies.

I check my target reference, then say, “Crossbow-6, this is Ghost-6. Three rounds each on targets Charlie-7 and Charlie-one-two, over.”

“Roger, Ghost-6. Three rounds on Charlie-7 and three rounds on Charlie-one-two. Out.”

I don’t know where they have the two mortars set up, but they can easily range the Plaza from anywhere in Central Park.

I hear the soft crump of mortars being fired, so they must be close. I hear two more crumps before the first one lands. Then I hear the explosions as the rounds detonate.

Argo shows up at that point. “Buildings are clear, General.”

“Damn! That was fast,” I reply.

“Only two elfs per each of my company. I wanna get my group in the hotel,” he growls with a big grin. “Thousands of elfs.”

“Okay, then. Stand by,” I reply. After a quick check of the coordinates and a couple deep breaths to center myself to ensure I get it right, I open a teleportal in front of the Plaza.

The awning out front is shredded and scattered. The thick, concrete pillars out front are chipped, and a few pieces of shrapnel are sticking in them. An imp is riding the broken revolving door like a carousel and cackling like it’s never had such fun. Both ends of the venerable old building look beaten. Sadness envelops me as I see the damaged beauty to the century-old building.

I tell Argos, “Let Xerxes know we’re coming.”

Argos throws its head back and looses the most haunting howl I’ve ever heard before leading its company of imps forward. They stream through the broken revolving door, much to the delight of the imp riding them, and the shattered glass doors on either side.
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Istep through the open teleportal, pausing at the entrance doors of the Plaza Hotel. “Go hunt,” I tell the joy rider as I follow it through to the interior, punctuating my command with a kick from my hiking boot.

The grand lobby doesn’t look like it’s taken too much damage, but there’s another imp hanging from the chandelier. It lobs a small ball of chaos energy at me, which I easily dodge. My counterattack is a small dart of soul energy from my finger.

As the dart hits the little beast, it howls piteously and falls to the floor. The very fabric of the little critter starts to dissolve in front of my eyes as it continues howling. That might haunt me more than Argos’ howl.

“That is horrific, Will,” says Severn.

“Yeah,” I agree as I walk through the lobby. “Remind me not to do that again.”

“Don’t do that again, Will,” the big org replies with a wide scary grin.

“When did you get a sense of humor?” I ask absently as I bypass the reception desk to my left and enter the Palm Court.

“Mind your manners, Sergeant Severn,” Major Kaelrun growls.

“Yessir,” the marine replies. He doesn’t look very cowed, probably because Kaelrun is grinning. Regardless, he murmurs, “My apologies, Lord.”

“I think I like you better as a smartass, Severn,” I reply as I notice that the stained glass ceiling of the Palm Court has somehow miraculously avoided getting damaged.

The chewed corpses of elves are scattered through the room between the original tables. It looks like it was used as a dining hall of some sort. We cut left to the South Corridor and hurry back to the shops before ascending the stairs. Ahead of me, I hear screams, the soft pops of firearms, and cackling, so two squads of Orgish marines rush ahead into the Terrace Room.

I can’t help but admire the architectural details as we hurry inside. I look over a balustrade down into the room. The floor is littered with bunks and the torn bodies of elves. On the lowest of the three tiers of the floor, two squads of Elven soldiers with small firearms are trying to defend a dozen elves who are wearing the white coats of healers.

The marines shoot the Elven soldiers and round up the healers.

“Why aren’t there any imp bodies?” Major Kaelrun asks as the marines strip the weapons from the elves.

“They return to their home dimension when they die,” I explain as we walk around the balustrade and down into the swanky room. My guards check in the wreckage of what was apparently a hospital ward for surviving soldiers.

“Even the one you hit upstairs, Will?” Severn asks.

“No. That was a permanent death,” I murmur. “Despite eating energies created by chaos, the energy of souls is venomous to them. It doesn’t make any sense to me, but hoping for logic from creatures of chaos is probably futile.”

One of the marines lifts an Elven female after wrapping her body in a sheet. “This one still lives,” he growls. “Some bite marks, but still breathing.”

I walk over and push growth energy into her and pull out entropy. The bite marks close and her skin tone looks healthier. Her eyes open slightly.

I try my limited Elven vocabulary on her. “Sleep, little one. You are safe.” I brush her amber hair from her eyes.

Her eyes open wide at the kind gesture and at the fact that a human is speaking Elvish to her before she closes her eyes and cuddles into the chest of the huge marine. She looks tiny.

“Ghost-6, Critter-6. Doc is back with seven, I say again seven healers and four pole riders,” Audrey’s voice murmurs in my ear. “Do you want your escort back? Over.”

“Roger, Critter-6. I’ve got a dozen healers here that I’m about to send through,” I reply as I reach the bottom terrace.

A young healer stands in front of the others, holding a scalpel extended toward our surrounding semicircle. He’s tall for an elf, at roughly 5’5”, with dark hair hanging in his eyes. He looks both scared and determined.

“You are safe,” I tell him, reusing my limited Elven vocabulary. Switching to English, “Do you understand me?”

“No gibberish understand, you,” the Elven healer gasps in his own language.

“Ghost-5, Critter-6, this is Ghost-6. Tell Leonore that I need her to escort some more healers. Over,” I call over the comm system while Kaelrun talks to the elves. All of them appear young except one old orderly. I’m guessing from the markings on their uniforms, the young male protector is a master healer, the five ladies are apprentices, one of the males is a full healer, and the other four males are mixed between apprentices and orderlies.

“This is Critter-6. Roger, Ghost-5 is moving the Wolfpack. If you open a door, Doc is ready to come through,” Audrey replies. “Should I send the little ball and chain over? Over.”

I laugh at Audrey’s nickname for Lara. “Critter-6, I want all the balls and chains to stick together for safety. Ghost-6, out,” I reply.

With all the teleporting we’ve been doing, I figure I had better take another cleansing breath to focus before I open another one.

Leonore steps through, leaving her guard detail on the other side. She calls out to the elves in their own language and beckons them to follow her. The master healer checks the Elven woman I had just healed, mutters angrily, and takes the young woman into his arms from the marine, stepping through the portal.

One of Leonore’s squads of marine guards rejoins us before I close the portal.

“Next level,” I tell Kaelrun.

The marines stream up the terraces and back to the staircase. I follow the first two squads up the stairs and direct them into the Grand Ballroom.

The orgs look at each other after taking in the scene before us. In the wings of the ballroom, behind the pillars and curtains, thin mats cover every inch of the floor, each with a sleeping Elven woman on them. Pleasure slaves bathe from buckets of water and relieve themselves in others. They completely ignore us as a tired old madame stands in front of us, a knife in each hand. The bodies of a couple of Elven soldiers are on the ground with their throats torn out at her feet.

I nod at the old woman as the orgs stream past. Roars from pissed off orgs come from the dancefloor, and I hear the chopping of knives and firing of small laser blasters as I enter.

I’ve seen Elven brothels before but this one is nearly as bad as the one in Florida where the girls had those gems around their throats that stole their lifeforce to keep April enslaved. Row after row of poles are arrayed across the whole dance floor, but they’re packed tighter than I’ve ever seen them. A quick count of poles and rows tells me there are eight hundred poles, each with a woman tied to it.

Some in the center are rocking like there are still customers getting their rocks off. I only see a couple of imps, chewing on dead soldiers, but they look gorged and ready to sleep.

“There are still soldiers inside,” I call out.

The marines bolt down the aisles, and cackling from imps carries across the floor. A couple of blaster shots are audible as well as lots of growling. High-pitched screams from a male elf rise, and the growls grow louder toward the back corner of the ballroom.

My escort accompanies me to the back alcoves on the other side of the dance floor. Again, there are more sex slaves arrayed on mats on the ground. Here more are awake, but they’re still nearly stacked on top of each other. I spot five soldiers talking to an older matron in a silk robe at the other end of the space, about eighty feet away. I throw up a sharp barrier and call them “pig fuckers” in Elvish.

The soldiers pull long knives, poise to run, and disappear until their bodies explode on the razor thin force barrier around us. The old matron wails. I think she says something about her son before she wobbles toward us as fast as her frail body can move. About halfway, she pulls a weapon out of a pocket of her robe and starts firing it, which makes relatively quiet popping sounds.

I barely get a barrier up in time to catch the projectiles, which look a lot like the ones used by the magnetic rail rifles.

I pull the matron’s soul out as three pulse rifles from my escort fire. Her smoking corpse drops to the ground.

We make a complete circuit around the ballroom, finding a couple more matrons and a bunch of sleeping sex slaves.

“Ghost-5, this is Ghost-6. I’ve got a pole farm with about two thousand souls. Can you send the docs through to help them? Over.”

“This is Ghost-5. Roger, Ghost-6. Doc has everyone ready to visit. Over,” Josie replies as I reach the entrance we used to get into the Grand Ballroom.

“Roger, out,” I reply and open a teleportal.

Leonore leads nineteen healers through the teleportal and hands me a passage. “From Josie, Lord. Can we get this set up? The sooner we get these women out of this room, the better.”

“I have it, healer,” Severn says as he relieves me of the passage and mounts it on the wall.

Major Kaelrun walks into the ballroom from the foyer. “I’m hearing explosions upstairs, Lord.”

I’m about to reply when four Orgish marines walk up, passing around a bleeding elf leg.

One of them growls out an explanation, and Kaelrun translates. “He said this elf was fucking a corpse on a post, biting flesh off the body. They thought this was fitting punishment, although Dramon says he’s a little stringy and tough.”

“How about the rocking posts in the center?” I ask.

Kaelrun translates my question and the resulting response. “There were two elves using unconscious women on posts that were next to each other. Apparently, some imps caught them in the act and jumped on them. Two imps ate one of the elves, and the rocking post was caused by an imp skull-fucking the other elf.”

“Imps don’t have cocks,” I reply, puzzled.

One of the other feasting marines hands off the leg bone and says, “Maybe grow’d one. Looks like a penis, only smaller with sharp spikes pointing out. Thrusting into the elf’s ear. Don’t piss off an imp.”

“No kidding,” I reply as I turn back to Kaelrun. “Let’s get upstairs. I want to raise a couple hundred Elven zombies to lead us up.”

“Next floor up,” the marine commander commands. “My scouts have secured it already, Will. How many do you want to leave here?”

“Four squads,” I tell him. “I want to ensure we keep the passage to Sunnyside secure.”

Kaelrun is opening his mouth when the sound of pulse rifles starts outside. There are several explosions as the rifle fire continues.

Hurrying toward the battle, I throw up a shield in front of the marines as they mow down a stream of elves pouring out of the staircase. I start pulling souls out of elves twenty at a time, but several shield a robed elf as he runs up the stairs. I try to pull his soul out, but it resists mightily. Plasma shots seem to burst on a shield whenever one gets close to him. He stops long enough to pull a collar off one of the dead Elven soldiers, locks it around his neck, and disappears in a blur up the stairs.

When the fight is over, six orgs have minor injuries and there are a hundred elf corpses in the foyer. I raise them and have them fall into a formation after I bind each one and have them strip off their shirts.

Hermes stumbles down the stairs as I assign a zombie captain and have him report to Kaelrun.

“Ge-gen’ral!” the little critter exclaims. “Many magic elfs high up. Fifteen floors, and then magic elfs everywhere.”

“Wolf-6, this is Ghost-6. What is the status of the farmer evacuation? Over.”

“This is Wolf-6,” I hear Lieutenant Colonel Patterson reply. “We’ve gotten them out, but they’re not happy about leaving their crops behind.”

“Tell them we’ll bring them back to harvest once the magicians and soldiers are gone. Over,” I reply.

After a moment, Lieutenant Colonel Patterson says, “That helped. Your shortest wife is talking to them. Plus, we have a slow stream of naked Elven women arriving. Since the farmers are all male, that is providing a significant distraction. Over.”

“Don’t let them accost the women. The healers need to clear them all physically and emotionally. Over,” I order quickly.

“Roger, over,” the army commander replies.

“Thunder-6, this is Ghost-6, over.”

“This is Thunder-6. Whatcha need, Ghost-6,” the tac air controller replies.

“How long to get those navy aircraft engaged? Over,” I ask.

“They’re on deck, fueled, and loaded for bear, Ghost-6. Flight time to your location would be three minutes, max. Over,” he replies.

“Roger. Give them a twenty-minute warning. I want to clear this building and ensure the top dogs are out of the fight. Then I’ll call them in to finish the job. Over,” I explain.

“Roger. Standing by. Thunder-6 out.”

Looking down at the little critter, I ask, “Can you show me where you found the magicians, Hermes?”

“This way, General,” it replies and bounds up the stairs.

Kaelrun orders the zombies to follow and engage any magicians we find.

There are hundreds of elves on each subsequent floor, fighting imps. The marine scouts fall in behind us as we pass, and I stop and raise zombies on every floor and send them ahead. We get to the Royal Suite and find about thirty Elven magicians barricaded inside.

I compress a huge amount of magic energy into a roiling ball that flows around itself like lava, about the size of a softball. The resulting explosion takes care of the magicians and leaves a charred hole in the side of the building.

Hermes leads the zombies past a variety of residences that seem to hold military officers. Many are dead, and the orgs take care of any remaining live ones. On the 18th floor, we run into Xerxes and its band of critters fighting the magicians.

Xerxes drops back to give me a report. “General, I’ve got about a quarter of my troops left. Those magic elves are tough. Argos’ unit came to help, but Argos was killed early. My troops include about thirty of his. Hermes is the last of its group. A magician with shielding pushed through, firing soul energy at us. Many of us died final deaths. Maybe Argos, too.”

“How many are left on this floor?”

“Maybe fifty. We cleared these rooms, but there’s still a big one facing the park.”

“Let’s send them to the park,” I tell Xerxes. “Recall your troops. I’m going to put you on the top of the tall smoking building across the street. Work your way down, clearing out all elves. I’ll see if we can get humans to shoot any that try to run away. Can you do that in fifteen minutes?”

The little critter nods frenetically.

Kaelrun says, “I’ll coordinate with Ghost-5 and Wolf-6 while you deal with the magicians.”

“Thanks,” I reply to the big org as I watch imps streaming out of the condo.

“Ready, General,” Xerxes says.

I build a barrier across the door and grow it to fill all the available space. I feel it hit resistance, so I start pressing forward, surrounded by a squad of marines. The resistance gets stronger, so I push more energy into the construct and push forward until I feel the resistance disappear amid the sound of shattering glass, ripping metal, and screams.

I walk through the suite and find a couple of crushed elves. The north-facing wall is mostly gone. No living elves remain. I raise the two crushed Elven magicians, bind them, and tell them to await orders.

“Yes, master,” they moan in unison. I may have squished their brains a bit when I killed them.

Kaelrun says, “Ghost-5 is working with Wolf-6 to set a perimeter around the Alpha objective."

Alpha? I think. Ah, right, code for Trump Tower.

“Thanks, Major,” I reply and close my eyes. I open a pinhole teleportal where I think I need to put Xerxes’ team, but it’s not quite right. I shift my focus a little more southeast and down about thirty feet and try again.

“That looks about right,” I mutter and open it up large enough for the imps to jump through. “Good hunting, Xerxes.”

With a bone-chilling howl, the little critter leads its troops through the portal. I stop Hermes and close the portal.

“I may need you, Commander. Stay close by,” I tell the tired critter.

Hermes snaps to attention and salutes proudly. “Aye, aye, General.”

Turning to Kaelrun, I tell him, “Leave me two marines who can speak Elven and get the rest of your men out of here. Help get the slaves through the passage back to Sunnyside if they need it, and follow them through. If they’ve already retrieved the passage, call Ghost-5 for a pickup at Charlie-one.”

“Yes, Lord,” the big org replies. “Severn and Dornsten will stay with you. Good hunting.”

He turns, circles his hand in the air, and points downstairs.

“Take me to Ner’ahd,” I tell the two Elven ghouls. They lead the way up the fire stairs.

We bypass the 19th floor and crouch inside the fire door leading out to the top floor, the 20th floor.

“Why is this floor labeled the 20th and not 21st?” Dornsten asks quietly.

“Who knows. The floors are numbered strangely,” I murmur in reply, referring to the fact that the 20th floor isn’t actually on the 20th story, but on the 21st. “It’s a feature of the building. New Yorkers are like people from California. It’s a whole different world from the one I know.”

“But the same planet, right?” the big org replies.

“Yep,” I answer as I open the door a crack and peek out. There are twenty magicians arrayed in the foyer outside the elevators.

“Hermes, roll a chaos ball out there among them,” I murmur.

It nods quickly and steps in front of me, building a ball of pure hell in its clawed hand. I whip the door open, and he bowls it toward the magicians. I establish a shield in front of us and walk out.

Severn shoots a pair of elves that sneak up behind us, Dorsten picks up a third up by its throat and bites the top half of the unfortunate magician’s head off, and I pull the souls out of the distracted magicians in front of us.

I wave the ghouls forward. As they enter the suite, they are engulfed in flames.

Using my second sight, I try to find the source for the magical energy powering the flames, but they dissipate before I can figure it out.

“Stay close,” I murmur as I wrap our group in a cylindrical shield.

We shuffle into the huge suite to find another twenty magicians, who begin firing magical darts at us. Fortunately, the shield handles them fine.

Behind the twenty stands the Elven magician we saw run up the stairs. Behind him are a dozen Elven children of various ages. All are wearing collars with glowing stones on them.

“I am Ner’ahd Ley’all, the greatest magician ever born!” he shouts. “Prepare to die.”

“Shoot that son of bitch,” I growl.

The two marines immediately start shooting, and Hermes tosses a chaos ball at him.

I direct a stream of entropy past him to envelop the kids in a swirling wall of the disruptive energy.

“No!” the magician screams as I try to break his connection to the stones.

“We’re shooting right through him,” Severn growls.

Mind magic! It’s a fucking illusion! I curse internally. “Scan the room. Take note of any area you can’t concentrate on.”

An explosion rips out of the curtain of entropy. “You killed my pets!” the crazed magician screams.

I drop the screen to find the splattered remains of the kids.

“Fuck!” I growl.

Hermes casts another chaos ball, which disrupts the magician’s illusion.

A “drat!” comes from a darkened corner to my right.

I drop my shield and throw another up to fence in that corner. Then I push it forward as I use my second sight to find a soul hiding in the darkness.

“You can’t defeat me, human!” the magician yells as he becomes visible. “I am the greatest magician ever born.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” I reply as my shield closes around him. I shape it into a sphere and squeeze it as tight as I can, soon running into resistance from his shield. Rather than trying to fight him on his terms, I open a two-foot teleportal inside my shield, fifty miles straight overhead.

Ner’ahd screams in frustration as he tries to plug my teleportal with his shield. I watch him struggle for a moment.

“Is it getting colder in here, men?” I ask.

“Not yet,” Dornsten replies.

I open the teleportal to encompass the entire interior of my shield, and Ner’ahd is sucked into space.

Dismissing first the teleportal and then the shield, I say, “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

“Ghost-6, this is Spacer-6,” comes through my earpiece. “All pole riders, docs, and planters are out. Spacer is at rally point.”

“Roger, Spacer. Wolf-6, status, over.” I call.

“This is Wolf-6. We’re running out of targets. Wait one, Ghost-6,” he replies. After a moment, he adds, “Wolfpack and Critters are ready to return to the rally point. Over.”

“Wolf-6, this is Ghost-5. Gates are opening at your ingress points for Warg, Rohan, and Strider. Over,” Josie interjects.

“Roger, Ghost-5. Out.”

“Thunder-6. Ghost-6. Over,” I murmur as I open a teleportal back to Sunnyside.

The two marines and Hermes lead the way toward the exit as the air controller replies. “Thunder-6. What’s your pleasure, Ghost-6?”

“Make objectives Alpha and Charlie disappear. Over,” I reply as I step through and close the teleportal.

A muttered “holy shit” comes through my earpiece, followed by, “We can do that, Ghost-6.”

I see Patterson step through a teleportal. He checks with his company commanders and gives me a thumbs up.

“Crossbow-6, this is Ghost-6. Come home. Over.” I command.

“This is Crossbow-6. Ready in two mikes. Over,” the weapons platoon leader replies.

“Sneak-6, this is Ghost-6. Status, over.”

“This is Sneak-6. Sneak-4 will return with Crossbow. Everyone else will be at objective one in one-zero mikes. Over,” he replies.

“Roger, one-zero mikes. We’ll have your ride waiting. Out,” I reply.

“Thunder-6, this is Ghost-6, weapons free. I say again, weapons free. Over,” I call as I open a teleportal behind the weapons platoon. They lug their mortars through and the platoon leader gives me a thumbs up. I see the scout team with them, so I close that teleportal and open another to step through to wait on the rest of the scouts at the Costco entrance.

Scout teams one, two, and five join me under the overhang of the entrance. Just as team three appears, I hear the growing roar of the approaching jets. The roar grows to a scream, and then the doppler shift happens, the roar drops in pitch, and explosions rock the city as the jets circle around.

The jets circle around for another pass. They fire their missiles and circle again for a third and final round as scout team six appears. I open a teleportal, and we hurry through to Sunnyside.

“Ghost-6, this is Thunder-6, over.”

“This is Ghost-6, over.”

“All ordinance delivered. They’re taking another turn for BDA. Over,” the tac air controller replies.

“What’s BDA?” Kaelrun asks.

“Battle damage assessment,” Patterson explains. “Checking to see how effective the attack was.”

The big org marine grunts as I hear, “Ghost-6, this is Thunder-6. Everything between 5th Avenue and 8th Avenue, 59th Street to 53rd Street, is smoking rubble. No sign of any invaders. The planes did have to dodge those owls on the last pass, but our birds are returning to base. Over.”

“Roger, Thunder. End of mission. Thanks for your help. Ghost-6 out,” I reply.

Josie, Audrey, and Lara bury me in hugs and kisses. As I survey all the people around me, I see a swirling shadow move across the grass and disappear under the trees near the Hudson.
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RIDE TO COTTONWOOD


The survivor count came to nearly 3,000 farmers, 2,200 sex slaves, and 21 healers. Only two female apprentices survived out of those at Mt. Sinai. Leonore had the marines shoot the rest for sexually assaulting their patients.

None of the farmers or slaves spoke any English but three of the healers spoke a pidgin version of it. Apparently, only the magicians learned any of the local language, and none of them survived.

Leonore and Lara spoke with all the survivors, explaining who we were, why we attacked, and what we were trying to accomplish—killing Elven magicians and soldiers while rescuing farmers, healers, and slaves.

We spent the better part of two hours ensuring all the elves were healthy and not frightened of us—most were mildly apprehensive. I brought Warren, Rebecca, Christine, Vanessa, and another squad of our elves through a teleportal to help guard the new folks.

Warren walked through the crowd, pulling out the most damaged among the survivors to return for some therapy. There were such heavy emotions pouring off everyone that Warren started to act drunk after two hours.

The ladies handed out potions against Theta to the elves, our Elven guards translating what they were for. I understood very little of those conversations, but the Orgs got some sour looks from many of the elves. We ended up not having enough potions, but we collected the empties so we could bring back more.

I explained, with help from Lara, that my plan was to break them into smaller groups and disperse them across the northeast quadrant of the country. A group of one hundred farmers volunteered to return to work the Central Park gardens and try to prepare any of the other nearby parks for spring planting.

We settled another 500 along the Hudson, 350 on the west side of the river. The 150 on the east bank were spread out into three groups—Sunnyside housed 50, Tarrytown Estate Resort housed 250, and the remainder went to reside at Pace University. On the west side, they spread out from Teaneck, New Jersey, to Mount Ivy, New York. Over that first week, they discovered ten different golf courses and a state park within half a day’s walk from the Tarrytown bridge.

We set up a transport hub in the resort’s conference center that allowed them to travel back and forth to the Central Park barracks and the northerly farming locations via passages.

Over the next week, the West Point scouts and some of the 10th Mountain Division soldiers helped them set up in western Connecticut, western Massachusetts, northern Pennsylvania, and western New Jersey. Rebecca gave initial doses of the Theta antiviral potion to them before they left, and we committed to bring doses two and three to the resort along with some non-perishable food.
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Two weeks later, the alarm on my phone wakes me. Tanu and Rachel had volunteered to take household duties for twenty-four hours to give some time off for my Elven concubines. As a result, I’m covered in Elven women.

Elesain hands my phone to me, and I shut it off.

“Ready for round four?” Lara purrs in my ear as Morena hugs my waist and starts kissing her way south from my belly button.

“Love to, Darling,” I reply. “Sadly, that racket means I need to get up for training.”

“Nooo,” moans Chelena. “I need more, Will.”

“Me too, Master,” Serenia pouts prettily before she gently scapes her nipples across my face.

“No, you vixens!” I exclaim with a laugh. “Lemme go!”

I manage to slide off the bed without taking any of them with me. After pulling on my Gi, I throw a couple of dry shirts and a towel into my bag, and I give each of my bedmates a kiss before they all burrow back under the covers. I head toward the door, but Tanu intercepts me by the kitchen, pulling my neck down for a wet kiss before tucking a couple of water bottles into my bag.

“I love you, William,” she murmurs in my ear before kissing me one more time.

Caressing her cheek as I pull away, I reply, “I love you, too. Gotta run, lover.”

Master Ryuu Hiromatsu works with me on Taiji for forty-five minutes before Dan, Monty, Steven, Audrey, Marissa, and Karelle join us for the black belt class. He works us hard on double swords, double sticks, and unarmed defense against weapons before we break.

I lead the juniors class after that with Karelle, while Monty works with Ryuu to lead the seniors.

At the end of class, Master Hiromastu waves me over. “What’s your assessment of the juniors?” he asks.

“I think we should collapse them into one group. I think the Elven ladies are able to keep up with the human security guards from Phoenix. The new men will struggle a bit, but I think they’ll improve,” I reply.

He nods. “I think you’re right. Darcie is fierce, and Madison is finding her inner warrior, too. The new humans in the later group still need to be separate from the seniors. I think the only ones to move up in that group are Chantelle and Josie. Leanne—Lleandra will be ready by the end of the year.”

“Sounds good, sir,” I reply, bowing and walking to the edge of the mat. After I bow off the mat and step back, a soft hand slides into mine.

Looking down, I find Darcie’s hand in mine. “Are you still good to travel to Cottonwood today, Will?”

“Sure, Darcie.”

“I’m going to drive my car over and leave it, so you can ride with me,” she said. “I’ll pick you up outside the lobby.”

Josie walks into the dojo and steps up to give me a kiss. She looks down at Darcie’s hand holding mine and smiles. “I’ve got everything packaged, Darcie,” she says. “Will can open a teleportal, and we can bring everything in.”

“You have the tools, too, Josie?” I murmur into her ear as nibble her neck. Darcie releases my hand and I embrace my wife.

Josie moans, “Yes,” as I nibble her flesh. Finally, she pushes me away with a chuckle. “Lemme go so I can warm up, husband.”

Darcie warmly embraces Josie before she slides in for a hug from me. She walks away, saying over her shoulder, “I’m going home to shower, Will. I’ll meet you at the hotel.”

“Wait up, Darcie,” Madison calls softly. She stops in front of me and bows before sliding in for a hug. “Thank you, sir,” she murmurs, kissing my cheek and hurrying off to follow the head of her household.

“She’s never done that before,” Josie observes.

“Yeah,” I agree, taking a sip of water. “Darcie’s never held my hand like that either.”

“They’ve all been slowly coming back to life,” Marissa says as she steps in to hug me. “I think they all need the comfort of knowing you’re there for them, watching over them to keep them safe.”

“That’s fair,” Josie says. “You are, Will.”

I shrug as I nuzzle Marissa’s damp hair. “I suppose I am.”

“More concubines, William?” Marissa teases.

“Yesss,” Karelle says as she spanks Marissa’s ass in passing. “And don’t forget it, Marissa.”

Marissa giggles as the next group starts to file in. I kiss her quickly and bow back onto the mat.
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Aloïse kisses me lasciviously on the sidewalk in front of the Prescott Hotel. After we come up for air, she tells me. “Have fun, Darling. I’ve got a consultation today and some probate work for the Barns Cooperative. Busy day.”

She turns to Darcie, who is sitting in the driver’s seat of a red RAV4 in front of the hotel. Chelsea is sitting next to her, and Maddy’s seated behind Darcie.

“Take care of my husband, ladies,” Aloïse purrs before kissing me again as chastely as she’s able. In other words, not very chaste.

“Bye, Beloved,” I tell her as she turns to walk toward the crosswalk, her hips swaying seductively.

I watch the show appreciatively before turning to get into the back seat of the car. Maddy takes my coffee mug and water bottle so I can get settled.

My hair brushes the roof as I sit up after I buckle in. “Damn! This thing isn’t made to seat adults, Darcie.”

For the first time since Jack’s death, I hear her chuckle slightly. “Jack used to say that too from the front seat.” Chelsea turns to grin over the seat at me, her face wreathed in bright blonde curls.

“Yeah, he was a little taller than me,” I reply as I accept my coffee mug from Maddy. “Thanks, Maddy. By the way, you did great in class today. Master Hiromatsu said it seems you’re finding your inner warrior.”

“Thank you, Master James,” the fit, wavy-haired blonde replies as Darcie backs out and into traffic. “I still miss Felicia, Phryne, and Jack, but I’m starting to feel like I might survive.”

Savoring the flavor of my coffee, I nod my head sagely before I reply. “I’m happy about that, Maddy. Just remember, you’re not alone. There are a lot of people willing to hold you or listen if you need to talk.”

“Warren’s helped take the edge off our grief,” Darcie replies as she steers us out of downtown and onto AZ-89. “Speaking for myself, I’m still sad, and it feels like this hole in the center of my chest will never close, but I have my sisters to comfort me. We spend a lot of time in cuddle puddles and sharing stories.”

“Grief is different for each person, and healing isn’t linear,” I reply. “I’m still struck by grief over my parents’ death, and that was many years ago.”

With that conversation killer, I quietly sip my coffee as we make our way toward the mountains.

After a few minutes, Chelsea asks, “Going through Jerome instead of around?”

“Yeah, I hate those new roundabouts going into Cottonwood more than I do the twisting mountain roads,” Darcie replies.

“Marissa says they’re not as bad as that clusterfuck on AZ-269 running into Sedona. She says they’re tiny and limited to fifteen miles per hour, and that’s about as fast as you can go and still stay on the road,” I say.

“I’ve never tried that route,” Darcie says. “The times Jack and I went to Sedona, we went up 89A from Cottonwood. He said it was better.”

“Did you ever stay in the Tavern Hotel?” I ask. “I hear it’s really nice.”

“It is,” Darcie replies. “Jack and I stayed there Labor Day just before we met you.”

“By the way, how are River, Moonbeam, and Sally doing?” Chelsea asks.

“They’re slowly coming out of their shells,” I reply. “Warren said that fear of abandonment is their biggest worry right now. I’m no psychologist, but I can see that being an issue.”

“It’s amazing how Warren can tell the differences between emotions,” Maddy says. “He says each emotion tastes different to him.”

“He’s been around a long time,” Darcie adds. “I expect that he went through a lot of trial and error to figure that out.”

“Well, to answer Chelsea’s question, Sally’s become very inquisitive about everything. Tori is working with her to speak correctly and teach her how to find answers. Rebecca is teaching River and Moonbeam some basic witchery lessons, and they’re slowly coming out of their shells,” I tell them. “River is going to school now, and he says he’s made a friend.”

We ride for a while longer before Chelsea asks, “Hey, Darce, are we going to talk to Will about—”

Darcie cuts her off. “Not yet, Sweetie. We have some things to work out first, okay?”

“Fine,” Chelsea murmurs. I can’t see her expression, but it sounds like she’s pouting.

I look at Maddy inquiringly, but she just shakes her head.

“Chelsea, how’s the search for a new limo coming?” I ask.

She turns to look at me over the seat, frowning slightly. “I found a 2021 Suburban Premier on Galpin’s lot. I can’t just take it since they’re still in business, even though there are only three people still working there. It’s beautiful and only has 18,000 miles on it, but they want seventy-nine grand for it. Tori recovered my bank accounts, but I only have $15,000.”

“Have you asked your household to fund it?” I ask. “We’re always discussing business ventures, investments, and how to spend money to help the community.”

“I thought you only discussed which women to collar,” she teased, waggling her eyebrows at me. “Besides, I’m only a concubine.”

Cute and funny, eh? I think. Out loud, I say, “You can always ask. I don’t know how your household deals with money, so I can’t guide you very well. However, if your household doesn’t fund you, you can take it to the co-op. We’re amassing a fair amount of money for the co-op, and we’ve really only done community support work with it.”

“We’ve been scrimping,” Darcie says, keeping her eyes glued to the winding road as we make our way up Mingus Mountain. “I’ve been discussing it with Candice, and April’s been advising us. I’ve been very reticent about spending money. This house purchase was a big leap for me, even if it’s just renovation costs. But after having reviewed our finances again last week, we probably could afford it, Chelsea.”

“How much do those fusion power plants cost, Will?” Chelsea asks. “There’s another one with 80,000 miles and a blown engine at Iron King salvage. The suspension is good and the interior is in good shape. I was wondering what it would take to put a fusion powerplant in to replace the engine.”

“No idea,” I reply. “You’d have to ask N’elisa, T’os, or one of the Orgish or Grollsh engineers. Mica or Chiarra might know something about it, but the others will have more expert knowledge. I don’t know about cost, either.”

Maddy reaches out and taps my leg. I look at her, and she mimes a hug, then points to herself. I shrug and nod, so Maddy unbuckles and moves into the middle seat.

As I’m helping Maddy buckle in, another thought comes to mind. “N’elisa might want the chassis of that wreck for an ASC. She’s building a couple for the orgs.”

“I saw one of those!” Chelsea enthuses as Maddy wraps her arms around my left arm and leans on my shoulder. “That would be a cool limo!”

“Why don’t you talk to N’elisa about having a transport model with only light armament and luxury seating. Just have enough cargo room for luggage,” I say as I tap Maddy’s arm and pat my lap.

“Oh!” Chelsea exclaims as Maddy and I unbuckle. “Maybe I could contract with the co-op.”

Maddy’s yoga-pants-clad, tight little ass brushes across my chest as she seats herself. She wraps her arms around my shoulders and buries her face in my neck as I pull the seat belt to max extension and buckle us in. I wrap my arms around her lean, athletic body and squeeze her gently.

“I don’t know about a contract,” I reply to Chelsea. “Maybe you become the co-op’s head of transportation services. Build a fleet to move people and cargo. Josie’s got some ideas about longer range transport that you might be able to help with.”

“I’ve only got a basic business education,” Chelsea says. “Two years at Scottsdale Community College. I’m not going to be able to help her build trains.”

“Josie’s focus is science,” I reply. “Your business knowledge might be a good balance for her. You can help her figure out which markets to attack first. Maybe see if Tanu wants to help you do market research to crunch numbers.”

Chelsea hmms in response.

“You could go back to school, Chelsea,” Darcie says. “The household would pay for it. Or the co-op.”

“I have a four-year business marketing degree from ASU,” Maddy murmurs into my neck. She lifts her head, adding, “I could help too, Chelsea. It’s not like there’s a lot of demand for fitness models at the moment. I’d love to have something useful to do.”

Chelsea looks over the seat, and her eyes open wide in surprise. “You look pretty comfortable there, Maddy.”

Darcie looks back quickly, and I catch a sad smile as she turns back to the front.

“I needed a hug,” Maddy says and buries her face back in my neck.

“You could get your teaching certificate, Maddy,” Darcie tells her. “Chantelle’s applying to teach and coach volleyball at YCCC. You could probably get a teaching or coaching job if you wanted.”

From her very comfortable spot, she replies, “I never really wanted to be a teacher or a coach. I’m kinda spoiled because I started modeling in high school. I put myself through school with it and made a good living.” After a moment, she adds, “Maybe an assistant coach or counselor would be okay, but I’m kind of liking the marketing idea.”

“Rachel’s a mass communications and public affairs specialist,” I interject. “Marketing might apply to some of that, and maybe you could help her out, too. She’s working on a community affairs strategy for the co-op.”

As we’re driving through Jerome, Darcie remarks, “It looks like it’s turned back into a ghost town.”

“There are four witches in town, so I doubt everyone died off,” I reply. “Rebecca was surprised when she got an email from one of them. They’ve been down the mountain to visit Rebecca a couple of times, and they’re the reason Cottonwood is still functioning. They’ve been very aggressive about ensuring that Cottonwood, Clarkdale, and Cornville have had enough potions to keep people alive. In general, Yavapai County is doing as well or better than the big cities like Chicago.”

Darcie drives across the dry landscape down the hill to take us into Clarkdale, and follows AZ-89a to Black Hills Drive, then follows that to the YCCC Verde Valley campus. Darcie turns into a residential neighborhood about a block past the campus, and pulls into the third house on the right.

“Here we are,” Darcie says. She looks back at Maddy and me after she puts her car in park. “Maddy, Honey. Are you okay?”

“I just needed to be held,” Maddy murmurs. “You know how I get.”

“We all do, Maddy,” Darcie says. “It’s good that you asked. I love you, Sweetie.”

“I love you, too, Darcie,” Maddy replies as I unbuckle the seatbelt. She kisses my cheek. “Thanks, Master James.”

“Will, Maddy. And you’re very welcome. Let’s go look at your new house,” I tell her as I open the door.

Darcie presses the door of the garage door opener before she exits the vehicle. Chelsea gives me a quick hug, and then the two blondes escort me into the garage.

“Smells like cat piss,” I observe.

“Yeah, the previous owner left her cats in the garage when she worked,” Darcie replies. “I’ve got a cleaning crew coming for the garage and the inside. There’s cat hair everywhere, and funnily enough, the elves are allergic to it.”

“I didn’t know that,” I reply, intrigued.

“Yeah, Warren said they’ve killed all but one of his five barn cats and buried them. He’s not sure where the last one is,” Darcie says. “King snakes and gopher snakes are still around, and the elves like playing with them. They’re aggressive about killing off the venomous snakes, but it’s not unusual to see an elf carrying a snake and petting it.”

“Interesting. I’ll need to ask my ladies about that,” I say as Maddy and Chelsea release my arms to allow me to follow Darcie inside.

We enter the utility room and turn right to step into the kitchen. There’s a small dining room to the right and a large living room to the left on the other side of the breakfast bar.

“The master bedroom is through there,” Darcie points to her left before turning right to lead me to the guest rooms. We turn left at the guest bath to enter the smaller of the two guest bedrooms. “I thought we’d put the passage in here,” she says as she pats the back wall.

Turning to face the closet, I open a teleportal in front of the closet back to the lab space in Prescott.

I step through the portal, and Josie embraces me, kissing me warmly. She points to a metal security door leaning against the wall. “Can you bring it, Will? It’s a little heavy.”

Grabbing the metal frame, I note the thin plywood bolted to the frame. “Saving my fingers, Mrs. James?”

Josie giggles, “You have a history of cutting your own fingers off, husband.”

“Cheeky wench,” I mutter with a smirk as I lift the frame. “It’s doable. Watch out, Love.”

I carry the metal construct through my teleportal back to the room where Darcie’s family waits. Josie hugs Darcie before handing her the keys for the locks as I turn the frame to lean upright against the wall where Darcie wants it.

“The bolt holes should line up with your studs based on the measurements you gave me,” Josie tells her as I dismiss the teleportal.

“Thank goodness Warren was able to come over and show me how to measure the studs,” Darcie replies.

“You can still use the passage without having it bolted in place. It might avoid questions when your cleaning crew is here. You just need to be careful about ensuring it’s stable before passing through,” I say.

“The cleaners will be here tomorrow,” Darcie replies. “I’ll show up early and move the car out of the garage before they arrive.”

Chelsea says, “I’ll drive it in now, then we can go, Darcie.” She takes the keys from Darcie.

Darcie unlocks the passage Josie and I hug the ladies before returning to the transport room via the passage.

“They were pretty affectionate, Will,” Josie says as we step through another passage to the Peeples Valley farm.

“They’re hurting, Love,” I tell her. “They find the contact comforting.”

Josie stops to look at me, gauging my expression. “You may not be fully understanding the situation, Will.”

“Don’t read too much into the hugs, Josie,” I tell her. “They’re our friends, and they’re hurting. That’s all.”

“Maybe,” Josie says with a shrug and a cryptic smile.
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“Good job today, my love,” I tell Susan as we bow off the mats for my last class. “Especially since it’s your first day back.”

“I’m going to be sore tomorrow,” my beautiful brunette wife replies. “It does feel good to move again. Yoga in the living room is good, but this is a whole other level of challenge. The explosiveness is almost the exact opposite of yoga.”

“True,” I tell her. “I could use a little more stretching. Join me?”

“Oh, I was hoping you’d run home with me, Mr. James,” Carla teases as she leans over to kiss me before kissing Susan.

With a sigh, I counter her proposal. “That’s a long run, Mrs. James. How about tomorrow, we reenact our honeymoon run?”

“That won’t be any shorter, William,” Carla says with her hands on her hips.

“But I’ll have the lake to distract me in addition to my delicious running partner,” I reply. “Besides, most of it will be off the road. Here, we have to run on the road.”

“Actually, that’s a good point,” Carla concedes as she follows Susan and me to a corner of the dojo to sit and stretch.

Susan says, “I don’t like running, but it almost sounds lovely enough to try it along the lakeshore.”

“It’s wonderful. I guess I’ll have to drag Marissa on a run home,” Carla says.

“She already left with Rebecca and Josie,” Audrey says. “I’ll run with you.”

“When’s Erica going to start coming back to class?” Carla asks.

“A couple more weeks,” Audrey replies.

“She’s not keen to get back on the mat,” Susan says, “But she is looking forward to range day later this week. Honestly, I’d rather shoot than do hand-to-hand, too.”

“I think it’s kind of fun,” a voice behind us says. I turn to see Chantelle before she speaks again. “You mind if Maddy and I join you on your run? We both need to do some road work.”

“Of course, you’re very welcome,” Carla replies. “The more the merrier. Bye Mr. and Mrs. James.” She kisses Susan and me as we stretch and then leads her troop outside.

Susan and I do a variety of seated and yoga stretches. As we push back out of child’s pose into a seiza, she moans. “Oh! That felt good.”

I help her to her feet. “You’re still only planning to come to class every other day for a while, right?”

“Yes,” she says with a slow nod. “After rupturing my insides during Liam’s delivery, I was trying to be careful. That’s why I’ve only been up for oral until now rather than having you stuff that fat cock in me.”

“Until now?” I ask softly.

“I’m ready now, Will,” she says with a sultry smile. “By the time we get back, Marissa, Rebecca, and Josie should be done with their showers. We could have the shower to ourselves.”

“Let’s go,” I growl, grabbing my bag.

We wave to Ryuu and Michelle, who are sitting on the mat, holding hands and talking softly. They wave back absently, engrossed in each other.

Susan and I pass into the transport room and continue to the elevator. We fling ourselves in the cabin before it starts moving and kiss passionately, pawing and squeezing each other.

When we arrive outside the residence, we giggle and run to the door, unlock it, and run laughing through the living room, past the kitchen, and into the master bedroom to strip. Soon, we’re in the shower, caressing and kissing as the hot water runs over us.

I pick Susan up by her legs and press her against the tile of the shower as I kiss her ravenously. She reaches down between her legs to slot me in her channel before I slowly and gently push into her.
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RUMBLE IN CHICAGO


Susan and I made love in the shower and then moved to the bed, spending the better part of an hour pleasuring each other before collapsing and cuddling close.

I was awakened by my phone. Chelena ran in and pulled it from my bag, answering, “Mr. James’ phone,” as she slipped outside the bedroom.

Susan cuddled up closely, resting her face on my shoulder and her left leg across my thigh.

Chelena stuck her head back through the door. “Lord, General Scott would like to meet with you at your earliest convenience. Would Friday after your class work, Lord?”

I nodded, and Chelena smiled at me brilliantly before I drifted off to sleep with my wife in my arms.
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Something has woken me up. Susan is stirring on my shoulder when I hear a thud, followed by running feet and a voice calling, “Will! I need your help!”

Darcie rushes in and gasps, “Mort’s shop is getting attacked. He needs help. Can you get me there?”

Slowly, she takes in our naked bodies as I turn to give Susan a quick kiss before leaping off the bed grabbing some clothes.

“Mort? The rabbi from Chicago?” I ask as I dress.

“Uh, yeah.”

I look up to find Darcie’s eyes devouring my body as I pull a pair of boxer briefs over my package and adjust it.

“What’s the problem?” I ask gently, bringing her attention back to the situation at hand.

She shakes her head as if to clear it. “Mort has a pawn shop and tattoo parlor that he runs his business from. He said two hunter teams are attacking him. Dutch’s team is going to meet us in the transport room.”

“Got it,” I reply as I slide a belt into the loops of my jeans. “Just the two teams?”

“Yeah, but he’s worried about Sera and the kids. He can’t get away to check on them.”

“Okay,” I tell her as I grab my shoulder holsters and the angelic blade.

Susan gives me a quick kiss. “Be safe, Will.”

I follow Darcie past the kitchen. She grabs an MP5 and vest from the table as we pass.

Serenia and Morena give us an armed guard out of the residence and into the lift. I pull on my shoulder holsters, check my weapons, and then strap the sword to my side.

When we arrive in the basement, Dutch, Butch, and Flower are assembled and checking weapons. Raul has four humans and four Elven ladies armed and ready to go.

Shael turns her screen toward me on the security desk. “Here’s a front view of the place, and here are the coordinates, Lord.”

“Thanks, Shael,” I reply as I internalize the coordinates and start to connect to them using my will. I feel the connection settle in my mind and open a teleportal about the size of a single garage door against the far wall.

Raul leads his team through to secure the portal and I follow, with Darcie and Dutch’s team behind me.

Three people are arrayed behind a black Toyota Avalon parked across the front of a tattoo studio. Another group is arrayed across the front of the pawn shop, one of which is tightening a belt around the stump of his left leg.

“Can you reach them from here?” Flower asks. “They’re out of range for me.”

“Me, too. But I have this,” I growl as I pull the angelic blade.

Walking forward, I open my second sight to assess our opponents. “Which ones are the necromancers?” I murmur to myself as I identify the two with swirling auras.

“The back is ready,” one of the guys yells.

“We can’t get close enough to place it properly. Toss it and hope for the best,” the non-magical guy in the tattoo shop group says. “Do it!”

He tosses a gym bag toward the door of the tattoo parlor as the hunter of the other team puts his hand to his ear and yells, “Fire in the hole!”

Explosions rip through the air as the front doors are blown away. My group hits the ground, then immediately pops back up.

The wounded guy looks up and spots us closing on them. “We have company,” he warns, raising a pistol.

Raising the sword, I pull out his soul and the soul of the necromancer next to him. She falls down dead beside him.

The hunter turns, and his face goes white. “Dutch?” he gasps just before Butch shoots him in the eye while Cerreta, one of my guards, fires magical darts into the team in front of the tattoo parlor.

Turning my attention to the Elven ladies’ targets, I pull the soul out of the other necromancer, then the sorcerer. Dutch shoots the hunter in the center of the forehead.

Dutch leads his team through the wreckage of the pawn shop’s facade with Alan and Mick, one of our new recruits from Chino Valley. Melianne and Kar’ess, two of our better Elven magic students, accompany them as I rush toward the tattoo parlor with Darcie and the rest of Raul’s squad.

“Mort! It’s Darcie! I brought help!” Darcie calls out.

A voice yells from the back, “Check on my customers!”

The interior of the studio is a wreck. Parts of the facade, tables, and equipment are strewn everywhere. A young biker with his colors and jean jacket peppered with shrapnel, lies on the floor, moaning.

I start pulling out entropy and pushing healing in, but he’s going to need to have his back cleaned before we do final healing on him. From the entropy in his torso, I’m pretty certain he’s bleeding internally. The entropy swirls diminish as I hear another flurry of gunfire in the back.

“Hang in there, buddy,” I tell him as Darcie, Raul, Terrell, and Cerreta ghost in that direction. “Are there others?”

“Tr-tr-ap door. U-un-de-der me,” he grunts out.

“Okay. Then they should keep. I’ll be back soon,” I murmur before taking off with the sword in my hand.

I reach the back of the studio to find another hole in the wall. I recognize the rabbi and his apprentice. Mort is wearing a white Oxford shirt and has a graze wound on his head. Alanna is in a tight gray tank top and faded black cargo pants, looking scared but determined as she points an AR-15 out the back door.

I hear a French-accented voice call out, “Do you really want to try me, boy?”

I step through the hole to find two black Lincoln SUVs and another Avalon. There’s a license plate on the front of the sedan that looks like some kind of heraldic symbol of the Church.

A genteel looking man from another era stands outside the car and negligently fires darts of entropy toward Dutch’s team. Two bodyguards flank the old gent, and they keep up a steady rate of fire at my people, bouncing rounds off the Elven shields.

I quickly look with my second sight and am nearly blinded by the old gent’s power. He has the aura of a necromancer, and I have a sinking feeling I know exactly who he is.

I raise a shield and stick out the sword, using it as a conduit to pare the souls from the two bodyguards. A thickset priest sits behind the wheel of the limo, but he’s not shooting at anyone.

“Hello, Great-grandfather,” I call out as the old gent turns toward me.

“You’re even less able to battle me than that little boy over there,” he laughs as he waves negligently, firing another three darts of entropy at Flower. “You barely have an aura.”

I grin in response as I step through my shield, leaving my companions protected. He fires a trio of entropy darts at me, and I laugh as I absorb them.

“Is this better?” I ask as I release my hold on my well of power.

He squints and then cocks an eyebrow. “Well, well. That’s respectable. What’s your lineage?”

“Remy St. Jacques is my five-times-great-grandfather on both sides of my family,” I reply as I step within range for me to pull his soul out. “The St. James family from St. Louis via the Connor family. The James family of Kansas City. I’m William.”

“Ah, the young cock from the newscasts. I didn’t pick you for a descendant. Let’s see what you’ve learned then, boy,” he murmurs.

It feels like a hand is wrapping on my soul as he pulls on it. I grasp the hilt of the sword with both hands and resist while swirling entropy around myself like a tornado.

“Huh,” he grunts. “Primitive, but effective. Who was your teacher?”

“Magnus,” I reply quietly, and pull on his soul.

“Ah, ah, ah,” Remy smirks and raises his left wrist. Wrapped around it is what looks like one of the collars the Elven sex slaves wore. “I haven’t needed this since I faced that necromancer from House Serenissima. Sadly, you don’t have one.”

“No,” I reply as I point the sword at him. “I have this.” His face blanches as he realizes what I’m holding.

He raises his hands and backs toward the limo before spryly diving in and shouting, “Go!”

“Is that who I think it was?” Mort asks.

“The boogeyman,” Butch replies as she holsters her pistol before hugging Flower closely.

“I met him in Italy once,” Dutch says. “Scary motherfucker.”

“It’s a shame,” I reply as I sheath my blade. “With all the power he has, he could do a lot of good.”

Mort asks, “Can you get me to my house? I’m afraid of what they’ll do to my family.”

“What’s the address, Mort?” Darcie asks as she pulls out her phone. “I’ll get coordinates, Will.”

Mort takes her phone and types in the address. Darcie sends the information to her service of choice. “Fuck!” she exclaims. “It’s down.”

“Tori mirrored our favorite site locally when I started doing this. Just send it to the transport room security desk,” I coach her as I hand her my phone.

“I’ve got it,” she pouts. I watch her copy the address in Highland Park, Illinois, and she leans into me after she sends it.

“I’m sorry, Will,” Darcie sniffs. She’s actually weeping!

“It’ll just take them a minute, Darcie. Don’t fret over the little stuff,” I assure her.

“Check on the wounded and call the ambulance,” Mort orders Alanna.

Before she heads back inside, I tell her, “I stabilized the guy on the floor. He said others are below the trap door he’s laying on.” She nods and carefully makes her way through the gaping hole in the back wall.

A ping sounds, and Darcie shows me her screen. I set the coordinates in my mind and make the connection. After I open a small portal, we look through at a white, two-story house with porches fronting the house on both floors, wrapping around the bottom floor.

“That’s it,” Mort says. I open the teleportal to the size of a single garage door and lead the team through inside a cylindrical shield.

Darcie says, “I’m going to stay here Ma—Will. I’ll give Alanna a hand.”

“Okay, I’ll be back soon. Raul, leave a couple of guys here.”

“Right, boss. Alan. Mick,” the security leader orders.

There’s a black Lincoln Navigator parked in the doorway, which fills me with dread about what we’ll find inside.

We run to the door, and Mort calls out, “Sera! I’m home with company!”

A speaker crackles. “We’re in the safe room. They’re beating on the door. Hurry!”

“Get back from the door! They used explosives at my shops!” Mort yells as he barges into the house, holding a pistol in front of him, arms bent to create a wedge. He’s clearly been trained somewhere.

I adjust my shield to travel in front of him and follow him, passing between a living room and dining room, then up a staircase.

Keeping in mind that there’s probably a necromancer upstairs, I reach out to make contact with Mort’s soul. Bullets hit the shields as our heads emerge into the second floor. I spin entropy around Mort as he fires at our assailants. I finally spot two of the assailants and pull out both their souls without need of the sword—a burly brown-haired man and a Slavic woman with light brown hair.

“There are usually three of them,” I tell him.

“Back off!” a tough looking guy with a short beard and bald head yells as he emerges from a room to the right of the stairs. “I will blow this whole house up.” He’s holding a gym bag like the one they threw at the tattoo parlor door.

“Why are you here?” I ask quietly. His aura shows no magic, so I drop the entropy around Mort and push the shield of energy forward.

“The monsignor sent us. This man is a friend to demons. He’s worked to thwart the work of the Church,” the man replies as my shield closes around him.

“I’ve helped many members of the department, too. There’s no need for the violence. Set it aside and follow the path of peace,” Mort pleads.

“I don’t think so,” the hunter replies and sticks his hand into the gym bag.

I open a teleportal above his head, and he’s sucked up into the black hole above him. I close the teleportal and dismiss the shield.

“Where’d he go?” Mort asks.

“About fifty miles straight up,” I reply.

Mort looks horrified.

“You’d rather let him explode that device in your house?”

“Uh, no,” he replies, and holsters his weapon.

I hold his arm. “Gimme just a second. Stay ready.”

I raise the body of a Slavic woman, and she slowly sits up. “How many of you are there?”

“Just my team. Three people, Master,” she replies with a slight accent. She cringes at having called me master.

“Why so few?” I ask.

“The monsignor only sent five teams. Four were committed to the shops. We figured this one would be easy,” she says. “We didn’t know about the safe room. There were no records of it.”

“Thank you,” I tell her. “You serve me now. You’ll work for Raul.”

“Yes, Master,” she says morosely.

I bind her with soul energy and tell her, “Go.” Then I raise the burly man and bind him. “Go downstairs and report to Raul.”

“Why did you do that?” Mort asks.

“We don’t have enough people alive to do the work that we’re going to need to do. We need to save as many as we can,” I explain. “I bound them with soul energy, and they’ll eventually grow a new soul. By then they’ll have built the habit of behaving in a way that I expect.”

Sighing heavily, I add, “We ran into some white supremacists a while back. They had a good setup to survive whatever the next few years will bring us, but they were killing and stealing from others and were obviously filled with hate. I was able to save some of the children and enslaved wives, but I should have saved more of them. They just made me so angry.”

“No one’s perfect,” Mort says. “Just keep doing God’s work to the best of your ability.”

“I do try, Mort.”

“Take Alanna back with you when you go. She’s a fully qualified priest, and I can’t take her with my family. Sera would explode,” Mort says quietly. “Alanna’s known this would be a possibility since Jack’s death.”

“Okay, Mort,” I reply as I hear heavy metallic clanks from the room the hunter emerged from.

“Sera!” Mort exclaims and runs into the room. I follow him, sucking the energy from the two souls into my well.

Mort’s pulling a heavy door as a tiny, slender woman pushes it from the inside. She has wavy brown hair that falls past her shoulders like I’ve seen on a fair number of Israeli girls. She has a sharp nose and large, liquid brown eyes. She’s in a natural cashmere sweater and a long brown skirt.

Mort wraps her tightly in his arms as three small children emerge from the safe room. The two parents kiss passionately before pulling the little ones into a group hug, each child getting a kiss on the head from their father.

I turn back toward the stairs to give Mort some privacy with his family. Seeing this makes me want to be with my own children. “I’m heading back to your shop, Mort,” I tell him.

“William, wait!” he replies. “This is Sera.”

I turn back and Mort’s wife throws herself forward to hug me tightly. “Thank you for saving him, William.”

“It was my pleasure and honor, Sera. I wish we’d met under better circumstances,” I reply as I rest my chin on the top of her head.

“These little monsters are Zebulon, Morris, and Barbara.” Mort swells with pride and love as he looks down at his children.

I kneel down and shake each child’s hand before returning to my feet.

“I need to get back to the shop and clear my people out,” I tell Mort as I shake his hand. “You’re gonna bug out?”

“Yeah. The safe room isn’t the only construction I’ve had done that isn’t on the books,” he replies with a grimace.

“It’s a good thing not everyone turned away when you were shunned,” Sera tells him, rubbing his back like my wives do when they’re trying to buck me up.

“Speaking of which, I don’t know what happened to Simon. If he’s alive, please tell him to execute plan three,” Mort says seriously.

“Okay. Do you want me to raise him if he’s not alive? It’s fairly simple if his brain wasn’t damaged. If an angel hasn’t picked him up yet, I could even put his soul back in him.”

“If you can, it would be great. He’s a distant relative of Sera’s, and he’s been good to us,” Mort says.

“Will do,” I reply. “We’ll take Alanna with us.”

“Tell her I wish her luck,” Sera says. “I hated having such a knackig young thing working with Mort every day, but she’s a real sweetheart. Keep her safe, William. Please.”

“Of course, Sera.” I swear, she’s like Rebecca—she can get me to agree to anything.

Striking tears from my eyes, I hurry down the stairs, wondering, Where did those come from?

It’s sad, but there’s been a lot of sadness over the last three years. It doesn’t make sense that this family’s survival should trigger me like that. Maybe Aloïse or Warren can talk me through it.

“Raul!” I holler as I reach the bottom of the staircase.

“Yes, boss!”

“You get these two integrated?” I ask as I point to the two new zombies.

“Well enough to get home. You planning to zombify them all?” he asks.

“I’m feeling we need to be careful about killing off too many people,” I tell him. “Population is dwindling. Scavenging, farming, and defense all need people immediately. Eventually, we’ll need people to pick up crafts, like weaving, et cetera.”

“You don’t think the orgs and groll will stay to help us rebuild?” he asks thoughtfully.

“I believe at least some of them will want to get home to their families,” I tell him, remembering the warm reunion I’d just witnessed upstairs. “I don’t want to speak for them.”

“Karelle’s staying,” Cerreta says impishly.

Ignoring her, I ask the two new zombies, “What are your names?”

“Benjamin Forrester,” the burly, bearded man replies. He’s dressed in a black suit like he’s one of the Blues Brothers.

“You were the necromancer?”

“Yes, Master,” he replies quietly. “You did something different on the binding glyph. I shouldn’t feel any emotions, but it’s like there’s an echo of them that comes up.”

I address the Slavic woman. “And you were the sorcerer?”

“I prefer sorceress, Master,” she replies cheekily. “ I am Natalia Yevchenkova.”

“She should be more meek,” Benjamin interjects.

“I bound you with soul energy, Benjamin,” I tell him, watching his surprise bloom. “You’ll eventually grow a new soul.”

“You could have just pushed our souls back into us,” Benjamin says.

“Yeah, I don’t think I need two magicians with questionable loyalties around,” I reply, drilling my eyes into him. “You just tried to kill a friend and four innocents. Taking your magic and resetting your personalities sounds like a good idea, given all that.”

“He zombified me and most of my crew when we first met,” Raul says. “Supposedly, I had a full soul a few months after he bound me. He’s also a great boss. We do dangerous work, but he doesn’t spend lives without regard. He’s brought a couple of my team back from death a second time. He encourages us to build lives.”

“It’s not like we get a choice, Benny,” Natalia says to the burly zombie. “May as well make the best of it. At least we won’t have the monsignor sending us off to die with that evil chuckle.”

I try to ignore the banter in the room and focus on Mort’s shops, then lock in a location and open a teleportal back to the pawn shop.

“Benny, Natalia, with me. Cerreta, Kael, on trail,” Raul orders as he leads his team through the teleportal and sets up a perimeter with Terrell. I follow, along with Cerreta and Kael, and I push a shield around everyone. I turn around to see little Morris waving.

I wave back, smiling, and close the teleportal.

“Ghost-6 inbound!” Raul calls as he stands and leads us to the back of the shop.

Raul sets up a perimeter just inside the gaping hole at the back of the shop as I pick my way through the rubble.

“Darcy? Dutch?” I call out.

“Up here, Will,” Darcie calls from the front of the shop.

I pick my way down an aisle of shelves to the front of the shop to find Darcie, tending to a portly, bald man leaning against a wall behind a counter. The wall was peppered with shrapnel, but I see metal shining through the tears in the drywall.

“Everything, okay?” I ask Darcie.

“Yeah, but Simon’s pretty beat up. Can you look him over?” she asks.

“This is Simon?” I ask as I squat next to them and open my second sight.

“Yeah, what of it?” the dour fellow says slowly.

I see a little entropy in his head—probably a concussion. I pull it out and replace it with growth as I respond. “Mort asked me to relay a message. He said ‘execute plan three.’”

“Fu-u-u-ck,” the portly fellow moans. “Why not two? Two is much easier.”

“I don’t know, but he specifically said three. Got it?” I confirm.

“Ye-ah, I’ve got it. Fuckin’ three,” he mutters.

“Something tells me that he’s just fine, Darcie. I treated what looks like a concussion, but otherwise, everything is superficial,” I tell her.

“Doesn’t feel superficial,” the older guy grumbles.

“I bet,” I reply with a chuckle.

“Alanna is supposed to come back with us, Will,” Darcie tells me.

“Fu-uck, she’s the best thing about this place,” the portly man groans.

Darcie picks up a folded paper and hands it to the guy. “Here’s your racing form, Simon. That should keep you distracted.”

“You find my glasses?” he asks, suddenly alert.

“Shirt pocket?” I ask, pointing at the object of his desires. He puts them on and starts reading the folded paper.

“We’ll get her settled, Darcie. Are you going to take her in?” I ask, standing.

“I’m full up, Will. Maybe Aloïse or Tori can find a solution for her,” she replies.

“Probably,” I agree. “I’m going to see if there are any recruits left outside.”

“Recruits?”

I hold my hands in front of me and moan.

Darcie suddenly giggles before breaking into a full belly laugh. “Got it.” It’s the first real joy I’ve seen on her face in a long time.

Her joy brings me joy, and I step through the debris of the front door with a smile on my face.
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RECOVERY


Out of the team in front of the pawn shop, only the necromancer, a homely woman named Tammy, with the dark brown hair and blue eyes of a Briton, is salvageable. Butch’s bullet splattered the hunter, and I really don’t feel like regrowing the sorcerer’s stump of a leg. Then again, maybe Audrey could use him to experiment with her prosthetic limbs.

I end up raising them both—Nancy Connor and Phillip Rohas. Given her craft, Nancy might actually be a distant relative. She has relatives in the St. Louis and St. Paul areas.

“Nancy, take Phillip inside to the back of the pawn shop, please.”

“Yes, Master,” she replies as I turn to look at the next team.

Cerreta and Kar’ess did quite a number on the team in front of the tattoo parlor. All three were pierced with multiple burn holes in the chests and heads.

An ambulance, a fire truck, and two police cars pull up just as I’m about to walk back into the tattoo parlor.

The police cars screech to a halt. An officer gets out of one cruiser and two out of the other. The passenger of the second one looks like he’s barely out of high school. All three officers raise their weapons, so I throw up a shield in front of me and decide to use one of the new tactics I have up my sleeve if they try something.

“Officers, I am not going to get on the ground, and I’m not going to be patient with any TV cop drama crap,” I reply loudly and clearly. “I have no weapons in my hand, and I’m not a threat. All of the attackers have been neutralized.”

The young guy shouts anyway, “Get on the ground!”

Hope this works. I put a shield around him, with the reflective surface pointing inward, and close it tightly around him, pinning his weapon near his face. His light complexion gets even whiter as I do the same to the chunky red-headed woman who was driving his car.

Using coils of soul energy, I slide the two cylinders out from behind their car doors and push them together into one cylindrical cage.

I look at the older man, whose uniform has sergeant stripes, poking his pistol at me from behind the driver’s-side door. “You want to put that away or get a time-out with these two?”

The grizzled man with a thick brown mustache holsters his weapon, raises his hands, and walks out from behind the car.

“Do you mind telling me what’s going on here?” he asks quite reasonably.

“Not at all, Sergeant Daniels. Do you mind if I get the medics to the injured?”

“Please. I’ll wait,” he replies, keeping his hands up.

I beckon the ambulance team toward me. Four firefighters from the engine follow them at a trot, pulling on protective gear.

“There’s one guy inside the pawn shop with a concussion,” I tell them and point in the right direction. “There’s a guy in biker colors in the tattoo shop with multiple lacerations on his back. He had internal bleeding, but I think I stabilized him.”

“How’d you do that?” a skinny guy built like a model asks as he brushes his dark hair out of his eyes.

“I’m a necromancer. It’s part of my craft,” I reply. “There are more customers in a trapdoor under the floor the biker was lying on. They may be out by now. I just got back. Leave any dead; I’ll raise them if they’re in good enough shape.”

They look at me like I’m a monster. Then again, maybe raising the dead is monstrous to them.

Sergeant Daniels asks, “Aren’t you that guy from Arizona who’s been on TV?”

I drop my shield and extend my hand. “I’m Will James, and yes, I’m from Arizona and was on television a couple of times.”

“That original interview gets replayed a lot,” Sergeant Daniels says, extending a hand. “Steve Daniels. Thanks for all you and your group have done for the country and the city of Chicago.”

“Just doing my part, Steve. You think I can release those two yet?” I ask with a smirk.

He frowns and says, “Probably.” He turns to the two caged officers. “If you two can put your weapons away, I’ll ask him to release you.” Rather than comply, the two officers continue to struggle.

“I was just walking through the wreckage looking for people to save or resurrect,” I tell him as Darcie and Alanna walk out of the pawn shop. Alanna has wisely put her AR-15 away, but Darcie still has her MP5 cradled against her chest in the crook of her left arm.

“Okay, tell me what happened here,” Daniels says as he pulls out a pad and paper.

“What’s going on here?” Darcie asks, pointing at the still struggling police officers.

“I put up an inverted shield,” I tell her. “Something new I tried to keep them from hurting us or anyone else. I’m calling that experiment a success.”

Darcie smiles as she watches the female police officer holster her weapon and the rookie struggle to holster his without pointing it at his partner. I enlarge the shield enough to give him room to maneuver. He holsters his weapon and raises his hands.

I drop the shield and wave them over, then start my narrative. “I was taking a nap after my morning workouts when Darcie arrived at my house telling me that these two establishments were being attacked.”

“Mort is a friend of my family,” Darcie explains. “He called me. I could hear gunfire in the background. I knew Will could get us here quickly.”

“Steele, get her statement. Torrance, get the other one,” Daniels directs. The two police officers nod and split up, but the rookie stops short once he gets a good look at Darcie.

“Ar-aren’t you Darcie from TV?” he asks.

“Switch with me Steele, since you can’t keep from going all fangirl on her,” Torrance says in a gruff voice. A small crowd has begun to gather from the neighboring businesses and on the sidewalk behind us.

Daniels waves at me with his pen, and I continue. He’s rather aghast at the size of the group we brought through with us and is amazed by the concept of a magical teleportal. The short battle with my ancestor blows his mind. I give him the address of Mort’s house and tell him that they’re probably long gone.

Daniels lifts the mic from his shoulder and calls to dispatch a unit to Mort’s house regardless. He tells me, “It may take a while. We were already pretty short-handed before the plague, but now it’s almost impossible to deal with all the calls we get.”

“I imagine so,” I reply before I continue my narrative. When I tell him about resurrecting the attackers from the house and pawn shop, Daniels interrupts, telling me he wants to arrest them.

“Do you frequently arrest the dead?” I ask him.

“But they’re not dead, are they?” he counters.

I shrug before I yell back toward the pawnshop. “Raul, send out the four zombies!”

The assembled crowd gasps at my words, and Daniels growls, “Steele, hurry up and get that crowd back out of the crime scene!”

Benny and Nancy help Phillip out of the pawn shop. Natalia follows behind them.

“Sit down on the ground by Nancy’s car,” I tell them.

Natalia drags the hunter’s corpse out of the way as the other two sit Phillip on the ground before taking their places on either side of him. Natalia sits next to Benny.

I look at Daniels. “Shall I continue?” I ask.

He nods at me, and, without him noticing, I draw the life out of them. I don’t have time to argue with him about the futility of arresting dead people.

As I finish my narrative, a couple of the firemen return and stop to check out the zombies and the dead bodies on the street. They walk over to the fire truck and pull out a bunch of body bags.

I shake Daniels’ hand as they lay out the bags for all the dead.

“Hey, I need to question those four,” Daniels says as Raul walks out with his weapon hanging from a sling.

“Good luck with that, Sarge,” one of the firemen says. “They’re all dead.”

“Bullshit! I just saw those four walk out,” he walks over to check the zombies for a pulse.

I whisper to Raul, “Any of the attackers with intact heads, get them ready to return through the portal. We’re leaving.”

“Roger, boss. I’ve got the elves hiding in the SUVs,” he replies. “I’ll get everyone ready.”

The sergeant turns to look at me. “What’d you do, Mr. James?” he asks as he stalks back to me.

“I told you they were dead, Sergeant,” I reply as Raul slides away. Daniels raises a hand to stop him, but Raul slips into the pawn shop as the policeman prepares to speak.

He turns back to look at them, and I open a shield and slide it gently under the four dead zombies before curling it into a tube. I hope Daniels doesn’t notice the little ripples of the corpses.

When he turns back to me, I open a teleportal behind them, trying not to focus my will with gestures. When the portal opens, I raise my hands in a “what can I do” gesture, which I use as a focus to tilt the shield up. The four bodies slide through the portal into the transport room.

“What can I do, Sergeant? Necromancy’s a tricky business, and I’m mostly self-taught,” I tell him as I dismiss the magical constructs.

He points a long finger at my face. “Don’t fuck with me, James.”

“No one’s addressed me by just my last name since I was a private in the army,” I tell him. “Are we done, Sergeant?”

The ambulance drivers are helping the biker to a gurney that the firemen had rolled into place when I wasn’t paying attention. They lay him face down and strap him on as carefully as possible. A scruffy looking young man with dark hair and a Metallica T-shirt and an emaciated young woman with dull red hair wearing a red sports bra, short shorts, and a long black vest follow them out. They’re covered in tattoos and piercings. His include full sleeves on his arms, most of his neck, and small symbols on his face. Hers are a mixture of arcane symbols all over her skinny body. Both have multiple piercings in their ears, lips, and nose.

Two more firemen lead Simon out after the walking ink shows.

“Get outta here,” Daniels growls as he takes in the additional people he needs to interview.

“Darcie! Alanna! The bus is leaving. Meet behind the pawn shop,” I call.

“Ready, Will!” Darcie calls.

As we walk toward the shop, some guy on the sidewalk yells. “I love you, Darcie!”

“No, I do!” yells another.

Darcie chuckles and turns to wave. As she turns back to follow me, I see tears running down her cheeks despite the gentle smile on her face.

“You want me to turn them into your zombie slaves?” I ask, only partly joking.

“No, I don’t want to be responsible for any more people,” she laughs, leaning in to hold me while we walk.

“Alanna, what do you want?” I ask.

“I’d like to get my stuff from my apartment,” she says sadly.

“We can arrange that,” I tell her as we pick our way through the rubble of the pawn shop. “I’ll send you back through Susan’s condo, and a security detail can take you to your apartment.”

“I’ll go with you, Alanna,” Darcie says. “We can find you a place in Prescott to live, and probably a set of wheels.”

“What about work?” Alanna asks.

“We have a lot of ongoing humanitarian aid work,” I tell her as we reach the destroyed back wall. “Delivering food and witch supplies, healing the injured, clearing out Elven enclaves…”

“How’s that last one humanitarian?” Alanna asks as Darcie releases me to start picking her way through the rubble.

“They continue to enslave their own people and want to either kill or enslave humans, too,” I tell her. “We try to save their farmers, healers, and slaves while killing their soldiers and magicians. We help the farmers settle here and try to help the slaves get past their experience on the posts.”

“Posts?”

“Female slaves are tied to posts and used for the males to relieve themselves, one after another,” Darcie explains. “All the male soldiers, magicians, and healers get to use them. Lara told me they were tied to the post for eight hours at a time.”

“Or until they served a certain number of males,” I add. “I think it was two hundred.”

“Two hundred men, one after another?” Alanna gasps.

“Yeah,” I growl as we pick our way carefully through the rubble. “Maybe you understand why I view killing elves as humanitarian work.”

“Don’t they have female magicians, healers, soldiers, or farmers?” Alanna asks.

Darcie shrugs and looks at me, stepping onto the clear surface of the parking lot.

I frown before answering. “I know they all get basic military training regardless of gender. I don’t recall seeing any female soldiers, but I imagine some exist. I know that female healers and magicians get used sexually by their seniors. Then again, even male apprentices aren’t out of danger from sexual assault. Young male apprentices would get buggered by the older men,” I explain.

“Living with Jack, I learned to be very comfortable with being used sexually all the time, but it was different,” Darcie says. “Jack was very affectionate, and he made me feel special and loved. That’s not something the elves do. I think that’s why so many of the Elven ladies want to be with human males, especially Will and Warren.”

“Ready, boss,” Raul says as I walk up. “I have three more bodies for you. Dutch’s team is fucking deadly with headshots.”

“Okay,” I reply.

I power up the three zombies and bind them, and Raul asks, “Can we take the SUVs? They’re armored.”

“They have trackers,” one of the zombies says.

“Can you disable them?” Raul asks.

“Terry can,” he says as he points to the burly guy I’m binding.

I pick a spot for a small teleportal in the Sprouts parking lot north of the hotel. It takes me three adjustments, but I finally open a garage door-sized teleportal.

Raul rides with his troops and the zombies in the Navigators through to the roomy public lot. Then I close the portal and open another to the transport room in the basement of the hotel.

Shael is dragging Phillip out of the way, off to the side where Benjamin and Natalia lie. We step over Nancy into our transport hub, and I close the teleportal.

Bending over, I reanimate Nancy. “Sit up.” I scribe my binding in soul energy before hurrying over to raise the other three.

“Shael, please contact Chicago and let them know that we have a VIP who needs help clearing out her apartment. I want a security six-pack to protect her while she packs out her place. There may be hunters there with explosives, so ensure they’ve got strong Elven shieldmaidens with them.”

“Yes, sir,” the quiet Elven woman replies as she dials a number and starts relaying my directions through her headset.
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The next day, I kept my promise to Carla. After kissing Marie-Claire goodbye for the day, we slipped through the passage to our Chicago building for Carla’s date, going for a run along the lakeshore. The crisp fall weather made the experience better this time.

After our run, we made love in the apartment, starting gently first, then quickly escalating until Carla pushed, pulled, bit, and clawed me as we fucked like wild animals. We ended up creating a Carla-shaped dent in the wall of the bedroom.

After a short nap, we made love again, showered, and then visited with the security staff for about an hour, taking notes on staffing and equipment suggestions.

April stopped by as we were wrapping up with the security folks. She requested an on-camera interview with me to add a little color to their Sunday morning update. She suggested I reiterate some of my points on how there’s hope for humanity. I agreed, and she kissed both Carla and me warmly before she left for Prescott.

Carla and I took a Lyft across town to meet with Father Joseph, who was doing well. When I asked about Remy St. Jacques, he said he’d been told to send the archbishop’s limo to the airport to pick up a VIP. He had no idea who it was and where my ancestor went after our little encounter.

My lovely blonde wife and I ended the evening with dinner at Morton’s before returning to the residence in Prescott just in time for Carla to nurse Marie-Claire before bed.

The next day, N’elisa and I went to Phoenix midmorning to join Fliss, Nord, and a handful of engineers on a trip to the Steven F. Udvar-Hazy Center, near Dulles airport in Virginia. I opened a teleportal to the hanger in Virginia and stepped through to gaze upon the carcass of the space shuttle Discovery. Radiation was only slightly above background levels. The engineers considered it safe, even for relatively fragile humans.

The Orgish crew crawled all over the venerable spacecraft. Amadee frowned as we watched. She murmured, “It is a small craft. You could maybe get a crew of four with supplies for a four-month trip. I don’t know if the frame can handle the stresses of hyperspace engines. We may have to salvage it for some parts.”

In the end, that’s what the orgs concluded. I opened a huge teleportal to Phoenix, and they pulled the shuttle through with a ground tug. Then we went to the Kennedy Space Center on Merritt Island, Florida. Radiation was even lower than it was at the Virginia site. We recovered Atlantis before jumping a few miles away to steal an SR-71 from NASA.

We skipped Endeavor and Enterprise. Endeavor was parked in the middle of Los Angeles. We sent a drone through to measure radiation, and the engineer taking the measurements indicated it would only take about thirty minutes exposure to prove fatal to an org, less for a human. Enterprise was never really a spacecraft. It was designed for landing tests, so its airframe wasn’t built to withstand the pressures of powered flight, nor did it have much in the way of heat shielding.

Upon our return to Phoenix, the Orgish engineers began stripping down our prizes. N’elisa worked with them, making notes on the tablet PC that had become her constant companion.
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NEXT MISSION


Two days later, I’m walking through the passage in Greeley Hall on Fort Huachuca with Fliss, Raul, Karelle, Mica, Lara, and N’elisa. Private First Class Nelson meets us in the passage room.

“Congratulations on the promotion, PFC Nelson,” I tell her.

She flashes a bright smile before schooling her features. “This way, sir,” she says as she turns to lead us to the conference room.

Captain Amadee is there with General Scott and a middle-aged second lieutenant.

The general greets us with a “Please come in.”

We shake hands, and he introduces us to Second Lieutenant Anstett, an intelligence analyst from the Intelligence School.

General Scott says, “Dora Anstett was one of the top analysis instructors at the school. Since we’ve decided to reinstitute the practice of field promotions of senior NCOs to officers, I couldn’t think of anyone more deserving. Sadly, the agreement was only to raise them to second lieutenants, so Dora has to suffer the humiliation of being demoted to a second-looey.”

“Very funny, sir,” the dour woman replies with a smirk and Southern drawl. “I’ve raised enough of them. I think I can handle the degradation until you promote me.”

Second Lieutenant Anstett starts her briefing. “We’ve been sharing intelligence with our allies and a few of our former antagonists. Between the effects of the Elven attacks, Sigma, and Theta, most of the major cities in Europe are empty. We infrequently receive reports of small Elven or human enclaves that have survived near large cities outside the radiation cones.

“We’ve been focusing our collection efforts on three objectives. First, finding human survivors and any stocks of food and supplies to support them. Second, finding any Elven enclaves that have survived Theta to destroy or absorb them. Third, finding these two.”

Pictures of two priests flash on the screen. One is ancient, with very thin hair and dark forbidding eyes, wearing the purple-trimmed cassock of a monsignor. The other is wearing a red-trimmed shoulder cape, red cap, and a red sash around a standard black cassock.

“Are those the two priests who killed Jack?” I ask.

“Yes,” the lieutenant replies. “And we think we’ve found them.”

“Where?” I ask.

“Versailles,” General Scott interjects. “Along with a couple thousand elves.”

Lieutenant Anstett hits a key on the laptop in front of her. “Here is a schematic of the grounds of Versailles. Scouts from the French Foreign Legion stationed outside Marseille went to investigate reports from the locals that there have been a lot of elf sightings and a lot of truck traffic. They’ve set up observation posts around the grounds. They’ve counted 1,600 Elven soldiers, 200 farmers, and a handful of magicians and healers.”

The screen flashes to show some photos from the OPs showing the historic home of French kings.

“You can see foot patrols in these photos,” she says. “They are armed with human firearms, blades, and a few of those magnetic rifles. Here are their farmers along the canal.” The picture on the screen changes. “It looks like they are harvesting food crops.

“Originally, there were just elves at the site, but last Sunday afternoon, a Vatican jet landed at Saint-Cyr airport. Six individuals dressed in black combat gear disembarked and ran off the runway toward the control tower as the jet took off.” A picture of a business jet flashes on screen.

“Four hours later, a Land Rover and two Toyota Land Cruisers pulled onto the ribbon of the tarmac, waiting. Twenty minutes later, the Vatican jet returned. Six more security folks in suits disembarked to set a perimeter, and the three SUVs came out to greet the plane. That’s when these two disembarked.”

A picture of Monsignor Lewis descending the steps flashes on the screen.

Dora points, saying, “This next one was a bit of a surprise.”

A picture of Archbishop MacDougall appears on screen, wearing the white vestments of a pope.

“Our intel tells us that the reigning pope still survives,” Dora says as I zone in on the person hidden behind Archbishop MacDougall. “Who’s that behind the bishop?” I ask.

“Just some advisor or the other,” Dora says, bringing up a picture of Remy St. Jacques.

“No, that’s his big guns for security,” I reply quietly. “That man is my great-great-great-great- great-grandfather. He’s a necromancer, and possibly the most powerful one to ever exist.”

“We had no information on that,” Dora says. “How do you know about him?”

“I dueled him two days ago in Chicago,” I reply. “Any information you had on the unseen world was probably buried at Langley with the Elven attacks. This guy’s the boogeyman that the Church pulls out when they need a weapon of mass destruction. He has an artifact—an Elven one, I’m assuming—that protects him from other necromancers’ pulling his soul out. I suspect that he has a shielding artifact too since he wasn’t particularly concerned about bullets.”

“How do you defeat that?” General Scott asks.

“Apparently, my angelic blade is a good counter,” I answer. “When I used it to defeat his attack, he looked very frightened and left in a hurry.”

The lieutenant took the narrative back. “The SUVs carried the two clergymen to Versailles. Since then, the scouts have captured these photos. Note the construction equipment, glass, and barrels. We think they’re building a lab. The barrels contain hydrofluoric acid and isopropyl alcohol.”

She looks at me like that should mean something to me, but I have no clue what the punchline is. Finally, she takes pity on me and resumes her report. “Those are two of the common ingredients to make sarin.”

“Nerve gas?” I ask to confirm I’m not lost yet.

“Exactly,” General Scott says with a sour expression.

“Have they built the lab yet?” I ask.

“The materials arrived two days ago. I’d be very surprised if they could build a lab like that in two days with Elven labor,” Dora replies.

“Don’t underestimate the will or capabilities of elves,” I reply. “If they’re motivated, there’s really very little they can’t accomplish.”

“The Legion can give us a platoon, but it will take them several days to get them into position unless you pick them up or they take personal vehicles north,” General Scott says.

“What’s the composition of this nerve gas?” Karelle asks.

“Here’s a diagram of the molecule,” Anstett replies, indicating the screen, which now shows a picture of a sarin molecule.

“It looks like early versions of Emperor’s Breath,” Amadee murmurs as she squints at the screen. “We have an antitoxin recipe, but we’d have to manufacture it. That could take weeks.”

“I’ve still got neutron generators,” I reply.

“We’ve harvested most of them for components, Will,” N’elisa says. “Still, you’d only need a couple to do the job. We could cobble some together.”

“There’s no guarantee they don’t have shields against them,” Mica says. “They probably know we have some. I’d get shields up first thing.”

“They’d be visible, right?” I ask.

“No more than yours are, Lord,” Mica replies apologetically.

“Plus, there’s no guarantee that radiation or gas wouldn’t impact any surviving humans nearby,” Lara says. “You’ve been trying to protect them from threats like this, Mr. James.”

I look at Lara, taking in the love from her eyes before I frown, thinking of how a rash solution to this problem could harm the very people I’m trying to protect. “Thank you for the reminder, Mrs. James.”

A pregnant pause settles over the room until I speak. “So, we need a ground assault.”

“I believe so,” General Scott replies.

“Do we have protective gear?” I ask.

“We’ve got masks and suits for training,” the general applies. “The legionnaires have theirs.”

“We have protective gear—essentially, our standard space combat uniforms—but the lack of an antitoxin is worrisome,” Fliss says. “What do you use?”

“Atropine,” I say in unison with the two army officers.

“I don’t know that word,” Karelle says. My Elven contingent shakes their heads to indicate the same.

“Um…just a second,” Dora replies and a web browser appears on her screen, followed by a Google search, followed by a diagram of an atropine molecule.

“Oh my god,” Karelle gasps. “That’s a pretty weak defense.”

“It says here that our autoinjectors have atropine and oxime pralidoxime chloride, which inhibit the action of the gas until it breaks down,” Anstett recites.

“What’s that chloride look like?” Karelle asks. After a minute, another chemical model appears on screen. “Eh, maybe,” she comments. “I think ours would be better, but if you have these, they’re better than nothing.”

“We have a limited supply here, but Fort Bliss and Fort Hood have stocks. We’d need to get them,” General Scott says.

“Novices talk about tactics. Experts talk about logistics,” Mica says.

“I’m not sure the quote is exactly correct, Mica,” N’elisa says.

“Close enough,” General Scott says. “The Legion has some combat vehicles, but fueling them will be a problem.”

“How many ASCs do we have, N’elisa?”

“Ten, Lord. We’re working on the ones for the orgs now,” N’elisa replies. “We have those civilian .50 cals from that ranger group on seven of them. I made a heavy duty version of the Orgish pulse rifle for the other three.”

“I can get you fully automatic .50 cals and ammo,” General Scott says. “Again, we’d get them from Fort Hood.”

“There are likely pleasure slaves in there, too, William,” Lara says quietly.

“Shit!” I growl. “Yes, you’re right, Love.” I scratch my scalp, deep in thought.

“I can commit two companies of one hundred,” Fliss growls quietly. “Most are marines. Amadee, can you contribute?”

“I can give you one hundred,” the Grollsh leader replies. “Security forces and veteran miners. Plus a medical team to save any of our injured or stabilize them until we can get out.”

“Yes, I’ll have a medical team on standby, too,” Fliss says.

“Third Armored Cav Regiment is on standby at Fort Hood. They have two armored cav squadrons at 65 and 70 percent, respectively,” General Scott says. “Over half of them are national guard or reservists, but they’re from units that have been to the National Training Center within a year before the Elven attacks. They’ve been training at Hood for the last year. First Cav Division is a mess right now, so I want to keep them out of it.”

“Attack helicopters?” I ask.

“The corps’ G3 said they’re all grounded for parts,” he replies. “The ACR has three Black Hawks available. We might be able to get some from the special ops guys up in Washington, but again, more logistics nightmares getting them in place. We can get door guns on the ones at Hood.”

“Don’t forget your shieldmaidens, Lord,” Mica says.

I cock an eyebrow at him. “What do you mean?”

“We have 200 trained fighting women who will fight for you. There are two fully-qualified defensive magicians on each of the ten ASCs plus another eight fighters, a gunner, and driver in each,” he explains. “There are another hundred trained, but we don't have vehicles for them to crew, yet.”

“How? Nevermind, we can discuss later.” I pause, thinking. “We can probably field some more critters. I need to find out how many.”

“Can we manage to attack at dawn in three days?” General Scott asks.

“That’s just over two days with the time zone difference,” I muse. “We’ll need to rehearse this. There are too many units that have never worked together. We’ll want to get everyone converted to the Orgish comms array.”

Fliss nods. “I’ll commit to bringing a comms team and our array. We don’t have redundancy, and I’m not sure if we have enough personal comm units. It may have to be a hybrid comms model,” he says thoughtfully. “We’ll be able to assess it better once we have the final organization.”

Acknowledging his comments with a nod, I turn to my Elven wife. “Lara, I’m assuming the elves there only speak Elvish and French.”

“That’s likely,” she replies.

“General Scott, I know mech infantry can still work on foot and cav scouts aren’t much different, but I’d rather have a light infantry brigade,” I tell him.

“None of the light units have enough soldiers to give you close to two battalions. I can maybe get one out of Fort Carson. Fort Drum has some kind of flu running through their ranks now, and the remnants of the 18th Airborne Corps and the marines have their hands full,” he replies. “I think it’s better to have people used to working together rather than trying to piecemeal soldiers from different units into a one task force.”

“I suppose so,” I agree reluctantly.

“You’re going to be the mission commander,” General Scott. “The commanders at Hood aren’t very enthusiastic about that, but they agreed that you know the enemy better than anyone else.”

“I imagine ‘not enthusiastic’ is underselling their reaction,” I reply. “Can we get the Legion to figure out where the lab is going in?”

“I can ask,” General Scott agrees.

I ponder the situation for a moment when it hits me. Shit! I have to take Darcie on this one.
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As I lead my group through the passage back into the transport room, I call out, “The Orgish and Grollsh commanders will be here in an hour. Please be in the conference room at that time. Shael, I need Raul, T’os, Leonore, Chiara, Audrey, Carla, and Dutch here in an hour for operational planning.”

“Yes, Lord,” the Elven woman on duty replies as she starts typing on her keyboard.

“Also, see if Monty is available,” I tell her.

Shael nods as she keys in commands.

Karelle rests a hand on my shoulder to get my attention. “Will, I need to take some of your measurements. I’m going to fit you in one of our marine uniforms so you’re protected.”

I look into her mesmerizing golden eyes. “Some of the others, too.”

“I’ll have to see what sizes I have available. Maybe some of the miners can part with theirs. We’ll need to start manufacturing them soon to make up losses for wear and tear,” she says.

I nod and reply. “Talk to N’elisa and Tori about how to organize the materials and manufacturing. I need to contact some people.”

“I’ll be right back,” Karelle replies after brushing a kiss to my cheek. “I think Rebecca probably has what I need.” She steps into the elevator with N’elisa and Lara.

“Am I going, Lord?” Mica asks.

“Yes, son. We’ll introduce you to the soldiers as my aide-de-camp. That’s how the military refers to personal assistants.”

Stepping into the conference room, I start tapping out a text while Mica grabs a bottle of water from the credenza. He says, “I’ll go arrange some lunch for our folks and refreshments for the meeting.

I send the message: “How soon can you meet me in the conference room of the transport room?”

The response is nearly immediate. “About 4:15. I’m doing a lab in the vineyard.”

“We found them,” I tap out and send.

“Priests?”

“Yes. Mission brief in 45 mins.”

“OMW,” came the immediate response. On my way, I translate in my head as I reply with a thumbs-up icon.

Departing the conference room and walking to the elevator, I run into Josie. She wraps me in a hug and kisses me passionately.

“Hey, Sweetheart. How’re you doing?” I murmur into her ear before guiding her toward the lift.

“I just ran a test of burrowing into a mountainside with earth magic,” she replies with an excited bounce that does amazing things to her breasts.

We step into the elevator. “I take it the test went well?”

“Yes!” she exclaims as we glide up to the residence. “Beginning was tough, but the more I worked, the easier it got. It’s like the mountain realized I wasn’t trying to harm it, and things slowly became easier—especially after I buttressed the first section. I used stone and earth to make supports like the timbering we used back when I was a child. Like buttresses in architecture but in reverse—more like Roman arches of stone.”

She’s nearly giddy about her success. “That’s amazing, Josie!” I exclaim.

“And the best part is, I conducted my test where I’d have to excavate anyway for the planned tunnel!” she gushes. “It’s about twenty feet up from the valley floor, so we won’t have to worry about flooding. It’s going to work, Will!”

I get another performance of bouncing Josie as I open the door to the residence.

“Hi! Welcome home,” Erica calls from the kitchen table. A sandwich and glass of milk are in front of her, and Pedro is in his car seat on the table. “Susan and I are here with the kids. Everyone else is out. I can make sandwiches if you like.”

“Mica’s arranging lunch. We have a mission planning session in about thirty minutes,” I tell her.

I give her lush lips a wet kiss and follow it with a quick buss to her forehead.

“I swear, I really am a lesbian, so how do you make me all moist, Will?” she asks quietly.

“Forget about the label, Erica. It’ll just drive you to distraction,” Josie says.

“Josie might be onto something, Honey,” I tell her. I lean down to Pedro. “How’s my boy? How’s my little Pedro?” I kiss my boy’s forehead and walk to my bedroom to see Susan.

Karelle meets me as I pass the kitchen. Holding up a cloth tape, she says, “Susan had one. Strip down to your smallclothes, Will.”

I lead them back to the master bedroom, where I find Susan crawling into the bed. There’s a crib nearby, so I stop to greet my eldest son. He’s asleep, so I just kiss him gently and then strip down to my boxers.

“Wear tighter ones than that, William,” Karelle orders. “Those will get bunched and uncomfortable in the tight suits.”

“Fine,” I reply as I drop my boxers and pull a pair of boxer briefs from my drawer.

Karelle looks up from my package and asks, “Are you sure you’re not part Orgish?”

“Pretty sure,” I reply. “Let’s get this done.”

Karelle takes a variety of measurements. She does it a little differently than I’m used to experiencing, but she moves along rapidly. N’elisa records the measurements in her tablet, and then I get a kiss on the cheek from each of them.

After I dress and grab my shoulder holsters and sword belt, I walk over to the bed to kiss Susan, but she’s already asleep. I brush my lips across her cheek before hurrying back to the conference room. Lara hands me a water bottle at the door, and we leave the residence together.

“Lara, Mica said something that’s churning in the back of my mind,” I tell her.

“What’s that, William?”

“He said we have 200 shieldmaidens. We only had 123 elves, and several were healers and magicians. The math doesn’t add up,” I say as I wave my little key fob at the reader and hit the button for the transport room.

“Only 55 are from the original 123,” Lara explains. “Seventy-five are from the second group from Phoenix. The rest are from Florida and Tucson. Some of the New York ladies, and more from the other places, want to be shieldmaidens, but they have to go through the training program first. Magic, human weapons, magrifles, English language, and tactics at the squad and platoon level.”

“I thought they’d be more interested in working on the farms,” I reply as the basement door opens.

“Many are, but some of the farmers used them as pleasure slaves, so they’re understandably reluctant to marry them,” she explains. “We’re lucky Leonore didn’t have them executed. Regardless, the farm in Peeples Valley won’t be short-handed for farmers or shieldmaidens. We’re trying to introduce farmers to the ladies who were enslaved at different locations in the hope that they will be more willing to pair up. Even then, they still want to be shieldmaidens. The farmers’ mates are even more rabid than the ones who want to be your women. They want to be able to protect their new homes in addition to our lord.”

To thank Lara for such a thorough explanation, I pick her up and press her against a wall. She wraps her arms around my neck, and her legs pull my hips forward as we kiss lasciviously.

“I didn’t know it was that type of mission,” Darcie says from behind me.

Without turning, I reply, “I’ve been with Lara all day, and haven’t had a kiss from her since this morning. She’s overdue.” I kiss her again before murmuring in her ear, “I love you, Lara.”

“I love you too, Lord Husband,” she whispers back.

I set her down as Audrey emerges from the passage to her lab.

I kiss Audrey and collect a hug from Darcie as I see Carla appear in my peripheral vision.

Carla says, “Shael told me Mica will be down momentarily with Pelleta and Clarice. They’re bringing a couple of food and drink carts down.”

Tori and Tanu join us for lunch. Shortly, we’re all arrayed around the conference room table with plates with sandwiches, potato salad, and broccoli-raisin slaw, trying to wrap up lunch before everyone arrives for the planning session.

Darcie asks, “Where are they?”

“Versailles, France.”

“The palace or the city?” Tanu asks.

“The palace,” I reply.

“Why can’t we go now?” Darcie presses.

“Two thousand Elven soldiers, plus magicians and possible nerve gas,” I explain. “I want to take our own Elven forces with us because the chances that the elves in France speak English are pretty low.”

“I recommend taking all the shieldmaidens plus another twenty that are still in training who can translate into English from Elvish,” Mica says. “We’ll also want Elven healers on standby.”

“For what?” Leonore asks as she walks in with T’os and Chiarra.

“We found the priests, but they’re in another Elven enclave in France,” I explain.

Leonore growls, “I swear, I’m going to kill all the males if I see another one abusing those slaves on the poles.”

“The culture of your people hasn’t changed despite your leaving it, Leonore,” I remind her gently.

“I know,” she replies grumpily. “I’m just so tired of women being treated like disposable objects. All houses have laws that require the senior woman to be in charge of the house, and yet they treat all the subordinate women like cattle or, or, sex toys!” she exclaims.

“It’s not right, Leonore, but not every man treats them like that,” I respond.

“More than there should be,” she grumbles.

“I agree,” I tell her.

The new arrivals fix plates and drinks, but we’re quickly running out of room at the table.

After I finish eating, I pick up my plate and put it in the dish tub on the cart outside the conference room, then I take a seat along the wall to allow others to eat.

Audrey and Carla sit on either side of me, and Darcie sits on my lap as she cracks open a bottle of water.

“Did you get something to eat?” I murmur into Darcie’s ear. “It couldn’t have been much.”

“Not hungry,” Darcie replies curtly.

Commander Fliss arrives by passage from Phoenix, accompanied by Major Kaelrun, Sergeant Severn, and Captain Sha’un, a hulking female org who’s the other marine company commanders.

Fliss says, “We’re going to assign a squad under Sergeant Severn to act as your guard.”

“I’m happy to have Sergeant Severn along, but I’m going to have at least a squad of Elven shieldmaidens with me at all times,” I tell him.

“They are worthy. We’ve been training with some of them,” Kaelrun says. “Sometimes having a little more body mass and pulse rifles can prove useful.”

“True,” I agreed. “That will give me some flexibility by having both types of units handy.”

As everyone clears the table of our meal remnants, Tori connects us to a Fort Huachuca video feed, and I nod in greeting to Lieutenant Anstett, whose face has appeared on the screen.

Monty walks in as I introduce everyone in the conference room, and then Lieutenant Anstett begins her briefing.
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We listened to everything that Lieutenant Anstett had in her briefing twice, asking questions the second time and making notes. Dora took a break while we discussed who and what resources we thought we could commit without leaving our various sites vulnerable.

We reviewed maps and diagrams of the grounds for twenty minutes before Tori had the brilliant idea of calling Aloïse, since she was the only person we knew who had ever been there.

Fortunately, Aloïse was in her office researching some legal precedent or the other, so she was able to join us ten minutes later. She told us that she had only been there once, thirty years ago, for a day’s tour, but she gave us everything she could remember.

The ground floor would have contained the bedrooms, with the exception of the entrance to the chapel and the opera theater. Most of the historically interesting features of the palace were on the second floor—the first floor or main floor, per the European custom. That included the formal apartments of the king and queen and the Hall of Mirrors. The Apollo Room generally served as the throne room, given Louis XIV’s proclivity to call himself the Sun King.

Given those facts, Aloïse concluded that if the bishop really had claimed the papacy, then he’d likely hold court there. Darcie said she thought that somehow Monsignor Lewis would find a way to make the papacy his.

I thought back to Valya Valeran’s penchant for looking at nature; I wouldn’t have been surprised if the monsignor didn’t set up his lab in the Hall of Mirrors.

Lieutenant Anstett said that finding the lab site was the primary piece of information the Legion scouts were trying to obtain. Their reports did indicate that the soldier barracks were likely in the south wing of the palace.

We concluded that our security folks, under Raul’s command and with the Grollsh company, would guard the passage back to our staging area. The Orgish marines would roll up the Elven security forces in the palace. We would bring three hundred imps under Argos, Hermes, and one of Xerxes’ lieutenants, Thadeus. Apparently, Argos didn’t suffer a permanent death at the Plaza after all.

Kaelrun’s company and two squads of shieldmaidens would clear the palace itself. The shieldmaidens would act as translators to protect slaves, healers, and farmers from the imps. Argos would accompany them to hunt magicians in the castle.

Sha’un’s company, also with two squads of shieldmaidens, would spread across the property to find any other elves with Hermes’ company. Thadeus’ company, Severn’s squad, and two squads of shieldmaidens would accompany me to secure and destroy the lab. The eight ASCs would support the Grollsh forces and hunt down any Elven strongpoints.

By the end of the briefing, I felt good about our plan. It was time to put it to motion.
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FRIENDLY FIRE


The next morning, Captain Amadee, Major Kaelrun, Sergeant Severn, Captain Sha’un, Darcie, Raul, Kar’ess, Chazzi, a new shieldmaiden, and N’elisa travel with me to Fort Huachuca, and I open a teleportal just outside the entrance of the III Corps headquarters.

Through the teleportal, an array of soldiers in battle dress with sidearms, all wearing black stetsons, were visible at the top of the steps. Standing in front of the cowboys were two squads of soldiers in battle rattle with rifles pointed at us.

I throw a shield up in front of me and turn back to look over my shoulder. “What the fuck, Thomas?”

“Let me take the lead once we’re through,” he replies.

“Okay, everyone, stay close. Kar’ess, shield to our six just in case.”

The shy Elven shieldmaiden replies quietly, “Yes, Lord.”

I step through and whisper to General Scott, “The shield is three paces in front of me.”

The general steps in front of me. “Which one of you is Colonel Harrison?”

“I am,” says a short, thick little man with about a quarter-inch of hair on the sides of his head and weathered face. “I’m impressing all your people and equipment, sir.”

“Under whose authority?” General Scott growls.

“Lieutenant General Smith, III Corps commander, sir,” the chunky colonel chuckles. “You report to me now, sir.”

“You want me to fix this?” I murmur to General Scott.

“What are you thinking?” he replies.

“Fifty miles straight up.”

He nods minutely, so I raise a hand to focus over the colonel’s head and open a teleportal right where I told General Scott it would be. The portal is only about four feet wide, but since the other end is essentially in outer space, it sucks the squat man through it quickly, followed by a couple of nearby hats, before I close the portal.

A chorus of “What the fuck!” and other such exclamations explode.

A tall guy who reminds me of Lurch from the Addams Family asks, “Where is he?” The tall, blond, stoop-shouldered lieutenant colonel points at me with a stick that looks like a fat jo staff.

“His corpse is about fifty miles straight up,” I reply. “Anyone else want to disrespect General Scott or my people? I’ll help anyone, but I’m not going to let anyone harm my people or allow some cowboys to enslave anyone.”

Lurch points his stick at me and says, “Lieutenant General Smith is the US government now.”

A shorter, body-builder looking colonel says, “I’m the G3 for the Corps, and we’re taking over all government functions from this point forward.”

“One of you posers go find Lieutenant General Smith and tell him to get his happy ass down here, or I’m going to space the lot of you before I hunt him down,” I growl.

“Easy, Will,” General Scott says loudly enough to be heard.

A brown-haired, Anglo first lieutenant with a plethora of acne scars is between the two groups in combat gear. He says quietly, “Sergeant Reece, it doesn’t seem like we’re supporting the right side of this.”

The dark-skinned staff sergeant next to him nods slightly and orders, “About, face.”

All the armed soldiers turn and point their rifles at the cowboys. The lieutenant says, “Gentlemen, your actions are unlawful, so I am apprehending you under Article 94 of the Uniform Code of Military Justice for sedition. Put your weapons on the ground or face the consequences.”

I add, “I’m pretty sure the lieutenant is referring to the specification for usurping civil authority. I’m no longer an MP, but I’ll back him up. My options include sending you up into space, shooting you with magical darts, or removing your souls. They’re all pretty easy to do. Burning you in place is a little more difficult but not horribly so. What’s it going to be?”

One of the cowboy majors laughs and elbows one of his buddies. I shoot a dart into his buddy’s foot after I pull the soul out of the laughing cowboy. “You’ve seen three of the four options I’ve offered. Anyone wanna volunteer to be burned to ash?”

The door behind the cowboys opens and out steps a tall, heavy man with a weathered face, a black hat, and a pistol belt above the hips of his digicam uniform. Behind him, wearing a tweed suit, is none other than Remy St. Jacques.

“Apprehend them, Lieutenant!” the new general commands. “They’re the reason for this whole Elven mess.”

“Not true, sir,” General Scott replies. “We’re the folks cleaning it up.”

“That’s not what Mr. Saint Jack here says,” the corps command retorts, hooking a thumb at Remy.

“So, Great-grandfather. You seem to have changed your name and taken up lying for the monsignor,” I observe. “Very impressive. All that power and all you can manage to do with it is to be a thug for terrorists.”

“Don’t listen to him boys, Mr. Saint Jack says he’s cavorting with demons. And he was right. Look at all of the demons he has with him,” the three-star says while pointing at the orgs and groll.

Kaelrun, Amadee, Sha’un, and Severn pull the long knives that each wears on their right thighs before slamming the hilts to their chests. Kaelrun growls, “There’s almost enough of them to be a workout. We can just slaughter them and be done, Lord. They’re keeping us from an important mission.”

I look at General Scott. “You didn’t tell me III Corps was commanded by a certifiable dumbass.”

“Apparently, he’s good at deception, Will,” he replies. “Sorry, I didn’t know.”

“Hey, General Dumbass,” I say. “They’re called ‘dimension travelers.’ The term demon’s a misnomer, but I guess it’s short enough for your pea brain to grasp. Really, Remy? This is the best you could do for a minion?”

“It’s Lieutenant General Smith,” the three-star growls.

“This minion has sent his First Cavalry helicopter brigade to Huachuca,” my ancestor replies. “They’ll be occupying Fort Huachuca before you can get back.”

So much for the helicopters being grounded, I thought to myself.

“Major Kaelrun. Captain Amadee. Do you think you two could go back with N’elisa to start preparations for the upcoming party?” I ask.

“You closed the portal, Will,” N’elisa replies.

Focusing on keeping the shield to the front solid, I open the teleportal back to Huachuca.

“Be safe, Thomas,” Amadee murmurs before slipping through.

N’elisa murmurs in my ear, “Would you like some helicopters?”

I nod gently, and N’elisa squeezes my shoulder before departing.

Darcie gasps just before I close the teleportal. I quickly turn my attention to her and swirl entropy energy around us in a funnel cloud. “You need a new attack, Great-grandfather,” I growl.

“You need a new trick, grandson,” Remy says with a smirk.

“Try this,” Darcie hisses as she pulls her pistol and shoots twice.

A shield in front of Remy flares in front of his face. The MPs don’t know what to do with the firearms all around.

Lurch says, “The little bitch can shoot.”

Sensing another attack, I shout, “Get down, Lieutenant!” and push Darcie’s pistol toward the ground.

“Great-grandfather, it appears you’re using the same old tricks, too,” I tell Remy.

“The classics work,” he replies smugly.

“Do something!” General Smith implores Remy.

“I’ll do something,” I growl.

Angling a hand to point above the gaggle of soldiers in black cowboy hats, I pick out my target point one mile over them and open a teleportal to it under the feet of Remy and the cowboys.

All of them fall through the void below their feet. Remy looks surprised, but I see him reach into his jacket before his head disappears inside the hole in space.

The MP lieutenant gasps, “Where’d they go?” as I close the teleportal.

“About a mile straight up, Lieutenant…”

“...Babbit, sir.”

“I recommend you run back there about a hundred meters before the bodies start splatting,” I tell him urgently. “Severn. Sha’un lead the way! Go! Go! Go!”

The orgs blast off in the direction I pointed with Kar’ess, Chazzi, Darcie, and General Scott in hot pursuit. Raul covers our rear while I keep a shield over our heads and behind us.

We only clear about fifty meters when bodies begin to splat a violent tattoo on the pavement.

“That’s good!” I call out.

My aim appears to have been pretty well on target. The broken, bloody bodies are piled pretty close to where I opened the teleportal in the ground.

Pulling the angelic sword, I stalk toward the bloody corpses. I see General Smith, Lurch, and all the faces I recall from before I opened the teleportal—except one.

“Where’s your great-grandfather?” Darcie asks quietly as she steps up to my right shoulder, holding her pistol at the ready close to her torso.

“He’s not here,” I murmur after searching. “He was reaching for something as he fell through the hole.”

“He’s dangerous, Will,” she replies. “Jack, Steven, and Dutch’s team have all mentioned how scary he is. How are you going to defeat him?”

“I’d rather I didn’t have to, but it appears that he’s the monsignor’s creature. I have some ideas,” I tell her quietly as I open my second sight, surprised I’m not seeing any ghostly souls. “I think he took their souls as he was falling.”

Darcie trembles. “How do you beat someone who can do that?”

“Darcie, Sweetie. I can do it, and I’m self-taught,” I tell her. “Those shields, even if they’re powered by artifacts, rely on energy. Your two bullets hitting Remy’s shield used up some of that energy. Since he told us last time that it’s an artifact, it will weaken faster than shields that I create. I can do things he probably can’t even conceive of.

“My biggest concern right now is ensuring Arizona stays secure. After that, we have to worry about 2,000 elves, plus magicians, plus Sarin gas. After that, we’re back to the simple problems related to having a world on the brink of collapse. Gramps is just an annoyance.”

Darcie holsters her weapon and hugs me tightly.

“Sir, can you make the arrangements for supplies?” I ask General Scott as I wrap my arms around my pretty friend. “I don’t trust these folks enough to go into combat with them, but if we can get weapons, ammo, and NBC equipment to deal with the gas, I’ll take that. Maybe some light mortars if they have them.”

“I think they only have heavy mortars, Will. Regardless, I’ll see what we can do,” he replies. “If I can find some scout platoons that haven’t bought into the personality cult of General Smith, they would probably prove useful.”

“Raul, Severn, and Chazzi, stay with him. Call for extraction with your communicator when you’re ready,” I tell them. “Captain Sha’un, I suspect they could use you to prep the defense.”

The big Orgish woman nods with a grunted “Yes” as General Scott says, “We won’t be more than an hour, Will. It’s going to take them a few hours to get there.”

“We’ll get the sensors up regardless, sir,” I assure him. “Let’s go, Darcie.”

I open a teleportal back to Fort Huachuca’s Greeley Hall conference room.

N’elisa is having a video conference with Shael at the security desk. I catch her saying, “ASCs one through six, stand by to jump to the border. ASCs seven through ten on Prescott perimeter defense. Set the Peeples Valley defense network on active. Quad Cities remain on standby.

“Ask Aloïse to call the city about diverting any inbound aircraft to Colorado Springs or Flagstaff if they don’t have enough fuel. Notify the city police and the sheriff’s office that there’s an inbound threat to the Arizona territories, and that we’re going on high alert. You can also tell them that Fort Huachuca is the attackers’ stated objective.”

“Let Colonel Rivera at Fort Navajo know, too, Shael,” I interject.

“Yes, Lord,” she replies with a sharp nod. “Here’s Mistress Aloïse.”

My succubus wife appears on screen. “I only heard bits and pieces, Will.”

“Shael has the immediate needs, Love. I’ll be there as soon as I check in with Fliss and Amadee,” I tell her. “About fifteen minutes. Let’s have Tori and Tanu set up in the conference room as our command center. Also, let Rachel know we’re going to need some press releases pretty quickly.”

“On it, Darling,” she replies.

N’elisa says, “The orgs and groll are in Phoenix getting organized for battle. Colonel Wallace, from the battle of Tucson, is organizing aerial and ground recon along the New Mexico border. The San Carlos and Pasqua Yaqui tribes are helping by sending out scouts, too. Thomas has been busy integrating them into his defense plan. We should do the same up north.”

“Yeah, I’ll discuss it with Colonel Rivera. I’m pretty sure the northern tribes would be happy to help. It’s an oversight on my part,” I reply with a frown.

Aloïse blows me a kiss and disappears from the screen as Fliss and Amadee arrive.

Fliss says, “Captain Amadee and I have agreed to use the same three companies we plan to send to Versailles, so they can practice working together. Colonel Wallace expects them to drop ground forces on Fort Huachuca itself, so our mission is to drop the helicopters before they can get close. He’s going to transport us by trucks into position and support us with electronic warfare helicopters for air scouts.”

“I’m curious how that’ll work,” I mutter before the Orgish commander continues.

“Kaelrun will have his company on the eastern edge of Benson. Amadee will be in the Tombstone area. Sha’un will be down at Bisbee. Lieutenant Anstett thinks those are the most likely routes for the helicopters. She said they might bring a few of their new scout vehicles, but even the biggest helicopters won’t be able to bring many.”

The lieutenant arrives with Colonel Wallace and a captain I don’t recognize. Lieutenant Anstett says, “They can sling load the ISVs from a Black Hawk and can fit a couple inside a Chinook. Even so, they won’t be able to bring many.”

The captain says, “The Yaqui and the San Carlos Apache are screening the mountain ridges overlooking New Mexico. We have some of your communicators scattered with their scout teams, so we should have no problem with comms.”

I look questioningly at N’elisa. She says, “We’ve upgraded them based on some discussion with Alan. We don’t have many yet, so we pushed them all out to the scouts.”

“By the way, Captain Fields is my S3,” Colonel Wallace says, indicating the captain.

Captain Fields nods and says, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. James. Colonel Donaldson at the Yuma air station has a squadron of F35s on standby for air interdiction and air support, sir.”

“He’s getting short on fuel. Refineries are offline, so we’ll need to scavenge some,” Colonel Wallace adds.

“We can probably activate our network to help with that after the next two battles are over,” I reply. “I’d rather not have marines shooting down army aviators.” The army officers all nod enthusiastically in support of my opinion.

N’elisa says, “I’ve distributed four tripod mounted defense lasers and four tripod mounted EMP cannons to each of the companies. The beam from the cannons is powerful enough that it should disrupt the helicopters. If not, the lasers definitely will.”

“I’ll be curious to see how our pulse rifles fare against these attack helicopters, too,” Fliss says. “Massed pulse fire has taken down imperial fighters before.”

“I’m afraid I have no frame of reference for imperial fighters, Commander,” I reply.

“Imagine a down-curving disk with a twenty-five meter circumference, loaded with lasers, pulse cannon, and missiles,” the tusked man replies. “Pretty intimidating when you’re on the ground.”

“I imagine so. You can shoot those down with your rifles?” I ask.

He shrugs, “With enough massed fires at a fairly close range, yes.”

“Engineer Lieutenant Grutahl, Flight Lieutenant Nord’s wife, is working with me on propulsion systems design. I bet more powerful versions of the graviton generators we use for lift on the ASCs could replace rotors,” N’elisa says. “I’d love to get my hands on some of their helicopters to experiment with.”

“Let’s keep them from taking over our homes first, okay?”

“Yes, Lord,” she replies flirtatiously, her enthusiasm not cowed at all.

I give her a stern look, which just makes her smile more brightly. Turning to the local force commander, I ask, “Colonel Wallace, do you need me here? Otherwise, I’m going to manage our defenses in the north from my security conference room.”

“I think we’re good, sir. You can be here quickly, right?” he replies.

“Yes. If you need me somewhere specific, send me lat-lon coordinates,” I tell him. Looking around, I say, “Ready to go, Darcie?”

I feel a hand on my back as she appears on my right. “Yes, sir,” she replies quietly, looking up at me through her eyelashes.

My heart stutters for a moment as I look down into her pretty face, but I shake it off and open a teleportal to the transport room in Prescott.
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Aloïse and I worked rapidly to ensure the Northern Arizona Territory was as secure as we could make it. T’os, Chiarra, and Mica ensured that the sensor arrays surrounding the quad cities were up and that the laser batteries were ready.

Aloïse notified the local authorities, and we began to implement our emergency preparedness procedures.

General Scott reported that the First Cav’s entire combat air brigade had flown out early in the morning. He apologized profusely about the bad intel about them all being grounded. His sources said they’d likely want to refuel in New Mexico, and that it appeared the fuel trucks left to stage there the previous day.

He expected them to refuel at Las Cruces, and I thought about opening a teleportal there and taking them during their fueling operation, but Commander Fliss and Colonel Walker thought it would be better to lure them into our territory. New Mexico was outside our jurisdiction, so we’d be in a more defensible legal position once they were in Arizona territory.

Unfortunately, Thomas’ intelligence gathering activities delayed his efforts to arrange logistics, but the corps’ Assistant Corps Commander for Support, Major General Sullivan, was to meet Thomas in the afternoon. He hoped to be ready for me to pick him up prior to the attack.

Rachel and I crafted a quick press release stating what had occurred at Fort Hood, leaving out any mention of our targets in France. We pointed out that it was an unsolicited attack in an attempt by Lieutenant General Smith to build his power base in the hopes of becoming the leader of at least our little part of the United States. We also stated that we would do all we could to protect life during the pending attack.

Tori recommended sending a drone to watch the airfields in Las Cruces to see if we could get eyes on them early. Maybe I could teleport in and dissuade them if we found them early enough. I agreed with Colonel Wallace and Commander Fliss that it would be better from a jurisdiction and cooperation perspective if I didn’t, but when I considered all the dead soldiers that would likely result, I preferred to risk New Mexico getting pissed off at me.

Obviously, I wasn’t opposed to killing bastards that needed it, but I also kept thinking about how the world population was dwindling. Plus, having worn the uniform, I knew that the officers in charge didn’t always consider the cost their soldiers would have to pay to accomplish their desires. The whole situation caused a significantly bigger moral dilemma than it did for the self-proclaimed rangers.

Besides, we’d installed Christopher Holland as governor over southern New Mexico, and Las Cruces fell under his jurisdiction. I had Colonel Wallace inform him I’d be coming.

Rachel read the press release for the midday network national newscast, and April asked her a few leading questions. Raul sent some pictures of the piled bodies that fell out of the sky in front of the III Corps headquarters, and the networks clamored to show them on air. It didn’t do anything to stop the coming attack, but at least the country knew about the rogue military leader going off the rails.

The Orgish and Grollsh forces deployed to the positions we planned, each with two ASCs containing ten shieldmaidens each to provide shielding and additional fire support.

At about four in the afternoon, I brought General Scott back to the conference room. He reported that the 3rd Armored Cav Regiment was arranging everything we’d need. Then he took the passages back to Greeley Hall.

A few minutes later, Tori’s drone revealed the air scout squadron flying over Las Cruces International Airport while flights of Black Hawks landed. Then the air scouts landed, followed by the attack squadron, followed by more Black Hawks and Chinooks. The air scouts refueled first while air assault troopers deployed to secure the landing zone and other troopers prepped the drones for take-off.
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I open a teleportal over the city of Las Cruces that allows the drone to return, but I have to wait for coordinates for the airport proper. Once Koree sends those to me, I open the teleportal and step through as the air cav drones begin to take off.

“Shit,” someone says just behind me. I turned to find Darcie dressed for battle with a pistol on her hip and a Z-5P on a sling.

“Yeah, and these coordinates are still farther away than we need to be,” I tell her. “Keep your weapon down, they’ve got a lot more firepower than two nine mils.”

“Yes, sir, but I was cursing because we left Raul and Kar’ess in Prescott,” Darcie says quietly as I open another teleportal that puts me right at the front of the fuel trucks.

“Who the fuck are you?” a grizzled, Latino first sergeant growls. I form a cylindrical shield around Darcie and myself as we’re quickly surrounded by troopers pointing their rifles at us.

“And how the hell did you get here?” a captain yells as he hurries to join the first sergeant.

“Hello. I’m William James from Arizona, and I’m here to tell you to save the lives of your troopers by aborting this mission. Who’s in charge here?” I ask quietly.

“Yeah, like that’ll happen,” a major says from my left as she walks up. “The corps commander would need to call for us to abort.”

I stare into her eyes for a moment before saying, “I dropped him onto the steps of III Corps headquarters from a mile up in the sky, along with a bunch of other dickheads in black hats. Apparently, a Church representative convinced him to act against the best interests of his troopers.”

“Soldiers,” the major corrects with a sexy smirk. I take note of her coppery red hair, handsome face, heavy breasts, and lean athletic figure. “We use soldiers since we’re a cavalry division instead of a regiment. Squadrons are battalions, too. Don’t ask me why, your brain will hemorrhage.”

“Oh! All cav were called troopers when I was on active duty,” I reply in surprise. I shake off the distraction and continue. “There are 300 space marines set up to defend Fort Huachuca while General Scott is arranging support for an attack on an Elven stronghold. They have high-powered EMP cannons, point defense lasers, fifty-cals, and pulse rifles. Don’t waste your people’s lives. Where’s your brigade commander?”

“Right here, Sergeant James,” says an old, familiar face. I knew him as a crew chief from Germany and Iraq, although he’s now wearing the bird insignia of a full colonel.

“Just Will now, Scotty. Colonel Scott McAllister. Who'da thunk it,” I chuckle. “Aren’t you a little old to still be playing army?”

“Yeah, I hit my thirty just before the Elven attacks,” he says with a grimace. “I decided to stay and uphold my oath. Over half my pilots are retired guys who volunteered to return to duty. You look nearly as young as I remember you, Will.”

“Benefits of being a necromancer,” I tell him, activating my second sight. “I could take care of that arthritis for you if you like.”

“Maybe after this mission,” he replies with a frown. “You shouldn’t be here. Leave while you still can.”

“You don’t leave me much choice, Scott,” I respond. “Army units are 30 percent strength or less across the country. I don’t want you to lose any soldiers,” I tell him seriously. “Even if the marines try to only hit your equipment, accidents will happen. Plus, I’m not entirely sure your aircraft won’t explode from the lasers and pulse rifles. You are following orders, but the intent of the orders is to subjugate another military installation and usurp civilian authority. The self-server who issued those orders is dead.”

“I have no proof of that, Will. I’ve seen you on the news, and your word would have been good enough for a lot of favors, but not for this one,” my former colleague says. Turning to the captain, he says, “Stop him if he does anything.”

“Scotty, don’t do this!” I plead. “Those air assault aircraft can’t be more than half full. Don’t waste precious lives for the hubris of some fucking three-star.”

He looks at me before telling the captain, “You have your orders.”

The captain nods and salutes. “Yessir.”

I murmur to Darcie. “Keep your cool, Darcie. They’re going to shoot at me, but they can’t hit us.”

Touching the talk button of the small unit on my belt, I say, “Spacer-6, this is Ghost-6. Drones inbound. Scout-6, this Ghost-6, let Spacer know…”

I heard three cracks from the M4 carbines carried by the troopers.

“...what routes they are taking. Over.”

“Ghost-6, Spacer-6. Are you taking fire? Do you need assistance?” Fliss responds immediately.

“This is Ghost-6. No help required if I can keep Darcie from killing people. Otherwise, I’m going to need more necromancers to raise the dead, out.”

I turn to Darcie, and she raises both hands up to demonstrate that she’s following orders.

“Get down on the ground,” the first sergeant growls as everyone looks at Darcie and me standing there unconcerned.

“I don’t think so, First Sergeant,” I murmur as the first group of twelve Apaches lift off.

“Scout-6, this is Ghost-6. Twelve Apache inbound, over.”

“I’ve always found that name offensive,” said the Yaqui leader of the scouts. “Roger, Ghost-6. Scout-6, out.”

“Stay close, Darcie,” I murmur as I raise my arms in a shallow “Y” position. One hand aims in front of the trail attack helicopter as it just starts its forward motion. The other extends toward the sky over the city of Las Cruces.

I open a teleportal as the helicopter approaches my aim point. It flies in and immediately appears over Las Cruces. Then I move the entry in front of the helicopter and cross my arms to have the exit to our west.

The helicopter appears, now flying east.

“Shoot him!” screams the captain, and eight M4s start spewing rounds at me. Fortunately, my shield stops them.

When they stop to reload, I move the helicopter around again and say, “Can you imagine what would happen if I put him fifty miles straight up? No oxygen. No atmosphere for the props. The crew would freeze in the vacuum and all their blood vessels would rupture. It would suck to die like that.”

The captain screams, “Kill him!”

“Bridge of the nose, Darcie,” I murmur, sealing his fate.

Darcie’s hand flashes and her pistol fires. She’s already holstering it as the captain begins to drop.

Everyone stops to look at the corpse at their feet.

“That probably scrambled his brains to the point I can’t revive him,” I say as I grab his soul with my will and raise it over the top of my shield. The disembodied soul silently screams at me. I pull two bolts out of my pocket, unscrew the nut from one of the soul traps, and shove the captain’s soul inside it. “I might be able to build him a new body from his soul, but I’ve discovered that some souls just aren’t strong enough to pull it off.”

The major cries out as she stares at the dead captain.

I screw the nut back onto the bolt, locking the soul inside the magical construct. Then I unscrew the other. “This however, is easier.”

I crook a finger to pull the first sergeant’s soul from his body, bring it inside the shield, and then into the other bolt. “All I have to do is raise his corpse. Then I can either put his soul back into it or bind him as a zombie.”

The soldiers lower their weapons in shock.

“I can probably pull the souls out of your whole brigade in under five minutes,” I say confidently. “Less, if I could get you all helpfully stand in formation. Sadly, I’m all out of soul cages, so the angels would collect your souls and you’d all be bound zombies after I finished.”

I turn to look at the major kneeling and hugging the dead captain’s corpse. Addressing the newly returned brigade commander, I say, “On the positive side, Scotty, I can fix your arthritis whether I put your soul back into your body or not.”

“Lets see what happens,” Colonel McAllister says softly as his eyes bore into me.

I turn to Darcie. “You want to go home?”

“No sir, I’ll stay with you,” she says confidently.

“That wasn’t your first kill, was it?”

“No, sir,” Darcie replies quietly.

“Well done, Sweetie,” I murmur.

“Thank you, sir.” She leans her head on my right shoulder and caresses my back with her left hand.

Forty minutes later, my comms come to life in my ear.

“Ghost-6, this is Spacer-6. All drones grounded. EMP cannons worked well on them. Lasers and pulse rifles did too. Crusher, Tusk, and Biter got a few each. Shieldmaidens got one with a fifty cal. Over,” Fliss reports.

“Roger, Spacer-6. All drones down. Twelve attack helicopters inbound, over,” I reply.

Scotty kneels beside the distraught major and whispers into her ear. “Major Roberson, raise a secure link to Corps and find out what they want us to do.”

“Yessir,” she says, getting up and trotting off toward one of the Black Hawks.

“Spacer-6, this is Scout-6. It looks like they’re running right up I-10. Should drop right into your lap in roughly one-five minutes, over.”

“Roger, Ghost-6,” Fliss replies. “This is Spacer-6. Biter is executing contingency maneuver bravo, over.”

“Roger, out,” I reply, trying to remember exactly where that would put Captain Sha’un.

As the sun drops behind the Huachuca and Mustang mountains, the Orgish and Grollsh forces spot the helicopters on the horizon.

“This is Spacer-6. Engaging, out,” Commander Fliss reports.

“Your soldiers are dying now, Scotty,” I tell the colonel. “Save their lives.”

“Sir!” the major calls as she runs toward us. “They’re dropping out of the sky! Others are losing rotors or exploding. Corps says to withdraw.”

“Shit!” he curses, looking at me accusingly.

“I warned you, Scott. You had plenty of time to do the right thing and chose not to,” I reply, returning his glare.

“ABORT!” the colonel yells as he runs toward his command post in the Black Hawk.
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After handing the first sergeant’s 9mm to a handy lieutenant, I raise his corpse, shove his soul back into it, and tell him not to be an asshole. He just stares at me in wonder.

Once everyone is mounted back in their aircraft, Colonel McAllister flips me the bird, his signal to open a teleportal to Fort Hood. The First Cavalry Division’s air cav brigade flies through it back home. The last face I see before they take off is the red-headed major, crying before closing the door.

“Do you think she was pretty?” Darcie asks.

“The major?”

Darcie nods.

“A little,” I reply as I survey the remnants of the mess made by the helicopters. “Not a rare beauty like April or Aloïse, but she made me think of a taller version of you.”

“She had bigger boobs than me,” Darcie says. “And she had coppery red hair rather than auburn, like mine.”

“You’re right about the hair. But I’ve seen your breasts; I think they’re nicer,” I reply absently, wondering about the carnage in Arizona. “You’re prettier, too.”

Darcie smiles brightly as I get ready to open a teleportal back to the transport room.

“Ghost-6, this is Spacer-6, over.”

“This is Ghost-6, over,” I reply.

“Our healers could use your special expertise, over,” Fliss says.

“Roger. Send me coordinates for your location. Out,” I answer.

I get a ping on my communicator before envisioning the lat-lon coordinates from the small screen and opening another teleportal.

Darcie and I step through the opening, and I close it. Elven shieldmaidens are hurrying to our location in the ASCs. When they arrive, they offload wounded aviators.

“This one, Lord,” one of the groll healers growls.

I step up next to the young male medic as he continues, “I can’t stabilize him. He doesn’t seem to be bleeding internally or externally.”

I activate my second sight and look for atrophy that would indicate an injury. The grizzled warrant officer on the stretcher has no obvious problems in his torso or head. His arms look fine, but there’s a growing black shade growing in his left thigh.

“I think he’s got a bleeder in his leg,” I tell him as I point. “Arterial, based on how I can see it spreading.” I drain entropy and push a ton of growth into the leg. “I think I’m slowing it down. What does your scanner tell you?”

“Oh, feces!” the Grollsh medic growls. “How did I miss that?”

“Stay as calm as you can and be thorough, medic…”

“Gaspar,” the medic says. “My job was supposed to be helping miners with minor injuries as a medic. This is my second experience in combat, and I don’t like it.”

“I don’t blame you, son,” I tell him. “Combat sucks. They didn’t give us much choice.”

“Extreme burns over here, Lord,” an Orgish medic calls.

I run over to find two aviators laying on stretchers in the back of an ASC.

The medic says, “I can treat them, but they’re in for a long recovery. Plus, I don’t have the equipment I’d normally use to treat this. Can you heal them?”

“Yeah, I can help,” I reply as I look over the two crispy bodies that are moaning in pain. Pulling entropy out and pushing growth into them, I say, “Darcie, contact Rebecca and ask her for remedies for burns and general health. Also, see if we can get Josie out here. It’d be good practice for her, and we could use the extra help. Flower too, if you can get him.”

Darcie walks away, speaking into her cell phone. Shortly thereafter, a teleportal opens and Josie walks through carrying a crate with steaming paper cups—Rebecca’s potions. Kar’ess and Raul follow her, and the shieldmaiden takes the carton and walks them around to the healers and medics.

I finish up the first burnt aviator as Josie begins working on the second one. Another ASC arrives, and the shieldmaidens escort the two aviators from the last helicopter, the one that I played teleport tag with.

Helping my patient sit up, I give him a cup of brew. Addressing the new arrivals, I say, “Let the medics check you out. We’ll get you all back home shortly.”
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In the end, we were able to save all but one of the injured. That particular crew was hit with laser fire, which bisected the front-seater’s head. The rear seater, the pilot, was burned and her hips were cut off. The young blonde lived long enough that I was able to capture her soul, resurrect her corpse, and push her back into her body. She hung off my shoulders and wept as soon as she was once again intact.

The space marines took a couple of injuries from shrapnel from rocks that were hit by missiles and 30mm rounds from the helicopters. A couple of the shieldmaidens were injured because they didn’t anchor their magical shields in the earth, so the impacts from the heavy weapons blew them across the battlefield. Both were treated and released. I was reminded again how tough elves were.

The EMP cannons were strong enough to stop all the helicopters’ systems, and those aircraft were all able to auto rotate to the ground. The ones hit by lasers and pulse rifles took a lot more damage. N’elisa was excited about seeing what she could do with spaceship tech paired with Apache carcasses.

After everyone returned home, I sat in the conference room and pulled the soul of the captain from the bolt and energized it, watching with my second sight. The form the soul took surprised me. I remembered a lean, male figure with brown hair in a buzz cut, brown eyes, and a five o’clock shadow. I thought that’s what his soul looked like when I captured it, too. However, I was distracted.

The form the soul took in front of me had basically the same build and facial features, but with smooth skin and flowing, chest-length brown hair. The captain’s body was completely hairless, had pink painted nails, and was wearing a pink babydoll.

“Captain?” I asked.

The soul looked down at its attire and looked aghast.

“No one will be able to see you but one of my wives, and she’s not here,” I told him. “I’m guessing you have a secret life.”

He hid his face in his hands and nodded.

“Dude, I don’t care. However, I remember an attractive major being very distraught by your death,” I told the guy. “Maybe you’d like her to bring you some clothes?”

He nodded.

“She knows about this?”

He nodded again, and I could barely hear him say, “My wife.”

I picked up a pad and pencil before asking, “Phone number?”

I wrote down the digits he recited and called from my cell. “Major Samantha Roberson? This is Will James. I’m…”

She ranted for a moment before I was able to get a word in. “Major, I’m trying to raise him. He seems strong enough to bring back, but his soul is dressed for bed. I don’t think he wants to walk home in his pajamas. I was wondering if you’d like to bring his uniform?”

I paused for her response, then said, “Right, they’re pink. If you text me your address, I’ll open a teleportal nearby, and you can come here to help him get sorted before taking him home.”

By the time I energized Roberson’s soul and built him a body, it was about nine o’clock. His wife wrapped him tightly in her arms and kissed him despite the feminine attire. I tried not to shake my head, remembering the old “lid for every pot” adage.

The embarrassed captain stripped out of his lingerie and quickly dressed in digicam battle dress, tying his long hair into a ponytail and sticking it inside the top of his uniform.

“You won’t tell anyone, will you?” the man asked nervously as he laced his boots.

“Captain Roberson, I meant it. I don’t care what you do in the privacy of your own home as long as it’s consensual. I can tell your wife loves you regardless of your cross-dressing fetish,” I told him. “Hold on to that, and live a happy life.”

The wife stuffed the lingerie into the duffle bag that held his uniform, then I opened a teleportal back to their house. Shaking my head after they left, I went upstairs to the residence to find my wives.

“Shit,” I growled as I picked up Marissa and sat in her place, cuddling her in my lap as I fondled one of her full breasts. “We saved almost everyone, but we also burned one of our two days to prepare for the attack on Versailles.”
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The next day, Marissa wakes me with her mouth on my morning wood. We have breakfast in bed—mine is from between her thighs—before we get up and go up to the roof for a quick Taiji workout in the cool morning air while our bedmates sleep.

Two hours later, my team is standing around a sand table that Lieutenant Anstett had built at Fort Huachuca to replicate Versailles. I open a teleportal back to Fort Hood and allow the new III Corps commander, Major General Sullivan, and his operations and logistics officers, to come through, followed by a major with a bunch of captains and lieutenants in black cowboy hats.

General Sullivan introduces his people from Fort Hood, and then General Scott introduces his people and me. Finally, I introduce my team.

Major Kaelrun, Lieutenant Urgh, Captain Sha’un, and Captain Amadee are the command team from the spacers. Kaelrun is going to be the force commander for the Orgish and Grollsh forces. Lieutenant Urgh will exercise operational control of Kaelrun’s company, allowing Kaelrun the capacity to coordinate between the company commanders. Kaelrun will be co-located with his company.

Severn, Cerreta, Kar’ess, Aloïse, Carla, Audrey, Dutch’s team, and Darcie represent my combat units. Since Fliss is more of a navy guy, he wants Kaelrun to command on the ground. Raul represents the shieldmaidens, as the ASCs would be under his operational control to guard the gate back home. Kar’ess and Cerreta advise Raul on shieldmaiden tactics. Monty joins us to bring his experience to the plan, and N’elisa is there to give her engineering experience.

Lieutenant Anstett walks us through the battlefield and provides intelligence updates. “The Legion recon team reported that the elves appeared to be setting up the lab in the ‘Pavillon Frais,’” she says.

“Fresh Pavillion or Cool Salon, depending on which Englishman is butchering the language,” Aloïse translates. “It was a summer palace designed to keep cool. It’s actually on the Trianon Estate rather than Versailles proper. The pavilion is rather small, essentially designed as a summer dining room, supposedly for sampling dairy products. For a self-contained lab, it might not be bad. It’s not a big building, but it has a high ceiling and a sturdy structure.”

I smile at how her English took on a French accent for just a moment before returning to her Arizona patois.

We walk through our battle plan, as we devised it only a couple of days ago, before we let the visiting soldiers poke holes in it.

The first thing they bring up is the option to just destroy the whole place with attack helicopters and artillery. I reply, “That would be easier, but there are relatively innocent slaves and farmers there who don’t deserve to die. Plus, I don’t want to inadvertently let sarin escape into the French countryside due to a breached lab facility.”

“What are you thinking?” the corps operations officer asks.

“Boots and imps on the ground—”

“What the hell are imps?” a young lieutenant interrupts.

“Carla, do you want to do the honors?” I ask.

“Certainly, Will,” my sexy blonde wife purrs. She rolls out a rubber pad that’s about ten feet square. “Audrey, Butch, and I will each have a prefab conjuring circle like this so we can summon the imps where we need them.” She murmurs in a guttural language, and suddenly there’s an imp in the middle of the circle.

“Hiya, Captain,” the little imp says. I’m pretty certain it’s Argos.

“Hello, Hermes,” Carla replies, crushing my confidence that I can tell the little critters apart. “I called Argos.” Ah, I feel better now.

“It’s in a procreation cycle, but should be available in a few hours,” the little critter growls. “Hiya, General.”

Hermes jumps out of the circle and then bounds up to sit on my shoulder. “What’s going on?”

“The soldiers wanted to know what an imp is,” I reply.

“They don’t look very impressive,” one of the captains says with a frown.

“They are the elves' worst nightmare,” I reply.

“We likes to eat them,” Hermes growls and then grins, displaying its sharp pointed teeth.

“Three hundred of these little critters could take care of the elf problem, but we need to guide them pretty strictly to keep them from running off,” I explain. “They get distracted easily.” Hermes nods energetically before playing with my hair, conveniently proving my point.

“They’d eat our elves, the slaves, and the farmers. They’re just as likely to play in the sarin to see what it will do.” I look at Hermes. “If any of you do that, I’ll give you a permanent death.”

“Clear, General!” the critter shouts in my ear, making me wince.

“What are the odds of reinforcement from St. Cyr?” Major Collins, the new ACR commander, asks. “Do we need to set up a screen to keep out interference? If there’s shooting going on, any remaining students at the St. Cyr military school might show up with guns.”

“The legionnaires have the students in hand,” Lieutenant Anstatt replies. “There was a geriatric sergeant and eleven students left. The Legion adopted them all and sent them to Marseilles.” Looking at General Scott, she adds, “Screening the airport might be a good idea.”

“I’d put a cav troop here,” Major Collins says, pointing at the east edge of the airfield. “Maybe another troop facing east to pick up anyone trying to escape.”

“I’d be worried about blue-on-blue fire, Major Collins,” I replied. “We’re planning to enter at the Palais des Congrés. If we end up chasing them west, we’d be coming right at you.”

“How about you come in from the Apollo Fountain?” the corps G3 asks, pointing at the little sign on the sand table.

“You’d have a bigger problem trying to keep the elves from escaping into the city of Versailles,” General Sullivan interjects. “How many of these little elf killers can you get?”

“A thousand or more,” Audrey replies. “The hard part is controlling that many. When we summon them, we keep a mental leash on them. I could maybe hold five hundred for fifteen minutes. Carla’s almost as strong. Butch can probably hold three hundred for that long. We’re going to need to have them on station for over an hour. We’d need a hundred sorcerers for a thousand imps. We have three.”

“Maybe you don’t chase them,” Monty says from next to Lieutenant Anstatt. “What are your objectives?”

I pause for a moment before replying. “Safely destroy the lab and then capture the priests.”

“Kill the priests,” Darcie says clearly.

“Pretty and deadly,” one of the captains says.

“You should have seen what she did to Captain Roberson,” I tell him.

Darcie locks eyes with the smart-ass. “Quick draw, one shot into the bridge of his nose, and weapon reholstered before he started to drop. Want to try me?”

“Back on topic, Darcie,” I chide her gently, and the captain has the good grace to turn his attention back to the sand table.

“You need to insert over there to contain the lab, and you need to insert over here to keep the elves out of the town,” Monty muses. “Set up your passage at St. Cyr like you were originally thinking, and secure it with the groll and your ASCs like in your original plan. Then let the cav screen the west, north, and south perimeters of Versailles Park. It’s what they’re good at.”

The big, retired, command sergeant-major frowns. “Let the critters chase the elves around the grounds. It’s what they’re good at. Have one company of them roam the grounds, and you set your company loose on the grounds after you’ve secured the lab. The third company works with the marines to kill magicians. That keeps the number of critters small enough that your sorcerers can control them. You do your magic stuff for the lab first, then you join the marines.”

“This is a good plan,” Fliss says. “Communication will need to be solid. We’ll bring our array and communicators. We have enough units to put one in your headquarters, Major Collins, plus one for each company on the field.”

“I could put a troop on each side,” Major Collins says. “Since you’ll have a company-plus guarding the gate with your…ASCs?”

“Yes,” I reply and point to the one sitting on display with a squad of shieldmaidens guarding it.

“Right, with the marines, your security team, and the ASCs, Roughrider and Dragon troops could set up as part of that perimeter,” the squadron commander says. “Those are our headquarters and support troops. That leaves Apache, Bandit, and Crazyhorse troops to screen the rest of the perimeter of the property.

“I’m essentially distilling two squadrons into one, so we’ll have a lot of troopers screening a relatively small perimeter, essentially a full-strength squadron, but the density of troopers should keep anyone from getting out.”

“Dragon, huh?” Butch says. “Ya know…a couple of Type 5s wouldn’t get in anyone’s way. And might prove helpful.”

“How are you gonna arrange that on short notice?” Dutch asks.

Butch winks at him. “Leave that to me, big boy.” Dutch flushes from the public endearment.

“If not, I can call some of my relatives for air support,” Aloïse says. Butch grins at her, remembering how effective succubus air support was in Montana.

“Major Collins, we’d probably need to rearm your troopers with lower-powered weapons to prevent blue-on-blue fire,” I point out. “I don’t suppose you have access to MP5s or something similar, do you?”

“I’m afraid not,” the commander says. “Everyone will be carrying an M4. We recently started using .22LR adapters for marksmanship training to save our combat ammo stores, but we only have enough for one troop at a time.”

“If we’re all prone, we should be shooting up,” one of the lieutenants says thoughtfully.

“Bullets drop, LT,” Monty replies immediately. “However, if you wait for them to get close enough, you should be able to use their bodies to slow the rounds down. How are these guys going to deal with the fast fuckers with the collars? Can the shieldmaidens do that razor barrier thing you did in Phoenix, Will?”

“Only a couple, Sergeant-Major,” Raul says. “However, even our shieldmaidens are going to have faster reactions than the humans. They can throw up shields, then the scouts can shoot through them to hit their targets.”

“So, an ASC full of shieldmaidens with each company and dispersed in teams along scout lines. Two ASCs to support the passage. Medevac through the passage back to Fort Hood,” I say.

“Gonna be called Fort Cavazos starting Monday,” the outspoken lieutenant pipes up.

“Who cares, LT? We all know where we’re going,” Monty growls, and the senior officers chuckle.

“Should have brought Sergeant-Major Smith, sir,” the corps operations officer says with a chuckle. “They’d have had fun.”

“Tell Mikey I said hi,” Monty replies.

“Ghost-5 and Flower will be there to help with grievous injuries as well as resurrections if required. They can also start pulling out souls from the elves if they start to overrun you,” I say as a wrap up.

“Okay,” Monty says. “Let's walk through it one more time, then write the big pieces into a quick five-paragraph order and rehearse it one more time. That should give everyone time for at least six hours of sleep before we assemble to deploy.”
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It’s three-o’clock Zulu time—eight in the evening in Texas—when I open the first teleportal. Major Kaelrun follows Lieutenant Urgh and Crusher company through to set up their positions. The shieldmaidens, Butch, and Dutch follow. The former Church sorcerer rolls out her prefab circle and starts summoning imps as Apache troop follows to set the screen with their ASC. The marines rush the gates of the palace as I close that teleportal.

Next, I open the St. Cyr teleportal. My shield immediately starts to take impact, and the quiet pops of suppressed fire are audible. I’m able to sense the attackers, so they’re close, allowing me to pull out their souls.

“I need a jar,” I call over my shoulder, and Flower arrives with a soul cage. I stuff six souls into it, and he secures it.

“Okay, Tusk-6, Shield-6, you’re up,” I murmur into my communicator.

Amadee leads her team through, followed by Raul and the two ASCs. They get the passage set up back to Fort Hood, and then Roughrider and Dragon troops deploy their security next to Raul’s while the support functions set up on the Fort Hood side, out of the path of traffic through the passage. Carla sets up behind Amadee’s line and summons her company of imps. The little critters howl with glee as they race off into the darkness.

I open the teleportals for Bandit and Crazyhorse troops and then take a breath and a sip from my canteen. I look at my team and say, “Here we go.”

I open the teleportal onto the gravel path surrounding the fountain known as le Bosquet de L'Obélisque and Severn leads his squad, followed by the shieldmaidens. Darcie and Dutch watch over Audrey as she sets up her circle and summons Thadeus.

I warn the little critter, “Kill elves. If anyone starts playing in the building with chemicals, I’ll give them a permanent death. Those that do what I ask get peanut butter and elves. Clear?”

The little monster stands tall and renders a British salute. “Aye, aye, Admiral,” the critter growls as ninety-nine more imps join us.

“Come with me, Thadeus,” I murmur, heading for the corner path. “Quietly, now. There are elves to hunt.”

We jog along the path through the hedges that, according to my map, takes us near the junction of Avenue de Trianon and Avenue du Petit Trianon. I can see our target in the distance, a small, tall, square edifice styled in what I’ve come to think of as Louis-style.

Consulting my list of jump points, I open a small teleportal right across Allée des deux Trianons from the lab site.

“Quietly,” I say, and Thadeus nods with a maniacal grin. “Kill all the elves encircling this building.”

“Aye, aye, Admiral,” the little critter growls before growling instructions in its native language. Then, like a wave of chaos, the imps race through the portal. Severn consults his recently acquired pocket watch.

Severn keeps his eyes glued to the watch while listening to the grunts and squeals from dying elves. Suddenly, an eerie howl splits the darkness in front of us.

“One minute, forty-seven seconds,” my Orgish escort growls with an evil laugh. “Cerreta, who won?”

“Kar’ess did,” Cerreta replies, “although only by 2.5 seconds. You almost got it, Severn.”

“They lasted much longer than I thought,” Audrey murmured.

“And your wish, Kar’ess?” I ask as I pull out my protective mask and gloves.

“A party for the shieldmaidens, Lord. In Peeples Valley,” she says before pulling the protective mask over her face.

“What did you want, Severn?” I ask after sealing my mask.

“Clydesdale horse.” His growl wasn’t clear through the mask, but the communicator picked it up just fine.

“To eat?” I tease.

“No!” the big man gasps in horror. “To ride. I got a saddle custom made to fit me by an older woman in Tombstone. I’ve got a hat, a tooled blaster belt, and boots.”

“You wanna be a cowboy?” Darcie teases him.

“What did that cost you?” I ask as I tuck the cuffs of my gloves into the tight sleeves of my space marine uniform.

“I had to put a new roof on her house,” he says like it was nothing. Then he sighs, “Damned if it wasn’t one of the biggest houses in town.”

I laugh quietly. “Alright people, this is where it gets real. Roll call.”

“Audrey.”

“Cerr.”

“Darcie.”

“Karr.”

“Severn.”

All is quiet as the squad leaders conduct the same drill with their teams.

Silently, I wave us forward with a little motion of my wrist. Severn’s and Cerreta’s squads form a wedge formation, and Kar’ess’ squad covers our six and flanks. Darcie and Audrey are in the middle, by me.

As we hurry to the building, I spot the main door standing open and dim lights shining inside. Severn looks inside and waves me forward. The site is not what I expected.

I had envisioned enclosures of plastic sheeting taped together. Instead, about half the room is enclosed in heavy glass, with a proper two-stage air lock. Inside are a lab table, a couple of vats, a laptop, and a small selection of chemistry lab equipment. Even more surprising are the three glass cages, each with a human woman inside. All three are naked, and all three seem to be responsive. When the closest one, a chunky dirty-blonde with acne, sees us, she starts banging on the glass and screaming in French.

“Roughrider-57, this is Ghost-6. I need a French translator, over.”

“Roger, Ghost-6. Stand by. Over.”

“Standing by, out,” I reply as I inspect the glass cubicles.

Switching to my internal channel, “Karr, test this room in three locations. The airlock, the entry, and near the cages.”

“Yes, Lord,” she replies quietly before pointing at three of her people and indicating where she wanted them to test.

“Ghost-6, this is Wings-5, over,” Aloïse’s voice comes across the communicator.

“This is Ghost-6. I’ve got three hysterical enslaved local girls in boxes, and no one here understands them. Meet me on the Allée des deux Trianons across from the pavilion. We’re checking for contamination now. Over.”

“This is Wings-5. Point your finger at each of them and shout ‘Tais-toi,’” Aloïse says. “They’ll think they’re being treated like children by an adult. That should calm them down a bit.” After a short pause she says, “I’m outside, but not in protective gear. Over.”

I bang each glass cage with a fist, point at the surprised girl inside, and shout, “Tais-toi!” The first cowers. The second, a girl with black painted fingernails and an athletic figure, her hair in short black bob, gasps indignantly. The third one, a pretty, slim girl with a lightly freckled face, slight curves, and curly red hair, waves and laughs before sitting down in the corner. Apparently, my pronunciation needs work.

“This is Ghost-6, that worked, over.”

“This is Wings-5, now tell them ‘dix minutes.’ That means ‘ten minutes.’ It will help keep them calm while you work. Over.”

I hold up ten fingers and shout “Dees minoots” at each of them.

Each nods, and the redhead laughs again before shouting flirtatiously, “Oui, dix minutes. Merci, monsieur.”

“Lord, there’s no liquid except inside the decontamination chamber,” Kar’ess says. “It doesn’t show any agents on the paper tests. Karelle’s electronic tester is showing clear. Still waiting on the M256 results. It’ll take about ten more minutes. But with the lack of vapor pools, I think we’re safe. I’ll unmask first.”

I turn to look at her. “Wait for ten more minutes. You’re important to me. I want to be as certain as I can be before we start unmasking procedures.”

Someone says, “I’m ready to start testing.”

“Son of a bitch,” Darcie growls just before her Z-5P fires three rounds.

I look and see Remy and the monsignor just inside the back door.

Darcie whips her mask off and shouts. “Damn thing throws off your aim! Com’ere and die, you fucking monster!”

I fire off magic darts at Remy, which causes him to focus on me as Severn maneuvers closer. “Severn, don’t let him touch you!” I called out urgently as I run to get a line of sight on them.

Remy leans over to lift the monsignor, who is bleeding from three bullet holes in his right shoulder. The priest reaches into Remy’s jacket and pulls out a small stick.

“Let me go!” the priest shouts.

Remy releases him, and the priest bites the end of the stick and snaps it in half.

Darcie screams in rage as she empties her magazine in the priest’s direction just as he disappears before I can nab his soul.
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Remy shouts, “Monseignor!”

I wrap Remy in coils of magical energy, binding his arms just below the shoulder.

Darcie pulls her pistol and empties the magazine at my ancestor, but his shield remains intact.

“Darcie! Calm down!” I command.

The weirdest thing happens. Darcie freezes, switches magazines, and stands primly, holding her Z-5P. “Sorry, Master,” she whimpers.

“Keep your cool, Sweetie,” I chastise her quietly.

“Yes, Master,” she weeps. “I’m sorry, Master.”

I’m starting to think bringing her might have been a bad idea.

Opening my second sight, I look for bright spots of magical energy. There’s a small bright spot around Remy’s tie tack, his left wrist, and the pin on his left lapel.

I charge my hand with entropy and touch the tie tack, pushing more entropy into the artifact.

“Where’d he go, Great-grandpapa?” I ask conversationally. “It seemed like he wanted to leave you here to face us on your own.”

“He expects me to kill you all and make my way back to base,” Remy replies. “I’ll manage, Great-grandfils.”

With a little pop, the magical glow from the tie tack disappeared. “Was that the shield or the soul cage, Grandpapa?” He’s silent, but I’m pretty certain it was the soul cage.

I charge my hand with entropy again as I tighten the bindings around my prisoner. Next, I touch the glowing lapel pin. It dims but flares again when I remove my finger.

That’s weird.

I pull on it with my will, and pure, magical energy drains out. I can’t sense any intent associated with it at all. “Ah, it’s the battery for the shield. This sounds like Elven magic, but it’s all enshrouded in a white aura.”

“Master T’os told me about those,” Cerreta says. “He said it is one of the ways I could have more power at my disposal.”

“Darcie, can you guard Remy without going into a rage?” I ask as I pull the lapel pin and tie tack off him.

“Yes, Master,” she replies bashfully as I drain the bracelet around his left wrist of magic.

“How are you feeling, Darcie?” I ask as I step back and wrap more coils around Remy.

“I’m fine, Master,” she says, leaning into my chest. “I’m sorry for losing it. I want that fucking priest dead, but I can do it coldly. Going into a rage was uncalled for, Master.”

“Since you volunteered to be our guinea pig to take off your mask first, how do you feel physically?” I clarify as I hug her firmly.

“I feel healthy, Master,” she murmurs into my chest.

“Will, dear heart. Not ‘Master,’” I murmur. She nods into my chest.

“Karr, status?”

“All test kits show clear, Lord,” she replies.

“All clear,” I call. “Cerreta, please have someone escort Aloïse in after your team unmasks.”

Denaira, one of the shieldmaidens, tucks her mask into the carrier bag on her hip and dashes out.

The orgs take turns guarding Remy while removing their masks. I tuck mine in its carrier as Aloïse follows Denaira in. She rushes to wrap her wings around me and gives me a kiss before doing the same with Darcie and Audrey.

“Wings-5, huh?” I ask.

“Madeleine asked if she could be the commander since two of her sisters came with her. She outranks me anyway, so I agreed,” my succubus wife says. “She listens to suggestions well, and her sisters were impressed with her being in charge. This would be a major war on our planets, so being a unit commander is prestigious. So, how do we get these poor girls out?”

Not ready to be distracted from my thoughts yet, I ask, “Wings instead of tails?”

“I’m only tail for you and our wives, Darling,” Aloïse purrs before looking over the captives. “It’s a shame the dragons couldn’t make it. I’ve never met one.”

The first two girls scramble away from Aloïse’s look.

“Regardless, a round dozen royal and imperial succubae can provide good air support. It’s a shame Alafair wouldn’t let Shryl come play,” she adds before turning to the third French girl.

The skinny redhead tilts her head and speaks to Aloïse in her native language. Despite my stage show, I don’t understand French well at all, but I think she mentioned “Brunhilde” in the middle of it. That makes me curious, so I activate my second sight.

The redhead is gushing as I note her green aura.

Aloïse translates for me, “She says she’s from a witch family, but her grandmother died before she could learn any of the craft. She’s rather starstruck knowing that ‘Brunhilde’ is close to us. We may take her back with us to learn from Rebecca.”

“Have they been tested on?” I ask. “From what the monsignor said before he disappeared, I’m thinking they’re safe, but I’d like confirmation before we start opening cages.”

“Yes,” Aloïse confirms. “They’ve been in here for about six hours. No tests yet.”

“Okay, lemme try to open this cage. Try to calm the others down,” I say before kissing my succubus wife.

“I’m feeling lonely, husband,” Audrey pouts teasingly.

I pull her in for a lascivious kiss. “Now let me work, Kitten.”

Audrey smiles brightly before her game face reappears, and she watches my back as I work.

Driving entropy energy into the seam, I drag my finger along the adhesive line on the base and then between two of the large vertical sheets of heavy glass. Severn helps me push the glass open enough for the skinny girl to crawl out. The last of the adhesive gives way as she exists, leaving an open door as she stands.

“Hello, I’m Severn,” the big org says quietly, offering his hand to the skinny girl.

“Cedrine,” she replies with a giggle before drawing her hand back between her minimal breasts. Her tiny pink nipples look like they’re about to pop.

Aloïse takes the girl’s hand, and both of them disappear with a pop.

Moving to the next one, I attack the floor seal on a panel and then work my way to the top, letting the entropy dissolve the binding. Then I direct energy into the top seal.

Severn pushes the glass in and the little brunette slides out as Aloïse pops back next to us. The brunette flinches, but Aloïse says something soothing and holds her hand out. The brunette tentatively lays her hand in Aloïse’s palm, and they both disappear as I step up to the last cage and repeat the same procedure.

The young woman isn’t fat, but she’s definitely thicker than the other two. Heavy muscles from farm work or powerlifting are evident upon closer inspection. With her rough face, I imagine I’m looking at the reincarnation of Joan of Arc.

A pop announces Aloïse’s return as I dissolve the last of the adhesive. Severn pushes the panel in, but the big girl cowers in the corner. Aloïse holds out her hand, but the girl remains where she is and shakes her head. Aloïse responds with an impatient command in French.

“She thinks I’m the devil,” Aloïse says with a sigh.

“You are,” the girl says.

“You made me get a translator out here when I didn’t need to? I swear, I’m gonna give you to the soldiers to play with if you don’t get your ass out of there,” I tell her impatiently.

“Oui, monsieur,” she says meekly as she crawls to the doorway. Aloïse grabs her arm and blinks out.

Extending a rope of magical energy, I wrap it around Remy and use it to stuff him in the middle cage. Darcie walks up with a caulking gun, and I pick her up and set her on my shoulders. She seals the glass panel back into place, and I set her on her feet when she gives me a gentle tap on my arm.

She finishes sealing the cage, and I begin wrapping it in more coils. Afterward, I charge up the battery with magical energy from my well, and connect the coils to it. Cerreta and Kar’ess call their squads up, and we all inspect the construct.

“It looks like it’s working,” Kar’ess says reservedly.

“I wonder if I could power a circle from that,” Audrey muses.

“We’ll have to experiment, Kitten,” I tell her, catching a look of yearning from Darcie.

Audrey wraps an arm around Darcie and calls out, “Let’s go, folks. Get out so the lord can do his work!”

As everyone leaves the building, I hear her call “Thadeus!” I sit on the floor in the entry and cross my legs as I hear an eerie howl split the night, followed by one farther away.

I set a spherical shield all around me, then erect an oblong, domed shield over the lab enclosure, stretching three-quarters of the way to the ceiling. I strengthen it against anything—solid, vapor, or energy—passing through in either direction. My view of the interior dims.

Once I’m satisfied with that, I envision a teleportal just below the surface of the floor. Closing my eyes, I envision the teleportal sealing around the outside of the shield and the path that the contents of the shield will take to the exit point, one thousand miles straight up. It seems like a long distance until I realize that I teleported much further between Texas and France.

Remy asks, “What are you doing, Grandson? I see a glow around you, like a soul.”

“Solving a problem, Grandpapa,” I murmur before taking a couple deep breaths and opening the teleportal.

The floor creaks briefly before everything is sucked down through the hole. I concentrate to hold the shape of the shield for a five count before I close the teleportal and then dismiss both shields.

I sit there and breathe deeply to build my energy back up. I stand and wave at my five-times-great-grandfather. “Stay put, Grandpapa. I’ll be back to chat with you.”

Joining my team across the Allée des deux Trianons, I call in a status to the command center where operations and intel teams monitor our progress.

“Roughrider-57, this is Ghost-6, over.”

“This is Roughrider-57, over.”

“This is Ghost-6. Lab is destroyed. Monsignor escaped with multiple bullet wounds, but we have his pet necromancer tied up, over.”

“Ghost-6, this is Spacer-6. We need some help. Over,”

“Roger, Spacer-6. Where? Over.”

“I’ll have a marine waiting for you at the Marble Court drop point. Over.”

“Roger. On my way. Ghost-6 out.”

Referring to my card of coordinates, I open a teleportal to the Cour de Marbre. Severn’s and Cerreta’s teams lead, followed by Audrey. I snag Darcie’s arm.

“Are you okay, Darcie?” I ask as I look down into her eyes.

Lust momentarily fogs her eyes before she closes them briefly. “Yes, sir. I won’t let you down.”

“I know that, Darcie. I’m concerned about your health and mental well-being,” I tell her as I rest a hand on her waist.

“I put three more rounds in his chest before he disappeared. I saw light through his chest. If he’s not dead yet, he will be.” She cupped my face and stood on her tiptoes to brush her lips across mine. “Let’s go finish this, Master,” she whispers intently before spinning and running through.

We get everyone through and dismiss the teleportal. Audrey and Darcie fist-bump and drop back to my flanks.

A marine runs out and speaks to Severn in Orgish, who looks shocked. “Lord, run with him! I’m right behind you!”

The marine takes off at a sprint, and I dash to catch him as we run up the stairs, Audrey and Darcie hot on my heels. The marine leads us through many rooms filled with antique finery you’d expect in a palace museum until we approached an open door. Major Kaelrun is standing just inside it.

A pop behind me heralds Aloïse’s arrival. “This is the Apollo Room. It was the throne room at one time.”

Stepping up to look past Kaelrun, I see someone new has made it his throne room.

“No one who goes inside can raise a weapon toward him or get closer than three meters,” Major Kaelrun growls angrily.

Opening my second sight, I look into the room. A figure dressed in white sits on a throne, radiating a golden, glowing aura. Six men in black suits and clerical collars are arrayed on either side of the throne, each with a similar glowing, golden aura. Rays of glowing energy reach out from the suits to the figure on the throne. Rays also extend from the figure on the throne to the ten marines in the room.

“Come!” calls Archbishop Fergus MacDougall. “Bow at the feet of God’s annointed!”

“Pull me out if I don’t attack in thirty seconds,” I murmur to Kaelrun before stepping just inside the throne room.

A ray of golden energy touches my head, and I’m immediately struck by a lassitude like I’ve never felt before. The energy seems to be suppressing my will. I feel compelled to adore the figure on the throne despite despising him.

“You don’t look like Pope Francis. Why are you posing as the pope?” I ask from just inside the doorway as the golden ray presses on my psyche.

“He did NOTHING to ease the suffering of the faithful for the coming apocalypse!” Archbishop MacDougall shouted. “God picked ME!”

I try to pull my angelic blade, but moving my arms is very difficult.

Suddenly, I’m flying backward, and Darcie’s arms wrap around me.

“What happened, Master?” Darcie says as she steadies me.

“Fergus is a faith magician,” I tell her.

“What’s that mean?” Darcie and Kaelrun ask in unison.

“We’re taught that they have the ability to strengthen or weaken souls, but after seeing Will work, I think it’s more like they strengthen faith and willpower,” Audrey explains. “I’ve never heard of it being used in battle. Father’s never mentioned it.”

“I can grab his soul from here,” I muse. “He’s just a little inside my max range. Lemme try that. Spacer-6, order your men to lie down.”

Kaelrun growls into his communicator, and the marines slowly sink to the ground as though they’re fighting to control their own actions. I pull my angelic blade and step back into the room. The golden ray touches my skull and rebounds like it’s been burned. Proof against mind magic, indeed, I think, remembering a note in the book from Magnus about angelic blades.

I throw an energy shield between the imposter pope and the three closest marines and focus it to prevent the flow of energy. The shield looks black, but the aura energy is disrupted. They shake their heads and get to their feet. “Get out of the room,” I order them.

“What are you doing?” Archbishop MacDougall asks. “You are interfering with the will of God!”

“Really?” I ask as I adjust the barrier to allow light through it. A plan starts to form as I extend the barrier in front of four new marines. “Did the Most High tell you this was His will, or was it an angel?” I ask, curious about the answer.

“Angels relay His will to me,” he replies indignantly.

“Oh, that’s cool. Which one? I know several,” I tell him as I keep moving the energy shield around. “Do you want to summon one to confirm that you got God’s directions right?” At this point, about half of the marines are out of the room.

“They come to me when God has a message for me! I don’t call them!” he sputters indignantly.

“Oh. I’m sure that the archangel Michael would come if you call him. He’s come every time I’ve called him,” I tell him, “and I’m no one special.”

“Who are you?” he asks, seemingly confused.

“I’m sorry, Archbishop MacDougall, I assumed you recognized me from American newscasts,” I say.

“I am now Pope Pius XIII,” he says adamantly.

“I’m William James. I’m the five-times-great-grandson of Remy St. Jacques.” I finish my introduction and pull on his soul hard.

I feel his soul start toward me and then rebound, causing Archbishop MacDougall to rock in his seat. He looks at me incredulously before a grin appears on his face. “No one told you!” he howls in laughter.

“Told me what?”

“You can’t pull the soul out of a faith magician!” he cackled.

So much for Plan A. Let’s try Plan B.

“I’m willing to test that, but I need to attend my great-grandfather. I don’t have much time to waste on you. Darcie,” I wave her forward, keeping the energy shield in front of her.

“Does he have one of those shields like Remy does?” she murmurs as she passes me on my left.

“I’m not seeing one. Pure radiating aura,” I reply quietly.

“Hello, Fergus,” Darcie says as she hands me her Z-5P.

“Miss Conroy, how nice to see you,” he says with a charming smile.

“It’s Missus Jerome, Fergus. I married Jack. And then you killed my husband,” she replies coldly.

“No, Darcie. Monsignor Lewis did that, but it was God’s will,” he says in a smug, patronizing tone.

Darcie breathes deeply three times. If I could see her eyes, I’m sure they would be closed. “This is also God’s will, Fergus,” she says.

Darcie's right hand blurs, and three rounds explode from her Sig before she casually holsters it.

“Spacer-6, shoot the other six guys.”

Pulse rifles fire as Fergus slowly slides out of his throne and onto the floor, sporting three holes in his forehead.

I snag his soul and tell him, “Fergus, I have a promise to keep to my friends Jack and Dutch,” I tell him as I push enough soul energy into his specter to make it visible. “For Jack. For Dutch. For Darcie. You don’t get an afterlife.” Then I pull his soul apart into its component energies. “I’m not even going to harvest the remnants.”

A wave of heat washes over us as I sheath the angelic blade. I grab Darcie’s hand and squeeze before catching her collapsing body. I stroke her hair in what I hope is a comforting manner while addressing Kaelrun. “Status report.”

“The soldiers’ barracks are full of corpses. Farmers in the bedrooms of the old castle have been rounded up. There were ten hunter teams in the rooms around this throne room. All are now dead. The shieldmaidens are releasing the slaves and gathering them. Some of their healers are helping. The shieldmaidens killed others, and about one hundred farmers, based on abuse accusations from the slaves. Butch is opening her passage to Fort Hood so Leonore’s people can come help.”

“Okay, I’ve got a couple more tasks. Make sure the ops center knows your status. Good job, sir,” I tell him. He grins as I turn and walk away with my petite burden in my arms.

Kaelrun has commanded a lot more missions and for more years than I have, but apparently my praise is important to him. Maybe he just finds it funny.

Darcie’s silken hair tickles my chin as I walk back to the stairwell, where my escort is waiting for me. “Let’s go, Darcie,” I murmur into her ear. “We’re going to find the monsignor. Can you stand, Honey?”

“Yes, Master,” she replies weakly.

“Darcie, I’m not your master,” I reply as I steady her.

She turns to look up in my eyes before cupping my cheek. “I learn from you every day, Will—on the mat and off. You are definitely my master,” she murmurs earnestly.

It dawns on me that she’s right, and I don’t know what to do with that. Instead, I ask, “Are you okay to continue?”

She nods slowly. “Yes, Master. It’s like a huge weight dropped off my shoulders. I felt a heat wave and then got a little faint. I’m ready now.”

Darcie withdraws her hand to pull the Z-5P sling from my shoulder and drapes it over hers before grabbing Audrey’s hand on her way to the staircase.

I shake my head and put a teleportal in their path. The ladies pause before stepping through, and Audrey flashes me a brilliant smile.

“Learning every day, Master,” Audrey says with an impish grin.

“Careful, Kitten,” I scold her goodnaturedly.

She giggles, and the ladies lead the way through. “Severn, please take point.”

“Yes, Lord,” he replies as he bolts through the teleportal with his squad on his heels.

Aloïse kisses me chastely—chaste enough for her, anyway. “I need to get back to headquarters. Call if you need me, Darling.” She spreads her wings and blinks out of existence with a slight pop.

Cerreta cocks an eyebrow at me, so I bow my head and gesture for her to go before me. She giggles and then leads her squad through.

Kar’ess says quietly, “You first, Lord. I will always have your back.”

One of the other shieldmaidens in her squad—Timmian, I think—teases her. “You just like watching those big powerful buttocks flexing.”

Kar’ess blushes fiercely and gestures for me to precede her through the teleportal.

I step through and stand between Audrey and Darcie while I wait for Kar’ess’ team to clear the opening.

“Lord!” Severn calls. “Hurry!”

Dashing across the Allée des deux Trianons and through the doorway of the pavilion, I pull up short to find Remy St. Jacques pinned beneath one of the glass panels. It looks like he used entropy to dissolve the adhesive partway up each side of the glass plate and then the base before trying to push his way under. The coils of energy squeezing the glass cage would have kept pushing the heavy glass plate back into position. Eventually, Remy must have gotten stuck.

His soul is just rising from his body. A shroud of black entropy energy rises around him, and my team gasps as his ghost becomes visible as a black shadow.

“Why entropy, Grandpapa?” I ask. “Why not growth energy? If you can still manipulate energy, you should be able to build a body.”

“Doesn’t work like that, Grandfils,” the specter says. “Only by devouring enough souls can one gain a physical form. Wrapped in entropy, I can kill anyone and then devour their soul.”

“Or a necromancer who is an ally can feed you the life energy you need,” I reply. “For that matter, I can raise your body and push you back into it.”

“I would rather die than rely on another necromancer,” my ancestor’s ghost spits nastily. “I’ll suck all your souls out and make my way to Valentia Island to devour that troublesome priest’s soul.”

“Is that in Spain?” I ask.

“Ireland, you ignorant weakling,” he replies disdainfully. “Snapping the stick takes you to a room in the rectory.”

“They only take you there?” I ask as my communicator vibrates.

I pull it out as Remy ponders that. “There’s a box of them there, but I don’t know which colors correspond to which locations.”

A text is waiting on my phone. “Chicago alert,” I murmur.

Looking at the angry specter, I say, “Well, Grandpapa, it’s been interesting talking to you. Goodbye.”

I start draining the entropy from around his soul.

“Wha-what are you doing?” the ghost’s voice is barely audible as I hold him tight with my will.

“You’ve hurt and scared numerous people throughout your long life. According to many, you’re a selfish bastard. I know you healed Jack when he began as a hunter, but I suspect it was only because the Church made you do it. Even the stories told in our family portray you as a son of a bitch. I’ve never heard of a single time that you displayed kindness to anyone.”

Pulling the last of the entropy into my well, I continue, “Fergus and his six priests are dead. The monsignor is about to be, if he isn’t already. The only one left to control you is me, and quite honestly, I have other things to spend my time on.”

“Don’t use the sword on me, Grandfils. Not that,” he gibbers.

“Not to worry, Grandpapa,” I reply. “I’ve got a pretty good idea of what it does to the souls it ingests, and that would, in effect, give you a chance at rebirth again. I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

Sticking my fingers forward to focus my will, I slowly begin pulling his soul into its component parts.

“Wha-wha-AAAAAAAA!” his soul screams in pain.

“Goodbye, Grandpapa,” I whisper.

“Hmmm, the heat feels good,” Audrey says.

“Strange. That may have contributed to me fainting inside, but it feels good here,” Darcie replies. “Where now, Master?”

“The security desk texted me. I’m pretty certain the monsignor is in Chicago.”
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“Roughrider-57, this is Ghost-6. I need to jump to Chicago. Out,” I report.

“Roger, Ghost-6. Roughrider-57 out.”

“Audrey, you need to stay here to control Thadeus’ company,” I tell her.

“He’s having too much fun right now, but he’ll run out of prey before long. Hurry back, Lord Husband,” she tells me. We kiss wetly, and I squeeze her taut, round ass.

“I’ll be back soon, Kitten,” I say. “Severn, Cerreta, you guard Audrey. She’s precious to me. Kar’ess, you’re with me.”

I open a teleportal, and Darcie gasps. “That’s at the top of the stairs down the hall from the archbishop’s office.”

“I documented it during one of my visits to Joseph,” I reply as I cast a shield. “Karr, cover our six.”

“Yes, Lord,” she replies, and a chorus of giggles flares up.

I turn and look at them. “If you can’t behave and respect your squad leader, this will be your last mission.”

“Sorry, Lord,” the Elven women reply seriously.

Darcie holds her Z-5P ready and leads the way using the quick, silent tread we’ve taught our shieldmaidens. Once the elves are through the portal, I close it and hurry after her, stretching my stride.

Darcie bursts into the reception area. “Where, Joseph?”

I clamp a hand on the base of her neck to hold her in place in case she tries something rash.

Joseph points to the archbishop’s office. I hear several voices murmuring.

“I’m going to keep a shield in front of you. Don’t break contact from my hand,” I tell Darcie quietly.

“Yes, Master,” Darcie murmurs.

“Kar’ess, secure the door.”

“Yes, Lord. Timmian, Kahlahn. Shield. Everyone else, stay loose,” the squad leader orders with iron in her voice.

Moving my hand to squeeze Darcie’s shoulder, I make sure the shield is in place and murmur, “Go,” giving Darcie a very gentle push.

We move forward with quiet, deliberate steps. Stopping next to the conference room door, I make a motion with my left hand. Kar’ess steps up next to me and puts a shield in the doorway as Darcie and I step into the archbishop’s office.

There are three priests holding the monsignor's hands and head while a fourth tends his wounds.

The monsignor’s eyes are closed and his shirt is torn open. I kind of expected him to have one of the elven collars, but no, just the priest collar. However, I’m amazed at how firm his flesh looks under his shirt—more like Bruce Lee in his prime instead of the flesh of a 93-year old man.

I open my second sight and see no demon auras, but all four of the priests surrounding the monsignor have a golden aura.

“Hello, David, you miserable fuck,” Darcie growls.

The closest priest launches toward us, but bounces off the shield. Another pulls a pistol and fires at Darcie and me.

“Okay, let’s see if Fergus knew what he was talking about,” I growl as I pull the first priest’s soul out of him. “Hmm. Either Fergus was an idiot or lying through his teeth.”

I attack the one with the largest aura, and it resists harder, but still is not significantly more difficult than a collared elf.

Darcie snaps a kick into the face of the medic working on the monsignor before growling down at the wounded cambion. “Well, David. You engineered an alien invasion, created viruses to kill off humanity, and took Jack away from me. You need to suffer, you evil piece of shit,” she says as she steps on the blood-soaked dressing on his chest.

“Fucking whore,” the old priest snarls, eliciting gasps from the other two priests in the room.

I tell them, “Gentlemen, I know you’ve been told a lot of lies, most of which you don’t know about yet. Sit in the corner and behave, and I’ll let you live. As you may have noticed, necromancers can pull the soul from a faith magician. Don’t make me do it.”

“Yessir,” the one sprawled on the floor says. The one holding his face crawls away from us.

I kneel down and pull three sticks, each in a different color, from one of the monsignor’s jacket pockets. I search him thoroughly but don’t find any more.

“Help me,” the wounded priest growls.

Assessing him with my second sight, I pull off the dressings and watch the growing entropy around the three holes in his chest.

“How the hell are you still alive?” I ask in wonder.

“I’m an elf of House Valeran. We’re hard to kill,” he growls weakly.

“Nah…not so much. Even the collars aren’t insurmountable,” I reply.

“Fucking bitch can’t shoot,” he wheezes.

“I thought I hit the aorta on one of your cousins or brothers one time, but Jack told me that you are built just a little differently inside,” I murmur quietly. “That would have killed a human, Darcie.”

“He’s just too evil to die,” she says as she grinds her boot heel into the tight group of bullet wounds in his chest.

“Nope. Just harder to kill than your average bear,” I reply. “He’s dying regardless, just slower than what I expected from the wounds.”

“One bullet in the forehead should fix that,” Darcie growls.

“Do you want me to resurrect him, so you can do it again?”

“No, I just want to be done and start healing,” she says, sounding tired. She hands me her Z-5P and pulls a long, narrow knife. Darcie grabs the old man by the shoulder and rolls him face down. Kneeling on his back, she places the tip of the blade into the well behind his ear. Then she pushes her weight onto it.

Four inches of steel penetrate the brain that architected the Elven invasion. The monsignor jerks momentarily and falls still.

“Excellently done, Darcie,” I tell her as I grab his rising soul and power it enough that Darcie can see it.

She pulls her knife out, wipes it on his vestments, sheathes it, and rolls the corpse onto his back. “Thanks, Master. Now, David,” she says as she unbuckles her belt and starts shimmying to bare her bottom. “Before you get to what comes next, I want to show you all the respect I have for you.”

Darcie squats over his face and pees on his dead body. She stands and covers her pert bottom again. “David, the only reason I didn’t shit on your corpse is that I purged before we went to battle. Fuck you, and rot in Hell.”

She spins to face me, but turns back around to face the angry ghost. “On second thought, you don’t even get to do that.”

Darcie steps across the puddle she left on the floor to stand next me. “Goodbye, Monsignor,” I murmur before I tear his soul into its component energies. The wash of heat radiates from where his soul was standing.

The souls of the two priests are standing around, watching the proceedings.

I consider resurrecting them and shoving their souls back into their bodies, but I’m reticent since they attacked us. I shrug and pull all the energy from their souls, leaving the kernels of their soul seeds on the floor.

“Let’s go, Darcie.” I usher her out to Father Joseph’s desk. I tell the zombie, “Burn the monsignor’s corpse, get rid of the other two corpses, clean up all the residue in the office, and let me know if the other two create any problems.”

After consulting my list of coordinates, my team passes through the teleportal to Fort Hood command center, and I check in with the battle captain.

“Do you need me anywhere sp-mpfh…”

My question is interrupted by an armful of hot, hungry Aloïse. I bury my tongue in her mouth for about a minute before we come up for air.

“Miss me, Darling?”

“Stop smirking at me, William!” Aloïse retorts, smacking my chest. “Flying’s hungry work.”

“Yes, dear,” I tell her before looking at the young captain running the operations center. “Battle Captain, do you need me somewhere specific?”

“No, sir,” he replies in a dry tone. “Just take her with you. She makes my people nervous.”

“The others don’t make you nervous?” Aloïse replies indignantly.

“They don’t come in here every ten minutes demanding a SITREP on their husband, ma’am, er…Your Grace.” The captain seems both genuinely flustered and tired of the interruptions.

“Critter-5, this is Ghost-6. Location? Over,” I murmur into my communicator as I drag Aloïse outside. Carla and Audrey agreed that Butch would be six, Audrey five, and Carla four.

Darcie cuddles inside Aloïse’s wings as I wait for a response, holding the two pretty ladies.

“This is Critter-5. I’ve had a couple of strays to hunt down…critters, not Points,” Audrey finally replies, using the code word assigned to enemy elves. I’ll be outside the main gate in a couple of minutes. I’ve kept Cerreta with me but sent Severn to you. Over.”

“Cedrine!” Severn calls the young French witch we freed as he steps through the passage from France. “Cover the lord,” he growls to his squad before dashing off to talk to the young woman.

“And he’sh gone,” Lutt, one of Severn’s marines, chuckles. He has a hard time with some sounds because of his bigger-than-average tusks, but he’s a great guy. “Iona’ll be upshet.” He’s among the tallest of the org, but he’s relatively slim, lacking the oversized heavy muscles of most.

“Gart will be happy to console her,” Netr rumbles.

Gart just shrugs. Of the three friends, Lutt is probably the one that I’ve talked to the most.

“She doesn’t have a chance in a bridal battle,” I observe.

“He doeshn’t want a battle,” Lutt enunciates carefully. “He shayz he wantsh no woman that wanna beat on him.”

I ponder this as I release the delights in my arms, then refer to my card and teleport to the front gate.

Aloïse says, “I’ll fly another circuit to see if anyone’s out there hiding in the shrubbery.”

I collect another kiss, and then Aloïse blinks away. I spot her gliding over the Trianon estates.

“Let’s go,” I order.

Kar’ess leads her squad through first, much to Severn’s chagrin, as he runs to catch up.

“I already miss the warmth of Aloïse’s wings,” Darcie murmurs just before we step through. “The early morning wind is chilly.”

“It should stop soon now that the sun is up, Sweetie,” I tell her. “Your part of this is over. I can send you home if you like.”

“I’m with you until the end, Will,” Darcie nearly whispers as she steps through the teleportal.

Severn’s team follows me through.

I see Audrey trotting out from the Marble Court, Cerreta’s team running to keep up with her, when Timmian screams, “Shields!”

Magical darts shoot out of nowhere. Most impact our shields, but two hit Audrey. I curse and throw a shield around my wife as I run toward her.

Audrey’s soul rises from her body, but I quickly pull it close to me. Then, I reach out with my craft, looking for souls.

“I don’t sense anyone, Timmian,” I yell. “Where are they?”

Cursing again, I speak into my comms. “Critter-6, Critter-4, this is Ghost-6. Critter 5 is dead. Points are not visible, but they are casting magical attacks. I need the critters to sweep from the south to the north. Over.”

“Ghost-6, Critter-6. I have a group of critters following the scents of elves who ran out of the barracks. We’ll find them. Over.”

“Critter-4 here,” Carla says. “We’re screening from the south to north. Our teams should meet Critter-6. Ghost-6, save my sister. Out.”

Dropping to my knees next to Audrey’s corpse, I pull her body to me as Thadeus’ team surrounds me.

“Thadeus, find them and bring their bodies to me,” I command.

“Aye, Aye, Admiral,” the critter says with a salute. Then he tilts his head back and howls.

Howls from the other side of the palace and south of our position reply. Thadeus growls and his team spreads out, sniffing the ground as they go.

Kissing the forehead of Audrey’s corpse, I murmur, “Wake up, Kitten. Master needs you.” My power blasts from my well, and Audrey’s body gasps. I push her soul back inside her.

“Fu-uck, that hurt,” Audrey groans. She looks up into my eyes and cups my cheek. “Remind me not to die again, Master.”

“I’ll have to punish you for this, Kitten. You’re not permitted to die on me,” I scold her gently.

Audrey smiles. “Yes, Master, please. I deserve a big audience for my debasement.”

“As you wish,” I murmur. I kiss her urgently, and she responds in kind.

Darcie and I help Audrey to her feet, then I put the binding glyph on the back of her skull.

“I guess I really am yours now, Master,” Audrey teases.

“As if there was any doubt, Kitten.” She squeezes me tightly, and I return the gesture.

“Let’s go hunt, Lord Husband,” Audrey says, looking up from my chest.

I nod and announce, “This is Ghost-6. Critter-5 is back. Watch for cloaked points. Movement in grass or bushes, et cetera. Let the critters flush them out. Their magic darts can penetrate body armor. Over.”

“Apache-6, roger out.”

“Bandit-6, roger out.”

“Crazyhorse-6, roger out.”

“Spacer-6, roger out.”

We follow the critters until they jump into the maze of the gardens, and then we start to bypass the hedges. We’re about to reach the King’s Garden when I’m hit by a wave of lust.

“Oh!” Darcie gasps. “Madeleine, what are you doing?”

Mating for life or not, I’m pretty sure the orgs would have rutted with any of our ladies had they given any indication of willingness. Audrey’s and Darcie’s hands are all over me, and even I squeeze the two pretty tushies periodically.

“Try to resist, ladies,” I growl through gritted teeth.

“If you keep squeezing my ass, Master, I’m going to blow you right here,” Audrey whimpers.

“And I’ll eat her pussy while she does it, and then you can fuck me,” Darcie gasps.

“Sorry, ladies,” I mutter. “Hands.”

We clasp hands, and I work to keep our shields up as we pass the King’s Garden, desperately trying to stay focused. Off to our right, on the edge of the Apollo fountain, Madeleine and her two sisters are crooning in Elvish.

“They’re baiting them, Lord,” Kar’ess says softly. “Stop here.”

“Take a knee,” I order and lead by example.

Suddenly, Kar’ess is leaning on my back with her arms wrapped around my neck as she rubs her face on my cheek.

“Focus, Kar’ess,” I murmur. “Now is not the time, My Shield. We can discuss later.”

A soft kiss brushes my cheek before Kar’ess’ soft voice whispers in my ear. “They are overwhelming, Lord. I’m sorry for failing you.”

I reach back and grab her leg and then pick her up, sitting her on my bent knee. “You will never fail me or disappoint me, My Shield,” I murmur. “What are they saying?”

“It’s ridiculous,” Kar’ess replies. “They say, ‘I want a strong Elven man, someone who can make me feel magical,’ ‘I need an Elven man who can fuck for hours.’ I can tell you that last one is bullshit. How do you think we serviced two hundred clients in the first four hours of a shift? If they lasted more than a minute, it was highly unusual. I never had one ever use magic on me to pleasure me, either.”

“That’s too bad, Kar’ess,” I tell her. “You deserve magic.”

“You give me magic, Lord Husband,” Audrey murmurs and squeezes my hand tighter as five royal succubae land next to the imperials and start cooing, reclining with the three succubae who initially set the trap.

Darcie slides under my left arm, and Kar’ess wraps an arm around my neck and leans on my back again as elves start to appear. There are nine of them, three of which appear to be wearing the robes of magicians. The other six have guns, short swords, and speed collars.

“Son of a bitch,” Darcie growls. “They look like the ones that killed that girl.”

“Feliz,” Kar’ess and I say in unison.

“You gonna try wrestling them again, Master?” Audrey teases. “That didn’t work so well last time.”

“I’m sure I would do better this time. Regardless, I just need to get within thirty yards to be in soul-sucking distance. I could probably push to forty or fifty, but not with those collars,” I murmur. “With this sword I might be able to do it from here, but I’m inclined to let the ladies play for a minute.”

The succubae caress the Elven men, kissing and fondling them and working them into a frenzy.

“Severn, be ready to shoot any who get away,” I order.

“Ye-yes, Lord,” the org stutters as the succubae ramp up the waves of lust and double-team the magicians.

Suddenly, the eerie howls of imps ring from inside the hedges. The imps explode out of the hedges and attack the elves. The tails of the succubae whip up and the long spikes at their tail tips puncture the magicians’ skulls. The magicians shake uncontrollably in their death throes, and the Elven soldiers try to run. I manage to throw up a razor thin barrier of energy around us, hoping to catch a couple, but my brain is running slow as I try to fight off the desire to fuck all the women within reach.

Two elves appear on the far side of the barrier. I’m so lethargic that I don’t even think to pull out their souls. Before Severn’s team can raise their weapons, the elves are bowled over by imps. Their screams last for over a minute as the collars try to heal the bites and tears in their flesh. I hadn’t thought there might be a negative side effect of the collars.

“Leinie, let’s go home!” Darcie calls.

Madeleine is easy to tell from her sisters, who all have pale skin with golden hair and near-white wings. Darcie’s pet has wavy black hair and gray wing feathers. She blinks out of existence, and I barely dismiss the bladed shield before she reappears in front of us.

“Do you need me to work out some of the side effects from our elf bait, Mistress?” Madeleine purrs.

“Definitely,” Darcie gasps. “Otherwise, I’m going to throw myself at Will.”

“There are worse fates. You said he was hot and well-hung…”

“Enough, Leinie. Home. Now,” Darcie scolds.

Madeleine grabs Darcie’s hands, and they both blink out of sight. Kar’ess kisses my cheek and slides off my knee, allowing me to stand.

“I need to show you something I found in the gardens, Will,” Audrey purrs in my ear. “We’ll be right back, Severn.”

“Hold on, Kitten. The mission isn’t over yet, regardless of how much I’d like to see what you have to show me,” I tell her, trying to be a responsible leader.

“How, Will?” she asks. “I’m about ready to burst.”

“Compared to succubus venom, this is nothing,” I reply.

“I thought I recognized you.” One of the royal succubae saunters toward me. “You were the one who rescued Archduchess Aloïse.”

“Yes. Were you one of the succubae trying to stop me?” I ask as I hold out a hand.

She shakes it and grins. “I am. I’m also the one that stuck you. How’d you survive that?”

“Fortunately, you only scratched me. Plus, I had eight wives and seven concubines at the time. Two of those ladies were succubae, and many of my wives are athletes,” I reply. “They helped me through it. My ladies are amazing.”

“It still took nearly six hours to fuck it out of his system,” Audrey says. “If you could cut the potency in half, we’d have to invite you to parties. God! I’m so horny!”

“Me, too!” the Elven ladies moan in empathy.

“By the way, I’m Anik,” my former tormenter says. “Give me your hands, and I can drain some of that off you.”

Anik’s eyes flash red as she touches Kar’ess’ and Audrey’s hands. “Touching isn’t required, but if I don’t, I’ll end up feeding off your love for your family and friends,” she tells me. “Besides, a little comforting touch is always nice. You’re definitely helping the hunger I got from pushing those waves out.”

“I bet the soldiers could use some relief,” I tell her as she moves on to Cerreta’s squad.

Anik shrugs. “I imagine all twelve of us would be willing to service them…well, ten, if we take Madeleine and Aloïse out of the equation.”

“We can probably summon some more,” I reply. “Hey, Audrey. Did you lose control of your critters?”

“Yes, I need to round them up,” she replies.

“Roughrider-57, this is Ghost-6. Status? Over.”

“Ghost-6, this is Roughrider-57. Apache, Bandit, and Crazyhorse are all reporting quiet along their screens. Dragon, Roughrider, Tusk, and Security report no contact. Wings is still patrolling, but they’re not finding anything. Critter reports the grounds are clear, but we have a rogue critter unit out there. Spacer is organizing captives and dragging bodies out of the palace. Over.”

“This is Ghost-6. Critter-5 is collecting the rogues. Also, Wings can help reduce any side effects from their elf bait. Over.”

“Uh, what kind of relief?”

“Apache-5, this is Apache-6. Mind your radio discipline. Out.”

I chuckle before getting back on the wire. “This is Ghost-6. More details on the relief program after end of mission. Out.”
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It took most of the day to wrap everything up.

I resurrected the shooters who had attacked when we arrived, and then Aloïse interviewed them. She was dressed in a space marine body suit in her human form, but she was still very distracting. The original shooters were all French Foreign Legion soldiers. They had been tasered by guys in suits and body armor before being taken to stand before someone claiming to be the pope. They didn’t remember anything else until I resurrected them. We walked them past the hunter team corpses, and they pointed out the ones who captured them.

I decided that I needed to talk to Alanna about faith magicians’ capabilities.

Our assumption about the captured Elven farmers’ and sex slaves’ language skills proved accurate; rudimentary French was the only earth language they spoke. However, between the shieldmaidens, healers, and the space marines, we were able to interview them all and reassure them that we weren’t there to kill them. They had cultivated as much of the gardens for food as they could and had already harvested and preserved enough to hold them through the winter. Plus, there was a little surplus they were willing to sell or trade.

In total, 450 farmers, 200 sex slaves, and 39 healers survived. As the interviews continued, I learned that most of them were from Reims and Strasbourg. They’d been given shots of the Sigma vaccine by priests as Theta began to wreak havoc on the elves. The variants were close enough that about half of the vaccinated elves survived, but there were limited doses. The priests only gave the potions to the farmers and enough pleasure slaves to support the farmers and 2,000 soldiers.

The priests had told the elves that they were only interested in soldiers and magicians who could survive the virus, so there weren’t many left. All the Theta survivors had been ordered to march to Versailles to serve the Elven King, Zer’nak. It took me a bit to process that the monsignor was Zer’nak. Apparently, Fergus’ usefulness had been waning.

The healers had managed to secret a young female magician’s apprentice among their number, much as Chiarra had hidden with them. Kar’ess was ready to kill her, but I let the girl plead her case like Mica had. I summoned T'os, Chiarra, and Mica to interview her. The girl’s name was Kamill, she was only twenty years old, and she had been sold to the head magician in France a few days before they invaded.

T’os asked her about her studies and had Chiarra test her. She demonstrated a very strong talent, but had primarily been used as a sex toy by her master. She hadn’t learned much of anything yet. Considering that elves weren’t considered adults until they were 30, the master magician was definitely in the “baby raper” bucket as far as Elven culture was concerned. I wasn’t sorry he was dead.

T’os told me that it was a common practice, and that there were probably other underage apprentices among the dead. I frowned and felt sad that we hadn’t saved more of the Elven youths. I hadn’t known to look. When I thought about it, I couldn’t think of how I could have done anything about it even if I had known.

After conferring, my magicians’ triumvirate proposed that we take Kamill back to Arizona with us so she could have a proper education in both magic and how she would be expected to behave in our new, emerging culture. I sent her off with them.

The Foreign Legion lieutenant, who was the leader of the recon group, offered to help the elves find homes and markets for their produce and coordinate with any surviving local farmers to search for bigger fields for elves to work in the spring. I agreed, but I also said I’d be coming back to check on them periodically. I got the feeling that he was offering out of a combination of guilt, a desire to ensure food sources for his unit, and a desire to fuck little Elven girls.

The shieldmaidens returned through a teleportal to Peeples Valley, taking the ASCs and the Elven sex slaves to reduce the risk of Elven women getting raped. Cerreta explained to me that they were going to have the former slaves go through a four-week rebuilding program that included refresher military training, magical assessment, language training, introduction to human culture, and time with Warren to help work through any issues. Those who needed more assistance from the vampire and those who showed magical aptitude would either stay longer or come back for more treatment or training as required.

Madeleine’s sisters, Colette and Lucie, worked with Aloïse, Butch, Carla, and Audrey to summon more succubae from all seven of the planets belonging to their race. As a result, the soldiers returned to Fort Hood to discover willing, horny succubae waiting in their barracks. Their first sergeant wasn’t very happy about how long it took to get weapons cleaned and turned in, but he had a wide smile on his face by evening when the weapons were all turned in, the soldiers were released, and he sat down at his desk to find an eighteen-year-old succubus under it.

Aloïse told me about it as we helped get everyone situated—that the young succubus had recently completed her training for her curse. We discovered later that the first sergeant was a widower, and the young succubus ended up staying with him for over a month.

I zombified any viable bodies from the hunter teams and had them help bury bodies. After burying the bodies and settling the farmers, I looked down at the last two remaining bodies—Remy St. Jacques and Fergus MacDougall. All the soldiers and elves had returned home except my personal escort, and the passage was down, packaged, and resting on Gart’s shoulder.

As with David Lewis, I didn’t want there to be anything of those last two bodies that could be used to resurrect them, so I wrapped the two of them into a ball of soul energy and compressed it tighter and tighter until I could feel heat radiating from it.

The ball exploded and there was no ash or residue left.

With a heavy sigh, I turned, opened the teleportal to Fort Hood, and we departed France.
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THERE BE DRAGONS


Iwake up to discover I’ve died and gone to heaven.

Tanu and Rachel are tucked under my arms, their pretty faces resting on my chest. Rebecca’s wrapped around my shoulders like a cape, pretty much where she fell off my face before I passed out last night. I swear she can sleep in any contorted position you can imagine.

Tori is tucked in behind Rachel, Sonya is spooning Serena with her face next to Rebecca’s, looking like they fell asleep immediately after kissing. Serena is in turn spooning Tanu. Aloïse is impaled on my morning wood, her open wings covering us all like a blanket. Someone is licking my balls, and I’m guessing Aloïse’s taint is getting the same treatment, as she’s moaning quietly.

Yelena and Christina wave from the doorway as they leave to get ready for breakfast service in the cafe. Chelena is reclined in the chair to the left of the door with her legs splayed and her fingers entwined in Morena’s silky green locks as the latter licks her elfhood.

Taboo indeed, I think to myself.

Josie and Susan are still on the fainting couch they dragged in last night, legs entwined and bodies draped in a throw that Rebecca crocheted, wrapped in each other’s arms.

Based on technique, I’m guessing it’s Lara sucking one of my balls.

“I need to get up, Aloïse,” I murmur.

“No, Darling,” she barely whispers in reply. “It’s Sunday. Remember, Ryuu takes Sunday off to spend time with Michele on her day off.”

I keep forgetting that!

“Yelena and Christina get the afternoon and evening off, so I’m planning a family event of our own,” she says more clearly as she sits up and pulls me up with her.

Looking over her shoulder, she says, “Hold onto me Lara.”

Slender, pale arms wrap around Aloïse’s narrow waist as she opens her wings and snaps them forward. We blink out of our bedroom and into the playroom in the sub basement of the Mount Vernon house.

“Get your feet under you, William,” Aloïse purrs as her wings flap to keep us in the air. Lara drops to the ground behind her and rights herself as we prepare to land.

“Ready,” I murmur into Aloïse’s neck and suckling her flesh.

“William, that feels so good, Darling! Fuck me like you own me, my lord husband,” she moans as my feet take our combined weight and my hands wrap around her firm ass.

“I do own you, Your Grace,” I murmur in reply, looking into her golden, slitted eyes.

“Yes you do, William,” she says seriously.

I thrust my hips forward, driving Aloïse’s hips against the concrete wall of the playroom. She throws back her head and moans before looking in my eyes again while wrapping her long legs around my waist, locking her ankles. Her clawed heels dig into my ass as I fuck her mercilessly. The ridged muscles in her channel start to spasm and squeeze my cock as she launches into her first orgasm. I tickle the little erogenous zone where her tail emerges from her torso, and Aloïse explodes around me, biting my shoulder to choke off her scream.

I feel hands pressing against the inside of my thighs, so I step into a slightly more open stance before resuming my powerful thrusts into Aloïse’s hungry pussy. My balls are beginning to tighten as Lara grips my buttocks and starts licking my balls and taint.

I whisper to Aloïse, “I need something from you, Your Grace.”

“Anything, my lord husband,” she moans as her clawed fingers dig into the flesh of my back.

“I need to father your child,” I whisper.

“Our child, William,” she whimpers.

“Give me our child, Beloved,” I whisper urgently.

“Nineteen months,” she says between gritted teeth before screaming another release.

Lara’s tongue licks my sphincter, and I blow my load deep inside my royal succubus wife.

I lean forward, massaging Aloïse’s firm buttocks while resting my forehead between her horns. Lara wraps her arms around my waist and hugs me tightly from behind.

After I catch my breath, I kiss Aloïse again before asking, “What’s so special about nineteen months from now?”

Aloïse’s tail wraps around both Lara and me. “Silly man, a succubus baby requires twenty-four months of incubation in the womb before it’s ready to emerge.”

Understanding slowly dawns. “You’re already five months pregnant?”

Aloïse nods happily. “Next month, I’ll have two weeks of very severe morning sickness. Shryl’s helping Alafair through hers right now. That’s why she couldn’t join us in Versailles. I should start to show around month eight, but it’s a much slower progression until about month twenty-two, at which point I’ll look like any human mother who’s two months from delivery.”

“So you’ll be staying in succubus form until our baby arrives?”

“No, William, my darling. There’s no need. I’ll switch to succubus form when the first contractions start because it will make the birth easier,” she explains patiently. “Until that point, I can switch back and forth at will without risking our baby. We can even have rough sex right up until the end. Although, I’ll probably only do that in this form starting the last two months. This body is better adapted to it, especially when pregnant.”

“I can’t wait to see you holding our child,” I tell her.

Lara whimpers and burrows her face into my back, licking the wounds from Aloïse’s claws. I wink at Aloïse and say, “I’m looking forward to seeing Lara hold our baby, too.”

“Eleven months, Lord Husband,” my petite Elven wife moans.

“I thought so,” I chuckled. “You’ve been even more affectionate than usual the last couple of months.”

“Pregnancy hormones,” Lara gasps. “Husband, may I lick your seed from Mrs. James?”

“Only if I can fuck your pretty elf self while you do it,” I reply.

After another quick brush of my lips across Aloïse’s, I set her on the floor. She takes Lara’s hand and leads her to the stacked cushions we keep for family meetings. I throw a couple of cushions down, and Aloïse reclines on them as I kiss Lara.

My Elven wife, the woman who was a lady in waiting, who was a slave, who lost her soul, and who died to protect my family, is going to have my baby, too!

It’s a very good day! I think to myself as Lara’s head descends to lick Aloïse’s dripping pussy.

“Oh, Mistress! You taste so good, and the lord our husband tastes delicious dripping out of you,” Lara moans.

My cock wedges itself into Lara’s tight pussy.

Yes, a very good day.
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The door opens just after I finish rapping on it.

Alanna stands in the doorway wearing black short shorts and a violet camisole with no apparent support underneath, biting her lip. “Hello, William. How may I help you?”

“I’d like to chat about faith magic,” I tell her gently. “Do you have a few minutes to talk with me?”

“Okay,” she says tentatively. “Please, come in.”

I step inside, and she closes and locks the door before leading me through the small living room. As I follow the mesmerizing sway of her hips, I notice the ivy tattoos on her forearms are matched by a set on her calves, running down to her bare feet to end before her toes.

“Would you like coffee or tea?” she says as she turns and waves me towards a small corner dinette booth. “I’ll put the kettle on.”

“Coffee would be great,” I answer with a smile as I brush past her, just barely keeping my hand from caressing her hip.

What’s wrong with you, William? You already have eleven wives, nine concubines, and a foster daughter in your bed, I chastise myself as I sit along the back wall.

“How are you settling in?” I ask.

“Okay,” she replies noncommittally. “I’ve got the house put together pretty well how I want it. Thank you for that, by the way.”

“My pleasure,” I say. “You didn’t seem enthusiastic about moving in with my kids at Mount Vernon, the elves at Carla’s, or Darcie’s house. This one came on the market at the right time, so it was an easy solution. I’m not sure what to do with the rental house at the back of the property, but this location is pretty handy.” The house is on the northeast corner of Cortez and Leroux.

“I think there are squatters in the downstairs unit,” she says as she measures coffee into the filters. “I haven't seen them, but I see lights on down there periodically.”

“Maybe I’ll just go collect rent from them,” I say with a shrug. “I don’t want to kick them out on the street if they need a home. Even if they’re having financial problems, I’m sure we could work something out.”

“Yeah, well…” Alanna begins, “...the problem is that now I don’t know what to do with myself. I don’t have enough money for a tattoo startup, and I’m not sure I want to do that full-time, anyway. I don’t really want to join the clergy, either. Those are really all my skills, though.”

“You seem like a caring person,” I tell her. “Darcie thinks highly of you.”

Alanna barks out a morbid laugh. “I don’t know her all too well. When I first met her, she threatened to kill me.”

“I think she wanted you in her house, ” I said. “But even with April and Maddy living next door, it’s tight.”

“Yeah, and they’re always arguing now,” she sighs as she sets the filters on top of a pair of Prescott coffee mugs. “I went over for dinner last night, and it was tense. I think Madison’s going to leave and stay with someone named Connie. Chelsea met a guy she likes. Chantelle’s hurt because Darcie’s so withdrawn, and Candice probably would be too if she weren’t so busy at the café. And then April and Darcie argue and pine over you ceaselessly. Darcie is pretty much just sleeping with Madeleine and your foster daughter.”

“Clarice? I didn’t know that. She was working yesterday evening at the hotel,” I reply.

“I don’t think it’s an every night thing, but Chantelle was upset about it,” Alanna sighs.

“Clarice would probably sleep with Chantelle too if she thought she was interested,” I observe wryly. “She’s a young succubus cambion with all the urges of her mother’s race.”

Alanna removes the two filters from the cup tops and sets them in the sink before joining me at the table. Handing me a cup, she slides onto the bench along the wall. “So, faith magic. What do you want to know?”

“I understand that theocromancy is about the strengthening and weakening of souls. How does that work?”

“Well,” Alana muses, sipping her coffee, “if I want to encourage you or give you hope, I can do it with words, but by using my craft, it becomes much more potent. In this way, I can help people get over depression and heal from illness and injury.

“The old evangelical revivals were famous for having a priest—a priest of theocromancy, not of the Catholic Church—use their magic to make the ill believe they had been healed. ‘Thou art healed’ is both a command of encouragement and a spell to make the soul believe it and strive to make it happen. It’s pretty effective.”

“I had heard there were priests of your craft dying from trying to heal people during the pandemic,” I murmur.

“Yes,” she replies with a nod. “Mort and I each got close a couple of times, but Sera stopped us from crossing that line. It was almost as if she liked me.”

“She does,” I counter. “She spoke highly of you when we saved her at Mort’s house. I think she has a jealousy issue, but she said you were sweet.”

Alanna looks surprised.

“When we were in battle, there were six priests all backing up Archbishop Fergus MacDougall. They all had the same golden aura you have, but thick streams of it ran from each of them to him. Also, Fergus had thick streams of his aura running from him to each of my soldiers. He caught me, too, when I walked in to investigate; a stream whipped out and it felt like it was poking into my head. I had an incredible lethargy sweep over me. He also turned some French Foreign Legion soldiers to do his bidding.”

“I’ve heard of that, but I didn’t train to do that,” Alanna says. “The French soldiers had essentially the same spell that we use for healing, but theirs was more focused on protecting…Fergus?”

“Right. He considered himself God’s annointed, and actually called himself Pope Pius XIII,” I explain.

“That might actually have increased his power. It’s like the encouragement spell, but it can escalate if you throw it on yourself,” she says. “Those soldiers he turned may not have even remembered it.”

I nod. “Yeah, they couldn’t remember anything from the time they were brought before him until I resurrected them.”

“That was nice of you,” she murmurs into her cup.

“They’d been scouting for weeks. I suspected something had to have happened to them. I was able to capture their souls when we killed them, and then put them back when I resurrected them,” I explain. “How about the lethargy?”

“Well, there are a couple of ways to do what you’re describing. The quickest would be similar to a curse, just not as strong. Zap your will to do something, or even anything. It could have also been a command like the healing but focused on not harming or protecting Fergus,” she explains.

“Okay,” I say. “That helps me understand what was happening. I might be able to look it up in Magnus’ books, but I’m not sure where to look.”

“Is it true that he’s Hadad the Aramean from the Old Testament?” she asks with more enthusiasm than I’ve seen from her yet.

“I don’t know. Maybe? I first met him as Chief Sergeant Hadad when we were both fighting in the desert. He’s supposed to be ancient, but I don’t know how old. The angels called him an immortal like Apollo, Baal, and Wodan.”

“An equivalent of the old gods,” she murmurs thoughtfully as I finish my coffee. “That kinda makes sense.”

I slide off the bench and stand, and Alanna leaves her half-finished coffee on the tabletop. “Thanks for the visit, Will. I’ve been bored the last few days, so it was nice to have company.” Her head is hanging, like she’s talking to the floor.

“Well, Alanna, your mission, should you choose to accept it…” I tease.

She looks up suddenly and flashes a gorgeous smile. “Are you the local representative of the Impossible Mission Force? Do I look like Ethan Hunt?”

“Oh! A true fan. And no, no one would mistake you for any version of Ethan Hunt,” I tell her. “We have nearly unlimited volunteer opportunities at the food bank, home visits for the sick and infirm, school aides, hospital aides, and helping new arrivals getting settled. Come by tomorrow, and we’ll get you into something. It’ll allow you to meet people in the community who aren’t part of the cooperative.”

“That would be nice,” she says, returning her eyes to the floor mode as I slip past.

Stopping in the doorway, I turn and tell her, “Just now, when we were talking about Mission Impossible, you had a beautiful smile on your face, Alanna. Find something that will put that back on your face and keep it there.”

She looks at me with huge, moist eyes before launching at me.

“Get out!” she yells as she pushes me backward. I just get my feet under me when both hands thrust into my chest again. “Go!” And again. “Just go!”

My back thuds against the door and the large window that’s part of it shatters as I stumble back again.

Alanna makes a motion as if to slap me. Instead, her arms fly around my neck and her lips attack my mouth.

We slide to the floor and kiss passionately, my hands rising to cup her sexy bum in the tight shorts.

Finally, we break for a breath. “Mixed messages much, Sweetheart?”

She gasps on my lap, her full breasts pressed into my chest. “Shut up and make love to me, Will.”

“I can’t, Honey,” I reply with a squeeze of her delectable tushy. “I have eleven wives and nine concubines. I can only make love to them. I’m pretty certain that Aloïse is planning to expand that number soon, but I don’t know for certain.”

“How?” she asks, looking a little lost but still pressing herself against me.

I try to keep my hands off her ass by caressing her back.

“I love and treasure them all, Alanna. I attract them as part of who or what I am, and as I open my arms to them they become more than the friends they started as. I would be severely diminished if I lost a single one,” I murmur as I look into her glistening blue eyes.

“I like you, and it hurt that you were angry with me. If I keep kissing you, I will want to take you to bed. If I do that, I won’t want to let you go.”

“Necromancers don’t keep all their lovers,” she replies. “I don’t want to be discarded.”

“I’ve never discarded anyone,” I tell her sincerely. “I’m going to let Clarice go at the end of the year so she can go to college and experience all that it has to offer. Lleandra is dating and enjoying herself, but I’m not going to push her away. She’s young and needs to do the same as Clarice, especially since she’s half Elven.”

“I don’t really have any bi tendencies,” she murmurs.

“Not necessary,” I assure her. “Neither Yelena nor Christina do either, but they enjoy climbing into a naked cuddle puddle with their sisters and making love to me.”

I kiss her warmly, just teasing her tongue again with my own. “Find what makes you happy and pursue it with all your heart Alanna. I’ll support you wherever that takes you.”

“If I want to wear your collar?”

“Talk to Aloïse. She’s the head of our household. I’m just the husband,” I tell her.

We slowly make our way to our feet. I’ve got some little bits of glass on my clothes and a couple of cuts, but nothing horrible.

Alanna runs to grab a couple of towels, flip flops, and a first aid kit. Using a small hand towel, she brushes off my back side from scalp to feet. Then she has me sit on a bath towel and kneels next to my feet as she pulls a couple of glass slivers from my hand, cleans them, and wraps them with gauze bandages.

When she’s done, Alanna sets her first aid supplies down and places a palm on my forehead. “Be healed,” she commands, and a warmth suffuses my entire being.

She giggles prettily and that smile returns. “Given you’re a necromancer, you can probably remove the bandages by the time you get home, and there’ll be no sign of your injury.”

She rocks back onto her heels and stands, holding my hands the entire time.

When I stand in front of her, she wraps her arms around my neck and rests her head on my shoulder.

“I’ve wanted you since I saw you at Jack’s funeral,” she whispers.

“I was struck by your beauty then, too,” I reply.

“I’ll talk to Aloïse,” she whispers.

I tilt her chin up and brush a buss across her lips.

“I’ll send a handyman over,” I tell her. “See you soon, Sweetie.”

“Bye, Handsome,” she says in reply.

When I get home, Aloïse looks me over and grins. “She broke her reserve?” she asks.

“After pushing me through a plate of glass in her front door. I just sent a handyman over there.” I kiss Aloïse and squeeze her supple flesh before adding, “Expect a call from her.”

“I have been,” Aloïse replies with a smirk. “We all have.”

I change subjects. “She said the Jerome household is arguing a lot. What can we do to help them?” I ask quietly. “I promised Jack I’d take care of Darcie and his pets.”

There’s a glint in Aloïse’s eye as she says with a soft smile, “I’m sure you’ll figure something out, Darling.”
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Tuesday afternoon, I’m lying in bed with Tanu, scooping my seed out of her slit and feeding it to her. She hungrily laps it up and even chases my fingers when I hold them back, giggling the whole time.

Morena knocks on the bedroom door. “Lord, Jill is in the conference room with two guests to meet with you.”

“I don’t have any scheduled meetings, do I?”

“No, Lord. It is…I think Jill said ‘impromptu?’ Does that sound right? Michael and Dutch are with her,” the green-haired elf says. “What would you like me to tell them?”

Looking down at my bedmate, I apologize. “I’m sorry, Tanu. You want to come with me?”

“May I?” she asks with a slight Indian lilt to her speech. “I would like that very much.”

I brush a kiss across her lips before answering. “Morena, please provide refreshments, apologize for the delay, and let them know we’ll be there in forty-five minutes or sooner.”

“Yes, Lord,” Morena says with a curtsy. As she turns, she calls over her shoulder. “I hope you’re going to make it up to Tanu, Lord.”

Tanu giggles as I pull her close and kiss her passionately.

Thirty minutes later, we’re both showered, dressed, and stepping out of the elevator, holding hands.

“Sorry, folks,” I say. “I’m afraid you caught me at an inopportune moment.”

A man with a blond beard and a man bun stands, wearing a pinstripe suit. An Asian woman rises with him, wearing a pale yellow cheongsam. The woman sneers and says in accented English. “You reek of sex!”

“I did say it was an inopportune moment,” I reply with a soft bow.

“You don’t work on Tuesdays?” the man’s rumbling voice asks.

“I work every day,” I reply. “I also try to spend time with my family every day.”

“So you’re his wife, and not some whore?” the woman asks.

“You can leave at any time,” I reply coldly.

Tanu places her hand on my shoulder. “No. I wear his collar, not his ring. I was a whore. Now I’m a concubine. I would like to trade my collar for a ring, when the time is right. Does that answer all your questions, ma’am?” Tanu releases my hand and executes the intricate, deep curtsy she uses for her coffee ceremony.

“You didn’t tell me he keeps slaves, Jill,” the woman growls.

“You didn’t tell me you were going to act like an obnoxious bitch, Ming-wei,” Jill replies with iron in her spine. “You didn’t see fit to help in our time of need, and now you’re here begging. You better find some manners, or I’ll leave you to your own devices.”

“Sorry,” the woman looks abashed, and the man nervously shuffles his feet.

I activate my second sight and notice the strong red auras radiating from both of them.

“Please allow us to start anew, Mr. James,” the man says carefully. “I am Michael Ironside. My associate is Ms. Ming-wei Nguyen. We are of the Zul.”

I look at Butch for a moment. Dutch and Flower both look rather uncomfortable.

“I’m Will James. I’m sorry, but I’m unfamiliar with the Zul people,” I reply, offering a hand to shake theirs. “This is Tanu Khatri, one of my family’s concubines.”

Tanu curtsies again.

“Humans call us dragons,” Ming-wei says in now perfect British English.

That bitch was speaking to us in a different accent on purpose! I think. But why?

“I assume that you have another form since Butch asked you to help us as close air support,” I say, leaving the comment hanging.

“Why don’t you insist they call you by your name, Jill?” Ming-wei snarls. “Calling you Butch is so rude.”

“Mei-mei…” she murmurs in reply as she grabs the woman’s hand. “You know I prefer Butch, and you know why. Stop being rude to my other friends. It’s beneath you.”

Ming-wei again looks abashed as Butch turns to the other dragon. “Michael, please share as much or as little as you wish.” Butch caresses Ming-wei’s hand, which seems to make her more relaxed.

“Look, we’re here to negotiate trade deals,” Michael says. “We’ve been pulling our people and any others we find in California and western Nevada up to Sacramento. The UC Davis Medical Center is about out of supplies, and we could use some real witch potions. We’ve tried making them, but my people’s innate skills don’t work the same way as witchery, so the potions have only had a minor impact. We have also rescued humans and elves who need help.”

“Wait a minute,” I interrupt. “California has no witches?”

“We have lots of women who profess to be witches and perform ritual magic, but none of them have the gift of witchery. At best you might consider them weak theocromancers. If they had the power of witchery, one of my people might have been able to help train them to make the tonics. We just haven’t found any. Our paltry efforts have kept several folks alive, but they’re not recovering,” Michael explains.

“I’ll make a call, Will,” Tanu says quietly and steps out to the security desk.

“We can help with the potions,” I tell him. “We’ve tapered production because most communities we’ve found are either immunized or dead. We still send some up to Chicago regularly and we keep making small batches to send to hospitals for newborns and cancer patients. We’ll see what we can deliver immediately and ramp up production.”

“Look,” Michael says, taking a big breath to calm himself, “California had just under forty million people before the pandemic. With the virus, the Elven attacks, the resulting radiation poisoning, and diseases from poor hygiene, I estimate there are fewer than a million humans left, plus about one hundred fifty sick elves and a handful of my people. We need help.”

“You don’t have to convince me,” I tell him as Jean Fosse walks in with Tanu, Rachel, Erica, and Marissa. “We’re willing to help. Our help has generally been pretty one-sided, and we don’t expect anything in return. However, I was definitely interested when you mentioned trading. What did you have in mind?”

“Silver, copper, gold, and lumber,” Michael says ashamedly.

“Actually, the orgs and groll could use the metals,” I reply. “They’re trying to create a small ship to return to their home territory in space. I think all of those metals are good conductors. Lumber demand comes and goes, but it’s fairly limited here in Arizona. We have to be careful about harvesting it so we don’t lose topsoil. I’m sure we can come to a fair trade agreement.”

Turning to my ladies, I collect a kiss from each, which leaves Jean with a sour look on her face. “Rachel, would you contact Karelle and N’elisa, please.”

“Sure, Will. Rebecca and the sharks will be here before too long,” she says sweetly on her way out the door.

“Sharks?” I murmur.

“Lawyers,” Marissa supplies. “Erica and Rachel are actually here because of a project they’re working on.”

“We thought witnessing your trade discussion might help with our thoughts on valuation of merchandise,” Erica says. “We’re trying to set standards or heuristics for units of labor for specific commodities. It looks like we’re going to end up having more craftsmanship production than industrial production for a while, but N’elisa and Tori think in a hundred years or less, we can get automated factories online.”

She looks up from her tablet to see me gawking at her. “What?”

“I’m guilty of sometimes forgetting that you’ve got a sharp intellect in addition to being the very hot MILF of my son,” I confess in front of everyone in the room.

“Tell me more about the MILF part,” Erica teases as she cuddles up close. Then she returns to her earlier thoughts. “With the drop in population, Audrey isn’t sure her prosthetic idea will be very lucrative. So, my work on her business plan is on hold and I need something to keep my mind busy. Rachel and I were chatting over breakfast after Sonya’s wedding, talking about the impacts of the population crash. I told her I thought it likely that we’d end up returning to a barter economy, and we started working on it from there. We wanted to talk it through with the wives before we brought it to you.”

“Good idea, Love,” I reply. “You all are the brain trust. I’m just the muscle. I’m so proud of you taking the initiative on this.”

“Proud enough to let me tag out with Tanu?” she teases.

“I’m not tagging out,” my beautiful Indian lover says. “However, it is a big bed.”

“You called for me, Lord?” Karelle purrs as she sashays into the room.

“Grahool!” Michael gasps.

Karelle starts talking to Michael in a language that is different from any that I’ve heard. Michael gets very animated, and Karelle replies earnestly. Slowly, smiles appear on both their faces as the conversation continues. At one point, Karelle shakes her head and waves a hand in my direction.

After they exchange a few more words, Karelle kisses my cheek and leaves.

“Are Grahool just the groll, or do they include the org, too?” I ask.

“Um, just the…groll? Like Ambassador Karelle?” I nod, and he continues. “We call them Grahool. She said the Fangrool are here, too.”

“Big green guys with tusks?” Michael nods, so I continue. “We call them orgs, which I think is the Elven word for them.”

“Why am I here?” Jean whines.

“Sorry, Jean,” I reply. “We got distracted. Michael needs roughly a million dose sets. I told him that we could help.”

“Oh,” she says as she pulls out her phone and starts tapping on the screen. “Let’s see. We have roughly two hundred dose sets that are getting close to expiration. That could be six hundred initial doses. We have another two hundred that are supposed to go to Montana, and we have a couple of cauldrons of single doses that are waiting on test tubes to hold them. We can get to work on subsequent doses as soon as we get an initial dose in them.”

“Cauldrons? Really?” I have to ask.

Jean smirks. “Well, I am a witch, ya know.”

Michael carefully interrupts. “We were able to acquire large quantities of the potion components. Could we get a witch to cook them up for us?”

“Where?” Jean asks.

“Sacramento,” the dragon’s spokesman replies.

“Oh!” Jean exclaims. “I grew up in Stockton. It might be nice to get back to Cali for a visit.”

“Would Brunhilde be available?” he asks hopefully.

“No,” I say at the same time Jean says, “Sure.”

“Jean, day trips are one thing, but our new foster children need her here right now,” I growl. “As do her apprentices.”

“Actually, I was thinking immigration to Sacramento,” Michael says quietly. “Or at least a secondment of a year.”

“I’ll,” Jean says. “I can make the potions now without supervision. I would have to come back for lessons, but we can probably teleconference or passage for that.”

“Definitely by passage,” Rebecca says as she walks in and gives me a kiss. Marissa whispers in her ear and Rebecca eventually says, “Ah.” She looks at me inquiringly as Aloïse, Carla, and Serena join us.

“Go ahead,” I tell her. “I was about to start guessing how many doses we have in inventory until Jean pulled out her phone.”

“Hello, Mr. Ironside, Ms. Nguyen,” my witchy wife says smoothly while extending her hand. “I’m Rebecca James. You may have heard me referred to as Brunhilde.”

After she shakes the newcomers’ hands, she says, “I can send two apprentices on a temporary basis. Both are proficient at crafting the potion, but I had to crash their education to get them to that point. Teaching them all they should know will take several years.”

“Not Christine and her brats,” Jean whines. “Don’t send them.”

“Christine’s children are delightful, Jean, and you know it. The only brat here is you. Stop it,” Rebecca scolds her gently.

“Yes, Mama Bear,” the obese redhead replies.

Rebecca caresses her back as she continues. “I’ll personally go to help them set up. They will need their own house, not shared with anyone else, and it has to be close to their lab facilities. It must be a real home, not just a corner in a lab somewhere. I’ll bring security for them until they’re set up.

“I’ll also arrange regular visits to help you identify any latent, untrained witches. I just took on a new apprentice from France who knew she was a witch but whose grandmother died before she could learn much of anything. I will be opening a witchery school here, so if you have candidates, we can train them.”

I smile proudly at the confident woman who’s grown from the timid girl ghost she used to be as she dusts her hands like she’s been digging in the dirt.

“Oh, Will! We can also send about half of the next Chicago and Montana lots to them, but Spokane needs their full batch,” Rebecca remembers. “Plus, Tori thinks she may have found a scientific supply warehouse outside Houston with cases of test tubes. We’ll need T’os and crew to decontaminate them.”

“There are a couple of scientific supply houses that can provide them for our folks,” Michael says.

I blurt out the realization as it comes to me. “You view California as your treasure hoard!”

Michael scoffs, but Butch cuts in before he speaks. “Michael, don’t even try to deny it. It’s the primary reason I haven’t asked for your help before last week. Once you work with someone, you view them as yours. California is your territory, and you guard it and its resources jealously.”

Turning to me, Butch explains, “It’s why Ming-wei was so bratty to you earlier, Will. I’m her friend, and she guards that friendship jealously. They’re great people once you get past their jealous nature—very intelligent and kind. Just jealous.”

“Yes,” Michael replies quietly. “We have our…warts.”

“We all do,” I agree. “No sweat. I protect my family in a similar way. These are my wives Aloïse and Carla, by the way.”

“I’m a concubine,” Serena adds with a grin.

“I believe we were talking about a trade?” Aloïse says with a feral grin.

Sharks, indeed!
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Aloïse took over negotiations after that, and we ended up trading two semi-trailers of lumber and five hundred kilos each of pure silver, copper, and gold. N’elisa was very happy to have that for her work, and Karelle returned with a Grollsh miner, Jenner, a big man with a little gray shooting through his dark locks.

While my ladies worked to solidify agreements, Butch pulled me off to a corner to entertain me by explaining the dragons in a little more detail.

The next day, I established a teleportal to the location of the new witchery lab in Sacramento. Jean and Jenner brought all their belongings, and our accompanying shieldmaidens helped carry them through by driving an electric Club Car through the portal. Jenner went off to be the Grahool ambassador to the Zul state of California. Rebecca, Jean, Christine, and I inspected the lab and house they set up for the witches. Rebecca was happy, so the witches walked down the street a couple of blocks to the lab.

My kids—Sally, River, and Moonbeam—all stayed at the house with Alan and me. The kids played with Christine’s while Alan and I set up a permanent passage inside a planned storage room to the transport room at the hotel. Then we cleaned the house.

Once they had the lab organized, the witches started prepping ingredients for a new batch of potions. I kissed Rebecca goodbye, and she reminded me to take the kids with me.
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Serenia says, “Please hold.” The ash blonde hands me the phone. “It’s Rachel. She has a request from Colorado.”

“Hello, Rachel. What’s up?” I ask as I set my fork down and grab Sonya’s hand. I put the phone on speaker.

“Will, we just got an interesting call into the new help request line from eastern Colorado,” she says. “A widow up there has three kids and a two-section ranch, but she’s discovered that a lot of cattle are abandoned due to illness ravaging the farming community out there. She needs help getting fences up, hay into barns, and rounding up livestock.”

“Holy shit,” I reply. “That’s a lot of work. We’ll need to organize a work force. When does she need us?”

“Um, yesterday,” Rachel replies. “Tell Sonya I’m sorry.”

“As long as I can go where Will goes, I’m good,” Sonya says. “We may want to get a quickie in before we go, because I doubt we’ll want to do anything but sleep when we get back.”

“You’re right,” I reply. “Rachel, let’s get a full security detail of two ASCs with squads and see if Severn’s squad can come. I want Mica to come along, too. Let the lady know we’ll be there midmorning. Sonya and I are going to finish breakfast and freshen up. Let’s rally in the transport room in 90 minutes.”

“I’ll get it organized, husband,” Rachel says.

“Not yet,” Sonya teases.

“Just trying it on, sister,” Rachel replies. “It does kinda just fall off the lips.”

“True,” Sonya agrees as I wolf my last forkfuls of omelet into my mouth. “I have to concede that he’s also the husband of the household. Talk to you later, sister.”

I nod, and Sonya disconnects while pushing the last bite of toast into her mouth.

Serenia calls as we leave the table, “Use the back guest room! I haven’t changed the master’s linen yet!”

“Got it,” I reply just before Sonya’s lips devour mine.
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“Do you have coordinates?” I ask Rachel as I walk out of the elevator.

“Yes, Will,” she says as she hands me a Post-it note.

“We seem to burn through these,” I say, holding up the yellow paper. “How’s our stock?”

“I’ll check with Erica,” Rachel says as I step through the passage to the barn in Peeples Valley.

I ensure we’re all ready and wearing clothes that will stand up to farm work. It’s funny to see the Orgish marines wearing jeans, T-shirts, and chambray work shirts, but Severn wins the prize in his riding boots, tan dungarees, western shirt, bandana, and a black hat that looks like he stole it from Garth Brooks. The rest of the orgs and all the elves and humans are wearing sensible straw hats of one style or another. Everyone has leather work gloves.

I shake my head at Severn’s outfit and open the teleportal. We walk through, and the shieldmaidens begin setting up a big passage back to the barn.

A medium-height woman, probably 5’6” or 5’7”, walks up to meet us with three kids in tow. She’s a brunette and her hair is back in a short ponytail. Her face is weathered from working in the sun. She’s wearing jeans and a checkered flannel work shirt that shows her athletic figure.

“Hallo,” she says with a slight Germanic accent. “I’m Greta Crowley. Welcome to our farm.”

“Will James,” I say as I shake her hand. “This is one of my wives, Sonya.”

“Maybe I should have multiple husbands to ensure one survives,” she says with a thoughtful look. “Ja. This is my eldest son, Gregor. Here’s my middle son, Scott. This one…” she picks up a three year-old little girl, “...is Kyla.”

“I have a three-year-old who would love to play with Kyla,” I reply. “I’ve adopted a few children as we’ve helped various communities.”

“I had the love of three wonderful men, two of whom gave me fabulous children,” she says quietly. “Unfortunately, the husbands and boyfriends are all dead and gone, plus two of my babies didn’t survive the pandemic.”

“My real father’s not dead,” Gregor says. “He’ll turn up one day. I just know it.”

“Ja, but your dad is. I don’t hold out much hope for your father either, Schatz. His plane disappeared over two years ago, and with the pandemic…I don’t think so, son.”

“We’ll do all we can, ma’am,” Lutt says to the woman before looking at Gregor. “I losht my father when I wa-sh young. It’sh hard, but you can shtill do great thingsh.”

I look at the normally reserved org and see that Greta’s words have struck him hard. Lutt looks embarrassed and schools his features. Severn smirks and says, “And…he’s gone,” making the orgs chuckle.

Greta gets back to business. She pulls out a map and squats to point out locations. “I have two sections of land here. We’re near Kersey, Colorado. We have another 80-acre place near Platteville, here. The fences on them are pretty good. All through here are abandoned farms with livestock that need to be cared for. There are a few survivors in Burlington who will need animals for food to get through the winter. Sadly, there are still crops in the fields that should have been harvested long ago. I need help with all of it.”

“It’s awfully late for harvest, isn’t it?” I ask. “I grew up in eastern Kansas, and by now everything but maybe milo and corn would be in.”

“Ja, you’re right. Wheat fields are going to seed that should have been harvested midsummer. Same with soybeans. We do plant some milo and corn here, but our climate here is dryer, so more wheat, soy, and sunflowers,” she explains. “We also need to try to get some hay baled before it loses all its food value. I have some farmers who have the proper machinery working on the row crops and hay, but they need helping hands to drive trucks, too.

“I want to get this section here fenced in; it’s mostly hay fields with poor fence. Once that’s complete, we will round up the cattle and push them into that new pasture. We can finish up with rounding up the cattle around Platteville and getting them into that property.”

“Do you need help stacking hay and putting it into the barns?” I ask.

“Some,” Greta replies. “Most of the farmers put up big bales with heavy machinery, but there are still some that use the small bales. They could probably use some helping hands.”

“Okay, ma’am. Most of our people are working on vegetable harvest and community outreach, but this group can work with you on this until it’s done,” I reply.

Greta chuckles. “If you grew up on a farm, you know it’s never done.”

“True,” I laugh. “I do have experience putting up fence, but it’s been quite a few years. Do you have stretchers?”

“The turnbuckle ratchets? Ja. I have four of those, and more rolls of barbed wire than we’ll need,” she replies. “I need to make some calls to get more corner posts. Do you ride? I’ll show you where the gates should be. I’m trying to conserve fuel by not using the trucks and tractor more than I need to.”

“We can take an ASC,” I reply. “They run off fusion generators. I need to get a couple more of them here if we have enough tools and equipment for four crews. Let me make a couple of calls.”
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Sonya finishes hammering a metal post into place. “I think that was the last one,” she says as she drops the tubular post driver into the back of our ASC.

“Let me tighten that top wire some more,” I tell her while tamping the second corner post tight. “Jesus, I need some water.”

Kar’ess brings me a bottle and then takes one to Sonya.

“Don’t tighten it any more, Wilhelm, er…William,” Greta calls as she rides up on a chestnut horse. “That’s a long stretch, and the weight of the wire is dragging it down a little. Cinch the wire onto the middle post and work your way out in both directions. It will tighten as you fasten the barbed wire to each post.”

“Oh shit, I forgot about that,” I sputter, after having just taken a big slug of water. “I haven’t done this since high school.”

“Your man Lutt snapped the wire five times,” Greta says. “He would just stare at me when I’d try to correct him. Am I doing something offensive in their culture?”

“No,” I say. “You probably didn’t have a problem with any of the other orgs going all fugue when they looked at you, right?”

“No.”

“Yeah, Lutt’s attracted to you,” Sonya explains. “Orgish courtship and mating culture is different from ours. They logically understand that humans don’t have the same culture, but once they find themselves attracted to someone, they apparently go all googly-eyed. It may be genetic. You should see Severn around Cedrine.”

“Do I need to be worried?” Greta asks.

Before I can answer, Sonya replies. “No, but you need to know two things around orgs, especially if they’re acting like Lutt is around you. First of all, they mate for life. That’s about three hundred fifty years for them. Right, Will?”

“Yeah, sounds about right.”

“So, it’s unlikely that they’ll die on you,” Sonya says. “Human women need to be damned certain they’re in for the long haul if they’re interested in an org. The other thing is that Orgish mating rites start with a fight for dominance. Usually, the female picks a fight with the male, generally in front of a crowd of witnesses. If the male can beat her and mount her in battle, she considers him a worthy mate. We suspect that if a human woman who is the object of a male org’s affection, slaps him in public, he will subdue her, fuck her, and consider himself married to her for life.”

“Orgs are big, too,” I add. “Our ambassador indicated they are anatomically correct for the rest of their size.” I’m paraphrasing Karelle’s information, but I think I got the idea across.

“Do they fight with swords?” Greta asks after a thoughtful pause.
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We worked for five days in Colorado getting the fence in place. Sonya had to go back to work after the first day, but Kar’ess and Timmian helped me every day with the rest of the fencing. Plus, Susan and Josie, whose baby bump was growing, each took a day helping me, too.

On the sixth day, we spread out a screen of six ASCs far to the south of Greta’s new pasture. Most of us were on foot. I noticed Gregor and Greta on either side of Lutt. They were on horseback and he was on foot as we started driving north, herding all the cattle we found ahead of us. By the time we had all the cattle in the pasture at the end of the day, I noticed Lutt being more relaxed, and he was talking easily with the boy and his mother.

The next day, Sonya was off duty, so she joined me. We met early at the Platteville location.

Greta greeted us at the gate to the place and led us past a rustic cabin to a horse paddock. “This place belonged to Gregor’s biological father. It’s the last place either of us saw him before he disappeared. The smaller horse is Queenie. She’s getting old, but she’s still a good learning horse, plus she loves to be in the traces. The huge beast is Marquis.”

“He’s perfect,” Severn gasped.

“He’s also not very trusting,” Greta said. “The breeder who raised him has gentler mounts, some that are bigger, Severn. The reason I brought you all here is that Gregor thinks Marquis will let him ride. Can we get him medical help quickly if he gets thrown?”

“Of course,” I replied.

“It’s important to him,” Greta said. “I’ve been putting him off for a year, but it was his father’s horse. Gregor’s a good enough horseman, but Marquis is big.” She took a rough breath, and Lutt caressed her between her shoulders. She smiled at him before telling her son, “Go ahead.”

Gregor jumped over the fence nimbly as I asked, “He’s what, fourteen?”

“Gregor? No, he’s almost twelve,” she murmured as the boy walked up to the big horse confidently.

He’s gonna be the size of an org, I thought.

The horse was a little shy at first, but soon the boy was stroking his muzzle and talking to it. He walked a couple laps around the horse, touching the large beast the whole way. Then the boy put a hackamore on the big gelding’s muzzle, launched up, and hoisted himself onto the horse’s bare back before taking a ride around the paddock.

“Just like his father,” Greta murmured proudly as Gregor pulled up by the fence, dismounted, and pulled his blanket and saddle off the fence. He easily saddled the big horse and mounted up.

I opened a teleportal, and Gregor rode out of the paddock and through the teleportal to the start point of where we planned to start driving the cattle for the day.

By the end of the day, we had roughly seventy head of cattle in the smaller pasture.

As we were preparing to leave, I heard Greta ask Lutt, “Do you desire me?”

“Yesh,” the big man replied shyly.

She reached up and touched his tusks. “Are they sharp?”

“Yesh,” Lutt replied as he started to pick up on the subtext. “But there are way-esh to deal with them.”

“I can’t do this on my own, Lutt,” she said, indicating the land as she walked to her horse and pulled two wooden swords out of the rifle holster. “My children all like you.”

The mid-sized woman threw one of the wooden swords at Lutt’s feet. “I was an Olympic fencer and a world-class sword fighter. Do you know how to fight with a sword?”

Lutt’s grin was feral, “Of coursh, Greta.”

“Gut,” she replied, her accent getting quite strong. “I challenge you. Let’s see if you are worthy of me.”

I looked at Sonya with surprise. She just grinned at me as she slid in close and kissed me before we turned to watch.

Greta didn’t take a classic en garde position but immediately attacked in a manner that I thought more resembled medieval knights than classic fencing. Lutt nimbly rolled to avoid her cuts and came back up with his sword in a guard position that was much closer to my training in Japanese martial arts.

Greta pushed, and Lutt grinned at her as he parried and countered. It was interesting watching the two styles against each other. Lutt’s techniques were definitely closer to Asian sword styles.

Greta’s experience as a fencer gave her more moves that showed finesse. Her parries were just strong enough to deflect the blade without any waste, which then set her up for a riposte, which I knew were much harder to do using kenjutsu technique.

The whole time, Lutt’s grin never faltered. Suddenly, he sidestepped another attempted riposte and slammed the butt of his sword into Greta’s hand, causing her to drop her blade.

Lutt spun her around and tripped her, sending her to the ground. He immediately pinned her by her neck and pulled his belt knife, which he slid inside Greta’s belt and cut it and her jeans down her ass, baring her womanhood.

“She’s excited,” Sonya whispered. I nodded as we watched Lutt sheath his knife and open his jeans, pushing them below his knees before he knelt behind her.

I couldn’t see everything from where we stood, but it looked like he was dragging his cock across her slit to lubricate it.

“Is this what Mom was talking about?” Gregor whispered. “The org mating rite? It seems brutal.”

“They’re a warrior people, Gregor,” I explained. “They’re very smart, great engineers, and able to grasp complex math and sciences relatively easily. But they are warriors first. It’s important to their survival that the strongest women get the strongest men. If you don’t want to watch your mom get fucked, turn away.”

“Are they teasing Lutt?” he asked, looking up at me after hearing the other orgs call out in their native language.

“No. They’re congratulating him on finding a worthy warrior for a mate,” I replied. “I understand it’s their tradition. If there were org females here, they’d be congratulating your mom.”

I heard Greta’s grunts as Lutt worked his way into her and took his pleasure. I had no idea if she was getting any pleasure from it at all. Before too long, Lutt groaned and stopped thrusting. After a moment, he leaned over and kissed Greta’s cheek. She turned her head and met his lips with hers. Then, Lutt whipped off his workshirt and draped it over Greta, whispering into her ear. Greta slid her arms into the shirt and Lutt pulled out of her, pulling the tails of his long shirt over Greta’s posterior.

Helping Greta to her feet, Lutt wrapped her in a hug and spoke clearly for all to hear. “I am yoursh.”

“I am yours,” Greta replied before she stood on her toes and tentatively kissed the big man.

“Greta, shall I take your kids home with us?” Sonya asked as we walked up to congratulate them.

“Kyla can’t go, but the boys can,” she said as Gregor wrapped the couple in a hug.

“That was strangely romantic,” Sonya said as we waited for the boys to grab a bag.

“We can reenact it if you like,” I whispered into her ear.

“Unarmed combat only,” she whispered back. “You’ll still beat my ass, but it’ll be so hot.”

We took the boys through the teleportal after they hugged their mom, sister, and new stepfather.

Sally and River had a great time playing with Scott, and Gregor played the big brother to Moonbeam. After, Rebecca and I took them home, and Moonbeam and Kyla squealed when they saw each other and threw themselves into a hug.

As the kids scrummed, I asked Greta, “Do you think they have the same issue with cattle and hay in Canada?”
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“William, may I speak to you for a moment?”

I look up from my magic reference, put a bookmark in it, and set it aside.

“Certainly, Love,” I reply, patting my lap as an invitation. “You finish early tonight?

“Yes. Candice let me leave early,” Yelena sits on my lap and wraps her arms around my neck. “This is my favorite part, William.”

“More than the thing I did with my tongue last night?”

“We-ell, maybe this is my second favorite.”

“More than me fucking you?” I tease.

“Okay fine,” Yelena giggles. “Those are fantastic, but this is also very special. I love cuddling with you.”

“Got it,” I chuckle and squeeze her thigh. “I love cuddling you, too, Yelena. Now, what can I do for you, Lover?”

“I got an email from an old classmate whose family owned a coffee plantation in Colombia,” she says. “All the elder males in her family died, so she took it upon herself to find witch potions for the workers and the local children. Many died, but the community came together to pull in the coffee crop. Unfortunately, their normal buyers aren’t responding. Do we need lots of coffee beans?”

“Tori said that coffee was going to be scarce,” I reply thoughtfully. “Since it’s a luxury, we could justify trying to corner the market and make a profit. Do we know any roasters?”

“No,” she replies. “There were a couple in town, but the last one just went out of business when they couldn’t get beans.”

“What do you think we should do?”

“Take a team down there and negotiate a deal,” Yelena says thoughtfully. After a moment, she gasps. “You know, Chile raises a lot of fruit and vegetables. Maybe we can get some deals in place there, too!”

“Ooo! I like the way you’re thinking, Darling,” I reply. “You, me, and Marissa? Maybe Erica?”

“We should take Adelina, too. It would be a good experience for such a young woman, plus her Spanish is very good. You’ll have shieldmaidens for security?” she asks.

“Yes, probably a squad of them and a squad of orgs,” I reply. “Okay, talk to your friend and learn what you can about these South American opportunities. If the farmers are shorthanded, maybe we can get folks to go down and help. Then let’s talk through it with the family and pull a final plan together.”
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I dialed the number and waited.

“Blackfeet administration,” a pleasant young woman says.

“This is William James,” I start. “I’m trying to contact Peter Blackfeather. This is the number I have for him.”

“Just a moment, sir.”

I don’t wait for a full minute before I hear, “Hey! Will! Good to hear from you. What can I do for you?”

“Hey, Peter. Good to hear your voice. I’m looking for information,” I tell him. “We recently helped a widowed farmer in eastern Colorado fence in a section of pasture and round up a bunch of feral cattle. Do you think Canada has the same problem?”

“I bet they do,” he replies. “That last time I was in Calgary, it was nearly deserted. It was late summer, so grazing was plentiful for the ranches, but the people I saw were struggling to stay healthy. It’s mid-October now. They could have snows any time.”

“Could your people take on some cattle?”

“We could butcher a few, Will. We don’t have enough fodder to get them through the winter since we have our own herds,” he replies. “What are you thinking?”

“Kind of like a roundup, but we’d bring back hay, too.”

“How far do you want to go?”

“I don’t know,” I admit. “Calgary? Edmonton?”

“Let’s say fifty miles north of Calgary, fifty miles east, and west to the mountains. We’d need a lot of riders for that,” he murmurs. “I can probably bring twenty-five riders, and I know a guy with a semi hay hauler who would bring a load back for fuel and a steer.”

“How many do you think we’d need?” I ask. “That seems like a big area.”

“A lot,” he says. “I can ask Tomas if the folks down at the Flathead reservation want to play. I know another hay hauler on the Crow reservation, too. I don’t have many contacts in the North Dakota reservations or among the Cheyenne.”

“Okay, let's say we can get a hundred riders on horseback, plus six ASCs, and…twenty-five guys on ATVs or road bikes. Does that sound reasonable?”

“I think so. What’s an ASC?” Peter asks.

“Like an armored personnel carrier that hovers above the ground. I don’t think you’ve seen them,” I explain. “I’ll have to arrange for fuel and food for the riders. I may be able to get some riders from Mexico, too.”
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Three days later, we had assembled quite a group.

Carla took off work to ride with me. Sonya was able to get five days of vacation and joined us. Alanna asked to come along, saying that she enjoyed riding as a kid. Funnily enough, my wives who grew up in the 19th century were not interested in a trail ride. I hadn’t ridden in years, but I decided to ride, too.

Lutt’s new family and neighbors joined us, bringing fifteen riders. The Crow reservation brought ten riders, and tribes from the Flathead reservation brought another ten, primarily from the Salish tribe. Tomas had a contact in the Cheyenne nation, Mike Greyfeather, and they brought thirty riders and two hay haulers. Mike knew a guy in the Lakota reservation in South Dakota, and they sent a dozen riders and another hay hauler, plus five guys on ATVs.

The Arizona territories also sent quite a contingent. A rancher from Chino Valley came and a couple of fellows from Peeples Valley were available. We had four guys from the Yavapai on horseback and a couple more on dirt bikes, plus another six riders from the White Mountain Apache and seven from the Navajo reservation. Steven arranged eight riders, three ATV riders, and three hay haulers from the Yacqui. Seven riders, two dirt bikers, an ATV rider from the San Carlos reservation, and five riders and eight ATV riders from Mexico also committed to join us.

Rebecca, Yelena, Karelle, Elesain, Morena, Cedrine, and a crew from the Peeples Valley farm would cook. I had a couple of cattle haulers from Chino Valley and fuel tankers from Dewey on standby.

Severn was ecstatic when Lutt introduced him to a gentle gelding that was a Friesian-Clydesdale hybrid. It might have been bigger than Marquis. Sonya rode another that was a little shorter. They introduced me to a spirited mare of the same hybrid that was seventeen hands tall. Carla chose a big stallion that was a little skittish, but she had him well in hand in no time. She grinned from ear to ear. At the last minute, Alanna confessed she enjoyed riding but hadn’t done much of it, so Greta put her on Queenie. Gregor, Lutt, and Greta took us all out for a two hour ride to get acclimated the day before we left for Canada.

Using teleportals, I got everyone in position early in the morning. The ASCs hovered about us, watching for threats. We only had minimal Elven crews in them, so a couple of orgs could ride along.

Severn had a shit-eating grin on his face until about noon that first day, when he slowly started to discover saddle soreness. We only pushed about fifteen miles south that day, and the ASCs and dirt bike riders were key for pushing the cattle in from the wings as we rode.

That evening, we were all grateful for Rebecca’s poultice to ease the ache in our thighs. The cooking crews returned home via passage at night, and I slept between Carla and Sonya in sleeping bags on mats resting on the ground. Alanna laid her bedroll next to ours, and by the morning, Sonya was laying on top of me while Carla and Alanna cuddled under my arms to ward off the cold Canadian autumn air.

The next day, we were up with the sun, and Rebecca’s crew returned to serve oatmeal and bacon to everyone. Forty minutes after we woke up, we were all pushing the cattle south again.

It took us a total of four days to herd all the cattle to the north shore of Lake McDonald, just north of the Canadian-US border. I got to know Alanna a lot better and discovered she was quick to share a smile. I once caught Carla and Sonya sharing a conspiratorial look, but I shrugged it off as part of the wonderful mystery of women.

From the shores of the lake, we herded truckloads of cattle in the two semis and shuttled loads back and forth via huge passages to Mexico and southern Arizona. We set up portable corral panels and used them to funnel more animals through a huge passage to each of the reservations.

My personal contribution was mostly opening teleportals to put passages in place, although I’d like to think that I was helpful setting up the corral panels and herding from horseback or on foot.

As we finished loading the third load into the semis, four more semis arrived loaded with hay, followed closely by a news van with the CBC logo.

The trucks drove through the newly opened teleportal when I heard a shrill female voice scream, “Did you get that? Tell me you got that!” Then she groaned, “Oh, shit!” as I dismissed the teleportal.

I rode over to the van as a young blonde got out of the passenger side wearing tight jeans and a flannel shirt. Her honey blonde hair was draped around her round face to rest on her shoulders.

“I bet your ‘oh, shit’ made it on tape,” I teased.

“Probably,” she said with a frown as my communicator pinged.

I pulled it up and saw coordinates on the screen as I pushed the talk button. “Ghost-6.”

“Home Base Security here, Lord. April’s being attacked in Chicago. Her shieldmaidens are out of action,” Shael said urgently.

“On my way,” I replied and clicked off. “Guards, to me!”

“What’s happening, Lord?” Lutt asked as his new wife looked at him with worry.

“April’s under attack! I need warriors now!”

Kar’ess, Timmian, Severn, and Lutt assembled around me. “What weapons do you have?”

“Blaster and knife,” Severn replied.

“Shame,” Lutt answered. “Plush a shaddle carbine. Shoots .357 roundsh.”

“Z-5P, sword, and knife,” Kar’ess said as she handed me the angelic blade from the ASC.

Timmian nodded her agreement. “Same,” she said clearly as I strapped the sword.

“You want us to stay here, Will?” Carla asked. “We don’t have much for weapons.” She waved a hand to indicate herself, Sonya, and Alanna.

“Yes, please. Can you keep things going here?” I asked.

“Certainly,” she assured me. “We’ll do as much as we can with the passages that are open and get the rest of the cattle penned by destination. That will take most of the day.”

“Be safe,” Sonya said as she rushed in for a kiss.

Carla kissed me goodbye, and surprisingly, so did Alanna.

“I’m sending the ASCs home to pick up their teams just in case. Close the passages if there’s a security concern,” I said as I held the three women in a group hug.

“We will. Do what you must, Mr. James,” Carla said. “Then come home to us.”

Turning to my go-team, I said, “Kar’ess, cover Severn. Timmian, cover Lutt. Stay inside your own shields. Here we go.” I reviewed the coordinates, drew the angelic blade, and opened a teleportal as the ASCs traveled through one of the huge passages back to Arizona.
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HATE IN CHICAGO


My four guards run through and I follow, closing the teleportal as we’re rapidly hit with gunfire.

I step up to a man pointing a pistol at Steve, one of the human guard squad. A flash of my blade removes the attacker’s head, and I feel his soul get sucked into the sword.

Turning, I see April spray pepper spray into the eyes of a man with a hand around her throat. As I step closer, she pulls the knife from his belt and stabs him in the gut just before I pull his soul out.

Krinn, one of the elves in the detail, lies bleeding on the sidewalk.

“April stay close to me so you’re inside the shield!” I shout, opening it just long enough to let her inside.

Senna, another elf on the team, looks up sightlessly up to the sky. Opening my second sight, I spot her soul and draw it inside my shield.

“Clear,” Severn calls

“Clear,” Lutt calls.

“Clear,” Kar’ess and Timmian reply in unison.

“Senna and Triss are both dead,” Kar’ess reports morosely. “Same with Larry and the new guy.”

I spot Triss’ soul and draw it to me just before an angel shows up.

“I’ll take the souls,” the tall being with white-blond hair says in a deep voice.

I pull Larry’s soul to me, and then the soul of Kevin, a recent hire.

“These are mine. The attackers are yours,” I reply.

“Don’t try my patience, human,” the angel growls and draws its blade.

I raise my sword in a proper military salute. “I don’t want any trouble, Angelis, but I won’t take any shit from you either. These are my people, and I claimed them before you got them. That is the precedent, so if you don’t like it, call Michaelis. If you want to play with blades, I’ll end you.”

“I won’t waste the Exalted’s time,” the angel growls as it prepares to thrust its blade at me.

“Back up,” I call over my shoulder. “There’s an angel with an attitude trying to stab me.” I flip off the angel and hold my own angelic blade in a classic Gedan no Kamae ready posture, my blade low.

The angel lunges, but I slip left and cut upward under its sword, cutting off its sword hand at the wrist. Continuing to maneuver sets me up to hack downward and cut off the being’s right leg just below its hip, clipping a few wing feathers in route.

“Angelis Michaelis, please attend me!” the angel gasps as it whips its wings to hover in front of me. No blood or other fluids drain from the angel’s severed limbs.

“What in all the dimensions are you doing, William James?” a deep basso voice shouts.

People on the street point at the huge hermaphrodite with wings. The other angel becomes visible to everyone when the archangel steps up close to me.

“Hello, Mick,” I reply, trying to keep my focus on the other angel and still give Mick proper respect. I sheath the blade before continuing. “Your agent here wanted to take souls from me, and then decided to skewer me. I objected—violently. It can either apologize, or I can drain it so you can take the seed home in your pocket.”

Michaelis massages its chin for a moment.

“Oh, here’s a question, Mick,” I say while he ponders my response. “What happens if I take its head off?”

“Him. Stanna identifies as male, as do I,” Mick replies. “If you use Charle’s blade, it will end him.”

“Stanna,” I say as I start healing Krinn, trying to keep her alive so her soul doesn’t become another point of contention, “I don’t necessarily want you dead, but I won’t have you trying to take the souls of my people when I already had them under my control. I’d agreed with Larkin that whoever retrieves the soul first gets to take it. Michaelis has agreed to this. I lost a friend because I chose to honor that agreement. So if you try to fight me for souls, I will end you.”

“What say you, Stanna?” Mick asks quietly as Krinn stands up shakily and hugs me.

I move on to Senna’s corpse and reanimate it.

As I push her soul back into her head and bind her with a soul energy glyph, Stanna makes a sound like he’s clearing his throat.

“I apologize, William James,” the angel says with a tremor in his voice. “I was wrong to challenge you.”

“I forgive you, but only because none of mine were lost,” I reply as I hug Senna before moving on to Triss’ body.

Stanna hovers back to the ground and sits between his body parts. After peeling his hand from his sword, he holds the severed appendage to the stump where it used to be connected.

“Will that work?” I ask as Triss sits up.

“If you give him enough time,” Mick replies. “Angelus Larkin, attend me.”

Since I’m focused on restoring Triss’ soul and binding her, I miss Larkin’s appearance.

“Work with William to collect the souls. I think he has all of his already,” Mick orders. “Make certain he’s in agreement. I don’t want you to be in worse shape than Stanna, and William is fast with that sword.”

After hugging Triss, I beckon Larry’s and Kevin’s souls to follow me as I make my way to Larry’s body. “Larkin, you can have that one,” I say, pointing to the screaming soul of April’s attacker. I’ve tuned him out, so I have no idea what the moron was saying.

The dark-skinned angel is shorter than before, roughly six feet tall, and completely female in appearance.

“You like, William?” she asks flirtatiously.

The elves scoff at Larkin’s flirting, and I reply distractedly as I turn to the next corpse. “Very nice.”

Larry had suffered a fatal gunshot wound to the neck and second wound at the junction of his left thigh and torso, also probably fatal. The projectiles eject from the corpse and the wounds heal as I apply the energy to raise his zombie. When he’s animated again, he sits up and points to the alley behind me. “Jake’s back there. That’s where most of the attackers were.”

“Okay, I’ll give your soul back to you in a moment,” I reply before I raise a shield and dash off with my guards right behind me.

The bodies are the first thing I notice. Jake has a hole in the center of his forehead, but I look around and find his soul. “Come here, Jake,” I order as I snatch his soul and pull it toward me.

“Sorry buddy, that hole in your skull will make resurrecting you a problem. I’m going to put you in here. Meditate on what your body felt like when you were alive and healthy. All your limbs, how strong you were, how quickly your mind worked. Feel free to embellish. We’ll try to make a new body tomorrow after you’ve spent some time building a clear self-image.”

Pulling a bolt soul cage out of my pocket, I push Jake’s soul inside before threading the nut onto it and returning it to my pocket.

There are eight additional bodies in the alley. One guy is holding a phone to his head while his legs bleed profusely. His right arm is holding an MP5 or a knockoff.

“Need help?” I ask.

“Not from you demon lovers!” he gasps, and tries to raise his weapon. Lutt shoots him with his .357 carbine right under the guy’s helmet, in the center of his forehead.

“Larkin!”

“Yes, William,” she purrs as she appears beside me.

“I have Jake. The rest of this trash is yours unless you want me to drain them to try healing Stanna,” I tell her.

“I’ll take them,” she said. “He should have enough in his sword to heal himself.”

“Okay,” I reply tersely and return to Larry. “Jake’s brain was scrambled, but I have his soul. We might be able to bring him back. Don’t put calling his widow on the to-do list yet.”

“She filed for divorce from him. Called him a traitor to humans,” Larry explains while I push his soul back into him and lock his soul in with a glyph.

“Where’s this shit coming from?” I ask.

“Facebook and churches,” Larry replies. “They ignore everything that the orgs, groll, and shieldmaidens have done to help us fight the invasion. It’s like Q’Anon all over again. Kevin could probably tell you more about it. He’s the one who shot Tris and Krinn.”

“What?” I exclaim, squinting angrily at the last soul standing beside me.

Kevin’s ghost folds its arms defensively. I check his body—his entire face was gone owing to a bullet that entered under his helmet.

Jerking his soul toward me, I power Kevin up with soul energy so he can speak before I stick my fingers into the ectoplasmic body in front of me.

Giving my fingers a little jerk, I introduce small tears into Kevin’s soul, causing a disembodied scream to echo down the street.

“Tell me who sent you and where I can find them, or there won’t be enough left of you for the angels to take to the afterlife,” I growl.

“Reverend Roberts at the Grapes of Wrath Baptist Church,” the ghost gasped. “A-after you were on TV with elves and the other monsters, he changed the mission of the church to rid the earth of demons.”

“It’s like Westboro Baptist all over again,” April sighs. “But these guys are attacking our friends from other worlds rather than the LGBT+ community.”

She cuddles up to my side as I continue my questioning. “Grapes of Wrath? Strange name for a church. Whatever. I doubt a reverend would send you to infiltrate our organization and organize an ambush. Who does that?”

“Uh. Angus Boyd recruited me after I was hired. H-he took me to meetings, and I met the Soldiers of God,” the ghost says, fearful that I’m going to shred it.

I continue squeezing for the names of these Soldiers of God, and April records everything on her phone. In addition to the twelve attackers here, there were another twenty-seven good Christians in Kevin’s group ready to go out and kill travelers. Apparently, there are multiple groups.

“Larkin, this one is all yours,” I reply, pulling my fingers out of him as two police cruisers pull up.

“Larry, guard April,” I order. “Severn, keep everyone here to support Larry’s team.”

A familiar person jumps out of the cruiser.

Throwing up a shield in front of the cruisers to protect my people, I raise my hands and freeze in place.

“Hello, Sergeant Daniels,” I call out.

“Goddamnit!” the sergeant yells. “Everyone stand down!”

He walks over and growls, “What are you doing in my city again, Mr. James?”

“My friend was attacked on her way to work and sent a distress call. I came with reinforcements,” I explain. “It was an ambush. There are eight of theirs and one of mine back there in the alley. Five of them were up close and personal, including an infiltrator in my security forces.” Scanning the street, I spot more bodies with rifles lying near them. “It looks like four more shooters over there across the street.”

“Will!” Larry calls. I turn to see him pointing. “It looks like our attackers got some bystanders.”

“Damn!” I mutter. “Excuse me, Sergeant Daniels.”

I run over to find a woman with three bullet holes in her chest holding a little boy who is gasping with blood bubbles on his lips.

“Oh, sweet Jesus!” April gasps as she arrives by my side.

“Severn! Call for healers! We’re going to need to remove some bullets,” I call, kneeling beside the boy and rolling him over. It looks like a bullet has entered his back. I search for an exit wound and find it just over his left hip on the front.

“Passed through,” I murmur as I start pushing in growth and pulling out entropy. “April, put direct pressure on her wounds.”

“Allow me, Mish,” Lutt says as he kneels over the woman. She would have screamed if she weren’t dying.

“Relax, lady,” I scold her. “He’s trying to keep you alive long enough for us to heal you.”

The boy’s breathing improves. “Hang in there, son. I’m not done healing you, but you’ll live. I need to be certain the rest of the injured survive. Can you hold?”

“Yeah,” he gasps. “Please, help my mom.”

I turn to the woman, and Lutt reports, pointing to each wound. “One through and through. This one ish probably schtuck in her shoulder. The one in the upper quadrant reshts just under her shkin here.” He points to the collar bone. “A fourth one entered under her right arm, and I think it shattered a rib in her back. Itsh shtill in there, too. Her pulshe is weak and irregular.”

Using my second sight, I see a black cloud expanding quickly in her chest from her heart. Pushing a rush of growth in and pulling the entropy out, I tell him, “At least one of them did something to her heart. I’m guessing two bullets hit either the heart or an artery.”

I work on her for several minutes, muttering, “Would have been easier if I let her die and then raise her. Bullets would have ejected.”

Larry jogs up with a report. “There’s one with a head wound, but she’s still alive. It creased her skull, but I don’t think she’s in any immediate danger. There’s also a teenager who took a bullet lower in the abdomen who’s in a lot of pain, and that one’s the most urgent. There’s a pair of businessmen who are dead already.”

“Damn, what did they do?” I ask distractedly. “Just spray bullets out of the alley?”

“Pretty much,” Larry admits. “Steve and the girls were able to herd April past them without her getting injured, but then five guys, including Kevin, ran toward us from the direction of the network building. I took the bullet to the groin from the alley, but I think the neck wound came from one of the shooters across the street when the shields ran forward with April. I got one as I fell, and then—nothing. I don’t remember being dead.”

“Conflicting memories,” I reply absentmindedly as I keep exchanging entropy for growth in the woman. “I recall reading that the brain goes through the whole shut-down procedure for death and it rarely remembers anything other than the distant light in a tunnel effect. The soul does remember, but as a person, it’s too traumatized to grasp details for a while. Now that you’re whole again, maybe you’ll remember bits and pieces over the next few months.”

Something that had been niggling in the back of my mind slowly swam to the surface. “Say, Larry. You called this in when you were under attack, right.”

“Yeah, I did. They said they would send a rescue squad…” he replies, realization dawning.

I turn to look at him. “Shit!” we exclaim in unison.

“Senna! Krinn! Tris! Steve!” Larry screams. “Back to base! Now!”

“Severn, Lutt, Kar’ess, and Timmian! Go with them. Be careful! You don’t have armor! I’ll be there soon! Go! Fast!” I yell as I dump a ton of growth energy into the woman. Her cardio system heals rapidly, as do the other wounds, leaving the projectiles inside her body.

I pick up my communicator, “Home Base, this is Ghost-6. Status of Chicago Base.”

“Uh, this is Security-TOC. No reports,” Shael responds. After a moment, she speaks again. “No answer to my hail, Ghost-6. I’ve got four ASCs scrambled, another forty shieldmaidens on foot, and Spacer-6 is sending a platoon of marines. Ghost-5 and Broom-6 have two squads of maidens with them and a bunch of healers ready now. Critter-4 is in Canada, but Critter-5 just stepped out of the lift. ETA for ASCs is two minutes, five minutes for ground forces, and one-five minutes for Spacer.”

“Roger, Security. Put all facilities on high alert. We were hit by a coordinated attack in Chicago. We need to be ready for the same at our home bases and in Canada. Let Warren know, too. We’ve kept him out of things, but it won’t help if they come to him. I’m bringing Broom-6 through now. Ghost-6 out.”

Standing and assessing my surroundings, I open a teleportal in the street as a camera crew runs up the sidewalk from April’s office. Ten shieldmaidens step through the teleportal and set up a perimeter, facing the cops. My wives walk through next, followed by Leonore’s healers, Karelle, who’s carrying two heavy cases, Darius, who’s carrying another heavy case for her, and then another squad of shieldmaidens.

Darius checks behind him and says, “That’s it, boss.” I close the teleportal, and he says, “Raul’s organizing the foot soldiers. Four ASCs are ready. The rest are conducting combat patrols around the farm and downtown.”

“Got it,” I say as I slap him on the shoulder.

Audrey holds a plate carrier up to me, and I slip it on. She’s already in battle rattle with a sword, pistol, and Shockwave. Bandoliers of shotgun ammo cross her torso and spare magazines are in the pockets of her plate carrier.

“I’m going with you, Will. Marissa is coming through with Raul, but she doesn’t know if Carla and Sonya will make it in time to come along,” Audrey informs me.

Larkin calls out, “William. Are these yours?” She has the soul of a business man in each hand, the self-image of the two souls projecting them in powersuits.

“Yes!” I call back. “Josie, their bodies are on the sidewalk over there by Leonore’s people. If their heads are damaged, give the souls to Larkin. The woman and her son both need further attention. He needs more healing. I ended up healing her wounds with the bullets inside.”

Josie kisses me and hands my helmet to me. “We’ve got ’em, Will. The healers will take good care of the others. Be safe, my love.”

“I will. I love you, Josie,” I murmur into her hair and caress her nascent baby bump before running over to Rebecca and kissing her hair as she worked. “Have the shieldmaidens put up large shields around you all while you work. There are crazy people on the streets of Chicago.”

“Be safe, husband,” she murmurs as she applies a gooey concoction to the head wound. “We’ve got this. Go save our people.”

Standing and taking a deep breath to center myself, I focus on the teleport location for the farm in Peeples Valley and open a huge teleportal. Four ASCs carefully traverse the round gate and take up defensive positions above the street. I wave at Raul and Marissa on the other side and close the teleportal.

Audrey runs to the second ASC and I jump in the lead. Cerreta is in the vehicle commander’s cupola. “You know the route?”

“Yes, Lord.”

“Shields up! Let’s roll,” I growl.

Cerrata speaks into her communicator in Elvish, and I stand behind her as the vehicle launches forward.

After plugging my earbuds into place and pairing them, I speak into my comms. “Chicago Base, this is Ghost-6. I’m inbound with four Alpha Sierra Charlies. SITREP, over.”

“This is Chicago Base. Massive attack from streets,” a wheezing voice gasps. “Passage home is secure. Enemy on roofs and streets. They’re inside the lobby. We’re trying to keep them at bay from the security desk to hold comms and transport. Combat strength is eight. One-seven injured or dead.”

“Roger. I’ll arrive in the transport room in two mikes. Over.”

“Ra-roger, out,” the voice wheezes.

“Cerreta, bring us in above the rooftops. There are snipers on the neighboring buildings. Clear the roofs, and then the windows. Use the big guns on the roof. Magic darts on windows.”

“Yes, Lord,” the Elven commander acknowledges. “My call sign is Maiden-1 if you need to call for me. Audrey’s on Maiden-2; three and four are behind her.”

“Great,” I reply. “Critter-5, this is Ghost-6. Do you have anything at your disposal that flies? Over.”

“This is Critter-5. Wings folks, but we don’t have armor for them. Otherwise, none that I’d want on this planet. Maybe Critter-6’s friends, but I don’t think they can get here in time. Over.”

“Ghost-6, this is Critter-6. I checked with my friends, and they can be there in twenty minutes if we can get them coordinates. Over.”

“Roger, Critter-6. I’m going to jump to the transport room. Once we clear the lobby, come through from the home base transport room and meet them on the roof of Chicago Base to orient them. Over.”

“This is Critter-6. Roger, out.”

“Can you give me two people, Cerreta?” I ask. “Strongest in first aid and shields.”

“I’d have to switch out drivers, Lord,” she replies. “Take Melia and Dafinae.”

“That’ll work. Pull to a stop. I don’t want to try this on the move,” I say.

Keying my communicator, I speak. “Maiden-2, this is Ghost-6. Pull in close next to Maiden-1. Deliver Critter-5 to me.”

“Roger, Ghost-6.”

As the other ASC pulls up next to us, Audrey leaps from the back into my arms. I open a teleportal to the transport room of Chicago Base just inside the tailgate of Cerreta’s ASC.

“Melia, lead Audrey through and wrap a shield around you both,” I tell one of the elves to my left.

“I’m Dafinae,” she says with a smirk.

“I’ve got her, Lord,” a taller Elven woman chuckles. I think I remember her from Florida. “Nice to meet you, Lord and Lady. Behind me, Lady Audrey.”

Audrey checks her sword before racking a round into the Shockwave as the shieldmaiden steps through the teleportal, and then she follows.

“With me, Dafinae,” I growl as I pick her up and by the collar of her body armor and step through. Dismissing the teleportal, I key my communicator. “Maiden-1, go.”

“Roger, out.”

Melia is already triaging and packing the wounds of the two Elven women guarding the transport room.

“Hey, Lindy. Hang in there, Sweetie,” I tell the wounded member of the Chicago team. “Can you tell me what’s going on?” I hear gun fire popping in the lobby outside.

“No change from radio SITREP, Lord,” she gasps. I push a burst of growth into her and pull entropy out. “Carl, Andy, Teri, and Kristof are all still holding positions. Griffy just got hit after I hung up the radio. I think he’s still alive.”

“Hang on, Lindy. I’ll be right back,” I tell her and stride out of the transport room to the security desk, a cylindrical shield around me to keep out matter. “Shield behind me, Dafinae. Audrey, unlock the door to home base.”

The heavy boom of .50 cal guns begins outside as a guy wearing full combat gear appears to my left, trying to get to me. His uniform is nearly identical to ours.

I yank his soul out and step over his fallen corpse, walking to the center of the lobby. “Security! Fall back to the transport room. Help is here, and more is on the way.”

“They keep trying to get to the stairs and elevator, boss,” a voice calls. “Kristof and I have it now, but we’re running low.”

“Is that Andy?” I ask.

“Carl,” the voice responds as bullets start hitting my shield. There are easily a dozen people shooting at me.

“Let’s see if this helps,” I murmur to myself and start pulling souls out until no one is shooting at me any longer. I drain the energy from all their souls, including the first attacker I ran into, to keep me powered up,

“Lindy just died, Lord,” Melia shouts.

“Shit!” I curse as I stomp back to the transport room.

The Elven woman had been one of the first group of sex slaves we rescued. I grab her soul and raise her corpse. Three bullets push out of her flesh, and then she blinks her eyes.

“Stand up, Lindy.” She does, and I push her soul back into her and bind it.

“You good, Lindy?” I ask.

She gives me a hug and looks up. “Yes. Thank you, Lord. Let’s go kill some of these motherfuckers.”

Audrey says, “I think the keys for the doors must be on the security desk. None of mine work.”

“I’ve got ’em,” Tullie, another of the original group, says from the floor where Melia is bandaging her wounded leg. She reaches into her vest-pocket and pulls out a keyring. “Here you go, Audrey.”

Audrey kneels beside her and kisses her forehead as she takes the keys.

“Melia, can you hold this room with Audrey and Tullie?” I ask. “I’m going to sweep the lobby with Dafinae and Lindy. Forty more shieldmaidens should be coming through shortly.”

“We got this, Lord,” she says, staying focused on her work.

“Daffy, Lindy. With me,” I order as I step back out and make my way toward the stairs.

I find a wounded attacker behind a chair and pull out his soul. Next, I find Ricky, one of our human guards, laid out behind a potted plant. He’s unconscious but breathing. I don’t see anything that can’t wait for treatment until I take care of the near-dead, so we move on until I find Carl and a fellow guard named Kristof.

“We’re circling the lobby to ensure it’s clear,” I tell Carl. “Can you hold this position?”

“Yeah, boss. They like to hide behind those four pillars and snipe at us. I never thought about how the pillars could provide cover for a big group of attackers,” he says sadly. “Sorry to let you down.”

“You didn’t, Carl. I never expected something like this, either. We’ll adjust plans after all our people are safe,” I reply soothingly.

“They just unloaded hundreds of rounds into the Elven shields until they ran out of energy, and then they killed them. They stacked them outside like cordwood. I yelled for their souls to stay near their bodies, but I have no way to know if they did,” he reports.

“You did good, Carl. I guess we need to get more necromancers on security duty. Let me finish the sweep,” I reply gently.

Dafinae and Lindy follow me, and I find three more of them hiding behind various pillars. I also find Griffin, one of ours, leaning against a wall with his belt cinched around his right arm below his shoulder. His elbow looks like hamburger.

“I got lucky,” he says. “Most of the rounds hit me in the plates or the helmet. I’ve got one hell of a headache right now.”

“Hang tight. There are others worse off than you. We may have to sign you up for one of Audrey’s prosthetics, but otherwise you’re in pretty good shape,” I tell him. “Josie or I might be able to fix the elbow, too.”

“Lindy died?” he asks. He looks heartbroken.

“I brought her back whole,” I tell him with a gentle clap on his left shoulder.

“I’m right here, Griffy,” Lindy says as she steps into his line of sight. She steps closer and brushes a kiss on his cheek before turning to watch the lobby behind me.

Finishing the circuit of the lobby, I find more of our people—Andy and Terri—behind pillars with knifed enemies at their feet.

“Good job, you two. Impressive. Fall back and secure the office,” I tell them.

Four guys in tactical gear rush through the door and fire back outside toward the ASC that’s hovering right outside the entry. Without flinching, I pull out their souls and continue my circuit.

“Raul’s here with another forty shieldmaidens,” Audrey calls from the transport room.

“Raul, set up a perimeter just inside the exit and sweep the interior again. We have two wounded and four effective humans, three effective shieldmaidens, Audrey, and one wounded maiden. Start inside and then work your way out the exit. Just secure the street corner,” I order.

“On it, boss,” he replies.

Terri’s voice rings out, “Office is secure.”

“Ghost-6, Critter-6. Am I clear to the elevator? I’ve got Dutch and Flower with me.”

I hear the heavy guns fire again along with several bursts of small arms.

“Carl, two clear to take the lift!” I call out.

“Roger, boss,” I hear in response as two squads set up inside the glass windows and exit door.

“Critter-6, you’re clear. Leave Flower with me. We have a bunch of friends to collect. Over.”

“Oh, shit,” I hear Butch reply quietly before responding more loudly. “Roger, out.”

Lindy helps Griffin to his feet and leads him to the security office. “Come on, Lover. I died today, and I’m still moving. You’re going to have to do better if you want to still be my man.”

“You’ve been hanging out with the orgs too much,” Griffin complains as he stumbles back toward the office.

Dafinae and I pick up Ricky and get him back to the office. I don’t see anything external, but there is entropy slowly growing in his head. I pull that out, and let him sleep.

Flower walks up. “What do you need, Will?”

“Hey, Michael,” I say, clapping a hand on his shoulder. “We had twenty-five elves here. Three were out on escort duty. Two survived here in the office. Carl indicated the rest are dead, stacked outside. You and I need to round up the souls of our dead before angels start arriving to harvest them.”

“I don’t imagine we have much time,” he says. “I’m ready.”

“Dafinae is going to shield you,” I tell him. “Let’s go.”

I activate my communicator. “Maiden-1, this is Ghost-6. Your sisters have arrived. Lobby is secure. Dragons inbound. What’s your status?”

“This is Maiden-1. Snipers were in windows on the sixth floor for all three buildings. We’re still taking potshots, but no more concentrated fire. Over.”

“Roger. Did you see my guards? Over.”

“Yes, they pushed a couple of cars into the street for barricades and are firing from cover. Over.”

“Roger. Drop your troops and have them report to Raul. We need to get the healers here. Can you taxi them? Over.”

“Roger. I’ll have the maidens rotate through to drop off and then we’ll race back to the first attack site. What about your guards? Over.”

“Reinforce them with the guards from the healers. They’ll be in the lobby, so the current guards can cover them. Over.”

“Roger, out,” Cerreta replies.

With that, Flower and I step out into the street.
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TELEVISION, BROKEN HOMES, AND SOUTH AMERICA


“So how would you characterize what happened, Will?” Megan Duarte asked.

I looked over at April before answering, and she nodded encouragingly, reminding me of the talking points that she, Rachel, and Aloïse had discussed.

“Well, Megan, I think it was a combination of things,” I started off. “Essentially, society has fallen. There have been signs for generations that western civilization was in decline with many parallels to the fall of Rome. A large percentage of people in our country turned away education and critical thinking long before the elves arrived. Just like in Nazi Germany, Americans and most of western civilization started looking for scapegoats. Remember, there was increasing political vitriol, racial and ethnic unrest, and general intolerance prior to the pandemic. Then the elves invaded, and their agents released the Sigma plague.

“The elves gave the haters the scapegoat they were looking for. Unfortunately, many of them are lumping the other alien races with them.” I paused as pictures of succubae, orgs, and groll flashed behind me.

“I met the orgs and groll when we cleared the Elven enclave in Phoenix the second time. There were a thousand mostly naked humanoids with tusks, armed with knives and improvised weapons, ready to hunt down all the twenty-three billion elves of House Valeran. They are fierce warriors, highly intelligent, and loyal to my people like they were their own. They engineered a Theta variant from Sigma that worked on elves. The only elves who have survived are those that haven’t yet been exposed or that are vaccinated—rescued sex slaves, healers, and farmers.”

“Why them?” asked Megan. She frowned slightly, making me think her question wasn’t planned.

“You’ve seen the pictures of the Elven bordellos, right?” I asked.

Megan nodded, and a producer quickly threw up a photo of one of the ones in Florida, but it had so many blurred spots to cover genitalia and faces that you couldn’t see what was going on.

“Show an unredacted one,” I told them. “Onscreen, too.”

“The FCC will shut us down,” Megan said after touching her earpiece.

“The FCC is gone. There might be a couple of local offices with people, but I’m willing to bet they’re just trying to survive right now,” I countered.

After the picture cleared, I resumed speaking. “The ladies were tied to those poles for an eight-hour shift or until they had serviced two hundred men. Note the puddles of semen under them. Also note the glowing orbs at their throats. This indicates the photo is from Florida. The orbs were sucking the energy from their souls to power the enchantment that made April compliant.

“The healers were needed to care for them, although the chief healer executed any male healers who had used the slaves. Most of the male elves still living are farmers.”

The picture changed to show malnourished Elven men in breech clouts or ratty tunics. “Even the farmers were abused. They were essentially slaves who served the royal house, magicians, and soldiers. They are currently working their asses off to get enough food harvested to carry them and their human neighbors through the winter.

“The orgs, groll, and Elven refugees all qualify under the ‘Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free’ vision that helped create the former United States,” I said, wrapping up.

“Why do you say the ‘former’ United States, Will?” Megan asked.

“Our country is no more,” I replied. “We haven’t been united for years, but it’s even worse now. There’s no central government, and even local governments are not able to provide the basic services western civilizations expect. Police, fire, medical care, and social services are either limping along without resources or only exist in isolated pockets.

“Local warlords and militias are rising to steal from their neighbors, the military is operating at about 10 percent across the country, and the strongest military unit in the continental United States tried to become the civilian government. Farmers have crops that they can’t get to market, and people are starving. Does that sound like civilization to you?”

“No,” Megan replied quietly and dabbed her eyes. “Since Chicago is still limping along, I didn’t think it was that bad.”

“The Minneapolis-St. Paul area is probably in the best shape,” I replied. “Kansas City, Lincoln, St. Louis, and Des Moines are all doing better than Chicago, but they’re struggling, too. Those communities had higher concentrations of witches hiding among the normal populace. Eugene and Spokane are a little worse off than Chicago, but they’re fighting to build a community. Eastern Washington, Idaho, and Montana have had a problem with white supremacists trying to set up enclaves and steal from everyone outside their groups. We’ve had to deal with that in Arizona, too.”

“So there’s no hope?” Megan replied with tears streaming down her face.

“Not true,” April and I said at the same time. I waved for April to take over for a bit.

“I know I’m just a pretty face on the news, but I’ve experienced a lot on both the bad and good side of the alien races,” she said, setting up her credibility with the viewers.

“William’s network of contacts has established farms, delivered food and medicine, salvaged non-perishable food, and eliminated threats to humans and our alien friends,” she said. “I had Elven friends before I was abducted, and they have supported me since I was free. Many of them were killed during yesterday’s attack for the sin of existing and trying to protect me.”

“Many of our human security forces and innocent bystanders were murdered, too,” I interjected.

“Elves, orgs, groll, succubae, and dragons came to our rescue,” April said quietly. “Now we mourn our losses.” We’d agreed not to mention that we had brought all of our people back.

“So now what?” asked Megan. “Winter is not far off.”

“Our alien friends have shared some of their technology with us,” I said, taking over the narrative. “We will have the ability to power cities from that, but that doesn’t mean the whole Chicago metro area, for example. Here’s what I’m recommending.

“People should move into the central cities, where we can connect a couple of neighborhoods to power to help them survive the winter. Grocery stores will be stocked with beef and whatever non-perishable foods we can find. We’re arranging for regular fruit and vegetable deliveries as well. Most communities will experience food rationing through the winter, but by next winter, that should be behind us. In the spring, everyone will need to be out helping to plant community gardens and farms. I’m expecting we should be able to have more fusion generators by then to power farm equipment and smaller communities. Then we can slowly rebuild,” I conclude.

April added, “Let’s face it, Megan. You and I probably won’t have a job in broadcast journalism for much longer. My previous job was even more frivolous, so I’m happy I’ve had this opportunity. I do a lot of volunteering to help in schools, homeless shelters, orphanages, and food banks here in Chicago and back home in Arizona. All of us who work to put on the news and entertainment shows need to start exploring other opportunities. All of the effort that’s gone into entertainment and sports in the past needs to be diverted to doing work for the community and eliminating hate by building bridges.”

“It’s not going to be easy,” Megan said, dabbing her eyes again.

“No, it’s not,” I agreed.
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The cleanup from the battle was heart-wrenching. Twenty-one Elves and nineteen humans from the Chicago base died between the two attacks. Fortunately, it seemed to be limited to Chicago; none of our other locations had any issues.

Two dragons showed up, one more of a traditional European build, a dracozul, and the other one more like a sinuous Chinese dragon like I’d seen in restaurants, a nagazul. They arrived after most of the shooting was over, but they flew overhead, watching for armed men running away, and they found two enemy SUVs. They grabbed the vehicles and flew up into the air. One landed on the runway at Midway airport. The other one found itself embedded in the asphalt of Interstate 290 westbound. In addition to the ten folks in those vehicles, we found eighty-three bodies from our attackers on the ground and in the neighboring buildings.

The platoon of Orgish marines spent the day clearing the buildings on each of the other three corners of the intersection.

Carl took a mixed human and Elven squad to check out Kevin’s room at his mom’s house. The dirty, obese woman cursed and spit at the Elves in particular, and Carl eventually got fed up and shot her when she went after one of them with a kitchen knife. Carl’s team found a stack of papers with sermons, alert rosters, and a variety of useful stuff.

While Carl’s team carried out their search, Flower and I gathered most of the souls and shepherded them into the conference room on the second floor. Josie picked up a couple of strays when she and Larkin arrived arm-in-arm. Larkin had found a tunic somewhere and was wearing it. April showed up with her camera crew, but I had them stop filming and help triage the wounded and carry the dead inside.

Severn and Lutt pushed the two cars back into their parking slots, and then my guards watched over me upstairs as Flower, Josie, and I worked to restore those without head wounds. Rebecca and the healers went home around noon via the passages in the transport room, but a group showed up about an hour later with a big stock pot of stew and baskets of fresh bread.

April asked if she could tape me bringing a ghost back to life. I didn’t want to, but she called Rachel and Aloïse and got them to convince me. So, the cameraman set up a tripod, and I raised Chad’s corpse first. His jaw was destroyed and his brainstem was thoroughly minced. The camera crew gasped as bullets were pushed out of his wounds and his face healed.

Despite the crew being grizzled veterans from taping Chicago’s crime and its aftermath, they were both weeping openly as Chad desperately tried to form the words “Tell Tiffany I love her.”

It came out more like “Ell iff any eye of ‘er.” The poor ghoul couldn’t help but weep in frustration.

I told him, “Thank you, Chad. I know that had to be painful. You’re an old vet to our meditation, so I’m going to use your ghost to create a new body for your soul, okay? This won’t air until Tiffany has you back her arms.”

The ghoul hugged me tightly. “Ang oo bu-oss.”

I hugged him tightly in return and drained the life back out of him before slowly laying him gently down to the ground. Turning to Chad’s soul, “You ready, buddy?”

The ghost grinned and gave me two thumbs up, and I energized him with enough soul energy to make him visible, explaining as I went. “First, I push the soul energy I took from our attackers into Chad’s soul. Now, instead of an invisible soul, you should see the ectoplasmic body of a ghost.”

“No fucking way,” the cameraman muttered as he watched through the view-finder screen. “Fuck! I can see him.”

“Language, Timmy,” his sound engineer said. “I don’t want to spend all day editing your trash mouth out of this.”

“Now that Chad has a body, we can touch him, and he can talk,” I said.

A disembodied voice said, “Faster, boss. She’s going to be freaking out if the news is reporting on the attacks.”

“Lemme get on that, Chad,” I said with a sad smile. “Now that he has a body, I start pushing growth energy into that body until it becomes stronger and more lifelike. I know it’s done when he can wipe the dirt off his face or remove an article of clothing from his body. Until that point, he’s just a very strong ghost.”

I stop after a few more minutes of flooding Chad’s body with growth. “You wanna take off your body armor now, Chad?” I asked.

“Hell, yes, boss,” he said as he started pulling straps. Suddenly he stopped and looked at me, tears streaming down his face. “I’m alive again!”

“Yeah, buddy. You are,” I replied softly.

He launched forward to hug me and sobbed, “Thank you, boss.”

“My pleasure, Chad. Thank you for paying the ultimate price for your brothers and sisters of all races,” I replied. “I’m glad I’m able to bring you back.”

“The hate mongers’ll have something terrible to say about this too, I’m sure,” Chad said. “Fuck ’em.”

The camera turned off, and April launched in to hug me, sobbing. “One down, eleven more to go,” I murmured as I wrapped my arms around her.

After Carl returned, we planned a quick raid on the Grapes of Wrath Church. Apparently the pastor had a church full of parishioners praying for a successful slaughter. We took four ASCs with a mix of human, org, and elf soldiers. The two dragons and three succubae flew along behind us.

When we arrived, Mick, Larkin, Stanna, Gwen, and five other angels I didn’t know were waiting for us. All of them wore a short, toga-like robe.

“Are you here to stop me?” I asked.

“No,” Mick said. “I suspect we will be needed shortly.”

“Follow me. Kar’ess, fall in behind the angels.”

I made sure the camera April had given me was recording from its perch on my helmet, and then I walked through the door of the church in time to hear the pastor’s message.

“And dear God in heaven, please let us smite them all so our holy warriors can return and take the fight around the globe…” he intoned, holding his hands to the sky.

“I think God is probably tired of your shit, pastor,” I yelled over him.

Everyone turned to face me as I led the way forward with Mick on my left, his angels ranged behind us.

“Indeed,” Mick said in response. “The Most High would not approve of all this hate in His name.”

“LIAR!” the pastor screamed. “I am the anointed! I am the exalted prophet! I speak for God!” he yelled.

“Pastor, let me introduce you to the Archangel Michael,” I said, extending a hand toward Mick.

“Wha…” You could hear the mutters rumble through the congregation.

“NO!” the preacher screamed. “There are elves, demons of lust, and tusked demons from Hell among them.”

“ALL OF THEM ARE PRECIOUS TO THE MOST HIGH!” Mick’s voice rumbled like thunder. “The attacks today most certainly qualify for angelic intervention. My small host shall judge you all. Those found wanting shall die. Those found redeemable will go with William James.”

At that point the dragons stuck their heads through the windows. “Resistance is futile,” I said—I’d always wanted to say that. “The building is surrounded, and all of these people are angry enough with the terrorists you sent after us that I’m sure they will make your punishment more painful than the angels’ judgment.”

The angels all pulled their swords. Mick pointed his at the pastor, and the man fell. I watched many people drop in place before I decided to try it with Charle’s blade. After repeated attempts, I decided I didn’t have the ability, until the blade passed in front of a small child. My mind was hit by a wave of purity as it pointed at the little boy who was maybe a little younger than Moonbeam. I pointed the blade at the boy’s mother, and a sense of rottenness enveloped me. I sheathed the sword and the child crawled out of his mother’s lap and patted my leg.

I picked him up and held him. He said, “It’s okay, Daddy. Everything will be okay.” He turned and waved to his mom, who began sobbing just before Stanna took her soul.

He pointed the blade at the boy and raised his brow. “This one is a mashiach.” Mick checked too, and nodded.

In the end, seven children were rescued, as were two extremely submissive women and an old man who came because he heard there would be cake, cookies, and coffee afterward.

The boy, Joshua, returned to the Chicago base with me. As Rebecca walked up, he squirmed out of my arms into hers. She gave the boy a kiss on the cheek, then I got one before she walked off to feed him.

I withdrew to the office, which was empty. Lindy was up front at the desk.

After taking a long pull on my water bottle, I closed my eyes and tried to relax. I don’t know how long I sat there before I heard light steps approaching me, and then a soft, feminine form slid into my lap. I opened my eyes just before April wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me deeply.

I finally managed to pull together enough willpower to break the kiss and leaned against her forehead.

“I can’t, April. I owe my family better than that, and I won’t be responsible for wrecking your home,” I told her.

“My home is already wrecked,” she sobbed, “ever since Jack died.”

“Your love for each other will pull you through, April,” I told her, believing it. “True love doesn’t die.”

“Tell that to Maddy and Chelsea,” April cried into my neck. “Maddy left, and Chelsea is going to move in with her new boyfriend. Darcie alternates between being short-tempered or morose. Nothing Madeleine, Chantelle, or I do matters to her. Only Candice and Clarice can reach her, but even then it's short-lived. We all love each other, but we’re pulling apart.”

“Don’t give up on her, Sweetheart,” I told her. “Darcie loves you. She’s just in a lot of pain.”

“She loves you, Will,” April said. “She loves you, and she hates herself for it. Chantelle and I want to join your family. I don’t know if you realize how obsessed Chantelle was with Darcie, but she’s ready to move on now. I’ve always desired you, but it’s become irresistible since Jack died.”

“Keep talking to her,” I told her.

She brushed a kiss across my lips and stood as Joshua toddled into the room. He held his arms up to April, and she picked him up. “It’s okay, Mommy,” he said. “Daddy and I take care of you. It’s gonna be okay.”

Joshua went home with Rebecca and became my ninth child.
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In the ballroom, my wives, concubines, and I stood in a semi circle facing Karell, N’elisa, and Adelina.

Aloïse spoke. “Some of our ladies are about to depart on a mission with William, and we think that all of them should be in the family before they go. As a result, we are now going to offer Adelina the collar of family James. Karelle and N’elisa have been patiently reminding me that they have also requested to join our number, so—”

BOOM.

The doors of the ballroom bounced off the wall to announce Darcie’s arrival with Candice, Chantelle, and April.

They marched single file into the room and stopped in front of the supplicants, facing Aloïse and me. They unlatched the magnetic fastener of their loungers, and then stepped out of their garments to kneel before us, nude, in the submissive’s pose.

Darcie bowed like we were in the dojo, holding her head on the floor until I returned the courtesy. She sat back into the submissive pose and announced, “House Jerome has been dissolved. We are now unaligned concubines, and I humbly request on behalf of my sisters that you accept them within House James.”

Aloïse turns to gape at me, utterly speechless.

“I knew they were struggling, but I didn’t think they were to this point,” I murmured.

“What do you want to do?” she replied just as quietly.

“They are our friends, and we love them,” I said, and she nodded. “What will cause them the least pain on top of everything they’ve been through?”

Aloïse caressed my face and turned back to the women. “Agreed, Darcie Jerome. What can House James do to ease your pain, Beloved?”

“Don’t give up on me,” she whispered. Then she bowed, picked up her lounger, and left.

“Do we have more collars?” I asked.

“Oh! Let me see, Darling,” Aloïse said before dropping her robe and switching to her succubus form. Tori grabbed her hand, and the two of them popped out of sight.

Gathering my robe so I wouldn’t flash anyone prematurely, I sat down in front of Candice, April, and Chantelle and beckoned Adelina, Karelle, and N’elisa to join us.

“We’re worried about Darcie,” Chantelle said. “After Maddy and Chelsea left, she informed us that she was dissolving the household. She ensured we would still have all our assets from when we joined and a slice of Jack’s wealth. She wouldn’t discuss it further, though.”

Candice added, “All she said was, ‘I can no longer be your mistress. I can’t hold this household together. Each of you is growing into the strong independent women you were meant to be.’ But I’m not. You know how I need validation, Will.”

I chuckled, “But you know that about yourself, Candice. And when you’ve had to power through without, you were brilliant. Each and every time. Darcie knows this about you, and she’s learning it about herself. She’s learning to deal with that in addition to everything else. We’ll continue to love her and support her, okay?”

April and Chantelle shared a look before April turned back to face me. “I told you before, Will. She’s in love with you, and she hates herself for it.”

“Will you call me ‘Pet,’ Will?” Candice asked hopefully.

“No, Candice, I don’t call my ladies pets. I do, however, have a kitten,” I replied.

Audrey wrapped her arms around my neck from the back and pressed into me. “You called, Master?”

The other wives laughed, and I looked to see they were all kneeling behind me.

“I could be a kitten,” N’elisa said.

“Me, too,” Candice replied with a smile.

“Not me,” Chantelle said. “I’m Hot Chocolate.”

Aloïse returned with three more collars, but one was made of velvet rather than the normal braided leather. “Sorry, darlings,” she said as shifted back to human form. “We were short one, so Tori and I crafted something new for the last one.”

So, instead of inducting three concubines in an emergency ceremony, we inducted six. Karelle went first, with caps over her tusks, so my cock wouldn’t be shredded. It gave her a sense of worth to be first chosen among all the beautiful women, and she deep throated me on the first try and took my first load. She was so proud.

After that, N’elisa, Adelina, Candice, Chantelle, and April each took their vows of loyalty to the family and sucked my member while I rubbed their ears. Karelle purred when I rubbed the points of her ears, but only N’elisa orgasmed from the ear massage. I gave the velvet collar to April, since it seemed to fit her somehow.

All six were consumed by burning passion the first couple of times I made love to them, but Adelina and April were insatiable. Karelle curled up among the bodies on the cushions and napped after the second time with me. Chantelle spent a long time making love to Aloïse, as though she was quenching her thirst after a long march through the desert, missing her former mistress. Candice, Chantelle, and April would often break away from the wives and other concubines to hug me, as though to reassure themselves that they were loved.

It took three days of lovemaking for us to make the six new women feel welcome and part of the family. Shryl teased that it reminded her of the time I got stung with succubus venom. We were all exhausted but happy afterward.
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“Ready?” I asked as I surveyed the women and orgs with me. Even three of the Orgish marines were women. Yelena, Erica, Marissa, Adelina, and Alanna all nodded that they were. Alanna had asked at the last minute to join us, and there didn’t seem to be a reason not to. I was against it initially, but she demonstrated conversational Spanish skills that were strong enough that Yelena judged she would be an asset. I knew from the cattle drive that she wasn’t allergic to hard work or rough conditions. A squad of shieldmaidens stood at the ready to establish a perimeter once I opened the teleportal.

I checked the coordinates and then opened the gate to another part of the world.

Immediately, a priest stepped forward holding up a cross, shouting in accented English. “You will let us pass.”

I had the urge to do just that until Alanna stepped forward and held up a hand. “You shall not pass!”

The urge to clear a path diminished. I activated my second sight and was nearly blinded by their golden auras as they battled each other.

In the crowd behind the priest was a woman with a strong green aura who held a bag in her hand. Pointing at her, I said, “If you start to throw anything, I’ll pull your soul out.”

Judging from her reaction, I gathered that she understood me. She put the packet she was holding into an apron pocket.

Pointing at the priest, I told him, “I’ve pulled the souls out of faith magicians before. If you want to be the next one, just keep doing what you’re doing.”

He slowly dropped the cross, and Alanna relaxed. She murmured, “He may not know that he’s a magician, Will. There was no finesse, just a lot of power.”

“You must let us pass!” he pleaded. This time, a lesser amount of power washed over me. “These people are at risk of starving. They must go to the land of plenty.”

“You’re doing it again, Padre,” I told him quietly. “And everyone is at risk of starving. Only through cooperation can we get everyone through the next year.”

I stepped through the teleportal and waved everyone else through. “My family has come to trade for coffee beans, and then we are going to Chile to trade for fruit and vegetables.”

“Gold will not feed the children,” he sobbed.

“Will beef?” I asked. I’d never seen a man look so hungry as he did when he licked his lips at the thought of a steak.

Looking around behind the priest, we found Yelena’s friend, Maria Vargas, and she invited us to her home with the priest and the witch. She explained that despite cattle farming being a huge part of the Colombian economy, getting beef into the mountain villages had been a problem because the ranchers hadn’t been willing to trade cattle for coffee.

As we walked to Maria’s home, Erica and Marissa slid under my arms. Erica purred, “You better fuck me hard tonight husband. Pregnancy hormones are making me horny all the time.”

“Again, huh?” I asked. “I saw three EPTs in the bathroom trash, and two were positive. I was wondering which of you it was.”

“Me and Rebecca,” Erica said. “Susan’s was negative.”

“I just went to Rebecca and had her check,” Marissa said smugly. “I don’t have to kill Chiarra after all.”

“I think Lara and Elesain are, too,” Erica said. “They said they’ll have a couple of more months before they’re certain. Rebecca says maybe, but it’s not definitive.”

“Either way, we’re celebrating tonight, my loves,” I murmured.

“Hope it’s on a big bed,” Erica whispered.

“Don’t care,” Marissa giggled. “We can sleep on the floor as long as I get laid.”

Maria looked over her shoulder as we entered her house to begin talks.

Maria had three metric tons of coffee beans in storage from last year’s harvest and another five from this year. The harvest was still ongoing, and Maria was struggling to get the labor that she needed. Kar’ess recommended that the shieldmaidens patrol the cities to find out if any elves survived Theta. Maria said that the few they had spotted were sickly.

We brought two ASCs through to Colombia, and over the next couple of days, they patrolled Bogotá, Medellín, Barranquilla, Cartagena, and Cali, looking for elves. They did round up a couple hundred, but all were ill from the lingering effects of Theta.

The elves were grateful for the aid, and we didn’t make any effort to weed out what their role was. Some were definitely soldiers, and there were a couple of magicians, but the bulk were farmers, a handful of pleasure slaves, a couple of healers. All of them understood that they needed to support their human neighbors. Maria recruited them all to help with coffee harvest and to plant gardens for food.

We worked out a deal to trade cattle and a fusion generator for coffee from Maria and three hundred pounds of herbs for bruja Teresa Ruiz’s witch brews. Rebecca, Karelle, and Leonore came through with our children to help the witch tend the sick elves. Alanna committed to visiting the priest regularly to teach him how to control his power.

After four days in Colombia, we delivered one hundred head of cattle from Arizona and N’elisa set up a fusion generator to power the plantation. We shocked Maria the last night when seven ladies joined me in the bedroom. After that, we sent the coffee beans home and teleported to Chile.

Since we didn’t have a contact in Chile, we landed in Zona Central and traveled by ASC for a couple of days until we found a farmer’s market in a village north of Talcahuano. Three elves were helping a man with a large wagon, pulled by two donkeys. We discovered that the local witches had been helping the sick elves since they were struck by Theta from the portal to Prime. As a result, the elves were very willing to help as long as the farmers hid them from the “god of death” that lived with the Norte Americanos.

We discovered that they were interested in trading produce and wines for coffee, transportation services, and help getting their power grid back up. I contacted N’elisa, and she came down with two more ASCs of shieldmaidens, a groll powerplant engineer, and five fusion generators.

Our elves talked with those in Chile to reassure them that the “god of death” was actually a very nice man who was helping to promote trade. Eventually, they even told them that it was me.

We sheltered in an abandoned house while we negotiated, traded goods, and delivered on our commitments. The first farmer introduced me to many of his compatriots, and we spent several days opening teleportals to transport goods to other regions of Chile and bringing in their goods and services.

I committed to putting in regional passages to help increase trade, and then we went home.


27


FINDING A NEW NORMAL


My knuckles rap on the door, and I wait for an answer. Eventually, Darcie appears in the window, wrapping a short robe around her.

“Hello, Darcie.”

“Hello, Master,” she replies. Her eyes are sunken, she looks malnourished. “Come in.”

The house doesn’t look like it’s been cleaned in weeks. I don’t smell anything that indicates she’s been cooking or eating.

“You haven’t been attending class while I was gone.” It’s a statement. Monty and Ryuu gave me a full report this morning after classes.

“What’s the point?” she asks morosely. “You left.”

An epiphany strikes me at that point. I take a deep breath and steel myself for what I am about to do. Then, I reach out and snatch a fistful of her oily hair, twisting her neck slightly.

“Darcie, I committed to Jack that I would take care of you, so you will be the healthy, vibrant woman he knew when he left us,” I growl. “Do you understand me, Grasshopper?”

“Yes, Master,” she whimpers. “But it’s so hard.”

I spin her around, sit on the sofa, and pull her over my knee. Lifting her robe to bare her ass, I spank her hard, five strokes on each cheek. Afterward, I caress her tender flesh to cool the sting.

“Please don’t, Master,” Darcie sobs. “I don’t deserve your caresses.”

“Now you’re just pissing me off, Grasshopper,” I growl and beat her ass for another ten strokes on each cheek.

“Stand up,” I order, and I do the same. Holding her up by her hair so her tear-stained face is looking at me, I bark, “Who’s the master here, Grasshopper?”

“Ya-you are, Master?” she sobs.

“So, who decides what you need and what you deserve?” I whisper fiercely.

“You do, Master,” she wails.

“And stop calling me ‘Master.’ You’ve got way too much sexual bullshit wrapped up in that term. You will call me, ‘sir.’ Is that clear, Grasshopper?” I growl louder.

“Ye-yes, sir,” she says before I drag her by her hair to stand in front of the mirror by the front door.

Pointing at her tear-stained face in the glass, I speak with soft intensity. “That woman in the glass is very dear to me, Grasshopper. You have been mistreating her and disrespecting her, and I won’t stand for it!

“You will clean your body, you will put on clean clothes, you will feed yourself, and you will clean your house before the end of the day. From this day forth, you will take care of yourself as you should. You will come to training every morning. You will go to your university classes. You will keep your body strong, and your mind clear.

“It’s still before noon, so if you hurry you can have everything done by bedtime, including reviewing your lessons for tomorrow. I’ll be here tomorrow after training to confirm I don’t need to beat your pretty little ass again. Am. I. Clear, Grasshopper?” I ask.

“Yes, sir,” she sniffs as she wipes her eyes on the sleeve of her robe.

Releasing her hair and pulling her into a hug, I murmur, “If you’re a good girl, you get more of these. Bad girls get their asses beat until they blister.”

“Yes, sir,” she replies into my chest.

“Lock your door after I leave, Grasshopper,” I tell her and brush a kiss on her forehead before I walk out the door.

She gasps, “Holy shit!” after the door closes. I hear the lock slide into place as I take the steps off the porch and walk back to Mount Vernon.
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“Hello, Daddy! Are you joining me?” Clarice asks as I drag one of the two lobby chairs behind the reception desk.

I lean and give my foster daughter a completely inappropriate kiss, well past the succubus standard for chaste.

“That was lovely, Daddy. Maybe a little reception desk sex?” she asks teasingly. “It’s going to be pretty quiet for the rest of the night.”

“Mmm,” I reply, shaking off the temptation. “Tempting, but no. I need to study. This thaumaturgy is tough,” I add, holding the old text up to emphasize my point.

“How are the practice exercises coming?”

A small shrug accompanies my reply. “Doing okay. The first ones were really tough, the middle ones were a little easier, but the last two were hard. The remaining two look pretty difficult.”

“After that, you’ll be able to help Josie make passages?”

“That’s the plan,” I reply. “I’ll have to start small there, too. I think they’re going to be important to rebuilding society. Airplanes are just not efficient at the scales of population we have now. Trains have some utility, but the passages are instantaneous and work well for both people and cargo.”

Clarice says, “N’elisa said her people have a different way to do the same thing, but it leaves an opaque energy field between the two sides that is essentially the compressed space between the two halves.”

“Yeah, and I’m not opposed to using them,” I tell her as I open the old book to the bookmark. “However, Josie’s method is transparent. It’s just an open doorway. I think it will be easier for people to accept. Once I learn it, N’elisa’s going to try. Alanna is interested, but we’re not sure faith magic will allow her to do it.”

“Of course, she just smiles that pretty smile and says, ‘Have faith.’ Right?” Clarice says.

Chuckling, I reply, “That’s exactly what she did.”

After I’ve read a couple of pages, Clarice speaks again. “I had lunch with Darcie today.”

“Oh?”

“She’s so much happier than she was before you went to South America,” Clarice says. “She said you rocked her world two weeks ago.”

“She does look much healthier. More like her old self,” I reply distractedly.

“We’re going on a date on my next day off,” Clarice says, which causes me to bookmark my page and close the tome.

“Oh?”

“They’re playing Rocky Horror on campus, and she asked me to go with her,” Clarice says. “I asked her if it was a date, and she said yes.”

“Well, I’m going on a date on Saturday,” I reply.

“Marissa told me,” Clarice gushes. “She is so excited.”

“I’m looking forward to it, too. They’re expecting snow in Tarrytown, but we’re going to have a good time,” I say as the elevator door opens to reveal Lutt.

“Hello, Lutt,” I say in greeting. “It’s a little late for a farmer to go out for a visit.”

“Yesh,” he agrees with a ready smile. “I had a shquad leader meeting thish afternoon. I thought I would try to catch you on my way home.”

“Sure,” I reply. “You want to go sit in the cafe and talk?”

“Yesh, pleaz,” he replies.

Waving to Clarice, I led the way to the closest booth, and we both squeeze onto the benches.

Jenny, a recently hired server, hurries out with a carafe of water and a couple of glasses. “Coffee, gentlemen?”

“Not for me,” Lutt says. “I want to shleep before 1:00 a.m.”

“I’m good with water, Jenny. Thanks,” I reply.

“Um, sir? Are those real?” she asks, fascinated with Lutt’s tusks.

“Yesh. And my shkin really ish green,” he says, and the girl looks embarrassed. Lutt chuckles. “Don’t be embarrashed. My shtep-daughter ashked the shame thing when we met.”

Jenny blushes and murmurs, “Thanks,” as she turns and scurries back to help finish nightly cleanup.

“So what’s on your mind, Lutt?” I ask as I pour us each a glass of water.

“Greta and I want to have a child together,” he says slowly, watching the glass as he rotates it between his hands. “My people can have children with humansh. In the Empire, itsh unushual but not rare. Greta ish nearly forty. She shays that’sh old to have children. That sheems young to me.”

“It’s toward the end of when human women will willingly try to have children,” I reply carefully. “Susan was forty by the time Liam was born. She wants to have a couple more, but we need to be careful because she hemorrhaged when she gave birth. Fortunately, we had good doctors available, and I was able to stop the bleeding. Josie and I will be on hand if she has another child to ensure she survives if she does it again.”

“That’sh what shkares me,” he whispers. “I jusht found her. I can’t loshe her.”

“Let me explain how my powers work,” I tell him softly. “You’ve seen me pull souls out of people.”

“And make people from nothing,” he says with a nod.

“Not nothing, but from their soul,” I correct him. “I also can manipulate energies—growth energy and entropy. If someone is injured, I remove the entropy from the wound while pushing growth into it to heal. I can also weaponize those energies and the energy of souls, and learn other magics. Josie has the same gift. Rebecca makes healing potions from plants and empowers them with energy to make the effect stronger.

“The bottom line is that I or Josie can heal most injuries that Greta might get during childbirth and even rejuvenate her body. Rebecca can give her tonics to strengthen her. Plus, we have a few good doctors and a midwife in the co-op here in town. Leonore’s staff are here, too. Greta can give birth here, and we can provide the best care during and after the delivery to ensure that both she and your child survive and thrive. She should probably start with coming to see Rebecca.”

“That helpsh, Will. Thank you,” the big man says. “I’ll talk to Greta, probably tomorrow, shince it’sh sho late. I need to tuck in the kidsh and get to bed. Morning comesh early on a farm.”

He slides out of the booth, and I follow to shake his hand. “Thanksh, Will.”

“Glad to help, Lutt. Take care.”
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“Brrrrrr, it’s cold, Will!” Marissa exclaims.

“Put on your coat, silly,” I tease as I take her dark gray down overcoat from her hand. “I told you wearing your yoga togs wasn’t a good idea.”

“Hmmm! That’s much better, husband,” she purrs as she slides her arms into the coat and pulls it closed. “At least I wore the hiking boots like you told me. And they’re cute, too!”

“Clarice, Tori, and Lleandra are having an impact on you, Love,” I tease. “You know how Clarice is all about the cute shoes.”

Marissa turns serious. “It makes her feel empowered since she has to be so careful about hiding her extra parts with her clothing. Her shoes are really the only form of fashion self-expression she has.”

“Yeah,” I sigh. “I wish she could get her degree in Prescott. At least the people in Prescott and Prescott Valley have seen succubae before. She even goes out in public without covering up sometimes. I’m worried what will happen if she gets outed in Flagstaff and I’m not there to protect her.”

We walk out of the Carriage House, which is the former conference center where we set up a transport room. Marissa hooks her hand around my arm as we walk toward the reception desk in the King House Mansion. A woman in a dark blue suit meets us at the desk and checks us in.

“Are you ready to open the last four rooms?” I ask.

“As of yesterday, we have twenty-four rooms to rent, Mr. James,” the slender Black woman says with a wide smile full of pride. “Thank you so much for this opportunity. I had only been a receptionist for a year, and now I’m the manager.”

I chuckle, replying. “I’m glad you’re happy, Sheila. I doubt Tarrytown House will be the big resort it was before, but with this being an agriculture center, there will be travelers here. I do expect more elves than humans, but we’ll see how things develop. Things might pick up when people figure out we have a regional transport room here.”

“I’ll do whatever you need, sir,” she says eagerly.

“Just keep an eye on the elves. They’re trying to adapt to our culture because I’m not really giving them a choice,” I tell her. “Anything you can do to help them adjust would be good. If you see anyone getting in trouble, let me know so I can get them help.”

“Will do, sir. Your suite is ready, but we’re out of food,” Sheila says.

“Not to worry,” I tell her. “I’ve got something set up. Oh, while I’m thinking about it—I’ll have a couple of folks coming out next week to replace your solar with a fusion generator. You’ll have enough power for refrigeration and electric heat for the winter, and you could run the whole resort from it if you were filled to capacity.”

Waving goodbye to Sheila, we make our way up the stairs and open the door to the King Mansion Balcony suite. That the room features wooden floors with warm rugs and a queen-sized bed are obvious, but it’s the balcony that catches our attention. Despite the cool weather, we step out and take in the beautiful view of the Hudson River.

Marissa looks up at me with a big grin. “It’s so pretty here. That light dusting of snow makes it perfect.”

I kiss her gently, and she moans. “It’s so pretty right here,” I reply.

“Oh, Will! If we’re not going to make love right now, we need to get out of here,” she murmurs.

“Let’s go for a walk, and then we’ll come back, have dinner here in the room, and then we’ll see what happens. Okay?”

“Sounds perfect, Will,” she replies. “It’s been so long since we’ve had any alone time.”

“Yeah, and we only had that one date for your birthday a couple of years back,” I say. “Lleandra’s been bugging me to take her on a date, but I think my wives need to come first.”

“We’re thinking you can give her a date for Christmas,” Marissa says as I close the door of the room.

“She’ll survive until then. She enjoyed the homecoming dance, and she’s had more of a social life. I want her focused on her GED right now,” I tell her. Changing the subject, I add, “I walked a few routes on my previous trips. I think you’ll like this one.”

“I’m getting alone time with you,” she replies as we walk down the curved drive to the street. “I’m liking it already.”

“Good. I wasn’t sure what to do when you said ‘surprise me,’” I confess. “Considering how we usually spend our alone time, I thought a leisurely walk in the afternoon and dinner in the room might be nice before we devolve into fucking each other’s brains out."

“Are you insinuating that I’m a slut, William?” she asks, squeezing my arm and resting her chin on my shoulder.

“No insinuation at all,” I reply as we turn right on the street. “There’s no doubt you’re a slut, Marissa. It’s just one of the many reasons I love you.”

“What are some of the others?” she asks flirtatiously.

“Well, let’s see. You’re beautiful and strong, and I’m talking about your character, not just your hot, sexy body,” I tell her sincerely as we approach the street corner. “You’re smart and funny. I love how you randomly pull bits of trivial knowledge out of the air in response to others’ curiosity. You’ve got a great work ethic, you’re fierce, you’re very loving, and did I mention you’re a slut?”

“Hmmm. Yes, you did mention that,” Marissa teases. We look both ways and cross the street, and she comments, “I can’t break that habit despite traffic not being much of a thing anymore.”

“Yeah, well, we know that cars still exist, although petroleum products are getting harder to find,” I reply as she releases my arm and takes my hand instead. “I think the ole’ ‘look left-right-left’ is still a good practice. Especially in the Quad Cities, Kingman, Cottonwood, and Sedona.”

“I think we’re all going to end up using electric vehicles,” she says. “The groll found six electric semi-tractors in good condition at the Nikola motors plant in south Phoenix. Karelle said the batteries were rudimentary compared to what they were used to, but all six of them worked once they were decontaminated. They found four with hydrogen fuel cells, too.”

“Those could be useful for moving food and livestock,” I muse.

“N’elisa says she thinks she needs to get a group together to manufacture fusion power plants for vehicles and aircraft. Erica and I have been discussing it with her, T’os, and Chiarra,” she says. “I think Thomas would like to have her rebuild some of those jets down in Yuma.”

“Yes, he was lusting after her rebuilt Apache gunships. So was Scotty McAllister. And Colonel Rivera was very happy to have them,” I reply as we walk along the wooded street, leaving our footprints in the dusting of snow on the ground. “I think two is enough for now. He sent his traditional ones down to Thomas.”

“How’re the orgs progressing on the spaceship project?” Marissa asks. “I know N’elisa is working with them on that, too.”

“Yeah, she’s got your work ethic,” I reply. “She’s like a kid in a candy store with all her projects. Tori’s a lot like that, too. She just has a different focus.”

“Uhm-hmm. Erica’s leaning that way too now. She’s really dug her teeth into the trade association part of the co-op. But you were saying about the spaceships, William…”

“Oh, yeah,” I reply. “They think they’ll be able to do an orbital test flight in early December and a longer test flight a couple of weeks later to the asteroid belt and back. If those go well, they’re planning on a last test voyage to the far side of the Kuiper belt and back before sending off a crew to their home systems.”

“That’s going to take some time, right?”

“That’s what N’elisa tells me,” I reply, steering Marissa toward a right turn. “She says the engines they built are light-years ahead of what Earth scientists ever imagined, but they’re still rudimentary compared to the ones her people use in her parallel dimension. Fliss suspects it will take them at least a couple of years to be ready to send a vessel home. Their navigators don’t have their computers, so they’re having to work from memory and create the mathematical models from scratch. Apparently, there aren’t many constellations visible from here that are familiar to them. Food, water, fuel, and waste disposal on the ship are all concerns, too.”

“They’re using a space shuttle for the basic structure right?” she asks as we walk down the trail in the woods. “Maybe they end up using this ship for testing engine innovations and building a bigger ship in space.”

“N’elisa and Fliss are talking about that as an option,” I say. “So how was the second South America trip?”

“Well, Erica took the lead; she’s really blossoming. Yelena is interested in helping again, but she felt bad about leaving Candice and Christina behind without her help,” Marissa says. “Alanna and I mostly translated for the shieldmaidens while Adelina assisted Erica. Most of the Central American coffee harvests will be starting next month. We did pick up some more beans in Mexico, and we’ve already started roasting some. I think Costa Rica and Guatemala will be our best sources there. We are probably going to need to expand our roasting operation.”

“Any issues?”

“The usual,” she replies. “Lack of labor to harvest. Limited food supplies. Lack of infrastructure to deliver crops to markets. There weren’t any elves around, so we took plantation owners and farmers around, looking for people willing to help. The shieldmaidens drove us around in the ASCs. They’re pretty set for solar power down there, so I suspect they’re going to want passages and electric vehicles.”

After a pause, she says, “There was one problem.”

“What was that?”

Marissa giggles before replying. “Adriana got grumpy from the lack of your cock. Erica and I made do, but Adriana still isn’t warming up much to the idea of a little girl love.”

“Josie was slow too, but she changed her mind over time,” I say as we pass Sunnyside. Pointing, I say, “That’s Washington Irving’s home.”

“Oh! Josie was gaga over that,” Marissa says.

“Yes. She’s rereading his works when she’s not working on her projects or studying,” I reply. “There are a number of elves living there. They’ve been tilling fields and gardens to get them ready for planting in the spring.”

We walk past the historic farm, and Marissa cuddles me as we pass a small pond. We eventually get to the museum lane and take a left to the monument, stopping to stare across the gray-blue waters of the Hudson River before reversing course.

As we pass the pond, a scream pierces the quiet afternoon of the forested retreat.

Marissa and I jog forward, back toward Sunnyside. As we approach the historic farm, an Elven woman vaults onto a fence post, over the hedge, and lands on the verge of the path holding a long spade in her hand, which I believe she used as a pole to vault over the fence.

She drops the long-handled shovel and runs toward us, screaming in Elvish, “Help me!”

Dark walnut hair streams behind her as she draws near.

I catch her and Marissa wraps her arms around her. “What is the matter?” Marissa asks, speaking slowly and clearly.

“Hmm. I think I see the problem,” I interject as I spy a large moving shadow spill over the hedge.

The shadow splits in two and then joins back into one as it picks up speed.

“Death shadow!” the Elven woman whimpers. “Kills many. Leaves them empty.”

“We can’t have that now, can we?” I murmur in reply and stand between the advancing shadow and the ladies, activating my second sight.

As the shadow gets closer, it’s apparent that it consists of two ghostly souls wrapped in a blanket of entropy. Fortunately, Remy already showed me this trick.

They’re already in range for me to control them, so I suck all the entropy away from them, pulling it into my energy well and leaving the two souls naked to me. I grab them with my will, and considering who they are, it’s not surprising how hard they fight.

Being a martial artist, I’ve fought strong opponents, and I haven’t always come out the victor. But as a necromancer, losing isn’t happening. I focus my will and squeeze my mental hold on them until I sense a gasp.

“Come here, you two,” I growl. “You’re ruining my date with Marissa and scaring my people. This stops right now. Apologize to this young lady, and do it so she can see and hear you.”

The male ghost splutters, “Bu-but, we’ll use up all the energy we’ve collected.”

“Julius, stop being such a whiny little bitch,” I growl. “Apologize to…” turning to the Elven girl, “...I’m sorry dear. I recognize you from the Chicago battle, but I don’t remember your name.”

“Ti’li,” she murmurs. “Ti’li is my name.”

“Apologize to Ti’li,” I order the two ghosts.

The female becomes visible to Marissa and says, “I’m sorry, Ti’li. We were trying to take your soul so we could come back to life.”

“Judith?” Marissa says. “N’elisa said you died in New York City. That’s Julius with you?”

The ghost in question makes himself visible. Both of them seem to be wearing period costumes from the 1800s.

“I apologize, Ti’li,” Julius mutters. Turning to me, he asks, “Why can’t we kill elves? They killed us. It only seems fair.”

“You could have had all of the soldiers and magicians you wanted, but the sex slaves, healers, and farmers are under my protection,” I tell him coldly. “The scouts reported a shadow killing elves. I didn’t realize what you were doing was possible until Remy transformed into a similar shadow.”

“Remy? He’s dead?” Judith asks.

“Yes. I shredded his soul so he couldn’t come back,” I reply.

“Please don’t do that to us, William,” Judith implores. “And don’t tell Rebecca. Please.”

“I can’t keep secrets from my wives, Judith,” I reply. “By the way, Rebecca was crushed when Lonnie told us you died. We named her daughter after you.”

“Say what?” Julius mutters.

“Now, the afterlife,” I reply, hearing Prince’s voice and a synth run in my mind. “Angélis Gwenefron, please attend me.” After a long pause, I tell them, “This might take a moment.”

“What might, William?” Gwen asks as it appears.

“Your arrival, Gwen,” I reply. “I wasn’t sure if you weren’t in the middle of something. Your wings are bigger, and is that a baby bump?”

“Yes,” Gwen replies, running a hand over her nascent baby bump. “My wings are the same, there are just more of them.” She flares them to show she now has four wings.

“Congratulations on the promotion,” I tell her quietly before pointing to Judith’s and Julius’ ghosts. “I think you’re familiar with Julius. You might want to let him keep any memories of how rewarding kindness can be. The other is Rebecca’s aunt, Judith.”

“I will take good care of your friends, William,” she replies. “Let’s go, you two.”

Gwen grabs a soul with each hand, and they all pop from view.

“That was an angel?” Ti’li says in awe.

“An archangel,” I correct her gently. “Four wings instead of two. That was my friend Gwen, and she’s going to have a baby angel.”

“That’s sweet,” Marissa says. “I wonder if Mick is the father.”

“I must get back to the garden,” Ti’li says carefully in English. “The boys will be worried with all the deaths recently. Bye, Lord.”

She kisses my cheek gently before running off to pick up her spade and making her way toward a gate in the fence.

Marissa takes my hand, and we continue our walk back to our hotel room.
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Iopen the door in time to hear Marissa say, “I was right there, and then Rebecca calls to ask if we’re ready to eat. She says, ‘You have to eat for the baby!’ I tell her, ‘I’ve already had two protein injections, and we’re working on my triple play!’”

The assembled ladies are laughing in the living room area, and the kids are in the dining room. Greta’s three are playing with our nine although Gregor and Scott are keeping an eye on the younger ones while doing something on the dining table. Lleandra and Mica are deep into their studies for their GEDs, and Karin is sitting next to Mica, studying for her college class.

Greta, surrounded by my wives and concubines, says, “In the back? I couldn’t do that with Lutt. He would tear me.”

“Will’s a stretch for me, too, but it’s so worth it,” Marissa purrs.

“Slut!” a chorus of ladies call out before I greet them.

“Hello, ladies,” I say as I pass. “April’s on her way up. She stopped to visit with Clarice on the desk.”

Treading carefully, I collect as many welcome home kisses as I can without stepping on anyone.

“Hi Will,” Gregor calls as I make my way to the kids hugs and kisses.

“Gregor!” Greta scolds. “That’s Mr. James.”

I look up from hugging Joshua. “I’m fine with it, Greta. Unless you think we need to drink to brotherhood first. We’ve got enough goat milk for us all to do that.”

The German woman scowls at me for a moment. “Are you making fun of me, Mr. James?”

“No, ma’am. I was stationed in Germany long enough to learn a couple of things about the culture,” I explain. “Herr Paulus wouldn’t call me Will until we did the Bruderschaft trinken thing.”

Greta smirks. “I suppose since so many of us are pregnant, milk will have to do.”

“I’ll help,” Chantelle says and launches to her feet.

“Milk and cookies!” I exclaim, and the kids cheer. Even the babies bounce and laugh in their playpen.

I finish hugging my children and take Chantelle’s hand, leading her to the bedroom. Chantelle hugs me tightly before we kiss passionately. “Hurry up. Milk, cookies, and cuddling sounds really good.”

“I think this is the first time we’ve all been together since your induction,” I observe as I put my wet clothes in the hamper, spray my bag with disinfectant, and hang it in the closet.

“Com’ere, Hot Chocolate,” I purr, and Chantelle slides her slim athletic body into my arms.

“I love weekends,” she purrs into my neck. “I enjoy working with the kids at the school, but I don’t have much time to spend with my new family except on the weekends. It was different when I worked for Aloïse.”

“Let’s go love our people,” I tell her before collecting another kiss.

“Back here later?” she asks as she slides under my arm and leads me back to the kitchen.

“Definitely,” I tell her, dropping a hand to squeeze her tight ass. “How do you feel about sharing with April? I think she’s expecting some horizontal time, too.”

“I’m in. I saw her on the news last night,” Chantelle says. “I think she hit the tanning bed. She looks all café au lait now.”

“I noticed,” I reply as I release Chantelle to walk up behind Elesain, who’s standing at the kitchen counter, and wrap my arms around her. “Someone has a baby bump,” I whisper into her ear.

She turns her head and kisses me. “Morena’s is bigger, and Lara’s is about the same.”

“Yours is still noticeable, lover,” I tell her.

Elesain pulls another tray of chocolate chip cookies out of the oven while Chantelle plates some of the cooled ones. I grab glasses and retrieve a pitcher of fresh goat milk from the fridge.

Just after April arrives, we pass out plates and glasses to everyone, and I ensure that I toast Greta and her kids with “Bruderschaft.”

“Your accent is horrible, Will,” Greta says after we toast.

“My Elven and Arabic are even worse,” I say bashfully. “I thought maybe I’d take the kids around the square to see the Christmas decorations. You okay with yours coming along? It’ll let you continue telling stories without having to explain various words later.”

Greta smirks. “Ja, that would be nice.”

Chantelle and April decide to help me herd the kids, and Yelena, Christina, and Candice all give me kisses before we go.

Candice explains, “We’ll have to return to the café before you get back. Love you.”

“Love you, too, Candi,” I tell her.

“The café is pretty full tonight, but I have the ballroom reserved for family and friends for brunch,” she says.

“The Cheung family and Warren RSVP’d, Darling,” Aloïse calls from the couch. “Warren’s bringing two with him.”

“We’ve got enough food planned already. Actually, Greta, your family could come, too,” Candice says. “Show up any time after 12:30.”

“I think we can. Let me check with Lutt,” she says, picking up a cookie.

April, Chantelle, and I take the older kids out of the residence and down in the elevator. We wave to Clarice as she talks to a pair of guests.

We make our way in the cool afternoon air to Courthouse Square and walk around the square. I point out the decorations to the kids, and I listen as they tell me about their adventures over the last day. Gregor and Scott are quite pumped about starting fencing at Greta and Lutt’s new club. Kyla tells me about bottle feeding a late calf. Moonbeam and River are each excited about learning witchery exercises from Rebecca. Joshua and Sally tell me about going to the farm with Morena and Chelena to pick up vegetables.

While the kids were playing tag in an errant ray of sunshine on the south lawn, April says, “Josie says you’re ready to start making passages, Will.”

Shrugging, I reply, “I’ve built a couple of small ones out of wood. I’m graduating to half-size and full-size door passages this week. I had to take a break to install a set in Clarice’s condo in Flagstaff on Thursday.”

“How’d that go?” Chantelle asks, cuddling up closely. April takes her cue and slides under my other arm.

“It was pretty straightforward,” I answer before throwing up a barrier in front of Kyla to keep her from running into the street.

Kyla bounces off the invisible wall, and the other kids run over to check on her before she even thinks about crying.

“We used one of Josie’s,” I continue as the kids make a game out of finding the edges of the barrier. “I broke one of mine when I attached a security door, so I was looking for a little more certainty. Mine are going to connect the old train station to the airport, and the airport to Cottonwood, Baghdad, Dewey-Humboldt, Mayer, and Chino Valley.”

April caresses my back as we watch the kids put on a little mime show while I adjust the barrier to herd them back toward us. April says, “Josie says she plans to keep you very busy with passage production.”

“That’s the plan,” I agree. “Audrey doesn’t need my help with her growing prosthetics business since Alisha and Charles are working with her. Marissa has been working with Erica and Aloïse on the Central and South American trade agreements. My major job is to keep learning, drilling with the security forces, and keep bringing people to the table.”

“Kind of like a head of state,” Chantelle says. I just look at her as she calls out, “Let’s go home kids!”

They all run over with happy grins on their faces, and I drag my attention away from Chantelle’s comment to dismiss the shield.

We circle around the east side, cross Gurley Street holding hands, and then debate on whether to get ice cream at the shop or at the café. Eventually, we all decide on the café since the kids are addicted to Candice’s hot chocolate recipe.

As we approach the hotel entrance, April calls out, “Chelsea!” With Joshua in her arms, she bolts ahead of us to wrap her former lover in a tight hug as her passengers enter the hotel.

Tears are streaming down both women’s faces, and Chantelle hands me Kyla to go hug the other two women. Poor Joshua doesn’t know what to do, so he tries to reassure April. “It’s okay, Mommy. Everything will be okay.”

That really causes April’s tears to flow. As I get close enough to hear the three women murmuring, I kneel down and set the two girls on their feet. Gregor and Scott take Kyla’s hand, and River grabs his sister’s.

“Hello, Chelsea,” I greet the short, curly-headed blonde. “It’s a pleasure to see you again. How are you?”

I take Joshua from April’s arms and set him on the ground next to me, and Sally takes his hand as though she’s been his big sister her whole life.

“I’m doing okay. I had to kick my boyfriend out of my apartment when I discovered that his primary motivation for being my boyfriend was to have someone take care of him,” she says. “I suspect that my business is going to suffer when you get the passages set up, too. It’s still pretty good though.”

“Passages won’t hurt you much,” I tell her. “Besides, the offer to create a bigger business for the co-op still stands. You could expand into cargo hauling, tours, et cetera. N’elisa expects to have bus versions of ASCs in a little over a year. We’re trying to switch everything to non-polluting renewable energy within two years.”

Her face takes on a thoughtful look, and she nods before a big smile appears on her face and she says, “So who are all these people who are shorter than me?”

We all chuckle before I do introductions. “Well, I’m not sure Gregor is shorter than you, but he, his brother Scott, and his sister Kyla are the children of a friend who’s visiting. These other four are ours. This is Sally, River, Moonbeam, and Joshua. The babies are all upstairs.”

Gregor and Scott shake her hand, and Joshua slides in to hold April’s hand.

After greeting the kids, Chelsea pulls my two concubines in for a tight hug. “I miss you two. Darcie and Maddy, too, if I’m being honest.”

“Darcie misses you, too, Chelsea,” I tell her. “I see her every day, and she frequently mentions that she regrets how she broke your family apart.”

“I just got tired of watching her hate herself,” Chelsea says. “And Maddy was mad at her for wanting you, which made Darcie’s guilt stronger. She was a shadow of herself the last time I saw her.”

“I’ve been meeting her for coffee or lunch a couple times a week for a while now,” Chantelle says. “She looks healthy and happy. I understand her martial arts teacher went over and spanked her hard to shake her out of her self-loathing.”

“That’s what she needed,” Chelsea says. “Maddy probably needs it, too. April, are you talking to Darcie again?”

April nods and sniffs. “Just last week for the first time in a long time. She stopped me after martial arts class to tell me how much she missed me. We hugged and cried, and I invited her to come up to Chicago for lunch. I gave her a tour of the station, and we had a great afternoon. She’s been dating Clarice.”

“That sounds like a positive step,” Chelsea says with longing. I guess she wishes she was the one dating Darcie.

“Can we give her a communicator, Will?” Chantelle asks. “One of the new ones? Chelsea, they’re like cell phones with no limits because of the tiny passages in them.”

“Sure,” I agree. “We were all going to have ice cream and hot cocoa in the café. Care to join us?”

“I’d be delighted,” she replies.

“Get a placard for your SUV from Clarice. She’s on duty at the reception desk. We’ll meet you inside,” Chantelle tells her. She kisses me before leading the children inside.
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“Hello, Master Po,” Darcie says as I sit to stretch with her and Alanna.

“You finally figured out where ‘Grasshopper’ came from?” I tease.

“Alanna clued me in that it was from an old TV show, sir,” she replies with an air of pride. “I’ve been watching them on various streaming services. I haven’t found one that has all the episodes, but they’re kind of fun.”

Alanna says, “Clarice and I are going over to Darcie’s for a marathon. She has the entire series on DVD.”

“Including The Legend Continues, Daddy,” Clarice says as she joins us. “One of the fringe networks tried to remake it with younger people in modern times, but I didn’t care for those. I think the plague ended production, too, so it’s not a complete story arc.”

Darcie teases Clarice, “Maybe we should write a screenplay about a little half-succubus girl who grows up in a brothel and swings a mean whip.”

Alanna laughs and adds, “We’d have to add her hot girlfriend and her cool friend who’s a faith magician.”

“Definitely,” I laugh with them.

Clarice waves her hand dismissively. “Nah. No one would want to watch that.” Then she gets a conspiratorial look on her face and leans in to whisper. “Unless there was lots of sexy action with her girlfriend and her hot foster father.”

“Ew!” I reply. “No one would want to watch the hot succubus with an old man.”

“Maybe the hot succubus, her two friends, and her hot daddy,” Alanna says with an arched eyebrow.

“Definitely not,” I say dismissively, and the ladies all bust out laughing.

“I’ve got to get ready for school,” Darcie says. “I’m in Cottonwood for my wine lab again today.”

We all get up and collect hugs from her.

Darcie kisses me on the lips, hesitantly pulling back as her eyes slowly open. “I’m not ready yet, sir,” she whispers. “Just don’t give up on me.”

“Never, Grasshopper,” I reply and kiss her forehead.

Darcie kisses Alanna’s cheek before pulling Clarice in for a smoldering kiss. “Goodbye for now, darlings,” she says as she leaves.

“She’s channeling Aloïse,” Alanna says. Then she curls a hand around my neck and pulls me into a passionate kiss.

I pull back in surprise as her tongue leaves my mouth. “Yep, I’m in,” she says, giving me a sultry look before she saunters out with a pronounced sway to her hips.

Clarice laughs. “I knew it!” she exclaims before collecting a passionate kiss of her own. “Bye, Daddy!”

“Holy shit!” I say before I turn back to the gathering students on the mat. All of them break out into hearty laughter.
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“Hello, Daddy,” Clarice says.

“Hey, Honey. How are you doing?” I ask as she slides into the booth across from me. I wave Jenny over, pointing at my cup and water glass.

“I’m doing well,” she replies. “I just finished training new baristas over at Shekel’s House. You won’t guess who one of our new hires is.”

“Addison Bennett?” I ask, watching her eyes as I sip my coffee.

“Ah! How did you know?” she asks. “I thought it would be a surprise.”

“Well, I do consider myself a friend of the family,” I tell her with a smile. “Remember, we went to her tennis championship and Mickey’s little league tournament this summer? Mary, her mom, called me last week when Addy interviewed with you and Manuel. She wanted assurances that Addy’s work wouldn’t interfere with her school and sports.”

“That’s not what she should be worried about,” Clarice replies with a smirk. “Addy’s got it hard for you, maybe worse than Lleandra does. They both want to marry you.”

“They both have a lot of life to walk before that even becomes a topic for discussion,” I tell her decisively. “You too, Clarice.”

“That may be, but they both still want to make love to you,” Clarice says with a smirk.

“Geez! Addy’s barely fifteen!” I exclaim. “I need you to dissuade her as firmly as you can.”

Clarice lays a hand on top of mine. “Don’t worry, Daddy. I did,” she assures me. “I just thought you should know.”

“This sounds like one of your mummy’s plots to build the family,” I grouse.

Clarice chuckles, “Yes! It really does, doesn’t it.”

“How are you and Darcie doing?” I ask.

“Great, Daddy. She’s really doing well, and we spend at least as much time being BFFs as we do exploring sapphic pleasures,” Clarice says excitedly. “It’s really nice having a close friend, plus she’s a great lover. She’s coming to terms with loving you while still mourning Jack. I think she still feels guilty about it, but it’s more of a whisper than a scream of self-loathing. She can even laugh about being a mess now.”

“I don’t think Jack intended to make her so dependent on him, but he did,” I reply. “He wanted me to take care of his girls, but I think he thought it would be as simple as bedding them all. It’s not that simple. Each of those women is complex, and I think he navigated those relationships instinctively with very little conscious thought.”

“My experience with him was definitely not well-thought out,” she says. “Then again, I didn’t think it through very well, either. I just knew that I’d made a commitment and didn’t want to let him down.”

“He felt the same way, Honey,” I tell her. “He told me that after we beat the shit out of each other on the dojo mat.”

Clarice chuckles, “I noticed you didn’t heal him after you reconciled.”

“No,” I reply with a grin. “I don’t feel so bad about it since I’ve talked to Alanna. She said she and Mort put healing glyphs on him and Darcie.”

Clarice was about to say something else when I heard a different voice. “Excuse me, sir.”

I look around and see a blonde with wavy hair and an athletic figure. She looks haggard and tired.

“Maddy?” I gasp. “What’s wrong, dear? Please sit with us.”

“I-I,” she stutters.

Remembering that Jack was often firm with her, I strengthen my resolve before I scowl at her. “Madison Hock, you will sit your pretty little ass in this booth, eat, drink, and relax, or I’ll drag you over here and spank that ass right here in public. Am I clear?”

Maddy’s eyes open wide as she gasps. “Ye-yes, sir.” She slides in next to Clarice, who wraps Maddy into a hug.

Jenny brought over a menu and a glass of ice water. Maddy takes a sip and looks at me.

“Go ahead, Maddy,” I tell her. “I’ll take care of you.”

Maddy looks through the menu, and selects a chicken on greens salad. I tell Jenny, “Bring her a milkshake and a basket of whole grain bread, too.”

“Chocolate,” Maddy says, looking down at the table.

I nod at Jenny, and she hurries off to take care of the order.

Clarice kisses Maddy’s cheek and gets up. “I need to get to the desk, Daddy. Pelleta is covering for me.”

She gives me a lascivious kiss and whispers, “I’m going to call Chantelle and let her know,” before heading over to the front desk.

“Maddy, you look miserable. Tell me about it, Sweetie,” I urge her gently. “What’s going on?”

“All they do is complain how evil and repressive men are,” Maddy says.

“Who?” I ask.

“Connie’s household,” she replies. “There’s no connection. There’s no family. There’s no…”

I wait for a moment before I complete the sentence. “Love?”

She nods, looking down at her hands in her lap.

“You had that, Maddy,” I say gently. “Darcie loved you. Candice loved you. Chantelle loved you. Chelsea loved you. April loved you. What happened?”

“Losing Felicia nearly killed me,” she murmurs. “Darcie, Jack, and April worked hard to put me back together afterward, and then Jack died. We all thought Darcie would hold us together, but she was in so much pain. We all hurt, and eventually I said things I shouldn’t have. I hurt all of them horribly, and I knew they would never forgive me. So I left.”

“I forgive you, Maddy.” I turn to see April standing there with her day pack for work. “I did—shortly after you left. I love you, and I miss you,” she says, tears streaming down her face.

Maddy breaks into heaving sobs. April slides into the seat next to Maddy and wraps her arms around her. “I love you, silly. My love for you is eternal. Anger and hurt won’t impact that.”

Chantelle bursts through the main entrance and slides in on the other side of Maddy, leaning in to wrap her arms around her waist below April’s.

“But I said such horrible things,” Maddy sobs. “How can you forgive that?”

“They’re just words, Maddy,” Chantelle whispers urgently. “We all know where they came from because we all felt the same pain. You were closest to Fel, but we all loved her. And Jack…his dominance was the glue that held us together. Without him, we were all rudderless. It was unfair of us to expect Darcie to take his place because she was gutted by his loss just as much as you were with Fel’s.”

Candice slides in next to me and hugs me, her eyes glued to the women across the table from me.

“Hey, Maddy. Jenny just told me you’re here. What can I do to ease your pain, Beloved?” Candice asks quietly.

“I’m sorry, Candi,” Maddy sobs. “I shouldn’t have called you those names.”

“I know, Honey. My grief is less than it was, but I still miss Jack and Darcie,” Candice says. “I have a new master who understands. I’ll never be someone’s pet again. But I am loved, and our huge family keeps me on course. You called us all cockhounds to insult us, but for me it’s true. I need a kind, strong man to hold me and love me. I thought Jack would always be that for me, so when Jack wasn’t there any longer and Darcie couldn’t help me, I was naturally drawn to Will as my new master. He’s the kindest man I’ve ever met.

“I still miss and love Fel and Jack, but it’s not a contest. I love Will, Aloïse, Rebecca, and all the other girls, too. My heart has gotten bigger from joining this family. So, don’t think harshly of us for it, and know that I still love you and never stopped. Darcie hasn’t either.”

“I should probably let you ladies have some alone time,” I murmur. “Excuse me.”

After hugging Candice, I close my book and notes and slide out of the booth. I catch Jenny’s eye and mime writing a receipt, then point to myself. “Love you all,” I murmur before stepping away.
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“Hey, Will. Do you have a moment?” Vanessa asks as she sticks her head into the study cube I’m using as a quiet office at the moment. She’s dressed in a pale yellow version of Tori’s lounger and her huge afro is gone. Her hair is cut close to her head and her heavy pointed breasts are mesmerizing as they sway in her halter lounger.

“Eyes are up here, Will,” she teases, and I look up into her soulful brown eyes.

“And they’re every bit as beautiful and mesmerizing as your breasts,” I reply quietly. “I’ve missed you.” I slide over and place a chair next to me.

“Our talk helped,” she says as she gracefully slides her curves into the chair next to me, sets a tablet on the desktop, and hugs me tightly.

“If you keep doing that, Vanessa, we’re not going to get any work done. You’re just too damned sexy,” I tell her. “Your new hairstyle suits you, too.”

“Oh, we are definitely going to christen this desk when we’re done, Will. I need to have you inside me,” she says with a shy smile. “I want to walk you through what I’ve managed with the farm planning for next year.” She powers up her tablet.

“First of all, Peter Blackfeather was able to leverage his contacts to find abandoned harvester crew equipment. He said they all have one season of wear on them, but with proper maintenance, they could serve for at least one more season. He’s got a contact from the cattle drive that’s looking for one or two more crews-worth of equipment,” Vanessa explains, pointing to her notes on the tablet. “They’re also looking for experienced operators and mechanics.

“I’m learning that there’s a lot more to wheat harvest than I thought,” she adds humbly. I caress her bare shoulder blades as she moans contentedly before continuing. “So, N’elisa and I are going to go up north with a security crew to check out the equipment and figure out how to retrofit them with fusion generators. There are tractor trailers there to haul them, but I think we want to use the Nikola tractors to pull those trailers. That’s all I have for equipment. We’re just trying to time the trip between snow storms.”

She pauses and closes her eyes, shivering slightly. “I miss your touch when your fingers aren’t on my skin,” she purrs. “So good.”

She shakes herself and continues. “So, I started with the Texas Farm Bureau. There was an old farmer there answering the phone line, and he said that one, phone service is spotty, and two, elves are trying to squat on the old abandoned farms. I asked him to talk to the elves about ensuring that the wheat harvest is planted in time. He was noncommittal, but I’ve scheduled time to go out with two ASCs of shieldmaidens to engage the Elven farmers. I’d like you to come along.”

“I’ll commit to that,” I tell her.

“After that I worked my way up and across the central states,” she explains. “The woman who answered in Arkansas was an old high school classmate. She was lukewarm until I started talking about what we’re trying to accomplish, and I was able to build a bridge there. Missouri didn’t answer, but I left a voicemail.”

She continues, ticking off her fingers. “Oklahoma’s and Kansas’ farm bureaus were both active and engaged. Their biggest concern is labor to plant and harvest, plus getting crops to market or to flour mills. The Colorado number was out of service, but Greta said she’d talk to her network to see what she could learn. Nebraska’s bureau did answer the phone, but they were a little standoffish about foreigners messing in their business. He loosened up a bit when I asked about plans for harvest, markets, and milling. North Dakota’s went to voicemail, but South Dakota’s was out of service.”

She huffs, adding, “I need to figure out a strategy to contact people there. Wyoming and Montana said they didn’t have a lot of wheat but would call me back after checking with the surviving farmers and ranchers. I also don’t have anything for Canada.”

“Ask Carla about the reporter’s name from the CBC network. She stayed after we left for Chicago, and I’m pretty sure Carla or Alanna have her contact info. April might be able to help there, too,” I say. “Getting your message onto those newscasts should draw some contacts out of the woodwork.”

“Oh! I didn’t know about that. I’ll contact Carla right away. She’s in her office today. Lemme go check,” she says, standing.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa there, cowgirl,” I reply, stopping her cold. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

Understanding dawns on her face as I slide my study materials onto the small bookshelf to my right. Vanessa bites her lip and hands me her tablet. She moves the chair out of the way, reaches behind her neck, and pops the magnetic clasp of her lounger to reveal all of her café-au-lait curves.

Standing in front of her, I cup her heavy, pointed breasts as I lean in to kiss her lush lips. As we kiss, Vanessa unbuckles the belt of my jeans, opens them, and pushes them down.

I murmur into her ear, “I’m going to make love to you until your eyes won’t ever uncross from the pleasure, and then I’m going to breed you so you never again forget how important you are to me.”

“Oh, please, Will,” she moans as I nibble on her neck. “All of that, over and over forever. I love you.”

“I love you, too, Vanessa,” I reply as I maneuver her to sit on the edge of the desk. My hard cock bathes itself in the moisture dripping out of my lover, and then we both thrust forward at the same time. Her hungry pussy devours my hard cock, and I start pounding my hips into her, causing her hard nipples to caress my chest as I drive her to her first orgasm of the afternoon.
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CLARICE GOES TO COLLEGE


I’m sitting on the couch, making out with Rebecca as we wait for everyone to arrive for the James Family Household business meeting. Her sweater is lying around her hips and her halter is open, baring her breasts for all to see.

My hand releases the pinch I’m holding on her turgid nipple to slide into her panty and start diddling her clit with my thumb while finger fucking her.

Rachel walks in the front door and sits to my right. “Jewish princess sandwich, and you’re the meat, William,” she says loud enough for the whole house to hear as her hands slide under my arm to open my pants.

“Nope,” Lara says. She stands next to Rachel, opens her own lounger, and steps out of it before kneeling between my knees. “This sandwich needs some elf, too.”

“Always good,” I murmur as I jam two fingers deep inside my witchy wife. “Rebecca, you need to get naked and on my cock.”

“Not yet,” she whimpers. “Don’t stop. Don’t stop. Don’t stop…NNNNNNNNN!” I can feel her hot cunt spasming on my fingers as Rachel pulls my cock free. Meanwhile, Lara swallows me to the root.

As I groan from the sensations of Lara’s mouth and throat, Rachel moans. “Oh god! Nine fat inches in that petite little Elven throat. I can see it in her throat! I gotta get naked.”

Rachel stands, kicks off her flats, and rips her blouse off. “Face down on the coffee table, Rache,” I gasp. “Get that pretty little ass in the air. Rebecca, right next to her.”

I lift my hips, and Lara pulls my jeans down to my ankles all while keeping her eyes locked on my face and bobbing on my thick member. Rebecca and Rachel are in position, faces on the table, kissing each other, when I pick up Lara, slide my left hand under her ass, and push a finger into her channel just before I set her on Rebecca's ass.

I line myself up with Rebecca’s dripping gash and push forward, then I stick two fingers into Rachel’s dripping pussy while fucking my wife. I give Rebecca ten strokes, then Lara gets ten, then Rachel. Then Rebecca is up again as the wives and concubines filter in. I don’t split my attention past my three lovers, but Vanessa whoops, “An orgy!” and Chantelle adds, “Oh, hell yes!”

I make a couple circuits before the front door opens, and Aloïse gasps. “You did NOT start an orgy without me.”

Carla laughs. “I guess that answers the question about whether Clarice and Lleandra picked up the kids. I’ll let them know we’ll pick them at six.”
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Everyone but April, Sonya, and Yelena made it to the meeting-turned-orgy. Candice and Christina showed up thinking they could slip in and out for the meeting while Yelena held the fort at the café, but instead I slipped in and out of each of them until each reached her bliss. Candice whispered to Chantelle, who nodded to Candice as she went back to work.

The agenda included Vanessa presenting her plan, which she did a great job on. You’d never know that three weeks ago she was despondent about not feeling like she was contributing. Everyone agreed to move forward with her plan and Tanu committed to looking into flour mills.

The next order of business was holiday parties. Christmas would be just the household for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, and then the whole co-op would get together in Peeples Valley for Boxing Day. I told the group that the other households supported the plan but that we could probably expect the Cheungs and Tomlinsons on Christmas day for afternoon coffee and sweets.

Chantelle asked that we invite Chelsea, Alanna, Maddy, and Darcie to the Boxing Day celebration even if they weren’t in a household. We agreed that all non-aligned concubines could still participate. Rachel commented that we should invite General Scott, Colonel Rivera, Commander Fliss, and Captain Amadee, too.

Aloïse recommended that the wives gift both Clarice and Lleandra with a “date with Daddy,” which elicited both howls of laughter and a unanimous vote from the ladies. Then we moved on to the New Year Celebration. The plan was that New Year’s Eve would be families only, followed by a Peeples Valley reception the day after.

Our New Year’s Eve celebration would wed Tanu into the family as our twelfth wife and induct Alanna and Chelsea as concubines. Chantelle asked about Maddy and Darcie, to which Aloïse reported that Maddy hadn’t responded yet and Darcie said she needed more time. She also said that the wives were considering adding more Elven ladies, but that wouldn’t happen during the upcoming ceremony.

I pointed out that telling Maddy up front that she didn’t have to have sex with me might bring her over the edge. Aloïse agreed that we could just have her hold my member rather than use her mouth on me, which Chantelle thought would cause Maddy to commit.

Marissa talked about the planned start of the construction on the condo site overlooking the city of Prescott. Her design would look like a series of eight condos from the outside, but the interiors would all be one big residence. Josie talked about how we would have room for seventy ladies plus children.

I muttered, “I hope we don’t fill that up.” Again, the ladies found that funny.

I reported that Clarice was already packing up some belongings to take to the condo in Flagstaff and that both Lleandra and Mica passed their GEDs and were signed up for classes at YCCC in January.

Erica talked about her trade association and coffee roasting enterprises. Audrey mentioned that she might need help with sales for her prosthetics business. Then I raised the same issue that I raised every business meeting.

“It’s time to retire the name ‘concubine’ for the mid-tier membership to the Cortez Cooperative,” I said.

Aloïse said, “William, you are the only person who has an issue with it. What would you call it?”

“I don’t think I am,” I countered. “Mica, Migosh, and the male doctors all have issues with it. Why not just call it ‘full-member’ instead? That’s what it really is. It will reduce the discomfort from those who don’t wear a collar without impacting the ones who do.”

Aloïse and Carla shared a look before Aloïse said, “We’ll take a look at it, William.”

“Thank you,” I said as I sat.
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Like with Thanksgiving, our Christmas plans went well. During the Boxing Day celebration, Aloïse and Carla stood. Aloïse said, “Attention everyone. Our beloved William, whom the press are starting to call ‘the Patriarch,’ has long campaigned for a change to the operating agreements for the co-op, whereby the middle tier will no longer be ‘concubine.’ After circulating the amendment among the households and informing the members of that proposed change, I am pleased to announce that they will henceforth be called ‘full-members.’ Merry Christmas, William.”

Some of the Elven ladies groaned, but there was a lot of general enthusiasm. Monty teased, "What else do you get the ruler of the world for Christmas?”

I told him, “If you ever meet the ruler of the world, you can ask them. I’m just here trying to help us all survive and enjoy the love of my family.”

The four days between Boxing Day and New Year’s Eve were spent hanging out with the family and taking my foster daughters out for their dates. Clarice and I christened her bedroom in the Flagstaff condo for hers.

Lleandra wore her sexy schoolgirl costume with hiking boots that were just under her knees and a long, red overcoat with a fur-trimmed hood. We went to a survival camp in Wyoming operated by a retired first sergeant named Mack. The camp was set up for glamping as well as survival training. We hiked, picnicked, and made love in the swankiest tent I’d ever seen. Her affection and enthusiasm were mind-blowing, but she understood that there wouldn’t be any repeats. That made the end of the date bittersweet for both of us.

Serena put together packets for me to adopt Sally, River, and Moonbeam and submitted them to the clerk of the court, one of the few surviving county officials. Joshua’s were completed, but we held off submitting them until after April became a wife.
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Aloïse calls out, “All here present, welcome to witness the marriage of Tanu Khatri to the James Family Household. She will marry our husband, consummate her vows with him, and then consummate them with the other wives. Then we will collar new concubines into our household. She turns her attention to me. “William, are you ready to marry your bride?”

“I am.” I open my robe and shrug it off my shoulders.

Aloïse does the same with hers, but this time she stays on script, staying in human form.

Clarice and N’elisa escort Tanu to the center of the hotel ballroom.

Traditionally, our brides show up in transparent gowns, but Tanu has changed things up. A transparent, full-length skirt hangs from her hips and kisses her ankles, like a traditional sari. Her bust is encased in a transparent, short sari top.

Tanu’s hair is in an intricate updo that is threaded through a gold hairnet with pearls threaded in it, and a chain hangs from her hairline with more pearls in the links and a pendant hanging right in the center of her forehead. Heavy, circular, golden earrings hang from her lobes, each with a ruby in the center and small emeralds and pearls around a large pendant, just like the one resting on her forehead. A large golden ring pierces her nose and is connected to her hair net with another golden chain. A golden choker encircles her neck. A transparent veil is wrapped around her torso, over her hair, and under her right arm to hang from her elbow.

I smile as she walks toward me. As she passes under one of the can lights, I see shimmering gold running up both ears, and I think I may have seen gold shimmering from the chocolate circles of her breasts, her abdomen, and from the junction of her thighs.

“You look beautiful, Beloved,” I tell her.

“I wanted to ensure you remember what I looked like on my wedding day,” she says, looking up at me through her thick eyelashes.

We exchange vows and kiss. As our lips part, Aloïse declares, “Tanu Khatri is no more. Long life and love to Tanu James.”

I lay her down on the cushions and make love to her. Aloïse spends nearly as long making love to her as I did before we invite the rest of the wives to have their turn.

After everyone makes love to our twelfth wife, we take a break to remove her sari and wrap her in the burgundy kimono of the wives, leaving the transparent veil around her head. I pull my robe on and stand behind Tanu as we prepare for the induction.

“You look so beautiful, my beloved wife,” I murmur in her ear. “I definitely won’t ever forget today. I must say the pierced clit surprised me.”

“It was painful,” she confesses. “However, my clit has remained erect ever since. It was worth it.”

Then, Clarice and Lleandra lead the supplicants to the center of the floor. Alanna and Chelsea stand before us when the door slams open.

“Here we go again,” I mutter.

Aloïse smirks before calling out. “Madison Hock, you must hurry if you don’t want this opportunity to pass.”

Maddy stops, kicks off her shoes, strips off her sports bra, and peels down her tights. April and Chantelle take her hands and walk her forward to stand next to Chelsea, who squeezes her hand.

I murmur, “Do you need me to give you the alternate initiation, Maddy?”

“No,” she says with a little shake of her head. “I’ve performed fellatio before, and I’ve recently had an intensive techniques course.”

Alanna leans forward and tells Maddy, “You’ll have to give me pointers. I’m still pretty novice at it.”

Tanu says, “Perfection is not required, ladies. Enthusiasm and true affection for our husband will get you where you need to be.”

“Begin the induction, darling William,” Aloïse says.

I drop my robe, and Tanu caresses my naked ass as I step forward to perform my duties.
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“Well, Daddy,” Clarice says. “I have everything I need here now.”

We’re in her condo unloading the last carton of items for the kitchen.

“Great, Honey,” I reply. “Do you want me to take your suitcases back?”

“No, Daddy,” Clarice says. “I’ll get everything stowed away and bring them back tonight. I have a date with Darcie. However, if you want to christen the bed again…”

Laughing, I reply, “That was your Christmas present, little girl. From today forward, you’re an official full member of the Cortez Cooperative, which means the wives have to approve anything else.”

She pouts prettily. “But how will I manage without my daddy’s love?”

Still laughing, I wrap her in a hug. “I’ll always love you, Clarice, and you’ll always be my little girl.”

“Thanks, Daddy,” she says as she burrows into my chest. “I’ll always love you, too, although I’m going to miss sex with you.”

“Part of being an adult succubus, Honey. You don’t need me to help train you any more,” I murmur into her silky bangs between her horns.

“Need and want are not the same thing, Daddy,” she says, punctuating her comment with a squeeze.

“You’ll be fine, Love. Just be careful who you decide to invest your time in. Make sure they’re worthy of your attention and will respect you,” I tell her, like a good father should. Then I kiss her again and go home.
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“Yes, yes, yes,” Audrey gasps as I thrust brutally into her pussy.

“Fuck her hard, Will,” Josie purrs. “Wear her out like you did Susan and me.”

Audrey moans her agreement. “Harder, Master. Use me,” she gasps.

“I’m getting close, Kitten,” I groan.

“More, Master. Harder!” she gasps. “Oh! Oh! Oh!...AAAAAAAH!”

“Nnnn,” I groan as I start ejaculating, holding Audrey’s hips tight to mine. “Geez, Audrey. You are phe-nom-i-nal.”

“Awfully big word mid-orgasm,” Josie says languidly. “I couldn’t manage it. What’s my name again?”

I take a moment to catch my breath before I grab the shears and cut the ropes binding Audrey’s arms to her ankles. Kissing her spine, I murmur, “Phenomenal,” before I start massaging her limbs. “How are you two doing, Josie? Susan?”

“She’s still passed out,” Josie replies groggily. “You did a number on us, Mr. James.” A tired smile lingers on her lips as her eyes close, her hands stroking Susan’s hair.

“Mmmm,” Audrey purrs as I massage circulation back into her limbs. “You’re pretty phe-nom-inal yourself, Lord Husband.”

“I will spank you if you brat, Kitten,” I murmur.

“Promise?” she asks. “I hope you bred me.”

Before I can reply, I see Clarice out of the corner of my eye, standing in the bedroom doorway. “She’d probably like that, Daddy.”

“Hey, you. How was your first day?” I step off the bed, and she wraps me in a hug. We kiss to the succubus standard for chaste.

“Good, Daddy. Can you come see me at the desk after dinner?”

“Sure, Honey,” I reply as she turns away, her fingers trailing across my wet cock. She grins over her shoulder as she heads to the guest room that’s now serving as her bedroom.

I turn and see Audrey lapping between Susan’s legs. “Dinner should be ready when you’ve finished your appetizer. Rebecca’s been cooking all afternoon.”

After stuffing ourselves on duck á l’orange, roasted root vegetables, and fresh bread, I push away from the table and head downstairs—it’s about 7:30. I hold Clarice’s hand while she tells me about her day, a potential romantic interest, and how she’s excited to try going to an overseas hotel to intern for her degree program. I find this unlikely to happen, but I don’t see any reason to crush her hopes. I sign her internship paperwork for the hotel management program, certifying that she’s working in the field and listing her duties.

At the end of the hour, I kiss her goodnight and go upstairs to bed.
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“Yeah, hold it right there, Maddy,” I murmur as I drill a pilot hole through the predrilled holes in the passage frame. “Steady there, Adelina.” I add, working my way around the passage with my drill. “Good. Okay, let’s pull it out of the way, and I’ll set the anchors. Careful getting it out of the groove on the floor, ladies.”

I help them lift the lightweight metal frame and set it aside.

“Hey, Will?” Maddy asks. “How’d you get the holes in the passage without ruining it?”

“I didn’t,” I say with a frown. “Josie does it all the time, but I can’t get the hang of it. So, I changed the order. I clamped the two metal frames together and drilled through both at the same time to increase the relationship between the halves, then I applied the thaumaturgy magic to create the passage.”

“Oh! That’s smart,” Adelina says as picks up the box of anchors.

“I’d like to think that Josie’s not the only magician on the project with a brain, but I know sometimes it doesn’t seem like it,” I mutter before I shake off my frustration at my limitations to finish the job at hand. “I did the same thing with the plaques although that was easier since we used mounting tape.”

“How’s Josie doing after her delivery?” Maddy asks.

“She’s already spending time in her lab,” I reply with a smile as I finish drilling the last hole. “Little Kenneth goes along for the ride in a car carrier. Josie’ll work for a few minutes and then check on him and repeat. When I join her, we take turns holding our little magus.”

As we work on getting the anchors in place, Adelina asks, “How’s Clarice doing? I haven’t seen her since shortly after she came home for spring break.”

“She’s still working her shifts at the hotels, but she goes back to Flagstaff every night,” I say. “She’ll be back for a couple weeks at the end of the spring term.”

“She doing okay?” Maddy asks.

“Yeah. That first…was it Thursday? Yeah, that Thursday in April when she stayed in Flag to research her paper, I thought I’d run up and surprise her and take her out for coffee,” I tell them. “As I opened the Prescott side of the passage, I heard three distinct voices in the throes of passion. I closed the passage as quietly as I could and went home. Tanu, Tori, and Susan shared a glass of wine with me, and then all twelve wives helped me forget about it.”

“Were you jealous?” Maddy asks. “You’ve had sex with her, right?”

“I have, and I admit to feeling a little jealousy,” I reply thoughtfully. “The thing is that I pushed her to really get out there and explore. She needs to know what she wants before she ties herself to anyone, myself included.

“I’ve tried to do the same with Lleandra. She’s dating, but it seems to be a string of boys who don’t measure up. I don’t know if she’s having sex, but I’m assuming she is. She had sex on Elven Prime in trade for food.”

“They’re both crazy for trying anyone but you,” Adelina remarks. “I’d been with other men before you. Never again. What’s the matter, Maddy?”

“I’m really only into women,” she says quietly.

“That’s just fine, Maddy. I know why you joined our family, and I’m fine with it,” I tell her, locking eyes with her. “Honestly, I was surprised you gave me fellatio during your induction ceremony. I’m not going to try to convert you. I love you just the way you are.”

“That’s what Erica told me you’d say if it ever came up,” Maddy says quietly.

“Yeah, she still prefers women, too,” I reply with a smile. “The only things that bring her to my bed are that she likes my cock better than a dildo, and I’m the only person in the family who can give her babies. Plus, Audrey likes it when she joins.”

“She could use a turkey baster,” Adelina says. “Ready to put the frame up again?” Maddy looks at her incredulously, and Adelina just smirks and shrugs.

“Yep,” I say as we grab the light metal construct and gently place it in its slot. As I drive a screw into each upright I ask, “So, did you see Vanessa on TV? I thought she did great.”

“She said a lot of farmers reached out to register for wheat harvest and assistance getting to market,” Adelina says.

“I don’t think I could have done it,” Maddy says. “I can pose nearly naked in a bikini for a photo or video shoot, but don’t ask me to talk in front of people.”

“Oh, I thought you were going to substitute teach,” I reply.

“Next year,” she says. “I’m taking certification classes at YCCC, and they said I could teach a girl’s PE course and a course on women’s health issues. It’s part-time, and then I can sub as needed, too. I’ve got a similar women’s health course set up for YCCC starting in the fall term.”

“Won’t that be a lot of temptation for you?” Adelina teases.

Maddy sticks her tongue out before answering. “You may have noticed that I said I like women, not girls. Now if Madeleine, Anik, or a sister of Aloïse’s showed up in class…that would be a temptation.”

“Yeah, I’m surprised at how often Anik has been showing up,” I murmur around the spare screws in my mouth as I crawl up the ladder. “She’s even coming when Shryl can’t make it now.”

“I’m not surprised,” Adelina says. “You’re hot, Will.”

I chuckle and start to drive the top screws in. “Yeah, but she doesn’t get any of this. She’s not a concubine.”

Maddy asks, “Any word from the Orgish spacecraft?”

“Nothing recent,” I reply. “They reported passing Saturn, then they were changing course to check something out. I can’t even begin to imagine what that could be. Nord is piloting that ship and his wife is the flight engineer. Trath was navigating.

“Those are all Fliss’ top people. With the comms routing through a tiny passage, there’s no reason not to hear from them. Karelle and N’elisa have been down at Phoenix spaceport every day since they took off, troubleshooting systems. It’s been nearly two weeks since that last report, and I’m worried about the crew.”

“It’ll work out, Will,” Adelina says confidently as I dismount the ladder. The ladies put the metal cover for the track in place, and I screw it into the floor first on the Kansas City side. When that’s complete, I step through the passage to Chicago’s Union Station and secure the frame to the floor on that side.

“Kansas City to Chicago in one second!” I exclaim, stepping through and back multiple times with a shit-eating grin. Looking at my two helpers, I exclaim, “Next, Union Depot, Minneapolis!”
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THERE BE VAMPIRES


“Hello, Lord! May I have a hug,” Pelleta asks as I enter in the front door of the hotel from my walk, enjoying the cool air conditioning.

“Sure, Sweetie,” I tell her, wrapping her up tightly as she skips out from behind the reception desk. “How are you doing?”

“Okay. I had to train the new human guy, Donny, this morning,” she says into my chest. She turns her chin up to lock her sapphire blue eyes on mine. “Rosa trained him for four hours at the end of the graveyard shift, and then I had him for four hours this morning. He got two checkouts. Otherwise, it’s a Wednesday…sloooow!” she says, groaning out the last word.

I chuckle. After a moment, I tell her, “Your eyes are beautiful, Pelleta.”

She briefly hides them before looking back up to me. “Thank you, Lord. That was kind of you to say.”

“Just the truth, dear lady,” I reply with a gentle smile. “For most of your sister shieldmaidens, I would brush a kiss on their lips in parting. Would you be okay with that?”

“That would be…” she pauses, thinking. “That would be most agreeable, Lord.”

Placing a finger under her chin, I brush the lightest possible contact on her lips with mine. “Thank you, Pelleta,” I murmur as I release her and make my way to the café. My lunch partner is in a booth on the perimeter waiting for me.

Darcie gets out of the booth and wraps her arms around before pressing her lips to mine. “Hello, Will,” she murmurs before hugging me tightly and returning to her seat. “Thanks for meeting me for lunch. We haven't been able to talk after class, so I thought it would be nice to catch up.”

“I’m glad you thought to ask,” I reply, sliding into my seat. “I’ve been very busy of late. It’s nice to have a little break.”

“I saw you come in the front door. What were you doing?” she asks.

“I just went for a walk. I’m building passages again this afternoon. I walk regularly, but I needed a long stroll. I’m trying to figure out what I can do to help the orgs get a spaceship home. I’ve got nothing,” I confess in disgust.

“Tori and N’elisa have been checking and double-checking the circuits on our side. They didn’t take a passage with them and the ones in the comms equipment are too small, so we can’t push anything else to them. I tried visualizing the inside of their ship to teleport there, but I only took a short tour of the ship before they left. The teleport magic can overcome the lack of an anchor by visualizing a location with the lat-lon coordinates, but there’s no anchor object on the spacecraft. So, I’m kind of lost.”

“Madeleine comes to me using her connection to me. Can you do that?” Darcie asks.

“I thought to try that, but I’m not close enough to any of the three crew to pull it off,” I reply as Christina leads Jenny out of the waitress station.

“I told them I was fine with the chef’s recommendations,” Darcie says. “I hope that’s okay.”

“Certainly,” I reply. “I rarely order anything from the menu because Candice, Christina, and Yelena go out of their way to spoil me rotten when I drop by.”

Jenny places water glasses, iced teas, and a basket with fresh bread on the table, and Christina sets bowls of stew in front of each of us before she leans in to kiss me.

“Enjoy, Papi,” she purrs before sashaying back to the kitchen.

Darcie laughs. “She seems very happy. I’m going to go out on a limb and guess she stayed with you last night.”

“A gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell,” I reply as I pick my spoon. “Smells delicious. It looks like a twist on boeuf bourguignon.”

Darcie tries a spoonful and exclaims, “Oh! That’s so good!” before she finishes swallowing. “Sorry, Will. That was rude.”

“But you’re right, it is good,” I reply before shoveling another spoonful of stew into my mouth.

“I miss Candice cooking for us at home,” she says. “I’ve got basic survival skills, but that’s it.”

“I think this is Christina’s creation,” I tell her as I grab a thick slice of bread and butter it before diving back into the stew. “How did your grades turn out?”

“I got straight-As,” she replies. “I enjoyed the wine courses, but I think I’m going to treat it more like a hobby. It did teach me a lot about growing grapes and growing plants in general. I also took a basic computer programming course, which was fun. I think I’m ready to start working toward a degree.”

“Have you chosen a major?” I ask between spoonfuls.

“I’m not committed to anything yet,” she says. “I’m thinking of either strategic leadership, which is an interdisciplinary degree, information systems, or business management with a focus in entrepreneurship and business development. YCCC is supposed to offer a bachelors in organizational management or organizational behavior, but they don’t plan to have it ready until next fall. I’ll finish this term and transfer to NAU.

“They have a public administration program, too, which could prove helpful as we try to rebuild society. I thought I’d room with Clarice and go on campus at NAU as much as I can while I figure it out. There’s a lot of overlap in the coursework unless I go for the info systems path.”

“You know Clarice has lovers up there, right?” I ask.

“I know. Clarice helped me heal, but I know she’s got to live her own life, and I have to live mine,” Darcie says cheerfully. “I love her dearly, but we ‘broke up’ when Nelson and Preeti climbed in her bed. She’s still a dear friend. Besides, Madeleine and I have been keeping each other happy. Regardless, Clarice offered for me to be her roommate, and I thought it might be a nice opportunity to get out of Jack’s house for a while.”

“She’s bringing Nelson and Preeti by sometime today,” I mention as my communicator pings. “Incoming call. Excuse me, Darcie. Hello?”

“Hello, Lord William. This is Ambassador Karelle. I have you on speaker with Commander Fliss and Captain Amadee.”

“Hello Ambassador, how may I help?” I mouth “Karelle” to Darcie. “I’m going to put you on speaker so I can finish my lunch, if that’s all right. I’m here with Darcie Jerome in the café at the hotel.”

“That’s perfectly fine, Lord. Our spacecraft returned, but the crew didn’t come back alone,” Karelle says. “We’re trying to get the visitor’s shuttle into a hangar, but we don’t have a safe one that is big enough for the visitor spacecraft.”

“Why’s that important?” I ask. “Just invite them inside. You don’t want to leave them on the runway during the Phoenix heat in June.”

“They are allergic to sunlight,” Karelle says. “They have lived in space for thousands of years. Their bodies react badly to sunlight. They get third-degree burns with very light exposure, which they can die from. The atmosphere controls on their craft are able to manage the heat.”

“Can we wrap them in reflective blankets and get them inside? How many of them are there?” I ask as I scrape the last of the stew from my bowl. “How about the environmental suits? Are any of the jet bridges at the terminal working?”

“Oh! The long square tubes? Let me check. They’d have to take off and land near one,” Karelle replies. “They also want to speak to the planetary leader, and you’re the closest thing we have to one. Their mission commander is empowered to act as an ambassador to our planet.”

“Hah!” I exclaim. “I’m not even close.”

“You’re the closest I’ve seen in my time here, Lord William,” Fliss growls. “I know these people. They have a business empire whose influence rivals the emperor’s. Plus, they have a significant military. If you don’t appear strong, they will occupy your planet and claim it for their own.”

“Lovely,” I growl as I wipe my bowl with a piece of bread. “Now I need to learn galactic politics. Fuck!”

As I chew on the bread to give myself a moment to think, Darcie asks, “Hello, Ambassador. This is Darcie. Can you get a communicator inside their vessel? Lord William could teleport in and out easily.”

Fliss replies, “We should be able to get them to open their outer airlock for us to do that. Would that work, Lord?”

“Yes, I think so. I’ll need to change into presentable clothing. I should probably bring an entourage, since I’m the lord of Earth, or whatever you’re telling them I am,” I muse.

“Just be you, Will,” Amadee says. “They’ll posture and bluster a bit, but they’ll be put off by your relaxed manner. That should win them quickly.”

Darcie asks, “Are these the space vampires, Ambassador? Warren told me about them once.”

“Their name in Common is ‘Piravah,’ so maybe? They have dark hair, pale skin, and red eyes. They’re also empathic. They have a weakness for human blondes, so keep Alanna and your sisters away, Darcie,” Karelle teases. “Pelleta’s white hair might even win them over to trying an elf.”

“Let me shower, change, and organize a small entourage,” I reply, ignoring the teasing.

“We’ll prepare a conference room to meet with them,” Karelle says. “Severn’s and Lutt’s squads are in their home territories, but we can provide you a couple squads of Marines as an honor guard, and a couple squads of shieldmaidens should come, too.”

“The shieldmaidens will be hurt if I don’t,” I agree. “Shall I have Candice prepare refreshments?”

“Please,” Amadee replies. “I need to send some people to train with her. We have good army food, but not the special stuff Candice does.”

“Okay, let me get moving. Do you think an hour and a half would be okay?” I ask.

“Make it two hours, Lord William,” Karelle says. “They can’t expect a planetary leader to just drop everything and be there on a moment’s notice, although they may act like it to see what you’ll do.”

“Okay, bye for now,” I reply and disconnect. Locking eyes with my lunch partner, I ask, “Would you be willing to be my PA? Mica’s out with Karin looking for baby furniture.”

“I’d be honored, sir,” Darcie replies seriously. “Let me see if any of my business suits still fit. I’ll coordinate with Candice to get the refreshments.”

“Refreshments for what?”

I turn and see Clarice with a brown-haired young man in thick glasses wearing worn chinos and a pale orange polo shirt. He’s about five inches taller than Clarice, so I’m guessing 5’10.” Holding Clarice’s other hand is a sexy young Indian woman with dusky skin a couple of shades lighter than Tanu’s. She’s wearing thigh-high boots and a black mini dress with panels of transparent fabric around her waist and between her neck and breasts, leaving her sculpted shoulders bare. She’s slender enough to be an elf, and her chin-length sable hair frames her lean face. She has a white dot in the center of her forehead above her big dark eyes.

“Apparently, alien visitors are waiting to talk to me in Phoenix,” I reply as Darcie and I slide out of the booth.

“Oh! Well, may I introduce my boyfriend and girlfriend, Daddy?” My daughter is wearing a light blue sundress that reveals all of her demon bits.

“Sure, Honey. Hello, I’m Will James,” I stick out a hand to Nelson.

“Nelson Morrison, sir,” the young man replies.

The young Indian woman hugs me. “Hello. I am Preeti Sharma,” she says as she steps back, a blush on her cheeks. Her voice has more of a sing-song than Tanu’s; it’s charming.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you both,” I tell them with a smile. “Clarice has spoken well of you both. Now, please excuse me. I need to get ready to meet an alien ambassador.”

“Clarice, you and your friends can come. We need to find a jacket for Nelson, and you need to put on a suit. I have a black jacket that Preeti can wear with her current outfit,” Darcie says as I head to the reception desk.

“Pelleta, please contact Aloïse and tell her I need the archduchess,” I tell her before brushing a kiss across her lips and dashing for the lift.

I hear Clarice say, “Chelsea’s jacket is more likely a better fit.”

Then the doors of the elevator close.
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One hour and forty minutes later, we were ready and assembled.

Josie helped Darcie find Nelson a suit by teleporting them to the Men’s Warehouse in Prescott Valley. They found him a light gray pinstripe that fit him perfectly. Tori made quick alterations to the trousers, and he was ready. Lara had a black blazer that fit Preeti perfectly. Aloïse looked fantastic when she arrived from her office but insisted she needed a fresh suit for the occasion once I explained what we were doing. She picked out a charcoal gray pinstripe suit, white shirt, and red power tie for me. Her suit was a matching fabric, with a blouse that dipped into her cleavage and a skirt that stopped just past mid-thigh.

Clarice had donned a black suit that Tori had given her last Christmas. It had been designed to let her tail swing free through the mid-thigh length pencil skirt. Tori had also crafted a jacket to the outfit that left Clarice’s wings free.

Darcie looked stunning in a navy pinstripe business suit with a long jacket that nearly touched the mid-thigh hemline of her skirt. She wore a pale gray, halter-necked blouse underneath, which bared her shoulders when she removed the jacket after she first arrived. Apparently, she got the response she wanted from me, because I hadn’t seen her smile that brightly in quite some time.

We decided on minimal weapons, so I had my shoulder holsters with my Glock 45s. I also had a Bowie knife on a shoulder rig under my left armpit. Aloïse and Clarice opted for metallic chopsticks in their hair, each with a sharp point. Darcie carried pepper spray in her jacket pocket, a folding knife clipped to her waistband at her five-o’clock, and a Sig P365 in a cross-carry inside-the-waistband holster.

Once we were all ready, we went to the transport room, where Warren met us in a three-piece suit, and Raul had two squads of shieldmaidens in open ranks for inspection.

Since I first inspected the troops last Thanksgiving, they had taken every opportunity to perform the ceremony since. Any maiden with a deficiency got a “Keep working, maiden,” with a squeeze of her shoulder. Those with no deficiencies got a touch on the cheek or under the chin with a “Keep up the good work, maiden.” They appeared to enjoy the attention.

When I stepped into the transport room, Deena dropped and scuffed her helmet when she saw me, and Timmian had a scuffed boot. A tear leaked down Deena’s face, which I dried with my handkerchief before clapping her shoulder. Timmian said, “Sorry, Lord. I stumbled running out of the armory and didn’t catch it. It won’t happen again.”

After giving the ladies a moment to polish the scuffs, we went through the passage to Phoenix airport, arriving in Terminal 4. The top floor had been removed last year and rebuilt with a domed transparent rooftop that allowed the orgs and groll to garden all year long. The “conference room” was a repurposed baggage office in the basement close to our passage.

Fliss greeted us upon our arrival. There was a four-pointed star embedded in the floor, and he thought this would be an ideal spot to bring them into the terminal. His people had hung long cloths over all the exterior windows to keep the sunlight out.

He gave me a quick rundown of what had happened. “After Nord called in to report his change of course, he jumped from 50 percent power to 95 percent. It caused a power surge, which fried the communication circuits and the nav computer. Grutahl was unable to repair them.

“As they approached the anomaly, they discovered it was a Darkstar destroyer. They tuned their warning lights to emit the galactic distress beacon, and the Darkstar sent a shuttle to intercept. They were escorted to the docking bay, decontaminated, and questioned for two weeks, then they contacted their headquarters back on the fringe of empire space using a network of communication beacons.

“Their headquarters searched and found a list of crewmembers on our ship, and confirmed that Nord, Grutahl, and Trath were on the list. That took another two weeks. Then they retrofitted our ship with a galactic standard communications set and a nav computer. Then this shuttle escorted them home.”

“Okay, thanks for getting me current. Let’s do this,” I said, and everyone took positions. Aloïse on my left, holding my arm. Darcie on her left, holding a tablet computer. Karelle stood to my right wearing her battle gear, Fliss and Amadee to her right. A squad of shieldmaidens formed a corridor on either side of where the teleportal opened, and a squad of space marines towered behind the tough little women on each side.

A small gallery was off to the left, where Nord, Grutahl, and Trath stood. Behind them were Clarice, her lovers, and Warren.

Nord stepped forward, walked through the teleportal, and tapped on the inner airlock. The door opened and a tall, medium-build dirty blonde with generous curves, pale skin, and violet eyes followed Nord into the terminal. She wore a flight suit similar to the combat gear my tusked friends preferred. After a moment of surveying the room, she said something in a rich alto voice, which Karelle translated. “She said, ‘It’s clear, Father.’”

The next figure was a tall, lean man with nearly white skin, medium brown hair with white at his temples, red eyes, and fangs that clearly rested on his lower lip.

A slightly heavier vampire followed him. His hair was nearly black, and he had a scowl on his face. His fangs dimpled his lower lip, but they were shorter than the first guy’s. Behind him came a squad of Orgish marines in full battle gear, holding pulse rifles across their chests. They flanked the three vampires.

“Hello,” I said. “I am William James, the spokesperson for Earth. This is my wife Aloïse Ravissement-James, Archduchess of the planet Ravissement. On my right is Ambassador Karelle Shadowspawn. To her right is Commander Kodor Fliss, and Captain Amadee Scott. To Aloïse’s left is my assistant, Darcie Jerome. Welcome. Please join me in the conference room.”

I noticed Amadee smirked as Karelle translated my name and title. The older vampire nodded and indicated for me to lead the way with his hand. I turned and escorted the group into the conference room.

The conversation went on for several hours with breaks. It took a while to get into the rhythm with the Karelle and Nord translating. I finally agreed that Nord would translate my words to the vampires and Karelle translated theirs to me. The conversation boiled down to these salient points.

They wanted to talk to the leader of our world, and I told them that our world was in chaos and that I was as close as they would get.

I explained about the Elven invasion and how we came to have orgs and groll as allies.

The head guy, Captain Tristan Darkling, said that they should, by their company’s charter, colonize us. I told them that if they tried, I’d kill everyone on their ship, raise the dead to fly me to their destroyer, and kill everyone there before making them all my zombie bitches.

Captain Darkling called for a demonstration, so shortly afterward, two org marines led a struggling vampire to the conference room in chains. A medic followed them. The captain’s aide, Lieutenant Timat Darkstar, waved to the prisoner, so I pulled his soul out. Their medic confirmed he was dead, and then I raised him as a zombie. They questioned him, and their empathic senses couldn’t tell he was there at all. Then I pushed the guy’s soul back into him and bound it in place.

Fliss told them how I had raised 16,000 zombies in one day, and that I was known by the few surviving elves who weren’t rescued by my people as the “God of Death.”

Aloïse patted my leg to keep me from getting upset.

At that point, the lead guy said that he was in our system because an engineered race liked to come to our planet to pick up slaves to act as pirates. Apparently, one of those pirates did something impressive for the Darkstar fleet admiral of their people, so he committed to protecting our system from slavers, and the pirate is now an officer in their marines.

I explained how the elves from Prime had arrived and tried to invade our planet. The Darkstar contingent didn’t know anything about the elves on prime. Fliss explained that he thought they were the descendents of what the vampires called “the lost fleet,” an Elven diaspora from empire space to escape being told what to do by the human emperor—birth control on their planets, who they could sell what technology to, how much taxes they had to pay, et cetera.

I told Captain Darkling that I valued my friendship with the orgs and groll that we rescued from the elves, but they wanted to reunite with their families. Then I asked if he could get them home.

The captain committed to take five hundred of them home and get messages to the families of the rest. He asked for ten large grass eaters as compensation. Since I wasn’t certain what they considered large, I offered twenty live cows as payment. We agreed that their shuttles would arrive after sunset to ferry passengers to the destroyer. They would leave our galaxy after they turned over their post to their relief in roughly three weeks.

Fliss and Amadee both opted to stay, Fliss to lead his people and Amadee to enjoy her new marriage. The commander expected a hundred orgs to remain as well, and Amadee said most of the groll chose to stay, sending for their families instead.

Amadee, Karelle, and our orgs visited with the org marines when we had a break, and we ensured they were all fed. Karelle told me later that they all wanted to stay if normal rations tasted anywhere close to that meal. Aloïse promised to pass on the compliments to Candice.

We broke up our meeting after discussing a few details, and Warren returned with the blonde. She told her surprised father that she survived the bare sunlight. Her skin was red, but not blistered like I had been led to believe would happen from sun exposure. The orgs frog-marched the shackled prisoner outside and out into a ray of the late afternoon sun. We all followed along to watch.

As soon as the sunlight touched his skin, it began to redden and blister. Before long, his head and hands looked like charcoal. I marched out and dragged the poor bastard back into the deep shade where the other vampires stood, then I healed him. The black flakes of skin dropped off and the redness underneath slowly turned from angry red, to red, to pink, and finally back to the nearly white color of his original flesh.

Captain Darkling spoke a few sentences followed by a terse command. One of the orgs pulled a long curved dagger and dashed the guy’s head from his shoulders in two quick strokes.

Karelle told me the captain said, “You have served your purpose. Now you die a traitor’s death far from our home and your imperial masters.”

Both Captain Darkling and Lieutenant Darkstar shook my hand, and the young blonde kissed Warren’s cheek and followed her father through the teleportal I opened back into their airlock.

“Well, that was strange,” I said after I retrieved the communicator and closed the teleportal.

Fliss laughed. “That was normal. You’re the strange one, Lord William. I and my people are glad for it.”

That evening, at about nine o’clock, three shuttles arrived and loaded those returning home. It took multiple trips, lasting until about one in the morning. Darcie, my guards, and I stayed with the orgs until they were all loaded, while Aloïse led Clarice and her guests home.

The last shuttle dropped two surprises. The first was a communication base station for us, so their ships could communicate with the orgs and groll as the vampires patrolled our solar system. The second was the blonde vampire. Warren greeted her with a kiss and led her home to his farm.

I took the day off from training and work the next day, trying to catch up on my rest. In a show of solidarity, none of my ladies accosted me. That lasted until about noon, when Karelle climbed on top of my supine body in bed and mounted my erect member. I ended up getting ambushed repeatedly for sex throughout the afternoon, but I couldn’t manage to be upset by it.

Clarice and her lovers returned for dinner that night, and Aloïse, Karelle, and I caught everyone up on the conference with the vampires, the outcomes, and our expectations.

I learned a couple of days later that the blonde’s name was Terese Darkling, that her paternal grandmother and her mother were human. She and Warren hit it off when we were having our diplomatic discussions, so she decided to stay at least until the ships returned with Orgish and Grollsh families.

Based on how much Warren was smiling, I was pretty sure he was dreaming of little vampire babies. I warned him to be careful about breaking the hearts of his Elven lovers. He said that Teresa was just a guest, but he couldn’t wipe off that silly grin.

“One word—smitten,” Darcie said.
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“So, I’m fine with you having sex with Clarice, Nelson,” I tell the bespectacled young man. “She thinks highly of you. Just treat her with respect, and I won’t give you any grief.”

“Really?” he asks incredulously.

“Nelson, she’s a succubus. She needs to feed off lust. Otherwise, she’ll either die or go insane,” I explain as patiently as I can. “She may not be my blood, but she is my daughter. Her welfare is one of my highest priorities. I’d rather she feed with someone who cares for her rather than some random hookup. You seem like a nice enough guy, so if your relationship turns into something long-term, that won’t be a problem for me.”

“Thank you, sir,” he says quietly.

“So, you’re sticking around for class?” I ask.

“If you don’t mind. My background is judo,” he says. “Clarice says you all train in some kind of samurai art?”

“Master Hiromatsu calls it samurai bujutsu,” I reply, getting to my feet after my stretch. “Today’s lesson includes both weapons and empty-hand techniques.”

Preeti stays on the side, watching from off the mat as Nelson and Clarice join the class. I put Nelson in the beginners group with Chelsea, Maddy, Alanna, Rebecca, and Serena.

His ability to pick up new skills and take instruction is impressive. Even so, the ladies whoop his butt with weapons. He does hold his own on the empty-hand drills. Since I’d played with some judoka when I was a soldier, I play with Nelson between classes, letting him showcase his skillset. He does pretty well, but I can’t let go of my combat mindset, so I keep throwing things at him he didn’t expect.

Afterward, I tell him, “Nelson, you did well. You’re welcome to come train with us as often as you like. The family will cover the fees for you, and since you know about the passages, it would be easy for you to make it.”

“I’d like that, sir,” Nelson says with a grin before he bows low and exits the mat.
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THE END OF THE BEGINNING


Lara is sitting on my lap in early October, wearing a light yellow, mid-thigh, tie-dye halter dress that rests near her hips to reveal her lean, sculpted legs. I’m caressing her baby bump as she leans on my chest.

“William? Why do we have concubines?” she asks.

“Well, so we can have the women we love in the family while still making the wives feel special.”

“But how do you treat them differently than the wives?” she presses.

“Well, they only get consulted and informed of family decisions. They don’t get to vote, especially on the business ventures, because they don’t have a stake in them,” I reply.

More softly, she asks, “No, husband. How do you treat them differently?”

I open my mouth to answer, but find there aren’t any words readily available.

Lara, intuitive wife that she is, says, “Think about that for a moment. How do you feel about bringing in more Elven concubines?”

“Like who?” I ask.

“Well, that depends on who you feel connected with. The ladies of our family gave me a laundry list of them to choose from,” she replies.

“How do you feel about that?” I ask. “You’ve said you like being the only Elven wife.”

“I won’t be for long, Lord Husband,” she says. “I know that, and if you listen to your heart, so do you.” After a moment she adds with a giggle, “Pretty insightful for a former zombie, huh?”

I think about her words, caressing the home of our child. “You look about five months pregnant. How much longer?”

“Four to five months. We’re not really certain when I conceived. I think Morena may have beaten me,” she says. “So, Elven concubines. Let’s say we’re going to limit it to five more in an attempt to not make your head explode.”

“Five more?” I ask. “Have you thought about how that will impact how much time we spend alone?”

“William, you have twelve wives and seventeen concubines, all of whom you love,” she chides me gently. “Eighteen if you count Shryl. I think Pelleta is an obvious choice. She adores you.”

“Is she comfortable with that?” I ask. “She’s so shy. It took her and Magrethe a long time to be able to even talk to men.”

“Magrethe is now mated to one of the farmers,” Lara says gently.

“Oh, I know,” I reply. “I helped her move to Phoenix. I miss seeing her in the café, but Jenny and Daphne are both glad she moved on. And no, I’m not interested in either of them.”

“I should hope not,” Lara teases. “They’re both married. So, Pelleta is a yes?”

After a moment’s thought, I nod my agreement. “Senna, too. I took her to lunch a couple of times when I was in Chicago. We just click.”

“Krinna?”

“No, she and Carl are practically married,” I reply. “She’s going to tell him about the baby in another couple of months. Triss and Steven are an item, too.”

“How about Kar’ess and Deena?” she asks.

“Kar’ess, of course,” I reply. “Cerreta and Terrell are getting married, fortunately. Timmian, no. I like her, she’s pretty, and she’s fun, but there’s no chemistry. Deena? I don’t know. She’s cute as hell, but we’re not really close.”

“She’s been pining for you since the day you pulled her off the post in Florida. She’d been written off as dead, but you saved her. She’s gotten over the hero worship, but she’s only come to love you more. Knowing you return it would complete her,” Lara says. “That adorable bumbling of hers when she’s around you would go away, leaving a beautiful, confident shieldmaiden in love with her lord.”

I think about what intimacy with the blue-blonde elf would be like, and then I think about the white-haired Pelleta and the copper-haired Senna all in bed with me. I find myself stiffening.

“Hmm, you’re warming up to the idea,” Lara says. “Imagine Deena, Senna, and Pelleta all pleasuring you. Oh, yes. I can feel your excitement under my leg. Okay, so four new Elven concubines. Any others?”

“No,” I murmur, embarrassed at the thought of even more women in my bed.

“Okay,” Lara says as she caresses my chest. “What about Anik? She has petitioned.”

“She’s sexy as hell, and a lot of fun. Sure,” I say.

“So, William. What is the difference between a concubine and a wife?”

“Why is this important, Lara?” I ask.

“Because you’re creating a divide in our family that doesn’t need to be there,” she says. “Aloïse struggled with this too, but she finally realized that we all love all the ladies the same way.”

After a moment’s thought, I think I have a coherent answer. “A wife is someone I love and cherish and is loved the same way by the other wives.”

“Is that all?”

“Well, a wife should be someone who…if she were the only one, I would be happy with her for the rest of my life,” I reply slowly. Looking down at Lara, I add, “Like you.”

“I love you, too, William,” she says and happy tears paint her face. “Exactly the same way.”

Grabbing a tissue from the side table, I dry her face. Then she asks, “Who among the concubines makes you feel that way?”

I think through all seventeen of them. “April. Elesain, Morena, and Serenia. Chelena’s a little withdrawn lately, but I love her the same way.”

“It’s because I can’t have a baby,” Chelena says as she walks up and squeezes in beside me. “I was damaged from my time on the poles. Rebecca says she can’t do anything to fix it. Josie tried, too.”

“I didn’t know that, my love,” I tell her as I wrap an arm around her. “Josie and I can work on you over a couple of years. I think maybe the best time is after we make love, when your lady parts are flush with blood.”

“I’m only seventy-six, so maybe it will work over time. If not, I still get to care for all my sisters’ babies,” Chelena says as she burrows under my arm. The two Elven ladies share a kiss before she asks, “What are we discussing?”

“Wives,” Lara says. “And yes, you will be one.”

“Can I keep working in the household? I love my role,” Chelena says. “I get to care for and protect my family.”

“Yes,” Lara says decisively before I can get a word in edgewise. “So, William. Who else?”

“Vanessa,” I reply immediately. “She was hurting for so long, thinking she wasn’t appreciated or useful. She’s blossomed under her new job coordinating the crops and harvest, but honestly, I’ve been in love with her for a long time.”

“Karelle?”

“Definitely,” I reply. “I thought she was sexy the first time I saw her, even more so when I saw her naked. If you asked me about a woman with dappled, dark gray skin, I wouldn’t immediately think ‘yes.’ Tusks, golden eyes, and thin hair? I would have said the same. But there’s something about Karelle that pulls me to her. I think she’s beautiful inside and out, plus she’s smart and funny, too.” After a breath I say, “You should include N’elisa, too.”

“Chantelle? Can you imagine her as a one and only?” Lara asks.

“That’s the criteria? And you want me?” Chelena interrupts.

“Yes,” I tell her and kiss her before answering Lara. “Chantelle, for sure. Life with her would be different. She always focuses on her athleticism, but she has an inquisitive mind and a great sense of humor. She has five undergrad degrees and a masters in philosophy. She asks questions that challenge me, and I love it. I love her. Definitely, Chantelle. Funnily enough, Anik reminds me of Chantelle.”

I pause for a moment. “Rachelle and I are getting closer, but I think she will want some more time to get to know me and the ladies who weren’t in the salon with her. However, she’s a yes for me.”

“Serena?”

“I know her pretty well, and she’s smart. Her sense of humor doesn’t appear often, but when it does, it’s dry as can be. I think she needs more time to mourn her patrons—the woman, not the man—but yes,” I say finally, having talked myself into it. “Alanna is a yes, too.”

“Chelsea?”

“She’s getting there,” I reply. “She was a little distrustful, but we’re growing closer.”

“Too bad she’s not an elf,” Chelena says. “Then she could take you all the way inside.”

“Brat,” I reply as I squeeze her tiny butt. “Maddy will never want me, but she could still be a wife.”

“Does she meet your criteria?” Lara asks.

“Oh, geeze,” I reply. “Well, I was surprised that she didn’t take the alternate induction ceremony, and she’s practiced on me a couple of times. I just don’t know if she’s that into me. Could I imagine her like that? If she was into me as much as I’m into her, yes.”

“She’s into you, Will,” Lara says quietly. “Your dominance looks different than she’s used to, and she would like you to take her. At that point she’ll be able to give herself to you willingly.”

“Hmph,” I respond. “I’m going to talk to her first. The last thing I want to do is hurt her physically or emotionally.”

“Demo the ropes for her,” Chelena says. “Have Carla or April as your subject. She can see herself in Carla, and she’s very connected to April. Then have the conversation with her.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I answer. “And that leaves Adelina, Candice, Christina, and Yelena, and yes to all of them.”

“That went easier than I thought,” Lara says. “How about Preeti?”

“Clarice’s girlfriend?” I ask, aghast. “I’m not about to steal my daughter’s girlfriend.”

“I think they’ll come to you together,” Lara says. “Nelson is only comfortable with the family when he’s on the mat.”

“Hmpf,” I grunt in response.

“Lleandra?” Chelena asks.

“She’s dating that nice young man from Chile who delivered their fruits and vegetables,” I reply. “Geraldo. Goes by Gerry in English. She needs to spread her wings, just like Clarice does.”

“Addison?” Lara asks.

“No. She’s a child,” I reply. “She’ll eventually get over her crush and find someone her own age. I’m nearly grandfather material for her.”

“Madeleine?” the two elves ask in unison.

“She’s Darcie’s girlfriend. Same response as with Preeti,” I reply.

“Darcie?” Lara asks quietly.

“When she’s ready, definitely wife material,” I reply. “I have a hard time keeping my hands off her.”

“She may find someone else, William,” Lara says.

“I’ll love her regardless,” I reply, feeling jealousy flare from the bottom of my soul.
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That fall, we had our own little epidemic of babies, beginning with Morena’s, that continued into the new year. Marissa, Lara, Rebecca, Erica all delivered healthy babies. Adelina, Susan, Serenia, and Yelena were all showing baby bumps, and Carla was suffering morning sickness by early March of 2024.

We also declared the day after Thanksgiving 2023 to be Anniversary Day for our family, a celebration of when we all committed to each other to be a household. Clarice pouted at not being able to attend past the dinner. After she, Nelson, and Preeti returned to Flagstaff and the other guests departed, we married April and inducted Pelleta, Deena, and Kar’ess.

For Saint Nicholas Day, we married Morena just in time for Lara to start having contractions. Vanessa married us on Christmas Eve. New Year’s Eve, Karelle married us, and Anik and Senna were inducted as concubines. N’elisa married us on MLK weekend, followed by Chantelle on Clarice’s birthday, and Elesain on President’s Day weekend. We slowed down a bit after that, continuing at a roughly three-week pace—Adelina, Chelena, Alanna, Candice, Christina, Yelena, Pelleta, Chelsea, and Kar’ess. Then Shryl, who we married in 2024.

Fliss’ engineers worked with N’elisa to build an orbiting station for shipbuilding and arrival of crews from other worlds. Its orbit was twice the distance from the moon, so we didn’t have to worry about dropped parts landing on the surface. Comfortable decontamination and quarantine facilities were put into place in addition to workshops and docks to construct spaceships. They initially planned to focus on planetary defense craft.

Maddy was the first wife of 2025. It turned out that she really liked being tied up and fucked in front of everyone else. Audrey and I put on a couple of shows with her for the family before she married us as the boot dropped on the new year. Her ceremony was a little different, as I tied her up as we exchanged vows, and then we all had our way with her until roughly four in the morning. Clarice cried when she heard about it.

Part of Clarice’s sadness was influenced by Nelson. Three days before Christmas break, he told her that he and his mom were moving to Sacramento. He had taken a teaching assistant position at UC Davis. I called up Michael Ironside, the Zul from Sacramento, and gave him a piece of my mind. It went something like this.

“Michael, what the fuck do you think you’re doing poaching our talent?” I growled.

“We need the best and brightest in California if we are ever going to regain our position as paradise on Earth,” he growled back.

“Paradise my ass,” I said on my turn to growl. “The place was a fucked up mess of social mores that ran skin deep, programs designed to make people feel good about themselves without actually doing anything, and safety laws that didn’t keep the elves from kicking your asses. You’ll never be anything but a wasteland until you bunch of pansies actually work to clean up the mess out there and stop asking for handouts.”

That last bit about handouts might have been a little unfair.

“We don’t need your help any more, William,” he sniffed. “We have everything we need here.”

“Good. I’ll pull your passages out and put them in a place where the people need the help and are willing to contribute to the greater good rather than gather a horde!”

I disconnected the call, but I didn’t remove their passages. I destroyed them, leaving the doorways on their side that led to a blank wall as a reminder of what they threw away. I also informed the rest of the country why it was done.

I then went up to Flagstaff and talked to Clarice’s French professor, Ms. Min-na Chen. Clarice had mentioned she had a red aura. It turned out that she had no love for Ironside, and she committed to join the co-op as a full member. She told me the younger Zul weren’t so acquisitive and committed to recruit some to help the country outside of California.

Clarice and Preeti first showed up as a couple for Rachel’s wedding, and then for Anik’s, Serena’s, and Deena’s.

We didn’t hear much from the Darkstar clan. In April of 2025, the destroyer on duty malfunctioned, which caused them to lose much of their water supply. We gifted them a metric ton of water, and they returned the favor by showing us their waste disposal technology, which converted sewage to small dry pellets and distilled water multiple times to purify it.

About two months later, a huge transport ship arrived from out-of-system. Grollsh and Orgish families were reunited or returned with the original crew and a few relatives who brought shipbuilding and flying skills. That was one hell of a party. The ship was an Orgish support vessel the size of a cruiser, and it had a complete shop and refueling kit. They parked it at the space station to provide tools and support to the shipbuilding effort.

Clarice proved me wrong about the international hotel availability. Severn connected her with a hotelier near St. Cyr, France, who in turn introduced her to the owner of a villa in Tuscany that operated as a hotel. She spent her summer there as an intern, and Preeti found one in the Jaipur region of India. The two of them returned at the end of the summer, ready to complete their degrees.

Darcie took a short-term job in Minneapolis that summer with her friend Janice, teaching IT problem management to a mostly new crew from the one that she taught for Jack. When she returned, I was surprised to see her hair cascading past her shoulders. We had a nice catch-up lunch, and she said she had gone on a couple of dates, but they left her flat. She planted a wet kiss on my mouth and purred, “It’s good to be home, sir.”

By Anniversary Day, all of the concubines were wives and another crop of children were arriving in dribs and drabs.

Marissa announced that our new residence would be ready by the end of January, allowing us to renovate the hotel to accommodate more guests.

Aloïse told me the plan for New Year’s Eve was for me to celebrate the love of my wives. She would sting me with her tail, and we would all ride it out together. I wasn’t certain what to think about that, but she assured me that we’d all be fine.

We spent the day of the 31st of December eating a progression of small meals and hydrating. We set up the ballroom as a big seraglio, with cushions on the floor, fainting couches and sofas around the perimeter, and drink and snack tables. Brass and copper vases with peacock feathers accented the red bordello theme of the room. Cameras were set up around the room so I could watch the event in case I didn’t remember everything.

We were all wrapped in brocade robes, and Chantelle provided a turban that looked like it came from a Persian prince movie set. I was standing nervously in the center of the room, surrounded by the women I loved.

Aloïse said, “Before I give you the love potion from my tail, William, we have one order of business to attend to first.”

“Okay,” I said. “What did I forget?”

“Nothing, my darling lord and husband,” Aloïse said. “But our family is not yet complete. April. Chantelle. Please present the bride.”

The door in the back of the ballroom opened, and I caught a glimpse of auburn hair piled high with golden combs. The crowd of my wives parted, and my breath caught.

Darcie was wearing a transparent golden robe, held together by a golden silk sash. Her hair was the updo I had seen in the distance, but it wasn’t until she stood before me that I could see the total effect. A small golden ring pierced her nose, and gold tassels hung from her earlobes. Tendrils of silky, auburn hair framed her face, and the green in her hazel eyes really popped. A golden choker encircled her neck and a matching tag dangled from it.

Darcie stepped before me and untied her sash. Chantelle and April pulled back her robe, and she struck a pose as they slid it off her arms, her bent leg just barely hiding her nude womanhood. A third golden earring hung from her navel with a diamond at the top and golden tassels below. I saw the words “House” and “James” on the tag hanging from her choker.

“Hello, my groom,” she purred, “my lord and master.”

“Hello, my bride,” I replied. “Are you sure, Grasshopper?”

“Completely,” she said with a brilliant smile. No hesitancy. No remorse. “Have you been waiting for me, sir?”

“Yes, my love. I definitely have,” I replied honestly.

“I’ve admired you since I met you and loved you for nearly as long, William,” she said. “I’ve been yours since the day I became a widow. Thank you for being patient with me.”

“Your beauty struck me the moment I met you, Darcie,” I replied. “I’ve been honored to be your friend, your teacher, and your mentor. I couldn’t possibly love you more than I do. On behalf of this crazy family that we call House James, will you marry us?”

“I do,” she said.

“On behalf of the entire family, and with my heart full of love, I marry you, Darcie,” I replied.

“Darcie Conroy is no more,” Aloïse declared. “Nor is Darcie Jerome. Before us stands Darcie James. Long life and love to you, darling sister. Now, William, kiss that girl and claim her before I do it myself.”

All of the wives laugh as I step forward to do just that, and I devour Darcie’s mouth as she devours mine. Just before I’m about to lay her on the cushions to consummate our vows, Darcie holds up her hand to stop me.

“Husband, wives, I have brought my dowry,” Darcie declared.

The door opened, and I saw a variety of heads walk in behind my wives and up the aisle.

First was Larkin, who looked lovely. Her skin was the darkest brown I had ever seen on a human rather than the pure black I had come to expect from her. She had no wings, no body hair, no male parts, and a collar. The leash to the collar was held by Chelsea, who led her in. Behind her was Madeleine, with Maddy holding her leash. Next was Preeti, with Tanu holding her leash, then Lleandra, with Lara holding her leash. Finally, Clarice entered, her leash held by Shryl.

“Lord Husband,” Darcie said. “I bring you five women who know you and love you. I have collared them for you. All you have to do is claim them.”

The five women kneeled and locked their eyes on my face. Pelleta appeared beside me, holding a red satin pillow with five metal tags to hang from the collars.

I looked for the angel’s tag. “Larkin. Why?”

“I’ve been yours since I met you, William. The wives finally had mercy on me. I chose to fall yesterday, so I am no longer an angel and I have no wings. For the next one hundred years, I am human, and I won’t be an angel again until life passes from this body. I will only serve and open my thighs to House James, and I hope you will one day marry me.”

I clipped the tag with her name on one side and House James on the other onto the small ring on her collar. Then she took my rock-hard member into her mouth.

“Princess Madeleine Luxure, why?” I asked as Aloïse handed me the tag for her collar.

“My mistress loves you, and I love her. Through her, I’ve come to know you. I never thought another human man could love me, but I was wrong. I want to know that with you. I belong to House James, heart and soul. I have renounced my title as a princess of the empire, so I am only Madeleine, or Leinie, James. I hope you will one day marry me.”

Anik and Shryl gasped at her declaration, and I clipped the tag onto her collar and offered her my hard cock.

“Preeti, you are the love of my daughter. Why?” I asked.

“The moment I met you, I knew I would be yours,” she replied in her musical voice. “I just didn’t know when. Nelson left and broke our hearts. My pain was lessened because I knew, from the lust in your eyes when you first looked at me, that I could be yours. I will serve House James with my heart and my body, and no other may claim or have me. I hope one day to stand beside my love Clarice as your wife.”

I clipped the tag on her collar, and she brought me to an orgasm with her mouth, her dark eyes locked on mine the whole time.

“Lleandra, why? You still haven’t finished school, Honey.”

“I’ve quit kidding myself, my lord. I tried dating other men, and Gerry nearly won me over. He asked me to marry him, but I just couldn’t. I care for him, but I don’t love him with my entire being. I’ve only ever felt that way about one person, and your bevy of wives make me feel just as loved as you do. I will only ever serve House James.

“The only man on this world I will ever give myself to on this planet and from this day forward is you. My body and my soul belong to you and your wives. If I’m very lucky, I’ll become one of them,” Lleandra said, finishing her vow of commitment.

I clipped her tag onto her collar and rubbed the square corners of her ears, bringing her to orgasm as she gazed into my eyes adoringly, my cock stretching her throat.

“Clarice? Are you sure?”

“I did as you asked, Daddy. I even found love, one fleeting and one forever. I have returned to work for the family businesses. I will always be your little girl, and you will always be my daddy. But as I told you when you took me in, you are more than just a daddy to me. You are Lord William, the man I want to give myself to for the rest of my life. The man I want to give me babies alongside all the wives of our family.

“I ask that you collar me not to subject me, but to show all the other women that I’m no different than the women who came before me. You taught me how love should be. And now I want to share that love with you and the ladies of our family. Family James, House James. Always and forever.”

I clipped the final tag on my sexy succubus daughter and then fed her my rampant cock. She sucked me to a second orgasm.

I stumbled back to stand in front of Darcie.

“Does my dowry please you, my lord husband?” Darcie asked with a bright smile.

“It does, my wife. And so do you,” I replied before I pulled her in for another lascivious kiss.

I felt a sting to my buttock. As the venom hit my bloodstream, I murmured, “I love you, Darcie, and…”

“And?” she asked inquisitively.

“I’m gonna fuck you bowlegged, my beautiful wife,” I growled as the lust took me.

“YES!” she screamed as I did just that.


EPILOGUE


“So that concludes the tour. Any questions?” the statuesque, middle-aged brunette with curly hair asked. Her smile accented the crows feet at her eyes.

“When did the Patriarch Museum first open?” an older man inquired.

“The building was bequeathed to the United Territories Historical Society by the James family in 2301, about thirty years after the patriarch disappeared. We first opened our doors on Unification Day, 2305, to commemorate the patriarch’s contributions to bringing about a unified group of independent territories here in what was called the Western Hemisphere in the old world,” the pretty docent replied.

“Why isn’t California part of the United Territories?” a young man asked. “I’m from Oregon, and it would be easier to trade with them if they were part of the union.”

“True,” the docent replied, brushing her long skirt. “It really boiled down to the dragon known as Michael Ironside building a culture in the remnants of California that still had the same pre-apocalypse attitude they had as a state. The patriarch wasn’t willing to put up with their attitude, their demands, or their whining, so he cut them off. Although it caused difficulties, all of the other territories agreed it was the right thing to do. They have recently ousted Mr. Ironside and applied for membership in the union without any demands.”

“Where did Mr. Ironside go?” a little girl asked.

“He was last seen in Eureka, California, being eaten by seven other dragons,” the docent replied.

“Why did the patriarch stop at forty-one wives?” asked an older Black woman with a wicked grin.

The docent pursed her lips, trying not to laugh. “Well, I’m sure the gentlemen in the audience will vouch for how hard it is to keep one or two women happy. The patriarch claimed that he wasn’t man enough to handle any more. Aloïse is said to have claimed he could handle twice that, but everyone agreed they needed to leave him time to do something other than pleasuring his women.”

“How long did his wives live?” another little girl asked.

“As I said in the tour,” the docent started, feeling a little exasperated about repeating herself, “the patriarch rejuvenated the ones who were strictly human three times before their cell structure could no longer support it. That meant that they all died at ages ranging from one hundred ten, for Susan, and one hundred sixty-seven, for Adelina. The succubae, elves, and Karelle all had naturally longer lives, but they ran into similar problems with rejuvenation—it just took longer. Standard cells are just designed to limit lifetimes as the telomere pairs shorten with each cellular replication. Rejuvenation only restored about one-third of their original length.

“Interestingly, the humans with magic—Audrey, Rebecca, Alanna, Carla, and Josie—all still looked youthful when the patriarch disappeared. Josie is essentially immortal, just like he is. Larkin died one hundred years to the day she fell. She told the family that her return to an angelic life would be much like the rebirth of a human soul. She expected to have a different name and no memory from before her rebirth. Regardless, we like to think she’s still watching over the patriarch’s family, wherever they are.”

“Did the patriarch ever go into space?” a young boy asked from the front of the crowd.

“Well, the family records indicate that he went to the space station on numerous occasions. The use of N’elisa’s portal design in the space station rather than the passages meant that the transport centers were protected against atmosphere breaches, but also made it nearly as easy to go to space as it is for us here to go from Prescott to Chicago, for example,” the docent replied.

She held up a finger to forestall the boy’s follow-up question. “To answer your next question, the family records indicate that the patriarch visited Latimer Darkstar twice. Once when the Darkstar fleet sent a battle group to our system to chase pirates, and another when the battles between the Darkstar and the empire began. The last word from the Darkstar patrols is that those battles are still ongoing.”

The docent gives everyone a warm smile. “Well, that wraps it up. Thank you all for coming. Please exit through the gift shop, and please do come visit us again. Next month, we’ll be having an exhibit about the races that are not native to our planet.”

The old Black woman shuffled her way slowly to the front, steadying herself with a carved cane engraved with names. The woman took the docent’s hand as they watched everyone leave.

“How’re you holding up, Hot Chocolate?” the docent asked.

“Pretty well, Susan. It won’t be much longer until it’s time for me to lie down again,” Chantelle said. “I wanted to see your presentation before I die.”

“You’ll be back before too long, love,” Susan replied. “We’ll all miss you while you’re resting.”

“I don’t think I want to wait twenty-five years like you did this last time,” Chantelle said.

“I was ready sooner, but it wasn’t bad. I built up a lot of anticipation the last few years. Will enjoyed that,” Susan replied. “I seem to recall Josie and you both did, too. Regardless, Marissa claims it’s the perfect amount of time.”

“I told Will fifteen years. Not a minute longer,” Chantelle said, patting Susan’s hand. “I’ll miss you all, but you in particular. We’ve had some good times this time around.”

“Sorry I got out of sync, Chan. We’ll get aligned over time. We have plenty of time for him to work it out,” Susan says, wrapping an arm around her wife. “He said he has some ideas after talking to the vamps, researching his old books, and reviewing recent DNA research. Carla was really scared she would come back as Sidney, but after her return, it appeared that they really are one being.”

“I never thought I’d want to be immortal,” Chantelle said quietly. “But I miss you all so much when one of us is gone or I’m waiting to come back. If he can figure it out, maybe I’d be okay with three or five hundred years, and then a rest.”

“And yet he pines for us when we’re gone,” Susan said. “I know I miss you all when I’m resting.”

“I don’t know why he won’t take another wife during that time,” Chantelle said.

Susan laughed. “Oh, you know him. He won’t unless all the wives approve it, and one of us is usually taking a rest at any time. Besides, with Larkin gone, there’s no real way to get a unanimous vote, even if we’re all awake at the same time.”

“Silly man,” Chantelle murmured with a secret smile on her face.

“Our silly man,” Susan replied, grinning.

A muscular, middle-aged man with brown hair graying at the temples and a pretty, young, auburn-haired woman with hazel eyes ride their horses behind the herd of cattle.

“Anniversary Day is coming soon, sir,” she says. “What are your plans? Still planning to bring everyone back?”

“Yeah,” he replies. “I miss them so much when they’re gone. It makes no sense since there are so many of them, but I do. It’s just a shame I can’t bring Larkin back, too.”

“Just invite her or summon her,” the woman says. “You know her new name now. I know she gets in trouble for not embracing her true form, but she’ll show up for you as the woman you love. You know she will. Anniversary Day won’t be the same without her.”

“Yeah,” he replies. “I’m glad Josie made it back from her travels in time for the celebration.”

“Me, too,” she agrees. “She’s so cuddly when she comes back from a walkabout.”

“It is nice,” he says with a smile. “Anyway, the blood analysis on you, April, and Vanessa indicates that I got it right, so I’m going to start bringing them back this evening after a nap.”

“Are you counting on April and me to join you in that nap?” the woman teases.

He chuckles. “Yeah, Love. I am. Hopefully Nessa and Josie, too. It might be a long nap. Let’s get these beasts over to the other pasture and get home, Grasshopper.”

“Yes, my lord and husband,” Darcie replies with a bright smile on her face.

End


AFTERWORD


When I was writing Elven Invasion (AN4), I expected it would be the final book in the Accidental Necromancer series, but it quickly became apparent that there was another book coming. As I hit the 80,000-word mark on this story, it became apparent that I was in danger of this final volume becoming two. I was able to keep it to just a few words over 150,000 by compressing and focusing on key battles and relationship moments.

Why call it Fall?

I initially planned to call it Plague, but the story the characters told focused more on relationships and the fall of western civilization. I considered putting in more work into Australian and Asian scenes in which the characters worked to rebuild those areas, too. I think some of the follow-on stories—not AN stories, but related—will cover some of that, but I’m not committed to that yet.

So Fall became the title to focus attention on civilization’s decay, the various “falling in love” moments, and Larkin’s fall to become human. The last chapter and the epilogue threatened to grow by another 50,000 words, but I managed to stay disciplined.

How did you like the tie-ins to Saxon Max and Devlin Walsh? Same universe, same time, and same geography, so it made sense to me. Hope you enjoyed that aspect.

As always, thank you to the small team for bringing this story to fruition.

	Heather Jerome, alpha reader and life partner

	Sarah Wu, copy editor

	Albert Chauw, cover artist



Please let me know how I did. I would value your feedback. As you know, Amazon is driven by reviews, so please leave one—especially if you liked it!

Those 5-star reviews are critical because I’ll get more exposure to new readers based on the ratings of each book. My audiobook publisher looks at those ratings to decide if an audiobook might be lucrative enough for the investment. Plus, it helps to counteract the haters out there. As not all readers will love what I write, it’s important to hear from those of you that do, so I can reach a wider audience. As a part-time author, I would appreciate the help.

I’ve mentioned that I have a simple Patreon site, and I started a new serial story there a couple of months ago. It’s called Companions, and it’s set in the near future, focusing on changes to society, with a different kind of main character. Patrons can also expect to get previews of in-progress stories and any other stories that I might conjure from some of the undocumented times in existing books.

Saxon Max 3 is the next book I’ll work on. After that, I still want to write another Library Pet and I have a couple more Devlin Walsh stories in mind.

As a part-time author, I sacrifice a lot of my reading time to write. However, I’ve been trying to keep up. So, when I am too fried to write, I’m generally reading favorite sci-fi, fantasy, harem-lit, and erotica authors. Some of my favorite authors are Michael Scott-Earle, Eric Vall, Daniel Schinhofen, P. S. Power, Shawn Keys, Eden Redd, B. Redstone, and William D. Arand, but there are many others I enjoy. If you’re curious, I’ve got a “what I’m reading” blog on my website. I try to update it at least quarterly.

I’m on Facebook a couple times each week. I’m a member of several groups, plus you can message me there. Here are the places I can usually be found hanging out:

	Eden’s Lewd Fantasy & Sci-fi Garden. This is Eden Redd’s group. Lots of fun to be had, and a lot of the harem-lit authors hang there. I always make a point to drop in and see what’s going on. Address is https://www.facebook.com/groups/158209654749089

	Fantasy/Science/Fiction group—actually a family of groups around this one and I troll them all. Good times. Very little in the way of politics. Address is https://www.facebook.com/groups/584252842052663/

	Mischief. More twisted humor. Address is https://www.facebook.com/groups/AppleSaws/

	Sci-fi & Fantasy Authors & Readers. Pretty much what it sounds like. Marketplace for authors to share their work. Address is https://www.facebook.com/groups/ScifiandFantasyAuthorsandReaders



Amazon won’t tell you when my next book lands. The best way to find out is to follow me on my Amazon page or Facebook.

It’s time for me to get back to writing. Watch my Facebook, Patreon, and Amazon Author Page for updates.

’Til next time.

-JG Jerome

https://www.facebook.com/JGJeromeAuthor

https://www.patreon.com/jgjerome

https://www.amazon.com/JG-Jerome/e/B07TWJJSYL

https://www.jgjerome-author.com/


APPENDICES


HUMANS


	William (Will) James - main character. Former military policeman. Martial artist. Technologist and project manager. Height: 6’1”. Muscular. Brown hair. Discovers he’s a necromancer at 41 years old

	Rebecca Silverstein (Silberschmid) - young Jewish girl, born April 17, 1874, who died in 1891 after her father tried to rape her. Is a 145-year-old ghost when Will meets her Witch. Will’s first wife. Official legend is that she was born Angela Marie Olsen on November 2, 1999, at the general hospital in Fort Collins, Colorado, and adopted on November 5 by Jacob and Lenore Silverstein of Littleton, Colorado. Left home when she turned 18. Her adopted parents died two months later in a car wreck.

	Marissa Tomlinson - initially Will’s playmate and Carla Jackson’s girlfriend. Later, she broke up with Carla and committed to being William’s second wife. Irish-Mexican heritage, bodybuilder, and martial artist. Works in medical equipment sales. Her relationship with Carla Jackson rekindled after Carla joined the family.

	Audrey Cheung - Korean-American. Sorceress. William’s girlfriend in Phoenix. Audrey is submissive and an exhibitionist. She likes Will to tie her up in front of spectators. Volleyball player for GCU. Studying biomedical and mechanical engineering. Will’s third wife

	Josephine (Josie) Carroll - apprenticed to her father, Gryffin Carroll, as a thaumaturge in the 1800s. Sold into apprenticeship to Julius Lafayette as a necromancer. She is a tall, well-proportioned, strong woman with a cute face and ash blonde, shoulder-length hair. Her height is 5’10.” Official legend is she was born in Springfield, Missouri, on April 6th, 1995

	Carla Sydney Jackson - born a zombie. Has a lean runner’s physique and a sharp intellect. Human resources lawyer for an international mining company. Marissa’s partner prior to their breakup. Hosts Sidney Beauchamps’ ghost, but Sidney and Carla melded into one “Carla” personality. Rekindled her relationship with Marissa and eventually became the fifth wife in the family

	Aloïse Pascal (AKA Anne-Marie Pasquale, AKA Bernadette Pasqualel) - Bernadette’s body was born Babette Printemps as a necromancer on Earth. She was also born on planet Ravissement as Aloïse Ravissement, a royal succubus. Aloïse possessed Babette’s zombie to become first Anne-Marie Pasquale and then Bernadette Pasquale. Ran a brothel, but prefers to call it a salon. Has a law practice; her specialty is contract law. Author of the articles of incorporation for the Cortez Cooperative. Becomes William’s sixth wife

	Susan Rey - Will’s boss at Construction Insurance Brokerage (CIB), director of change management. Tall, lean, sexy. Becomes Will’s seventh wife

	Viktorija Dana Ozoliņa (AKA Viktorija Dana Ozola, AKA Tori) - Latvian girl rescued by Bernadette to work in her stable. Bernadette’s hacker and dress designer. Entertainment staff. Assistant manager of the salon business. In love with Bernadette and William. Becomes William’s eighth wife

	Erica Perez - originally Audrey’s roommate and lover. Was a zombie until Josie energized her empty soul seed. Curvy, blonde Latina with glasses. Does online sex shows to pay for school at GCU, where she majors in marketing. Becomes William’s ninth wife

	Lara Vallaye - Elven zombie. Formerly Ilara’en Vallaye, lady-in-waiting to Duchess Valya Valeran (see elves). Valya sent Ilara’en to Bernadette as a “gift.” Had been bound to William with soul energy, so she grew a soul. William’s tenth wife

	Sonya Bird - police officer. Questions Rebecca in the Walgreens after the zombie attack. Responds to Carla’s call for assistance when Cyrus threatens her. Partner to Officer Johnson. Begins flirting with William starting on Halloween. Shows up for Thanksgiving. Becomes a concubine to the James Household. Modest breasts and athletic figure. Dirty blonde hair that’s barely long enough to tie into a short ponytail. Cute rather than beautiful, with an athletic figure, small perky breasts, and a sense of fun that makes her even more desirable. Strong sense of duty and hard work

	Judith Silberschmid (AKA Judy Neumann) - Rebecca’s aunt. Sister to Yacob Silberschmid. Necromancer. Former apprentice to both Remy St. Jacques and Julius Lafayettte. Lived in the Pioneer Home in Prescott. Died in the bombing of New York

	Roger Banks - William’s brother-in-law. Electrical engineer. Husband to Allison. They live in Raleigh, North Carolina.

	Allison Banks - William’s sister. Has returning lymphoma cancer. Wife of Roger. They live in Raleigh, North Carolina.

	Steven Cheung - Audrey’s father. Korean-Anglo American. Sorcerer. Only known sorcerer to retire from service with the Church. Married to Lidia. Lives in Peoria, Arizona

	Lidia Cheung - Audrey’s mother. Korean-Black American. Wife of Steven Cheung. Lives in Peoria, Arizona. No powers

	Lorraine Morrison - second wife in the Cheung Household. Professionally known as the porn star Cheryl Love

	Jack Jerome - retired hunter from the Church. Height: 6’3.” Dark hair with gray sidewalls. Early fifties, lean and fit. Occasionally was called back for “special” cases. His primary profession was an IT consultant project manager. Darcy Conroy was his queen pet and personal assistant. April, Chelsea, Felicia, Maddy, Candice, Phryne, and Chantelle were also his pets. Was a frequent client of Bernadette’s salon

	Darcie Conroy - Young, auburn-haired girl. Formerly Jack Jerome’s pet and PA. Married Jack to become Darcie Jerome

	April Charles - formerly one of Jack’s pets. International fashion model of Anglo and African descent

	Chelsea Green - formerly one of Jack’s pets. Has independent chauffeur business in Phoenix

	Madison Hock (AKA Maddy) - fitness model. Wavy, mousy blonde hair. Jack’s neighbor in Phoenix. Partner to Felicia Saunders and formerly one of Jack’s pets

	Felicia Saunders - pharmaceutical sales rep. Jack’s neighbor in Phoenix. Voluptuous, brunette. Partner to Maddy Hock, and formerly one of Jack’s pets. Died from severe radiation poisoning

	Phryne - Australian receptionist at hotel in Phoenix. Joined Jack’s household. Died in explosion during the Elven invasion

	Alanna Cross - wavy, shoulder-length dirty-blonde hair, usually in a ponytail. Tanned skin, blue eyes like sapphires, and a cute button nose. Ivy tattoos on her forearms. Faith magician from Chicago. Formerly apprenticed to Mort and later moves to Prescott

	Morten “Mort” Liebowicz - lean Semitic man with tattooed forearms. He has sharp, inquisitive dark eyes, a beak nose, dark hair slicked back from his forehead, and a salt and pepper goatee. Prefers to wear white button-down shirts (collarless Oxfords), jeans, and engineering boots. Faith magician and teacher to Alanna Cross. Rabbi, but shunned for having sex with Sera Morgenstern before marriage, in addition to having an affair with Sera’s mother prior to meeting his future wife. Height: 5’9”

	Sera Liebowicz - Mort’s wife. Wavy, light-brown hair, sharp nose, and dark liquid eyes. Height: 5’1”. Feisty. Mort met her after having an affair with her mother. Sera lost her virginity to Mort on her eighteenth birthday, and they were caught by the parents shortly thereafter. Has three children

	Zebulon “Zeb” Liebowicz - eldest son of Mort and Sera Liebowicz

	Morris Liebowicz - son, second youngest, of Mort and Sera Liebowicz

	Barbara Liebowicz- youngest child of Mort and Sera Liebowicz

	Dan Seamus Tomilinson - Marissa’s father. Married to Maria. Retired police sergeant. Security contractor. Fifth degree black belt in American Kenpo

	Maria Tomlinson - Marissa’s mother. Married to Dan

	Jared Carlisle - attorney at Pasquale & George law office. He has an abrasive personality. Tall, lean, and dark haired. Jack and Darcie leave him a mess on his desk based on Tori’s recommendation. Serena’s patron. Will kills him to rescue Serena.

	Julius Lafayette - necromancer from the 1800s. Killed the Leuvenfeld family in trying to take ownership of Gwen. Was the master of Josephine, Babette, Charlene, and Judith at different times

	August Montgomery (AKA Gus, AKA Monty) - retired army sergeant major. Martial artist. Firearms dealer and instructor. Friend of William’s

	Monique - Monty’s girlfriend. Surname not known

	Master Ryuu Hiromatsu - master of Samurai Bujutsu and Will’s teacher in Phoenix Moves to Prescott after the Elven attack. Eventually starts dating Michelle Bradley

	Master Shiro Nakamura - Master Hiromatsu’s designated heir. Died the Elven attack on Phoenix

	Christine Alter - refugee from Phoenix flight. Has three small children. Husband died in Phoenix. Novice witch

	Jenna - former classmate of Michael/Flower. Works as a housekeeper at Mar-a-Lago

	Delores Aguilar - Will’s real estate agent

	Zach Morgan - construction supervisor at Hanson Construction. Supervisor for the project to renovate Will’s house

	Melanie McElroy - Will’s ex-wife. Adulteress. Elven cambion fathered by Mal’szak. Her Elven name is Eli’inak and her half-brother is Zer’nak (David Lewis).

	Tony Leonard - farmer from Peeples Valley. Attacked the elves on the farm

	Tom Potter - one of the hot-headed attackers in Peeples Valley. Is a mechanic from Yarnell. Has kids and a wife. Zombified by Will

	Joey Potter - son of Tom. Was shot by a random AR-10 round. Healed by Will

	Robby Marks - the ringleader of the Peeples Valley attack. From Willoit and has no family or job. He’s a distant cousin of Potter’s who has been making a living off ads from his YouTube video blog spouting conspiracy theories.

	Stan Leonard - son of a local farmer Tony Leonard. One of the three hot-headed attackers of the farm at Peeple’s valley. He works on his dad’s farm.

	Ricky Clark - one of the attackers against Peeples Valley. Cerreta shot him with magic darts. He works on the Leonard farm, too.

	Mrs. Leonard - wife to Tony. First name unknown. Heavy, red-headed woman. Tries to keep the men from being stupid. Cooperates after the attack on Peeple’s Valley

	Lieutenant Colonel (LTC) Retired James MacNeil - retired US Army ranger who created the various “ranger” terrorist cells in the western US. Is 5’10” with a barrel chest, a thick waist, jowls, a short, gray, flattop haircut, and a silver Fu Manchu mustache

	Daniel Leyva - from the Tohono O'odham tribe. Became the administrator/governor for Tucson and was responsible for all the lands surrounding to the western edge of the Tohono O'odham lands and down into Mexico

	Charles Tessay - from one of the Yacqui tribes. Administrator/governor of the farming in the area from Sonoita to the New Mexico border and south into Mexico

	Walter Frias - a Mexican farmer. Also administrator/governor in charge of farming over Sonora from Highway 2 south

	Christopher Holland - administrator/governor in charge of farming in southern New Mexico. A retired pecan farmer

	Cedrine - young, slender witch from the Versailles area of France. Trains with Rebecca and forms a relationship with Severn

	Jean Fosse - overweight, red-headed neighbor of Jack and Darcie. Untrained witch that starts training with Rebecca

	Reverend Roberts - pastor at the Grapes of Wrath Baptist Church in Chicago. Organized the Soldiers of God terrorists to attack sympathizers of the refugees

	Angus Boyd - head of the Soldiers of God terrorists. Mission was to attack sympathizers of the refugees

	Megan Duarte - ABC News anchor in Chicago. Often works with April

	Timmy - cameraman who records Chad’s resurrection

	Mack - retired National Guard first sergeant with a survival/glamping camp near Sheridan, Wyoming

	Donny - new reception clerk that Rosalie and Pelleta are training. Recent YCCC grad with AA degree

	Nelson Morrison - Clarice’s boyfriend from college. Brown-haired, usually needs a haircut and a comb. Wears thick glasses and worn clothes. Money is tight for Nelson and his mother. Height: 5’10

	Preeti Sharma - Clarice’s girlfriend from college. Sexy young Indian woman with dusky skin a couple of shades lighter than Tanu. She’s slender enough to be an elf, and her chin-length sable hair frames her lean face. She habitually wears a white bindi (dot) in the center of her forehead.

	Teresa Ruiz - the Colombian witch, or bruja

	Sheila - young Black woman who is the new manager of the Tarrytown House Resort in New York. Works for Will as the head of the hotel business



PCH Staff

	Stacey - nurse who tried to save Felicia. Rescued by Felicia

	Chris - nursing aid who carried Felicia down the stairs. Rescued by Felicia. Army National Guard combat medic who served in Afghanistan and Iraq. He’s working as an aide while also studying for his nursing degree

	Dr. Mike - trauma surgeon at PCH. Rescued by Felicia

	Dr. Gregory - orthopedic surgeon at PCH who happened to be in the ER at the time of the explosion

	Dr. Millicent - an older doctor at PCH, pediatrician. Rescued by Felicia

	Judy - nurse practitioner who looks like she’s near retirement age. Specializes in pulmonology. Rescued by Felicia

	Connie - midwife at PCH. Rescued by Felicia

	Jorge - ER nurse at PCH. Rescued by Felicia

	Christina - ER nurse at PCH. Rescued by Felicia

	Tracy - pediatric nurse at PCH. Rescued by Felicia

	Lindsey - recent graduate nurse. Just started at PCH. Rescued by Felicia

	Esperanza - ER nursing aide. Rescued by Felicia

	Albert - ER nursing aide. Rescued by Felicia



GCU Students Rescued by Will and Audrey

	Alisha Walker - Audrey’s classmate in engineering. A lean, dark-skinned Black woman with tightly cropped hair. Gets into a relationship with Darius, the security guard

	Marianne Connoly - marketing student with Erica. She’s a slender, red-headed woman with a light dusting of freckles across her cheeks.

	Charles Shaw - an engineering student. Skinny, geeky guy with coke-bottle glasses. Height: 5’10”

	Karin Mason - biochem student, classmate of Audrey, Charles, and Alisha. Tall, thin, dirty blonde girl with large-framed glasses. Becomes Mica’s wife



Bernadette’s Salon Staff

	Viktorija Dana Ozoliņa (AKA Viktorija Dana Ozola, AKA Tori) - Latvian girl rescued by Bernadette to work in her stable. See wives.

	Candice Jorgensen - petite Chinese-Anglo woman. Culinary queen of the co-op as well as part of the entertainment staff. Bernadette put her through culinary school. Formerly in love with Jack Jerome. Marries Will after Jack’s death

	Vanessa Conway - voluptuous, light-skinned Black woman. Zombie. Host for Shryl, the succubus, until Shryl is banished home on Bernadette’s business. Will bound her with soul energy, so she is growing a soul. Entertainment staff at the salon. Marries Will

	Chantelle Cross - former olympic volleyball player. Chocolate skinned, tall, and athletic. Keeps renewing her indenture to Bernadette for new academic interests. Has witches in her family. Entertainment staff at the salon. Took Jack’s collar and became Will’s wife after Jack’s death

	Rachel Lowenstein - voluptuous Jewish woman. Entertainment staff at the salon

	Michelle Bradley - Brunette girl next door. Looks like a cheerleader. Studied nursing. Entertainment staff at the salon. Eventually moves to Prescott and dates Ryuu Hiromatsu

	Rosalie Maldonado AKA Rosa - pretty, curvy Mexican woman. Was entertainment staff at the salon. In a committed relationship with Manuel and Luis

	Tanu Khatri - brown-skinned Indian woman with Bollywood-worthy looks. Studying information technology at ASU. Was entertainment staff at the salon, training with Tori as a hacker and data analyst. Marries Will

	Cindy Morgan - voluptuous blonde girl next door. Looks like a cheerleader. Was studying business marketing and interning in a local call center. Was entertainment staff at the salon, but died in the Elven attack

	Serena Rossi - Italian, brunette. Law clerk, studying for the bar. Had a patron couple—Jared and Belinda Carlisle—who she entertained almost exclusively. Was entertainment staff at the salon, but now is a law associate in the James & James legal firm. Marries Will

	Manuel Torres - good natured male entertainer from California. Trained paramedic

	Luis Montoya - stoic Mexican entertainer. Bernadette’s head of security. Bartender. Has a younger brother who Bernadette paid for his college education. Has witches, or brujas, in his family

	Christina Castilllo - new kitchen staff. From Ecuador. Heart-shaped face, tanned skin, likes to wear her nearly black hair in a bob. Smaller, A-cup breasts. Relatively slender

	Yelena Calderón - new kitchen staff. From Columbia. Oval face. Tawny hair. C-cup breasts and round butt. Skin turns deeply tan when she’s been in the sun

	Adelina Suarez - new rescue of Bernadette’s. An 18-year-old, orphaned at 15, and has been trying to make it on her own in Phoenix. Just settling in when the elves invaded. Referred to Bernadette by Jack in MoR. Eventually marries Will

	Michael Foster - 16-year-old Black youth. Jack discovered him as an unwilling member of a gang heist. Good student and athlete. Jack referred him to Bernadette. Parked cars for salon events. Died in Elven invasion



Montana Characters

	Maisie Holden - witch from Kalispell, Montana, and friend of the tribes from the Flathead reservation

	Peter Blackfeather - from the Siksika tribe of the Blackfoot Confederacy

	Tosie - young female relative of Peter Blackfeather’s. Untrained witch/shaman. Great-grandmother on her mom’s side was a necromancer

	Martin - man from the Siksika tribe who helped get everyone ready to return home

	Tomas Clearwater - Salish tribe from the Flathead reservation

	Steve - last name unknown. Member of the Salish tribe. Gave Will an M1 rifle. Shot during the attack on the Montana Ranger compound, but Will saved him

	Billy - last name unknown. Salish man who died in attack on Montana Ranger compound. Will couldn’t convince him to come back.

	Randy Riverwalker - Salish man who died in attack on Montana Ranger compound. Will was able to raise him. Randy has a family.

	John Peterson - leader of the Montana Rangers

	“Bear” - Montana Ranger with bushy black beard. Will raised his zombie to learn about their camp.

	“Dusty” - Montana Ranger with blond hair and beard. Reminded Will of Dusty Hill from ZZ Top. Will raised his zombie to learn about their camp. Seemed smarter than Bear

	Tuesday - no last name mentioned. Ghost of a witch who died from neglect in the Montana Ranger compound. Jake (boyfriend, father of her children) was killed when they kidnapped her and her two kids, River and Moonbeam.

	River - five-year-old son of Tuesday. Witch. Will and Rebecca adopt him.

	Moonbeam - three-year-old daughter of Tuesday. Witch. Will and Rebecca adopt her.

	Sally - seven-year-old daughter of one of the bigots in the Montana Ranger compound. Wasn’t really certain about the hate rhetoric of her mother. Will and Rebecca adopt her.

	Mike Greyfeather - Cheyenne nation, Montana. Helped with Canada cattle drive

	Joshua - orphaned son of hateful parents who supported the Grapes of Wrath Baptist Church. Declared a messiah by the angels

	Maria Vargas - Yelena’s friend in Colombia who owns a coffee plantation



Human Guard Force

	Raul Contreras - Hispanic. Supervisor of the guard force at the Esplanade. Will made him a zombie, but he got better. Commander of the human guards and shieldmaidens

	Darius Fields - fit, Black security guard on the door of the Esplanade. Former Corporal in Marine Force Recon. Will made him a zombie, but he’s getting better. In a relationship with Alisha, Erica’s classmate

	Alan Caldwell - heavily muscled white security guard at the security desk at the Esplanade. Will made him a zombie, but he got better. Interested in electronics. Discharged from Air Force for striking a drill instructor who abused a female drill instructor

	Terrell Smith - lean Black man who was part of Raul’s security team. Lost family in Phoenix attack. In a relationship with Cerreta (elf)

	Mack - one of the original group of security guards from Phoenix. Not the owner of the glamping camp

	Phil - security hired in Prescott

	George - one of the original group of security guards from Phoenix

	Victor - one of the original group of security guards from Phoenix. Helped look for survivors in Phoenix after the Elven attacks

	Steve - guard in Chicago

	Larry - guard in Chicago. Normally leads April’s guard detail when going to work. Killed in the attack on April, but resurrected

	Kevin - guard in Chicago and infiltrator from the Soldiers of God, an anti-demon religious group from the Church of the Grapes of Wrath. Killed in the attack on April

	Jake - guard in Chicago. Normally on April’s guard detail when she goes to work. Killed in the attack on April, but resurrected. Separated with wife, who has anti-demon sympathies

	Carl - leader of the Chicago guards

	Andy - Chicago guard. Works for Carl. Good with a knife. Frequently partners with Terri

	Teri - Chicago guard. Works for Carl. Good with a knife. One of the few female guards. Frequently partners with Andy

	Kristof - Chicago guard. Works for Carl

	Griffin AKA Griffy - Chicago guard. Works for Carl. Fond of Lindy. Lost his arm in the attack

	Ricky - Chicago guard. Works for Carl. Injured in attack on Chicago Base

	Chad - Chicago guard. Works for Carl. Died in the attack on Chicago Base. Will raised resurrected him from a ghost on TV. Wife is Tiffany (referenced only)



Military

	Lieutenant General (LG) Smith - initially, commander of III Corps. Went out with the trash

	Major General (MG) Thomas Scott - the commanding general of Fort Huachuca in southeast Arizona. Army. Starts a relationship with Amadee

	Major General (MG) Sullivan - originally Assistant Corps Commander for Support (ACC-S) of III Corps. Becomes corps commander after Will takes out the trash

	Colonel (COL) Wallace - commander of Huachuca’s combat forces. Army. Active duty soldier, but most of his soldiers are reservists

	Colonel (COL) Donaldson - marine commander of Yuma air station

	Colonel (COL) Rivera - army commander of Camp Navajo, outside of Flagstaff

	Colonel (COL) Harrison - operations officer for III Corps. Went out with the trash

	Lieutenant Colonel (LTC) Patterson - battalion commander from Fort Drum, New York. Call sign is Wolf-6. Fought in battle for Central Park. Subordinate units are Warg, Strider, Rohan, Crossbow (heavy weapons), and Sneak (scouts)

	Colonel (COL) Scott (Scotty) McAllister - commander of the combat aviation brigade of 1st Cav Division. Old army buddy of Will’s

	Sergeant (SSG) Reece - MP at Fort Hood. Tall lean Black man

	First Lieutenant (1LT) Babbit - MP at Fort Hood. Anglo with lots of acne scars and brown hair

	Captain (CPT) Fields - operations officer for COL Wallace at Fort Huachuca. Reservist, activated to fight elves

	Major (MAJ) Samantha Roberson - operations officer for COL McAllister in the combat aviation brigade. Married to CPT Roberson

	Captain (CPT) Roberson - captain with dark brown hair and a 5 o’clock shadow. Shot and killed by Darcie. His soul presents as a cross-dresser when Will resurrects him. Married to MAJ Roberson

	Major Collins - the new 3ACR commander after Will takes out the trash at Fort Hood

	Command Sergeant-Major (CSM) Michael (Mickey) Smith - command sergeant-major of 3ACR



Police

	Sergeant Lewis - male police sergeant. Led the investigation at the Walgreens after the zombie attack

	Sr. Deputy Javier Constanza - sheriff deputy who takes over as sheriff for Yavapai County

	Sonya James (née Bird) - Prescott police officer. Friend who becomes a concubine who becomes a wife to Will

	Sergeant (SGT) Steve Daniels - Chicago Police Department. Responded to both the attack on Mort’s shops and on April’s security detail

	Officer Steele - rookie police officer in Chicago. Works with SGT Daniels

	Officer Torrance - middle-aged patrol officer. Big female with red hair. Officer Steele’s training officer. Works with SGT Daniels in Chicago



The Church

	Archbishop Fergus MacDougall - archbishop of Chicago and international head of the Department of Spiritual Security. The Department of Spiritual Security is part of the Corpo della Gendarmeria, the Vatican’s police and security force. Claims to be Pope Pius XIII just before he’s killed by Darcie

	Monsignor David Lewis - Jack Jerome’s former control. Works directly for Archbishop Montgomery. Is an Elven cambion fathered by Mal’szak. His Elven name is Zer’nak, and he is half-brother to Eli’inak (Melanie McElroy). Killed by Darcie

	Mason Krill - hunter of the team who attacked Will, Josie, Rosalie, and Manuel at the airport. Call sign is Krill. William killed him and his necromancer. Josie killed the sorcerer.

	Robert Davis - hunter. Call sign was Motown. Tall, fit Black man with a pencil mustache. Former SWAT. Jack killed him in Hunter.

	Karl-Friedrich Hammerschmidt (AKA Dutch) - hunter and team lead for Butch and Flower. Call sign is Dutch

	Jill Helgstrom (AKA Butch) - a lean, middle-aged blonde sorcerer. She looks tough, but she has a ready smile. Call sign Butch. First officer on Dutch’s airplane (Hunter) and sorcerer for Dutch’s hunter team

	Michael St. John (AKA Flower) - a prissy young man in his late twenties who is the necromancer on Dutch’s team. Call sign is Flower. Served as purser on the flight for Jack and Darcie (Hunter). Originally from Port St. Lucie, Florida. Is able to leverage former high school classmates to gather intelligence on Mar-a-Lago in AN4

	Nancy Connor - necromancer on a hunter team that attacked Mort’s businesses. Will zombified her and had her report to Raul.

	Phillip Rohas - sorcerer on a hunter team that attacked Mort’s businesses. Will zombified him and had him report to Raul. Audrey gave him a prosthetic leg.

	Tammy - necromancer. Homely woman with the dark brown hair and blue eyes of a Briton. Was part of the team that attacked Mort’s businesses

	Natalia Yevchenkova - sorceress on a hunter team that attacked Mort’s home. Slavic woman with light brown hair. Will zombified her and had her report to Raul.

	Benjamin “Benny” Forrester - necromancer on a hunter team that attacked Mort’s home. A burly brown-haired man. Will zombified him and had him report to Raul.




IMPS


	Don’t call them lesser imps, it’s disrespectful. They don’t mind being called critters.

	Xerxes - leader of a thousand imps

	Hermes - leader of a company (100) of imps

	Argos - leader of a company (100) of imps

	Thadeus - a lieutenant of Xerxes. Led a company in the battle of Versailles

	Xralnazny - Greater imp lord from planet (dimension) Gzrozny. Was banished by Jack and tried to come back to take over Earth. Destroyed by Will, Audrey, and Magnus




ANGELS


	Angélus Gwenéfron (AKA Gwen) - summoned by Shimon Leuvenfeld to be Rebecca’s Angélus Cústos, guardian angel. Had previously only worked as an Angélus Núntius, or messenger angel. Seven feet tall, muscular, androgynous beauty

	Angélus Michaélis (AKA Mick, AKA the Archangel Michael, AKA The Exalted) - mate of Gwen. Has four wings. It is just as androgynous as Gwen, but has smaller breasts and bigger pecs. A deep basso voice. Around 8’ tall. Identifies as male

	Angélus Larkin - newly trained Angélus Mortis, Angel of Death. Summoned for Alafair by Gabrielle. Looks like a 6’6” beautiful woman with ebony skin…except for the sizable male parts. Wants to mate with William. Falls to become human in the last volume and marries Will

	Angélus Georgianne - Angélus Mortis that harvests Felicia and Cindy. Masculine and small-breasted

	Angélus Charle - proctor. Checks the work of other angels. Masculine and large-breasted. Will shrunk it to Barbie doll size and kept its sword.

	Angélus Killie - Angel of Death. Mentioned by Larkin, but never seen

	Angélus Stanna - Angel of Death. Is 7’ with white-blond hair and a deep voice. Identifies as male. Fought Will for souls with swords and lost




ELVES


House Valeran

	Lorn Valeran - duke of House Valeran

	Valya Valeran - duchess of House Valeran. Magician. Originally from House Serenissima

	Reddy Valeran - guard of Lorn and Valya. Son of Mal’szak. Brother to Yoren and Le’szak Valeran. Killed by Will and Josie

	Yoren Valeran - guard of Lorn and Valya. Son of Mal’szak. Brother to Reddy and Le’szak Valeran. Killed by Will and Josie

	Feliz - lady-in-waiting to Valya Valeran, commoner. Killed by Yoren

	Ilara’en Vallaye - lady-in-waiting to Valya Valeran. Royal. Became the zombie Lara

	Maliar’en Vallaye - Ilara’en’s sister. Royal. Pleasure slave. Murdered by Valya

	Mica Hawthorne - indentured apprentice to the court magician. Refugee

	T’os - half-elf/half-groll slave to the court magician. Master grade magician - technomancy is his primary concentration. Refugee

	Leonore Nessian - chief healer for House Valeran. Refugee. See house Spirituae.

	Chiara Nessian - former apprentice to the court magician. Refugee. See house Spirituae.

	Zenia - pleasure slave. Refugee. Shortest of the Elven ladies. Strawberry blonde. Outspoken about her desire to become William’s wife or concubine. Joined William’s household as staff working for Rebecca. Killed by other Elven concubines for attacking N’elisa

	Chelena - pleasure slave. Refugee. Ash blonde. Green eyes. Helped Rebecca at Warren’s house. Joins William’s household as staff working for Rebecca. Married Will

	Elesain - pleasure slave. Refugee. Ebony hair. Joins William’s household as staff working for Rebecca

	Serenia - pleasure slave. Refugee. Golden blonde. Cornflower-blue eyes. Helped Rebecca at Warren’s house. Joins William’s household as staff working for Rebecca. Marries Will

	Morena - pleasure slave. Refugee. Greenish-blonde. Joins William’s household as staff working for Rebecca. Marries Will

	Le’szak Valeran - youngest son of Mal’szak Valeran, the new Duke Valeran. Brother to Yoren and Reddy. Apprenticed to Leonore Nessian as a healer. Spying on the Arizona contingent for his father. Killed by Will

	Mal’szak Valeran - the new Duke Valeran upon Valya’s death. Thought to be roaming major cities in Asia

	Migosh - the youngest of the care assistants on Leonore’s staff. Refugee. Marries Chiarra

	Kara - pleasure slave in Phoenix. Zombie daughter of Mica’s former lord. Didn’t survive the war

	Shael - female Elven refugee and former pleasure slave. Frequently works security desk in the transport room

	Pelleta - female Elven refugee and former pleasure slave. Frequently works at the Prescott Hotel reception desk. Naturally white hair. Becomes concubine and eventually a wife to Will

	Xander - male healer’s assistant

	Chiarissa - female healer’s assistant

	Tanita - shieldmaiden from the first group of refugees. Often sleeps (not sex) with Cerreta

	Cerreta - squad leader and ASC commander in the shieldmaidens. Frequently shared a bed with Tanita (no sex) until she and Terrell formed a relationship

	Magrette - hostess and server at the café and shieldmaiden. Amber hair, bright green eyes, and short, pointed ears

	Melianne - shield maiden, and a strong magician

	Kael - shieldmaiden on Cerreta’s squad

	Kar’ess - shieldmaiden squad leader and strong magician. Becomes one of Will’s habitual bodyguards and marries Will

	Denaira - shieldmaiden on Kar’ess’ squad

	Timmian - shieldmaiden on Kar’ess’ squad

	Kahlahn - shieldmaiden on Kar’ess’ squad

	Chazzi - shieldmaiden on Kar’ess’ squad

	Kamill - 20-year-old magician’s apprentice. Spared by Will and T’os. T’os took her on as an apprentice.

	Krinn - shieldmaiden in Chicago. In a relationship with Carl, the head of Chicago security. Having his baby

	Senna - shieldmaiden in Chicago, frequently escorts April to work. Coppery red hair. Died in the Chicago attack on April and was resurrected by Will. Becomes concubine

	Triss - shieldmaiden in Chicago, frequently escorts April to work. She died in the Chicago attack on April, but Will raised her. In a relationship with Steven

	Lindy - shieldmaiden in Chicago. She died in the Chicago attack on Chicago Base, but Will raised her.

	Melia - shieldmaiden from Peeples Valley. On Cerreta’s ASC squad. Rescued in Florida. Tall for a female elf. Strong first aid skills

	Dafinae - shieldmaiden from Peeples Valley. On Cerreta’s ASC squad

	Tullie - shieldmaiden in Chicago. Rescued from the first group in Phoenix. Injured in the attack on Chicago Base. Treated by Melia

	Ti’li - Elven woman with dark, walnut-brown hair from the New York refugees. Shieldmaiden who helped in the Chicago Base attack

	Deena - shieldmaiden from Peeples Valley. On Cerreta’s ASC squad. Rescued in Florida. Blue-blonde hair. Becomes concubine, and eventually marries Will



House Serenissima

	Mason Seren - magician controlling April’s collar

	Ner’ahd Ley’all - magician in charge of the New York City enclave. Widely acknowledged as the greatest Elven magician in existence. Was the mentor to Mason Seren



House Spirituae

	Rallent’or Nix - doctor contracted through Chrysilla. Killed Ilara’en

	Leonore Nessian - chief healer for House Valeran. Mother of Chiara Nessian. Niece to Chrysilla Nix

	Chiara Nessian - former apprentice to the House Valeran court magician Fathered by Lorn Valeran. Magician

	Chrysilla Nix - broker for sorcerers. Information broker across all houses on Elven Prime. Finds elves with certain skills to be contracted. Audrey’s broker

	Lleandra Nix - granddaughter to Chrysilla. Half-human. Fostering with the James household, Becomes Will’s concubine

	Melidiss Blissande - Chrysilla’s daughter. Lleandra’s mother. Murdered by her husband, Liam Blissande

	Rodera Moseley - healer of the elves at Mar-a-Lago. On contract with House Valeran



House Elassaine

House specializing in technomancy. Has colonized four other worlds

	Liam Blissande - left Chrysilla’s daughter to die on a colonized moon. Killed by William as part of a deal with



Voyager Clan - High Elves

	N’elisa Tr’anielle - of the Voyager clan of the High Elves from a mirror of our universe. Was hosted in Lonnie, Julius Lafayette’s henchman, for around 135 years. Will pulled her out of Lonnie and helped her create a body. Master level technomancer. A little over 5’ tall. Lean, narrow physique. Becomes Will’s concubine. Eventually becomes a wife




SUCCUBAE


Royal House of Luxure - the imperial house of all the succubaen planets.

	Royal House of Luxure - the imperial house of all the succubaen planets

	Ruled by Yvette Luxure, empress of all the succubae

	Madeleine Luxure - imperial princess. Thirtieth in line for the imperial throne. Met Jack and Darcie in Hunter. Was hosted in the zombie of Lazenna Hammadi. Succubus form has gray feathers and black hair. Answers to Leinie (pronounced “LAY-nee”)

	Colette Luxure - imperial princess. Sister to Madeleine and Lucie

	Lucie Luxure - imperial princess. Sister to Madeleine and Colette



Royal House Ravissement - the family Ravissement is the royal family on Aloïse’s planet

	Alafair Ravissement - planetary queen and sister of Gabrielle and Aloïse. Murdered by Gabrielle and resurrected by Will.

	Gabrielle Ravissement - heir to the queen and sister of Alafair and Aloïse. Aloïse kills her for murdering Alafair.

	Aloïse Ravissement - duchess and sister to Alafair and Gabrielle. Hosted in the zombie Babette Printemps since the 1860s. Goes by Bernadette Pasquale

	Anik - royal who scratched Will with her tail when he rescued Aloïse

	Shryl - common succubus. Was hosted by Vanessa. From a family that has served the Ravissement family for generations. Tries to help rescue Aloïse. Marries Will




ORGS


The Orgs (Fangrool, in Common)

	Regiment Commander Kodor Fliss - had been XO of the spaceship carrying the Groll mining colonists. Became regiment commander of the org and groll as the highest ranking survivor

	Nord - officer of Fliss’ ship. Initially acts as translator. VERY intelligent. Originally a full lieutenant, but promoted to flight lieutenant

	Major (MAJ) Kaelrun - senior ground force commander of the orgs. Company commander of Biter company. Call sign is Spacer-6 when he commands all the marines

	Captain Sha’un - a hulking female org who’s one of the other marine company commanders

	Lieutenant Urgh - MAJ Kaelrun’s executive officer (XO). Takes operational control of Kaelrun's company so he can function as the marine task force commander in the Battle for Versailles.

	Lieutenant Kali Grutahl - flight engineer. Mates with Nord and serves as the flight engineer on early test flights

	Flight Lieutenant - navigator on test flights

	Sergeant Severn - Orgish space marine. Squad leader. Generally on guard detail for Will. Starts a relationship with Cedrine

	Dornsten - Orgish space marine in Severn’s squad

	Lutt - very tall and relatively thin Orgish space marine in Severn’s squad. Mates with Greta and subsequently leads a squad stationed in eastern Colorado

	Gart - Orgish space marine in Severn’s squad

	Netr - Orgish space marine in Severn’s squad

	Dramon - Orgish space marine in Kaelrun’s company

	Iona - female Orgish space marine in Sha’un’s company




GROLL


The Groll (Grahool in Common)

	Amadee Scott - leader of the groll forces in Fliss’ regiment. Original surname is not known. Female. Is 5’9”, with the lean-cut figure of a female Bruce Lee, but with dark gray skin, golden eyes, black hair, and tusks. Her small breasts are covered by a bandeau. Marries General Thomas Scott

	T’os - half groll, half elf. Technomancer. Tall for an elf. Short for a groll. Has the dark gray skin and tusks of a groll

	Karelle Shadowspawn - female Grollsh medic and magician having both healing and technomancy abilities. Roughly 5’8”. Serves as the ambassador to Will from her people. Becomes concubine and then later a wife. Lean muscular figure, B-cup breasts, dappled dark gray skin, very fine black hair in cornrows halfway down her back but shaved on the side. Golden eyes and tusks protruding from her lower jaw

	Jenner - a big man with a little gray shooting through his dark locks. Becomes the groll ambassador to California

	Gaspar - groll medic that struggles with all the combat injuries after the helicopter attack east of Fort Huachuca




DRAGONS


The Zul (Dragons)

	Michael Ironside - a “dracozul,” or European-style dragon. Considered California his territory

	Ming-wei Nguyen - female “nagazul,” or Asian-style dragon. Friend of Butch’s

	Ming-na Chen - female “nagazul,” or Asian-style dragon. French professor at NAU. Clarice thought she was Vietnamese




VAMPIRES


The Piravah (Space Vampires)

	Captain Tristan Darkling - captain of the Darkstar destroyer patrolling earth space. Part of the overall Darkstar fleet from the edges of imperial space

	Lieutenant Timat Darkstar - Captain Darkling’s aide-de-camp

	Terese Darkling - daughter of Tristan Darkling. Tall blonde with violet eyes. Medium build with generous curves. Her paternal grandmother was a blonde human, and her mother was another blonde human. It dilutes the effect of the sun on her.



Standard Vampire

	Warren Dark - friend of Jack and manager of Jack’s farm in Mayer, Arizona. Helps traumatized elves and humans deal with mental pain using his psychic gift.




CHARACTERS FROM PREVIOUS ACCIDENTAL NECROMANCER & HUNTER BOOKS


	Michael - musician friend of Will’s. Surname not known (AN1)

	Sonya - Michael’s insane girlfriend. Not the police officer with the same given name. Surname not known (AN1)

	Officer Lopez - police officer who interviews witnesses at the Walgreens after the zombie attack. Mentioned, but not seen (AN1)

	Officer Brown - police officer that interviews witnesses at the Walgreens after the zombie attack. Mentioned, but not seen (AN1)

	Ms. Martinez - middle-aged Latina with a baby. Witness at the Walgreens after the zombie attack (AN1)

	Marta Silberschmid - Rebecca’s mother (AN1)

	Yacob Silberschmid - Rebecca’s father (AN1)

	Marvin Feinstein - Yacob Silberschmid’s business partner (AN1)

	Gerry - Will’s friend from the gym. Helps Will move. Surname not known (AN1)

	Diana - Gerry’s wife. Surname not known (AN1)

	Lonnie - henchman of Julius Lafayette. Zombie host of the High Elf N’elisa (AN1, AN2, AN4)

	Alfonse - henchman of Julius Lafayette. Devourer hosted in a zombie. Killed by William James. Last name unknown (AN1)

	Cyrus Masterson - miner who threatens Carla. Will made him a zombie and ordered him to commit suicide by policeman (AN2)

	Officer Johnson - male police officer. Questions William in the Walgreens after the zombie attack. Responds to Carla’s call for assistance when Cyrus threatens her. Former partner to Officer Bird. Given name unknown (AN1, AN2)

	Lars Christiensen - Norwegian miner who dies at Bernadette’s hand owing to overstimulation due to Bernadette repeatedly reinvigorating him (AN2)

	Mrs. Sara Leuvenfeld - witch from the 1800s. Rebecca’s mentor (AN1)

	Mr. Shimon Leuvenfeld - sorcerer from the 1800s. Husband to Rebecca’s mentor Summoned Gwen to be Rebecca’s guardian angel (AN1)

	Kory Standish - school classmate of Will’s in high school and college. Gay. Will stood by him when others didn’t. Sydney’s voice in the bolt reminds Will of Kory. (AN1)

	Laurence Clement - sorcerer from the 1800s. Worked with Lafayette to capture Gwen. Master of Sidney Beauchamps (AN1)

	Charlene Tully - apprenticed to Julius Lafayette as a necromancer in the 1800s. Shorter, slender, red-headed girl with long hair running down her back. Dressed in a fashionable dress. Her ghost is still held in a bolt cage constructed by Josie. (AN1)

	Mason Smith - apprentice sorcerer from the 1800s. Over six feet tall, dour apprentice to Laurence Clement. Is insane when Will tries to resurrect him (AN1)

	Haimish - clerk at the Biltmore Embassy Suites. Surname not known (AN1)

	Kelly - receptionist at Yavapai Title. Obese, pregnant, pretty, with dyed black hair (AN1)

	Morgan - title officer at Yavapai Title. Aging cheerleader. Somewhere around sixty years old (AN1)

	the Carsons - owners of the house Will bought on Mt. Vernon (AN2)

	Cressida - Chantelle’s girlfriend in college (MoR)

	Sidney Aloicious Beauchamps’ ghost - an apprentice sorcerer from the 1800s. He was a dandy apprentice to Laurence Clement. Gay man, but wanted to be a woman; would be considered a transgender today. Roughly 5’8” tall, very attractive young man. Asked Will to find him a “pretty zombie.” Will put him in Carla Jackson, and the two personalities melded. Sidney pretty much disappeared into Carla’s strong personality. (AN1 & AN2)

	Elliot Morgan - Susan Rey’s ex-husband (AN3)

	Aldo - Bernadette’s contract driver. Surname unknown (AN3)

	Jonathan Copeland - dementia patient used to host Xranalazny. Zombified by Will. Will raised him from his ghost to heal him. Went home after Will and friends destroyed Xranalazny (AN2)

	Martin George - Bernadette’s law partner (AN3)

	George Walsh - Jack’s HVAC contractor from his construction investment (MoR)

	Charlie - HVAC technician. Works for George Walsh (MoR)

	Carli - Darcie’s high school BFF (MoR)

	Janet Wiscombe - Jack’s ex-wife (MoR)

	Vesta - pretty woman with dirty-blonde hair, the face of a Russian model, a nice figure, and the dead eyes of a zombie. Bartender at Robert Davis’ social club in Minneapolis (Hunter)




CHRONOLOGY OF GHOST STORY, THE ACCIDENTAL NECROMANCER BOOK 1


	William “Will” James moves into an apartment at the Doric Apartments.

	Rebecca manifests as a ghost in Will’s mirror in the apartment.

	Will has drunken phone sex with his girlfriend, Audrey, in Phoenix.

	Rebecca eats Will’s essence to discover that it makes her stronger.

	Rebecca asks Will to feed her, and he does. Rebecca becomes more solid with each feeding.

	Marissa comes to visit. Reveals that she has a girlfriend, and that her breast tumor disappeared after sex. Not a fluke; it happened seven times.

	Will introduces Marissa and Rebecca. He tells Marissa about Audrey, too.

	Rebecca gets enough life force from Will to create a living body.

	Rebecca blows Will’s mind by explaining about the magical world. She tells him he used magical power to raise her from the dead.

	Will is attacked by a zombie in Walgreens. Will kills him by sucking the life out of him.

	Will, Marissa, and Rebecca meet Gwen, Rebecca’s guardian angel, chained in the excavated basement of Will’s house.

	Will picks up the bolts holding the ghosts of Josie, Sidney, Charlene, and Mason. Will releases Josie.

	Will raises Josie from the dead.

	Marissa breaks up with Carla, her girlfriend. Will, Rebecca, and Josie help her move out.

	Will meets Marissa’s parents, Dan and Maria Tomlinson.

	Will contracts with Bernadette to use her connections to get legal identities for Rebecca and Josie.

	Will and Audrey hook up. Audrey determines that Will is a necromancer.

	Audrey tells Will about the danger the Church poses to him and his growing family.

	Audrey breaks up with Will out of fear of the Church.

	Will meets his boss, Susan Rey, face-to-face for the first time while he is holding his workshops at the hotel.

	Julius Lafayette buys Will’s house hoping to recover “his property.”

	Will ties up Susan in a Shibari construct. She enjoys it.

	Will picks up the documents from Bernadette on his way home. Viktorija calls Audrey to meet him there.

	Audrey and Will reconcile in Bernadette’s office. Bernadette and Viktorija enjoy the show from Bernadette’s bedroom TV.

	Audrey meets Marissa, Rebecca, and Josie.

	Marissa and Will buy a house.

	Will destroys Alfonse, Lafayette’s indentured devourer, and maims Lafayette’s left hand.

	Story ends




CHRONOLOGY OF DEN OF INIQUITY, THE ACCIDENTAL NECROMANCER BOOK 2


	Will, Rebecca, Marissa, and Josie crash at Dan and Maria’s house while they are out of town.

	Will makes experiments with cancer cures on Marissa. Afterward, he makes arrangements to visit his sister in North Carolina to help with her cancer.

	Jack Jerome, former Church hunter, makes an appearance at Bernadette’s.

	Carla Jackson, Marissa’s ex-girlfriend, shows up at Will’s apartment as the family packs for a weekend in Phoenix.

	Will reveals to Carla that she is a zombie—could have gone much worse.

	Marissa, Will, Rebecca, and Josie drive to Phoenix to help Bernadette with a mysterious task.

	Josie, Marissa, and Rebecca meet Audrey, Viktorija, Bernadette, and her staff.

	Bernadette shares her story and teaches William and Josie a lesson about necromancy.

	Bernadette shares the plan to send Shryl home.

	Tanu performs a coffee ceremony she created with Indian influences for the first time.

	Bernadette explains how she ended up in Phoenix, and she reveals she has a law practice.

	Will’s other wives gain carnal knowledge of Audrey, while he shows his appreciation for them all.

	The family has dinner with Audrey’s parents.

	Jack Jerome and Steven Cheung witness sending Shryl home.

	Bernadette’s staff care for Vanessa, while Bernadette, Will, Steven, Jack, and Audrey discuss the plan to kill the greater imp lord Xranalazny.

	Will and his wives go to train with Master Hiromatsu.

	Will and Audrey perform a Shibari demonstration on Bernadette’s stage as “Henri et Alouette” and then Jack demonstrates a party game with Darci, Candice, Chantelle, and Tanu.

	Will and Rebecca fly to North Caroline to treat Allison, AKA Allie, of her lymphoma. They make significant progress.

	Viktorija discovers Rebecca’s Aunt Judith at the Pioneer Home in Prescott. Will and Rebecca visit her.

	Josie and Will devise a plan for portals using thaumaturgy.

	Aunt Judith comes for dinner with the family.

	Will buys the Prescott Hotel.

	Julius Lafayette returns with cap in hand. Will buys the Cortez house back from him, gives him a sustainable business model, and tells him about Judith.

	Allison reports that she’s gaining energy after Will and Rebecca’s visit.

	Josie builds her first “passage.”

	Will’s family reveal the hidden world to Dan and Maria Tomlinson.

	Will fixes some health problems for his in-laws.

	Josie and Marissa travel to Bernadette’s via passage for the first time.

	Will’s family, Jack, and Darcie meet elves at Bernadette’s—Duke and Duchess Valeran, with their party.

	BDSM show on stage at Bernadette’s turns into an Elven massacre

	Will tries to save Feliz, the Elven lady-in-waiting who was butchered on stage.

	Bernadette and Viktorija join Will’s family in bed.

	Bernadette confesses how much she hates working as a dominatrix.

	Valya sends her other lady-in-waiting, Ilara’en, as a “make-up” gift to Bernadette. Will heels her injuries.

	Training with Master Hiromatsu has the ladies working as a team against senior students.

	Will and Rebecca return to North Carolina to continue healing Allison. Audrey, Josie, and Marissa join for dinner before they all head back to Arizona.

	Will and the ladies go shooting with Monty.

	Carla calls for help.

	Will and the ladies move into the house on Mount Vernon.

	Carla and Sidney share their stories.

	Jack asks Will to train Darcie.

	Halloween at the James House with Carla, Sidney, Dan, Maria, Jack, and Darcie. Officer Johnson and Officer Bird stop by.

	Erica discovers the passage to Prescott.

	Rebecca’s birthday—Erica and Carla get souls.

	The angels Gwen and Mick take Will for a quiet chat about strategies for Xranalazny.

	Judith tells Will how to contact Magnus.

	Will trains with imps Argos, Hermes, and Xerxes.

	Rebecca and Josie have a contest to help study their GEDs.

	Erica and Audrey buy musical instruments for the house.

	Will’s family goes to Phoenix to deal with Xranalazny.

	Will creates a zombie out of John Copeland and puts his soul in a container.

	Ilara’en confesses she has been planting surveillance bugs in Bernadette’s house.

	Elves attack as Audrey summons Xranalazny. Ilara’en is gravely wounded trying to protect Carla, Josie, Marissa, and Rebecca.

	Will captures the greater imp lord, and Magnus arrives to destroy it.

	Will saves Viktorija from a fatal wound.

	Ilara’en shares all she knows of Valya Valeran’s plans.

	Audrey summons an Elven healer for Ilara’en, Rallent’or Nix.

	Nix tries to kill Ilara’en for the bounty. Will kills him.

	Ilara’en’s soul goes to the Summerlands, but Will raises her body.

	Imps destroy the listening Elven post behind Bernadette’s house.

	Will raises Rallent’or Nix and Koree, the surveillance technician, and sends them on a mission to gather intelligence.

	Book ends




CHRONOLOGY OF SUCCUBUS RESCUE, THE ACCIDENTAL NECROMANCER BOOK


	Starts Wednesday after the elves attack Bernadette’s salon in Book 2

	Koree returns from the Elven stronghold at the Esplanade Condos with a map, information, and bearer bonds.

	Lara learns her sister, Maliar’en, was killed.

	Bernadette, Viktorija, Clarice, and Luis drove up for a day trip to look at the hotel.

	Bernadette introduces the concept of a cooperative.

	Aunt Judith leaves town with Julius Lafayette.

	Family travels to Kansas City for Audrey’s volleyball tournament

	Will and Josie fly to Chicago for Will’s job.

	Susan presents Will with her finalized divorce papers.

	Susan and Josie become close in Chicago.

	Will and Josie take Susan to Prescott via passage.

	Viktorija calls to inform Will that Bernadette has disappeared.

	Will goes to the salon via passage with his wives. Jack and Darcie meet them there.

	They go to Bernadette’s law office, and Carla sends imps to follow Bernadette’s trail back to the Esplanade.

	Monty joins them.

	Will takes Raul, Darius, and crew as zombie slaves.

	The group storms the Elven stronghold.

	Bernadette’s succubus returns home when she is fatally wounded by the elves.

	Babette, Bernadette’s zombie host, tells Will to be Clarice’s father.

	The crew rescues 124 elves, mostly pleasure slaves and healers.

	Will and crew kill two billion elves on Prime by sending neutron generators back through their portal.

	The human security zombies stay to answer questions with answers provided by Will.

	Will’s family meets Warren Dark and get the elves settled at his farm.

	Rebecca announces she’s pregnant.

	Clarice discloses her parentage.

	Chiara shoots Marissa with magic. Chiara gets locked in the chicken coop.

	Will and Susan return to Chicago. Carla follows.

	Carla and Will make love and then have a honeymoon run along the shores of Lake Michigan.

	Josie and Carla switch places. Susan comes to say goodbye before Josie and Will fly back to Phoenix.

	Rosa and Manuel meet Josie and Will at the airport. They are attacked by a hunter team in the parking lot.

	Will and Josie kill the hunter team and heal Manuel.

	Will and Josie sneak to their suite at the salon while Monsignor Lewis visits Viktorija.

	Raul checks in, Will offers to hire the guards, and Susan returns to Prescott.

	Carla and Audrey summon Shryl. The family feeds her.

	Shryl briefs Will on the situation on Ravissement while the family travels to Warren’s farm.

	Will heals Chiara, and Chiara commits to serving the community.

	Will discovers that one of the healer apprentices, Le’szak, is a spy for his father, Mal’szak. Will kills him.

	Carla summons Chrysilla, and Will comes to an agreement with her.

	Will checks in with Viktorija to learn more about the monsignor’s visit.

	Jack and Darcie report they were called to meet with the monsignor.

	Big communal meeting with the elves. Jack and Darcie bring April and introduce her to the unseen world.

	Audrey banishes Shryl back to her dungeon cell, who takes Will with her.

	Will breaks out of Shryl’s cell, kills a greater imp, and rescues Alöise and Shryl. He gets stung with succubus venom as he escapes. Will is lost in a fog of lust as a result.

	The ladies help Will recover for the next day.

	Shryl goes back to Ravissement to warn Queen Alafair of Archduchess Gabrielle’s plot.

	Gabrielle attacks the queen, Shryl escapes.

	Alöise, Shryl, and Will go back to the palace on Ravissement.

	Alöise kills Gabrielle. Will wins an argument with Larkin, Angel of Death.

	Will raises Alafair, and Alafair takes Shryl as a lady-in-waiting. Will and Alöise return to Earth.

	Alöise reveals her true form to her salon staff.

	Chrysilla brings her granddaughter, Lleandra, to Earth.

	Susan and Will consummate their marriage.

	Magnus brings books, and Will learns he’s been creating souls for zombies.

	Thanksgiving celebration

	Jack introduces Chelsea, Felicia, and Maddy.

	The groups sign the documents to form the Cortez Cooperative.

	Sonya Bird joins the Cortez Cooperative.

	Jack reveals Melanie McElroy, Will’s ex-wife, is working for the elves.

	Book ends




CHRONOLOGY OF ELVEN INVASION, THE ACCIDENTAL NECROMANCER BOOK 4


	Will runs into his ex-wife Melanie while getting food for the surveillance crew on the Elven stronghold at the Esplanade.

	Jack and Will share complaints, and Will plans to have his security team install the cameras at the Esplanade.

	The Cortez Cooperative acts on Jack’s intel to start preparations for the pandemic—stocking up on foodstuffs and supplies. Rebecca starts bulk production of an antiviral potion.

	Will, Audrey, Marissa, Rebecca, Josie, Lara, Carla, Susan, Tori, Aloïse, and the Elven staff move into the residence on the top floor of Prescott Hotel. Clarice, Lleandra, and Mica keep their rooms at the Mount Vernon house and travel to the hotel via passage. Susan commutes to work via passage to her Chicago apartment.

	The Cortez Cooperative enacts new bylaws whereby concubines who wear a collar of one household are off limits to members of other houses.

	Steven and Lidia start a household in the co-op with Lorraine Morrison, AKA the pornstar Cheryl Love.

	Construction on the Aubrey house finishes and elves begin moving into it, dubbing it the Elf Hostel.

	More elves are housed in Carla’s condo, Susan’s condo, the apartment at the Doric, and at Aloïse’s salon in Phoenix, allowing everyone to have a place rather than Warren’s barn before Christmas 2019.

	Lara and Shryl get collars for Christmas. It’s the first collaring ceremony for the James Household.

	Erica becomes a wife on New Year’s Eve and Sonya, plus the Elven staff (Zenia, Chelena, Elesain, Serenia, and Morena) are collared in a orgiastic ceremony that finishes just in time for everyone to the Grand Fête.

	Aloïse sponsored the Grand Fête in the hotel ballroom for all her Arizona clientele for New Year’s Eve.

	In January 2020, Dan and Maria Tomlinson take two Elven concubines. Raul’s security staff install the cameras in the Esplanade, and Covid appears in the US. Clarice, Rebecca, and Josie start classes at YCCC. Mica and Lleandra start high school. Will, Rebecca, Marissa, and Josie close the apartment at the Doric and turn in the keys.

	Will fulfills his obligation to Chrysilla to kill Liam Blissande.

	Susan and Carla discover they’re pregnant.

	Clarice’s succubus curse arrives as Jack provides her requested deflowering ceremony on the stage of Aloïse’s salon in Phoenix. She starts training on how to manage the hunger.

	Esplanade finishes construction. Surveillance post closes and the security detail in the basement of the Prescott Hotel scans the videos for the cameras.

	The salon in Phoenix closes its doors for the pandemic.

	In March 2020, the kids all start studying at home. The World Health Organization declares a global pandemic. Shortages appear.

	The elves get another portal into the Esplanade and start filling it with soldiers, magicians, and slaves again.

	In April 2020, the James Household buys the Hotel Vendome and starts renovations.

	Tanu starts working with Tori to harvest information on the Internet and conduct data analyses.

	Mica’s ex-girlfriend shows up on a post in the Elven enclave and neutron generators are brought from Elven Prime to the Esplanade.

	Jack, T’os, and Will bring down the Esplanade using entropy energy. They reestablish surveillance in the Vincent Benjamin office across the parking lot from the remaining rubble.

	Tori & Tanu discover that the elves weren’t in the Esplanade when they dropped it.

	Two weeks into June, the elves explode neutron generators in Phoenix downtown and Luke Air Force Base before having them fly over the valley to kill as many humans as possible. Elves attack around the world with neutron generators.

	Will evacuates the salon and rescues Serena. Cindy and Chantelle from the salon die from radiation sickness. Will and Josie are only able to save Chantelle.

	Jack’s pet Felicia gets a handful of people from Phoenix Children’s Hospital out using her passage despite being basically cooked by the radiation. Steven, Lidia, and Lorraine escape before getting very ill.

	Jack and Will go to retrieve April as a result of a distress call while she’s on a photo shoot in the Hamptons. She is gone by the time they get there.

	Felicia dies and refuses to come back, crushing Maddy emotionally.

	Leonore’s healers help Will and Josie treat the sick.

	Audrey summons the imp Hermes to find Erica, who was in class in Phoenix. Aloïse sets up decontamination stations up in the lab buildings.

	Sonya reports that planes are being diverted into Prescott airport. The James household sets up a refugee center in the ballroom of the hotel.

	Will and Audrey follow Hermes to Erica and rescue her and several classmates. Erica proclaims she’s pregnant.

	Monty and Master Hiromatsu are on diverted planes at the Prescott airport. They move into the Mount Vernon house temporarily. Monty’s girlfriend, Monique, joins him at Mount Vernon.

	Jack’s friends Dutch, Butch, and Flower are on diverted planes at the Prescott airport. They move into a room at the hotel.

	Sonya brings a busload of refugees from the airport, who all get settled into the ballroom. The James household provides meals and holds an information sharing session.

	Will takes a security team to look for survivors in Phoenix locations provided by the refugees. They find 167 children and 17 teachers.

	The Vatican is bombed, and the US president welcomes the elves from his compound at Mar-a-Lago.

	Monty and Monique move into the master suite in the Mount Vernon house.

	Will rejuvenates Master Hiromatsu so his body is the equivalent of a thirty-five-year-old’s.

	In July, Tori figures out how to find the elves in Phoenix.

	Lonnie, Julius Lafayette’s last remaining henchman, shows up looking for work. His connection to Julius was broken when New York City was attacked.

	Lonnie reveals that he’s a High Elf female from another dimension trapped in the male body. Will hires him to work on defensive technology with T’os.

	Will campaigns to change the name of the mid-tier membership of the Cortez Cooperative.

	The James Household buys a farm in Peeples Valley, Arizona, a planned condo site in Prescott, and the old Prescott Mason’s Lodge.

	The wives decide that William should help with Clarice’s training more actively.

	Master Ryuu Hiromatsu starts dating Michelle from the salon when she’s not working as a nurse.

	The US president declares himself Emperor of Earth.

	Rebecca delivers a daughter, named Judith, for her deceased aunt. Judith has a strong witch aura.

	Will proposes to Sonya on behalf of the family. She says yes.

	April appears on ABC news as the emperor of Earth’s spokesperson. She has some kind of magical construct around her neck.

	The Cortez Cooperative plans April’s rescue.

	Lleandra declares her desire to have sex with William, and Clarice announces she wants to transfer to Flagstaff for school.

	Flower’s high school classmates gather intelligence about the emperor’s estate at Mar-a-Lago.

	T’os and Lonnie design defenses for the Quad Cities area and the Cortez Cooperative properties.

	Jack pulls a knife on Will in martial arts class to motivate him to save April faster.

	Will pulls N’elisa from Lonnie and builds her a body. Lonnie’s corpse is turned to ash.

	Zenia goes into a homicidal rage. Serenia, Elesain, Chelena, and Morena kill her.

	Will convenes a group to pull together the final plan for April’s rescue.

	The team teleports to Mar-a-Lago to rescue April.

	Will saves the slaves with glowing stones that sucked their souls to power April’s imprisonment.

	Jack kills the Emperor of Earth, and Will releases April from bondage.

	Jack and Dutch chase two priests who run off into the darkness.

	Will takes the fight to Singapore, Rio de Janeiro, and Elven Prime by sending Elven zombies into their portals. Butch and Flower hunt for Jack and Dutch.

	Will leads a group through the Elven portal from Florida to Phoenix.

	Will makes his ex-wife a zombie and discovers the orgs and groll.

	The orgs and groll agree to ally with Will and kill off the rest of Elven soldiers and magicians in Phoenix before they return to Elven Prime.

	Will takes a break for sleep, but is awakened when Jack’s communicator stops in one place.

	Will and Darcie take Elven zombies to find Jack and Dutch.

	Will and Darcie find Jack and Dutch in Raleigh-Durham.

	Book ends
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