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 Prior Planning 
 
      
 
    "Here they come," Chad whispered softly. "Just like Art said they would." 
 
    Sean nodded and looked at the armed force coming down the dry creek bed. 
 
    "I guess Walter was right to be worried," Sean said and did a quick head count. There were about a hundred of them, all in werewolf form, and all armed with suppressed automatic rifles. The Vestibulum weren't very big in Sacramento, but as they did in all of their locations, they still kept an outsized force for their council. The local Council of Sapientia kept a much more reasonable one, which was smaller still since they'd freed everyone last week. The local Vestibulum council head had now decided to take advantage of it. 
 
    "Think we'll see this play out in other places?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "Maybe, I don't know. I'm still surprised they didn't go after the local Ascendance council." 
 
    Chad shrugged. "I think they figured the Ascendance would be ready for them after Reno. They probably figured that if they took out Sapientia before you showed up here and took their lycans, they'd get their revenge on Sapientia for siding with you." 
 
    Sean shook his head in response. The approaching attackers were almost to the ambush point. 
 
    "I still think you should have tipped off the local Gradatim, or even the Ascendance; they could have wiped out the Vesti's while their forces were all over here," Chad grumbled softly. 
 
    "Maybe next time." 
 
    "Sadly, I'm afraid there are going to be too many 'next times'," Chad said and, putting the dog whistle between his lips, he blew on it, three short notes, then one long one. 
 
    The troops in the creek bed froze in place. They all knew the only ones who would hear the whistle were lycan troops. 
 
    Just then there was a loud thump, and a moment later a very bright magnesium flare lit up the entire scene. Suddenly the troops in the creek bed saw dark shapes to either side of them on the banks, and they all opened fire on the shapes immediately. 
 
    When none of the shapes fell to the ground rather than stop, they continued firing. If silver couldn't take out the enemy, massed fire was your next best bet; after all, a lycan body had limits to how much damage it could take. The problem with silver ammo was it wasn't exactly easy on a rifle, and by the third time they'd reloaded, running all their rifles on full-auto instead of firing in controlled bursts, it was starting to have an adverse effect. Rifles started to jam, and the pack leaders realized the shapes weren't actual people, just wooden cutouts, and they called for a ceasefire.  
 
    That was when the water hit them. Chad had had his men build a cofferdam a ways up the creek from them, and they'd spent all day filling it from a couple of fire hydrants. Ryan and his team had broken it open when the flare lit off, and now a four-foot wall of water was knocking them all down. 
 
    "I love it when a plan comes together!" Chad laughed, and Sean had to resist the urge to smack him when he pulled out a cigar stub and stuck it in his mouth. 
 
    "Sniper one," Cali's voice came over their radio headsets, "four mages down." 
 
    "Sniper two," Roxy's voice came next, "remaining two down, showoff." 
 
    "I love you too!" Cali's voice replied, followed by a giggle. 
 
    Sean grinned and shook his head. Cali and Roxy had been stationed to either side of the wash with high powered and suppressed air rifles which shot darts that Sean had enchanted earlier with a potent sleep spell. While they were non-lethal, they definitely weren't pleasant to get shot with. 
 
    "Well, time for me to go do the god thing," Sean said and, getting up into a crouch, he ran down to the net that was set up to catch all the soldiers as they were washed down the creek bed. They had stacked a pile of dirt there, and he stopped once he got to the top of it and looked down at the wet and bedraggled soldiers as they tried to untangle themselves from the net and each other, while the water quickly receded.  
 
    Sean nodded to the wolf on his right, and he was suddenly lit up by two very bright lights for all to see. 
 
    "Drop your weapons! You all belong to me now!" Sean growled loudly, putting as much force into his words as both he and the First could muster. 
 
    They all turned and looked at him, their jaws all dropping as they saw the big werelion all lit up and felt the power of his words rolling over them. 
 
    They surrendered. 
 
    Sean smiled down at them. "Thank you. You will all have your pellets dealt with shortly, then I want to meet with your pack leaders, In twenty minutes, we're going to take a ride back to where you came from, and we're going to free everyone else." 
 
    Sean nodded to the wolf on his right and the lights went out, and he stood there smiling and looking down at them as he waited for his eyes to adjust. When they did, he could see Chad's men moving among the troops, helping to untangle them, and taking care of their silver pellets. Cali and Roxy had shown up with Sten's team, who were carrying the gagged and hogtied magic users they had taken out. 
 
    Sean walked down to Chad, joining him as they waited for the pack leaders to come up. When they finally did, there were eleven of them, which was what the former Vestibulum lycans had told him to expect. The Vestibulum's teams were usually ten-member teams, half male, half female.  
 
    "So, which one of you is senior?" Sean asked, looking at them. 
 
    "I am, Sir." 
 
    Sean smiled and, following the First's prompting, he reached out and ruffled the fur on the werewolf's head. Damned if he didn't smile. Sean bet he would have purred if he'd been a cat. 
 
    "I'm Sean. You are?" 
 
    "Tracer, Sir." 
 
    "Sean, call me Sean. All of you, you're mine now; you don't have to 'sir' me. Okay?" 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    "Yes, Sean," Tracer said. 
 
    "Now, we have maps of the Vestibulum compound, and we have troops over there ready to go. The goal isn't to kill anybody; this isn't a war, and I don't want to kill anyone unless there is no other way.  
 
    "That's why I want your help. I want you to tell us where your people are and how to get them out, quickly and quietly. I'd also like those of you who think you can help us do this without anyone getting hurt to join us." Sean smiled and looked around at all of them. "Okay?" 
 
    They nodded, and damned if their tails weren't wagging. 
 
    'This is almost too easy,' Sean said to the First. 
 
    'Take them when you can get them. Easy victories are the rare ones. Besides, this isn't over yet.' 
 
    "This is Chad, he's my general. Now let's go do some planning." 
 
    Tracer nodded. "If I may get my troops in order first, Sean?" 
 
    Sean nodded. 
 
    Tracer turned to the other ten leads. 
 
    "Sam, Race, Shin, get everyone ordered and find out where they want us to wait. Lark, take your team and police the area for any weapons that got washed downstream. 
 
    "The rest of you are with us." 
 
    Sean watched as the four nodded and headed off to do their jobs. 
 
    "Come on," Chad said with a wave, "we've got all the maps set up over in one of Sapientia's garages." 
 
    "Why are you here, Sean?" one of the werewolves asked him. 
 
    "Because I'd agreed to help Sapientia, should they come under attack after releasing their lycans from slavery. Also, I had to come here sooner or later, this just works out to sooner." 
 
    "You had to come here?" another one asked. 
 
    "The lions have decided the time has come to free all of you. I'm just the lucky guy who got the job!" Sean said with a grin. 
 
    "Are we going to be working for you then?" Tracer asked. 
 
    "Right now, yes. Once we get things squared away, no." 
 
    "But what will we do?" Tracer asked, looking a little uncomfortable. 
 
    "Don't worry; we will make sure everyone is taken care of. No one is going to be abandoned." 
 
    Chad led them into the garage they were using as a planning and staging area. Sean fell back as Chad called Tracer and the others forward to go over the maps and other diagrams he had. Once Chad had gotten those updated, he then went over his plan to rescue the remaining lycans, and made adjustments using the information he was getting. 
 
    Sean enjoyed watching Chad work; he was thorough, and he was quick. He wrote messages for each of the teams standing by at the Vestibulum compound with updated instructions. Then he quickly briefed the roving teams who would be going house to house to free the Vestibulum lycans who weren't living at the compound. Thankfully there weren't too many, as most had been called in to bulwark the Vestibulum's defenses while their little army was off attacking Sapientia. 
 
    "Okay," Chad told them as he finished updating his plan, "Tracer, you'll take your team in first; the rest of you," Chad motioned to the other pack leaders who were there, "I'll set up with the other vehicles so it looks like you're returning from the strike. Once inside, you lead the team you're with to your assigned point to take out the defenders, neutralize their pellets, and get them out of the compound." 
 
    "What about their magic users once we get inside?"  
 
    Sean spoke up from the wall he was leaning against, "I'll be dealing with them." 
 
    "What about the ones you captured tonight?" 
 
    "Walter Clark, the Sapientia lead, will be making a phone call once we're inside, telling their council lead that, as soon as we've left, his people will be released." 
 
    Tracer and the others nodded. 
 
    "Okay," Chad said, "let's go." 
 
      
 
    They took the same vehicles Tracer and his troops had arrived in over to the Vestibulum compound . Part of the plan was no one believed any of the magic users would even notice that the people coming back weren't the same ones who'd gone out. They'd see the leads, who some of them would know, and figure everything was alright. Chad was counting on the audacity of the plan, because it was the kind of thing that, up until now, could never have been done. 
 
    Sean sat next to Tracer with an illusion Peg had cast on him to make him look like the lead magic user who had gone with the attackers. His name was Patrick, and all of the wolves hated him because he was an obnoxious ass.  
 
    Peg was masquerading as another of the magic users, Daelyn was leading a small team of dwarven sappers who'd volunteered to help them, while Cali and Roxy set up with their sniper rifles from the branches of two tall pine trees in the area. 
 
    Jolene and Roberta were with the outside forces, along with four Sapientia magic users, to make sure the spells of silence held and none of the mundanes in the area were disturbed by the ruckus they were about to raise. 
 
    "Back already, Pat?" the magic user at the front gate said, as the two lycan guards in human form opened the front gate. 
 
    Sean nodded. "We got most of them," he said, his voice altered by another spell of Peg's to sound reasonably close to that of the man he appeared to be. 
 
    "Lose anybody?" 
 
    "Nope, all six of us are fine." 
 
    "I meant the lycans!" The magic user at the gate laughed. 
 
    "Eh, who cares? Some died, ask this one here if you want numbers," Sean said and pointed to Tracer, who grimaced. 
 
    Shaking his head and laughing, the magic user waved them through, and they drove inside the Vestibulum compound. Eleven vans, some of which had the markings for plumbing or electrical contractors on the sides so they wouldn't stand out.  
 
    As the last one pulled in, the back doors popped open, and one of Sean's lycans pointed a wand at the back of the magic user at the gate, hitting him with a cramping spell and dropping him instantly. Two of the Vestibulum pack leads Sean had captured ran for the gates and told the shocked lycans there to stand down. 
 
    "What's going on, Race?" one of the guards asked. 
 
    "We've come back to free the rest of you. That's what," Race said. "Now get those gates back open." 
 
    "Wait, what?" 
 
    "The lion, he's real! The rumors are true! Now get those gates open, we need to move quickly." 
 
    Race grumbled and, grabbing the gate along with Shin, they pushed it back open as the other four lycan guards stood there, looking at them in shocked surprise. 
 
    Three more vans immediately peeled off from the others and drove around to the backs of several key buildings. All the rest, except the one Sean was in, headed for the kennels, where most of the remaining lycans who weren't on duty were located. Daelyn and the sappers were in those three vans, along with some very unpleasant surprises. 
 
    "Okay, let's do this," Sean said as Tracer stopped the van in front of the main building in the compound.  
 
    Getting out of the van, Sean walked slowly towards the front door, stopping a moment to look around at how many guards there were. Surprisingly, there weren't any. The Vestibulum apparently felt secure enough behind their walls to not have nothing more than the guards stationed on it keeping watch. Two more of Tracer's leads peeled off to gather them up. 
 
    "I can't believe they don't have anyone standing guard here," Chad said, coming up to him. 
 
    "The rules for these things have been formalized for over a thousand years, and they still haven't quite grasped that we're not going to follow them," Sean grumbled in Patrick's voice. "Jo's told me that in some places, the entire council, all the members and their families, still live inside these compounds." 
 
    "One big gated community, huh?" Chad chuckled as he gave hand signals to the others. "Too bad they don't do that here, that would sure make our job easier." 
 
    Just then the door opened, cutting off further conversation. 
 
    "Patrick! Back already?" 
 
    Sean smiled; it was Tobias Hart, the head of the local Vestibulum Council.  
 
    "Oh yes, it went exactly as planned. Exactly." 
 
    "Where are Rich, Jeff, and the others?" Tobias said, looking around. 
 
    "Seeing to the curs and disposing of the remains." 
 
    "Well, why don't you come inside and tell me all the details." 
 
    Sean smiled. "Should I have Tracer here kill that bastard Clark? Or would you like to talk to him first?" 
 
    "Talk to him first?" Tobias said, looking confused. 
 
    "Oh, he's tied up in the back of the van." 
 
    "You captured Walter Clark?" Tobias said, his eyes going wide, and he immediately started walking to the back of the van, which still had the rear doors open. 
 
    "Too easy", Chad mouthed at Sean as he followed closely behind Tobias. 
 
    "Oh, I've been dreaming of…" 
 
    Chad rabbit-punched Tobias from behind just as he came around the open door and saw only an empty van. Grabbing his arms and pulling them back as he collapsed, another lycan ripped off Tobias' shirt and quickly stuffed it in his mouth, as Chad pulled a couple of heavy-duty zip ties off his belt and used them to fasten Tobias' wrists behind his back, then did his legs as well.  
 
    Grinning and shaking his head, Sean headed in through the now open door with Tracer and several other members of his team, leaving Chad to deal with Tobias.  
 
    Tracer nodded to the left and, turning, Sean led the way down the hallway. 
 
    "I'm surprised the place is so empty," Sean whispered back to Tracer. "They just sent you all off to murder a hundred people. Doesn't anyone care?" 
 
    "I don't think the rank and file was told," Tracer whispered back. "Door on your left." 
 
    Sean nodded and, turning to the door on his left, he grabbed the doorknob and suddenly found himself slammed up against the far wall. His body shook and convulsed as magical charges ran over his skin, while his defense framework fought to drain them off, leaving him lying on the floor, dazed and confused, the sounds of an alarm filling the hallway. 
 
    Tracer watched as Sean convulsed on the floor, the illusion he had been wearing disrupted by whatever magical trap had been on the doorknob. 
 
    "Shit," Tracer swore, "now what? Piper, Ranger, pick him up and let's get out of…" 
 
    "Damn, that stung, even I felt it!" 
 
    Tracer looked back at where Sean had collapsed to the floor, and now a large lion was standing there on all fours, shaking his head. 
 
    "Shoot the doorknob," the First growled to Tracer as he took over from Sean, who was still quite befuddled, mentally. 
 
    Tracer didn't have to be told twice; he put three rounds through the doorknob, then watched as the lion head-butted the door hard enough to smash it to pieces. 
 
    "Let's go!" the First said with a growl and leapt into the room, as Tracer and his squad members followed. 
 
    The room they had entered was the main office for the council; it contained all the controls for the magical defenses, and was where all fighting was coordinated from. Currently it had a dozen men inside, many of whom Tracer recognized as council members. All of whom were pointing either their fingers or wands at the huge fucking lion bounding around the room like a demented superball, bouncing off the walls and plowing through chairs, tables, and desks. The First took them out one by one, knocking them around and bouncing them off the walls like empty soda bottles. 
 
    The First grunted as he slapped another mage with one of his big paws, making sure to keep his claws retracted as he sent the man flying across the room. Next he swatted a chair, sending it flying at a different mage on the other side of the room, causing him to duck as the chair shattered against the wall. 
 
    Sean might not be helping, his own lion was still dazed, but the defense network was up and working like a charm. Not that many of the spells being cast at him were hitting. He was moving too fast, too erratically, and knocking too much shit over and sending it flying at them. By the time Tracer followed him into the room with his squad, half the magic users were already stunned or unconscious. 
 
    The First almost laughed as one of the magic users still on his feet started to shout trigger words for the squad's pellets, then looked perplexed as he got butt-stroked in the face by Tracer himself. 
 
    "We don't work for you anymore!" Tracer yelled. "Now surrender before you all get hurt!" 
 
    They didn't surrender, of course, not that it mattered, because the last of them got hit by a table he couldn't dodge and crumpled to the floor, crying in pain with a broken leg. 
 
    "Secure them and let me know if any are in danger of dying so I can heal them," the First told the others, hoping no one did need any healing, since Sean was still gathering his wits. Whatever the spell was that had hit him was taking time to wear off.  
 
    "Yes, Sean," Tracer said. 
 
    "And do any of you know how to turn off that alarm?" 
 
      
 
    Daelyn and the others jumped out of the van as soon as it stopped, and grabbing their gear, they ran to the back of the barracks-like building that housed most of the magic users who lived in the compound. Mostly young men who were still single, and a couple of the older magic users assigned to supervise the younger men. 
 
    Daelyn immediately set to work on one of the main doors with another dwarf. First they dropped the boards they were carrying to the ground and, ripping open several tubes of a fast-acting epoxy, they covered one side liberally, then slapping the boards against the door, Daelyn pulled the battery-powered drill off her tool belt and quickly screwed the boards to the frame of the doorway. 
 
    Next they each took several large teargas grenades and epoxied them to the door and the doorframe, setting trip wires on all of them. 
 
    "Whoever breaks these down is in for a surprise!" The dwarf helping Daelyn laughed. 
 
     "Come on," Daelyn said and led the way back to the van at a trot, "we still have to breach the wall." 
 
    "Why not just go out through the main gate?" 
 
    "It's always good to have alternatives; plus, fixing this won't be cheap!" Daelyn said with a grin. 
 
    Just then an alarm went off in the main building on the other side of the compound. 
 
    "Damn!" Daelyn swore. "So much for the element of surprise." 
 
    "Oh, I think we still got a lot of surprises left." The other dwarf laughed and, pulling a smoke grenade off his belt, he tossed it back behind them. 
 
    Daelyn added one of her own to the mix. They got the breaching charges out of the back of the van and split up into three teams; two teams ran for different spots along the wall, while the third threw smoke grenades all over the area to obscure what they were up to. 
 
      
 
    Peg was going through Tobias' pockets when the alarm went off. She'd already stripped him of all of his rings, necklaces, bracelets, and anything else of magical value she could find. 
 
    Looking around, there was only Chad, two of his men, and her standing by the van. 
 
    "I think we're going to be getting company soon," Chad told her. "The others are almost loaded up and are about to leave." 
 
    Peg looked at Tobias, then looked back at Chad and smiled. 
 
    "Why are you looking at me like that?" Chad asked, a little concerned. While he whole-heartedly approved of the streak of larceny that obviously ran through Peg's soul, that was only as long as it wasn't focused on him. 
 
    "You know, you'd make a great Tobias right about now." 
 
    Chad looked at the magic user they now had hog-tied in the back of the van, who was slowly starting to come around, then looked back at Peg and smiled. 
 
    "I think you just might be on to something there, Peg!" 
 
    "Hold still a moment," Peg said and quickly ran through the spell, finishing up just as a couple of magic users came running out of the main building. Spying them, they turned and ran over to them. 
 
    "Tobias!" one of them yelled. "We're under attack!" 
 
    "I can see that!" Chad said to them, walking away from the back of the van as Peg quickly closed the doors. "Go to the armory! I'll be there in a minute, but we can't let them cut us off from our weapons! Understood?" 
 
    "What about the main building?" the man yelled, pointing back at it. 
 
    "I will deal with that, personally." Chad turned to Peg, who was still wearing her illusionary disguise. "You're with me," he said, then he turned back to the other magic user. "Why are you still here? I gave you your orders! Now, go!" 
 
    Two of them took off immediately; the other hesitated a moment then, swearing, followed. 
 
    "Isn't there a team of dwarves over at the armory?" Peg asked Chad. 
 
    "Yep. And they're absolutely littering the ground with all sorts of nasty surprises!" 
 
    Just then two loud explosions went off, and a large cloud of smoke started to drift over from the east side. 
 
    "Guess Daelyn just blew the walls. Walker, what's the status on the kennels?" Chad asked one of his men. 
 
    "They're moving out now, Chad. Everyone is pulling out." 
 
    "Tell Sean it's time to go." 
 
    "What do we do with Tobias?" Peg asked. 
 
    "Eh, dump him by the gate on the way out." 
 
    "Shouldn't we strip him naked first?" 
 
    "I think the man has suffered enough embarrassment for one day," Chad said as the front doors of the main building opened again; this time a lion came padding out, followed by Tracer and his squad of werewolves. 
 
    "Right, new plan, kick him out the back, Sean's gonna be taking up too much room now. Pop smoke, boys!" Chad said, then raised his voice, "Pick it up, Sean, we gotta go!" 
 
    Chad noticed Tobias wasn't wearing a stitch of clothing when Peg dumped his unconscious body on the ground. Obviously she hadn't thought he'd suffered enough. 
 
    Once they got back in the van, Peg dropped both hers and Chad's illusions as they turned the van around and headed for the exit. 
 
    "What's going on?" Peg whispered to Sean, having made sure to sit next to him. 
 
    "Tell Jo I need to see her," the First whispered back. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Sean's a bit messed up; he triggered some sort of mind trap back in the building. So I took over until it wears off." 
 
    Peg nodded. "Once we get back, I'll let her know." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 After Action 
 
      
 
    "So what's next?" Chad asked as they met in the council room for the Sacramento Sapientia branch. Chad was wondering why Sean was still in his lion form but knew better than to ask about it in front of outsiders. Roxy and Jolene were sitting to either side of him, and the rest of the girls were sitting behind him. 
 
    "Well, we need to build a proper pack down here in the central valley," the First said, looking around the table. This wasn't really a new discussion; he and Sean had been talking about what they were going to do with all the lycans they were going to free. 
 
    "There is a small pack to the north of here, but other than your pack, Chad, there's not much here. If we're going to make sure Walter and the local Sapientia and Eruditio councils have someone to call on when they need help, we'll need to build something." 
 
    Walter Clark nodded in agreement. "I hate to say it, but if you don't set up someone here to police things, they'll start backsliding fairly quickly. The Ascendants have started to replace those they've lost, though so far it seems to only be a few of their 'domestics'. However, I daresay they'll start replacing their troops soon enough. Same for the Vestibulum." 
 
    The First ducked his head in agreement. "We'll need to buy a place down here, something easily defensible, and far enough away from the others that if they try anything, we'll see them coming." 
 
    "That all sounds well and good," Chad agreed, "but who will be in charge of it?" 
 
    The First smiled and turned to look at Art, who had agreed to advise them, due to his extensive knowledge of the area. 
 
    "Oh, it would have to be someone clever enough, and sneaky enough, to pull the wool over the eyes of several powerful and important local magic users. Wouldn't you all agree?" 
 
    Roxy and Jolene snickered, as many of the others at the table turned to look at Art, who was doing his best to portray the total picture of innocence. 
 
    "I have no idea at all what any of you are implying," Art said. "Besides, I don't want the job." 
 
    "Then it's a good thing I'm not asking for volunteers, isn't it?" the First said with a smile. "Start thinking about what you need, Art. You'll be taking all of the people you brought up to Reno, along with many of the ones we've freed tonight, once they've had a chance to get used to their new status. I'm sure Claudia and Chad will be more than happy to advise you and give you any help you need." 
 
    "Because Sean'll smack us upside the head if we don't," Chad said with a smirk. 
 
    "Yes," the First nodded, "very much that." 
 
    Art just scowled at them. "And what about my girlfriend? Do you think she wants to move back here and live near her ex?" 
 
    "I'd think that would just give you even more incentive not to screw up." 
 
    "That's easy for you to say!" Art retorted hotly. "After all we've been through, the last thing I want, now of all times, is to put her in harm's way!" 
 
    "Art?" the First said, locking eyes with Art and staring at him. 
 
    "What?"  
 
    "Calm down. I will deal with it, personally, if it becomes a problem. Okay?" 
 
    Art sighed and nodded. He didn't like backing down on anything, to anyone, but when Sean was like this, it gave him a weird feeling all the way down to his soul. It was like he was talking to a god, not some twenty-one-year-old kid who'd only been a lycan for a few months now.  
 
    And you don't argue with a god. Especially not when he's one of your own. 
 
    The First smiled at him. "Thank you." 
 
    Art smiled back and kept his mouth closed. 
 
    "So what are you doing to do about Gradatim?" Walter asked. 
 
    "That's a discussion I need to have with my general and other advisors," the First said. "For now, we're going to take everyone and go home. I've talked with Chad, and we will leave you a couple of our teams, until we've dealt with Gradatim, so they don't get any ideas." 
 
    "Why thank you, Sean. That was most considerate." 
 
    The First ducked his head again. "I've said it before. We don't want a war, not with us, and not even among the magic users. It would draw too much attention." The First looked around the room. "If there is nothing else?" 
 
    Everyone shook their head. 
 
    "Fine. Chad, Art, get everyone rounded up and headed for home. Girls, let's go, I'm tired." 
 
    Standing up, the First padded out of the room with Roxy, Jolene, and the rest in tow, heading directly for their van. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, what's up?" Jolene asked as soon as they'd gotten the engine started and Daelyn put the van in gear. 
 
    "Sean touched a door that had a pretty nasty magical trap on it." the First sighed and lay down on the floor by Jolene's feet in the back of the van. "It scrambled him pretty good. He's still in a complete daze." 
 
    "So you took over from him?" Roxy asked. 
 
    The First gave a small nod of his head. "It wouldn't have looked good if I hadn't, and it would have left us with no one in charge, which could have led to worse troubles." 
 
    Roxy nodded, conceding the point. 
 
    "Well, let me have a look and see what I can do," Jolene said and, straddling the First's back, she put her hands on either side of his head. Sinking down into his consciousness, Jolene could feel the First, the old lion spirit Sean often shared his head with. She'd touched minds with him before, if only lightly, because these days when she touched minds with Sean, he was there in the background. 
 
    This was the first time she'd ever touched him directly, because Sean was very much in the background. 
 
    'How is he?' the First said to her, surprising her, as it was rare for people to be able to talk to her mentally when she was doing this. 
 
    "He's in shock," Jolene said out loud. "A good night's sleep, and he'll be back to normal." 
 
    "Damn, a whole night?" Daelyn bitched from the driver's seat. 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure I can fill in for him while he's recovering." The First chuckled. 
 
    "Yeah, you'd like that, wouldn't ya?" Daelyn teased. 
 
    "Well, yeah, who wouldn't?" 
 
    "Not us!" Roxy laughed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 On The Home Front 
 
      
 
    Yawning, Sean walked into the dining room. Roberta, Daelyn, and Peg were already sitting at the table as he took a seat. 
 
    "How're ya feeling?" Daelyn asked, getting up from her seat. 
 
    "Better," Sean said, "at least mentally. Physically, for some reason, I'm still pretty tired," Sean said. "You three wouldn't know anything about that, now, would you?" 
 
    All three of them blushed, and Sean laughed at them. 
 
    "For all that I may have been 'out of it' last night, I was still there." 
 
    "Just how does that work?" Roberta asked as Daelyn went into the kitchen. 
 
    "It's my mind actually, so everything he does when he's in control, I still experience." 
 
    "Sounds freaky." 
 
    Sean shrugged and smiled as Daelyn quickly came back and put a couple of plates of food in front of him. "Neither one of us can change it, so there's no point in getting upset about it. Besides," Sean smiled at the three of them, "I didn't hear any complaints last night!" 
 
    Sean snickered as the three of them looked embarrassed once again. 
 
    "Honestly though, he's really like a part of me now. We share almost everything, and I'm happy he's there. I don't know if I could have done any of this without him. He's saved my ass more than once already." 
 
    'Why, thank you, Son,' the First said in his head. 
 
    'Oh don't worry; next time around I'm going to see if I can get all the lions to put me in your head!' Sean teased. 
 
    Roxy showed up then, looking a little queasy. 
 
    "You okay, Hon?" Sean asked, getting up and going over to her. 
 
    "Morning sickness," Roxy sighed. "I just need something to settle my stomach." 
 
    "Are Cali and Jo still in the bathroom?" Roberta asked. 
 
    Roxy nodded. "Cali doesn't have it that bad, but she's helping Jo, who seems to be having a bad case of it this morning." 
 
    "Think a healing spell would help?" Sean asked Roberta, who shook her head no. 
 
    "It's just part of the process, there's nothing really to heal." 
 
    "How come you didn't get it?" Roxy asked as Sean steered her over to a seat at the table. She went to the kitchen to fetch her a cup of the tea Sean's mother had started making last week, when Roxy had started showing signs of morning sickness. 
 
    Roberta shrugged. "Just lucky, I guess. I didn't get it with Sarah, either. But if you look in the freezer, you'll see there's eight gallons of vanilla ice cream, and about a dozen large jars of pickles in the pantry!"  
 
    "You don't eat those together, I hope!" Daelyn said with a snicker. 
 
    "Not usually," Jolene grinned, "but don't let me run out of hot sauce!" 
 
    Roxy took the cup of tea from Sean and smiled as he pushed his plate of scrambled eggs over to her and went back to the kitchen to grab some more food. 
 
    "My mom told me she used to get terrible cravings for coyote when she was pregnant," Roxy said, shaking her head. "Dad said she put a serious dent in the local population." 
 
    "Cooked or raw?" Peg asked. 
 
    "Raw of course!" Roxy said and laughed, then added a muttered "oops" as Jolene, who had just entered the dinning room, turned around and ran back out of it. 
 
    "I'll get it, Cali, you sit and eat," Peg said, jumping up and chasing after Jolene. 
 
    Sean came in, steered Cali to a seat, and gave her a cup of tea. 
 
    "How are you feeling, Cali?" 
 
    Cali smiled up at him. "Can I have some bacon? Lots of it?" 
 
    Sean laughed and kissed her on the forehead. "Sure, gimme a minute." 
 
    "Who's got kitchen duty?" Roberta asked, looking back towards the kitchen. 
 
    "The twins, Dania and Rania. Sean's mom is supervising them," Roxy said and took a sip of her tea. "Deidre, Cali, and I thought it would be best to keep them living and working in the main house. They're both only sixteen, and Deidre and Cali tell me that's pretty immature for an elf, so we all figured it would be better to keep an eye on 'em." 
 
    "Worried they'll cause trouble?" 
 
    "Yup!" Cali said with a nod, setting her tea down on the table. "Young dark elves can be terribly precocious, sexually, and neither of them are virgins." 
 
    "And we have a surplus of males running around right now," Roxy said. "So until things settle down, we figured it would be better to keep an eye on 'em." 
 
    "Yet ya still let them hang around Sean," Daelyn said with a grin. 
 
    "Well, of course," Cali said and smiled back at Daelyn, "he's the lord of the house, and we approve of him." 
 
    Sean came out with more food then and set a plate of bacon in front of Cali, who happily attacked it, then set a second plate of it in front of Roxy. Then he sat back down with a third plate of food for himself. 
 
    "So, what's on the agenda for today?" Sean asked them. 
 
    "Well, I'm gonna run down to see Garth," Daelyn said. "I ordered the raw materials to build the design you gave me for the tag machine. I'm going to take some of that changed silver with me, as well, and see if we can get something for it." 
 
    "Think it's worth anything?" Sean asked. "I'd hate to think we're ruining all this silver and not getting anything back on it." 
 
    Daelyn shrugged. "It's not something I know all that much about. I'm more into building and fixing stuff than into metals and their value. But Garth'll know, he has to do a lotta buying and selling for the stuff at his factory, after all." 
 
    "Don't forget," Roxy told Sean, "we need to talk to those folks who came down from the northern council before they leave." 
 
    "They're still here?" Sean asked, surprised. It had been several days since they had arrived. "I would have thought they'd have left when we had to go to Sacramento." 
 
    "No, they stayed. Even the annoying one, Rudolph," Roxy said with a snort. "They wanted to talk to you before they left, and I think being able to spend a few days talking to people while you and the rest of us weren't around to ride herd on them undoubtedly seemed like a good idea." 
 
    "Well, as long as they're satisfied, I don't have any problems with it. I need to go into town and talk to Steve about setting up that cleaning business." 
 
    "And a casino," Roxy reminded him. 
 
    Sean sighed. "And a casino. You are most definitely coming. Who else wants to go?" 
 
    Sean smiled as Cali waved her fork.  
 
    "I'll go!" Peg said, bringing a tired-looking Jolene into the room and helping her sit down. 
 
    "I better get you some tea," Sean said, getting up. 
 
    "And toast, I want something plain," Jolene said. "If I'd had any idea morning sickness would be this bad, I would have said no," she grumbled. 
 
    "Liar," Roxy whispered after Sean left. 
 
    "Trust me, I'm gonna make him pay for this," Jolene grumbled. "Any idea how long this lasts?" 
 
    "My mom said it only lasts through the first trimester." 
 
    "Oh gods, you mean I have eight more weeks of this?" 
 
    "Don't worry; she gave me a list of things that'll make it easier on you. I would have shown it to you sooner, but," Roxy shrugged and looked a little guilty, "I didn't think anyone else would be showing symptoms yet." 
 
    "Probably all that 'exercise' we got last night," Roberta said with a wink. 
 
    Sean came back in and gave Jolene her tea and some toast, then kissed her on the top of the head. 
 
    "Well, I'm going to look in on our visitors, after that, I'm heading into town." 
 
    "I'll join you," Roxy said, getting up. 
 
    Sean went around the table and gave each of them a kiss, then went to find the emissaries with Roxy. 
 
      
 
    "So," Sean said as soon as they got outside, "is it me, or is Cali becoming my self-appointed bodyguard?" 
 
    "Ah, you noticed!" Roxy chuckled. 
 
    "Of course I noticed!" Sean said, grinning back at her. "So, was this her idea or…?" 
 
    "All of ours, but mine mostly. Cali's probably the only one here, other than me, who's as ready as I am to do whatever it takes to protect you. She's fast and deadly with those knives of hers, she doesn't hesitate, and she can see magic." 
 
    Sean stopped and turned to look at Roxy, who also stopped. 
 
    "She can see magic?" Sean asked, surprised. 
 
    "Didn't you know that?"  
 
    Sean shook his head. "No, I didn't. Damn, how'd I miss that! So she can see it when I cast a spell?" 
 
    Roxy shrugged. "I'm not sure exactly how it works, you'd have to ask her. But she can see magical spells that have been put on objects or the ground. Apparently it's a skill a lot of elves have, and she's good at it." 
 
    "So she can see magical traps?" 
 
    Roxy nodded. "Seems like." 
 
    "Well, that would explain why she got turned into an assassin." Sean shook his head again. "If I'd known that, I could have brought her with me and avoided that trap! Definitely going to have to remember this." 
 
    "So just what are we going to do with her sisters?" Roxy asked, changing the subject. 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Damned if I know. Maybe wait until a couple of our sons are old enough and let them marry 'em." 
 
    "Really?" Roxy asked, giving him the eye. "You sure about that?" 
 
    "Well, it's not like they're actually going to be that much more mature in sixteen or eighteen years than they are now, if you think about it. Then there's the fact that both you and Jo are carrying lions, who are the only ones here, other than me, who can give them children." 
 
    Sean glanced over at Roxy and winked. "And I don't want to be the one giving them children. They're way too young for me." 
 
    "Yes," Roxy agreed, "they are." 
 
    They arrived at the building that had been set aside for visitors and went inside. Sean couldn't remember if he'd been in this one or not. There had been a lot of changes around here in the last couple of weeks, and there were still more that needed to be made. 
 
    "Good morning, everyone!" Sean said as he came into the common room. The five of them were sitting round the sole table in the room. Obviously they were discussing things. 
 
    "Morning," they all replied and nodded to him. 
 
    "I'm very impressed with what I've seen here," Maya said, the first to speak up. "I had no idea you had so many wolves living here." 
 
    "You're got what, three hundred wolves?" Terry asked. 
 
    "Closer to five hundred," Roxy told him. "We've got almost two hundred living at another location, and once we get our building downtown rebuilt, we'll move at least half of the ones here into it so we won't be so crowded." 
 
    "Why so many?" Dax asked. 
 
    "Several reasons," Sean told him. "First is because we captured them, a lot of them don't want to go anywhere else. Well, at least not yet. They're still getting used to the idea of being free. Second is because I don't have to waste time asking the local packs to send someone over to help if I already have people here. Third, well, the local packs are having their resources stretched thin, having to integrate all these new folks into society at large. I'm starting several new businesses to give them jobs and teach them skills, so they can provide for themselves." 
 
    "And so you can make a lot of money in the process too, right?" Rudolph asked. 
 
    Sean rolled his eyes. 
 
    "Sean's an enchanter," Roxy told Rudolph, "one of the best in the world. He's already made millions of dollars off of his work. Money, which I'll point out, he's been spending on taking care of everyone here." 
 
    "Thanks, Hon," Sean said and, leaning over, gave Roxy a hug and a kiss. 
 
    "Keep that up, Rudy," Luke muttered, "and we are all going to be eating elk for dinner tonight." 
 
    Sean noticed Rudolph turned red and he didn't reprimand Luke for calling him Rudy. 
 
    "Rudolph," Sean made a point of saying his name correctly, "does bring up an interesting point, however." 
 
    "I did?" Rudolph said, looking a little worried. 
 
    Sean nodded. "What are we going to do with the people we free in your territories? I don't want to bring them back here; that would be too much of a change for most of them, I'm sure. I have several ideas for businesses and such that I can discuss with the full fellowship. If necessary, I'll even put up the money to start them, but someone up there is going to have to run them. So far, it seems the Vestibulum are the only ones who teach their lycans anything beyond fighting. But then, they have so many of them, they have to do something with them, so they don't become a total burden." 
 
    "That makes sense," Luke said, and they all nodded in agreement with him. 
 
    "So what are your current plans involving us?" Maya asked. 
 
    "I don't know, yet," Sean told her. "Right now, we've been forced into dealing with Sacramento. Once we get things dealt with there, we'll have two options: go north, or go south. While north sounds easier to me, I have to discuss it with my advisors. 
 
    "Again, as I told you before, I really need you to send someone down here who has up-to-date intelligence on the situations in Eugene, Portland, and Seattle. I need to know what we're facing. We've been doing our best to make it clear to the magic users that we're not looking to kill them, this way they don't feel like they have their backs up against the wall." 
 
    "What's to stop them from killing their lycans to spite us?" Rudolph asked. 
 
    "That's part of why I need that intelligence," Sean conceded. "The Ascendance in Reno wanted to do that, so we struck quickly and blocked them before they could." 
 
    Sean stopped a moment and sighed, thinking about what had happened in Las Vegas last week. "However, if they should kill our lycan brothers and sisters before we get there," Sean looked at the five of them sitting round the table, "I'm more than willing to kill all of the magic users involved as a warning to the other councils." 
 
    "Would you? Really?" Maya said, looking shocked. 
 
    "Yeah, I would," Sean said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "He's done it before," Roxy put in. "I was there." 
 
    There were a couple of muttered 'damns' at the table, and they all looked at each other before looking back at Sean. 
 
    "We'll head back home in a little while and make sure everyone understands," Dax said. "I don't know how soon we'll be able to send someone here to give you what you need, but I'll be surprised if Dawn and Steven, who run the packs around Eugene and Portland, don't send you someone as soon as they hear about this." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Thank you." 
 
    "No," Dax said, standing up and smiling for the first time since Sean had met him, "Thank you," and stuck out his hand. Sean smiled back and shook hands with him. 
 
    The others all stood up then, and they each shook hands with him as well. 
 
    "Well, that wasn't so bad, was it?" Sean said to Roxy after they'd left. 
 
    "It's hard to argue with success," Roxy said with a smile. 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure Rudy would try!"  
 
    "Probably, but I think he's learning not to do it when you're in the room!" 
 
    "Let's go see Oak before we head off." 
 
    "What for?" 
 
    "I need him to pick out the likely candidates for learning to fly those two helicopters we just bought, as well as see who we can get trained to maintain them." 
 
    "You know Dae isn't going to be able to resist the urge to take them apart and soup them up." 
 
    "Just as long as she can prove to me that she knows what she's doing." Sean shrugged. "I'd ask how one 'soups up' a helicopter, but knowing Dae…" 
 
    "She'll find a way!" Roxy finished with a chuckle. 
 
    "Actually, maybe we should get her to put some armor on them. Sure could have used that the last time." 
 
    Roxy nodded and considered that. If Daelyn couldn't do it, she'd know a dwarf who could. 
 
    "Hey, Roxy, Sean," Oak said as they entered his office. "What's up?" 
 
    "Those two helicopters I just bought. We're gonna need somebody trained to fly them and maintain them." 
 
    Oak nodded. "Way ahead of you. I've been working on that since you told me to build a hanger for 'em for the future." 
 
    Sean smiled. "Awesome! Do you want to coordinate with Claudia, then, on picking them up?" 
 
    Oak nodded. "Sure, not a problem, Sean. I've already talked to Deidre about the budget for sending some of our guys out for training and gotten them enrolled in the local A&P school." 
 
    "Great! Is there anything you need then, as long as I'm here?" 
 
    "Well, as long as you have a few minutes," Oak said with a sly smile. 
 
      
 
    An hour later Sean and Roxy finally got done with all the things Oak wanted to talk about and headed back to the main house to get Peg and Cali to head into town. 
 
    "I'd be angry about being ambushed like that," Sean sighed, "but I am the guy in charge, so I guess I've got to learn to put up with it." 
 
    Roxy snickered. "Just think how much worse it would be if you didn't have all of us helping you. Like it or not, Hon, you've got a multi-million-dollar enterprise, five hundred employees, and a war to fight." 
 
    "Ugh, don't remind me. I think after we run by Steve's, we should stop by Chad's and see what he's been planning for our next trick." 
 
    "Probably should stop by your lawyer's office, as well." 
 
    "You think so?"  
 
    "You need to remind people who they're working for, Sean. If they only talk to your underlings, they might forget who you are, and what this is really all about." 
 
    Sean nodded. It made sense. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Desperate Measures 
 
      
 
    Harris looked around the room; he had the senior council gathered there, as well as a few other key members of the Sacramento Council of the Ascendance. Kurt was glowering, but then, since his wife had packed up and left him for Art up in Reno, that was about all he'd been doing.  
 
    Harris had to give Art points for that; Sarah was a fine-looking woman, and that wolf had been putting it to her on the sly for years apparently. Then again, Harris knew Kurt had been putting it to several young female wolves himself over the years. Maybe if he'd spent a little more time with his wife, and less time with the animals, she'd still be there for him. 
 
    "Okay, so what do we know about this lion up in Reno?" 
 
    Ray Collins sat up in his seat and opened the folder on the table in front of him. 
 
    "Here's what we know. His name is Sean Valens, and he's twenty-one years old. His father was an enchanter of some fame, and was assassinated by Harkins because of something he was working on for the lycans." 
 
    "Wait," Kurt sputtered, "a kid is running this? A kid?" 
 
    "We believe he has help," Ray sighed, "we think he's just a figurehead. Lycans hold lions in some sort of mystical regard, so it only makes sense that whoever is really behind this would take advantage of that." 
 
    Kurt grumbled, "Do we know who the real force behind this is, then?" 
 
    Ray shook his head. "Not yet we don't. Unfortunately, when Harkins and most of the Reno council were murdered by the Vestibulum, we lost a lot of our information. What we do have, we got from Dave Thompson, who's now in charge." 
 
    "How many lycans do they have?" Harris asked. 
 
    "We're not exactly sure. We know they had a fair number, possibly as many as two hundred, when the strike team set the building they were in on fire. From what we learned from Kurt's son and the other two who came back, no one escaped the building prior to the fire department's arrival and the team's leaving."  
 
    Ray looked around the room. "I took the liberty of driving up to Reno myself yesterday. The building is still unoccupied, but it's being rebuilt. There's a car detailing place in the parking lot, and I think it's being run by lycans. Talking to people in the area, they told me there were quite a few dead bodies pulled from the building, but nobody knew exactly how many. 
 
    "Then they were hit by the Vestibulum at their new place, which is somewhere outside of the city. Again, this information comes from Dave; he said the council of Sapientia's leader was pretty upset because the Vestibulum hadn't invoked the silence and there were a lot of dead bodies on the ground when the local police showed up. Somehow, and no one knows how, they were able to hide the bodies from view, but the general indication was there were a lot of them." 
 
    "Which means what?" Harris asked. 
 
    "Well, the Vestibulum had probably two hundred lycans up there; we know they like their armies big, and we know a lot of them died. Rumor is about half, and they probably took as many of Valens' with them when they did. So while they grabbed whatever was left, I'd say they had maybe two hundred left after the battle, probably less." 
 
    "But they now have ours, that's another hundred and twenty," Everett Kane, one of the other members, pointed out. 
 
    "True, but how many of ours were fighters? Only about eighty of them. If that ratio holds true for what they've got of the two hundred we think they had after the battle, when we add in the ones from here, they've probably only got two hundred combat-effective lycans at the most. Probably less, because remember, Valens took in everybody, but the combat ones are where the casualties are. And unlike us, he can't just go buy more." 
 
    "Yeah," Kurt grumbled, "he has to steal them from hardworking people like us!" 
 
    Harris wondered if Kurt might have a point there. 
 
    "What about the local lycans?" Harris asked. "We all know Reno has a decent-sized population of unclaimed ones." 
 
    Gus Stone spoke up, "That's only a problem if we give them time to respond. If we roll up there in one large group and attack a couple of hours before sunrise, they won't have time to call anybody. I've been working on a plan with Kurt and a couple of my people, using what Ray got us when he drove around Reno yesterday." 
 
    Harris looked at Kurt. "You've been working on a plan of attack?" 
 
    Kurt smiled, and Harris was reminded of the vicious and unrelenting man who had helped him in his own rise to power. 
 
    "Of course!" Kurt told him, "but we didn't want to bring it to you until it was finished. Garrett, as always, has laid out some interesting ideas on how to get up there without anyone here realizing we're gone. It wouldn't pay to have the Vestibulum take advantage of our absence, after all." 
 
    Harris nodded. "Well, I'm all in favor of doing something; my biggest question is, do we have the manpower to pull this off?" 
 
    Kurt nodded to Garrett, who replied. 
 
    "If we load up with all the wands and other one-shot items we have, we can hit them hard in the initial assault, before they even realize what they're being attacked by. We have enough four-wheel drive trucks and cars among our members that we can drive out there and cut across the ground to hit them. 
 
    "Once everybody has unloaded all their wands and other items, we'll regroup. If we think we hurt them enough, we'll press the attack. If not, we'll just retreat and come back later. As Ray said, their supply of lycans is limited." 
 
    "So the goal of this attack isn't to capture them and bring them back?" Harris asked, surprised. 
 
    Kurt shook his head. "What good would that do? Odds are, any we got back, we'd end up having to kill anyway. The taste of 'freedom' they've gotten has probably ruined them for any decent work. Besides, do we really want to risk the lives of our own young men to get them back? The goal of this attack is to teach them a lesson, and to punish them." 
 
    'And to kill your wife.' Harris thought to himself. 
 
    "I think it would be worthwhile to bring back any females we caught," Ray said. "We could use them to help replace our losses as breeding stock." 
 
    "Good point," Harris agreed as everyone around the table nodded. "So, who are we going to send up there?" 
 
    "All of our young and single men, and say, two-thirds of the married men," Garrett said. "That'll give us over a hundred and twenty or so. The rest can stay back here to make sure the Vestibulum don't get any ideas. I can go over all the details of the plan right now if you like?" 
 
    Harris nodded. "Sure, show us what you've got." 
 
    Garrett and Kurt got up and went to the front of the room as someone turned on the projector. For the next thirty minutes, they went over a very well-thought-out and detailed PowerPoint presentation.  
 
    When they'd fielded the last of the questions and returned to their seats, Harris leaned back in his chair and nodded. He liked it. It didn't have a lot of risk, but it should kill a large number of lycans and but a crimp in their operations. Then they could decide on what they wanted to do next. Hopefully they'd be able to get the National leaders involved. 
 
    "I'll want to see the final plans before I give my final approval," Harris told them all. "Does anybody have any issues they think Kurt or Garrett have overlooked?" 
 
    Everyone at the table shook their heads. 
 
    "Great, Kurt, Garrett, get the ball rolling on this, and keep me informed of any changes. We'll meet again tomorrow to check on everybody's progress. Until then, meeting adjourned." 
 
    Harris looked over his notes while everyone filed out of the room, then looked over at Kurt, who was looking thoughtful. 
 
    "Problems, Kurt?" 
 
    Kurt shook his head. "Actually, I think I have them under control now. Did you hear that Stewart laid into me the other day?" 
 
    Harris blinked, surprised. "Stewart?"  
 
    "Yeah, when I gave him that toy fox girl I'd been promising him, I killed off that older lycan he'd bought." Kurt chuckled, surprising Harris again. "Oh, was he mad! He yelled at me! First time in his life he ever raised his voice at me. 'How dare you destroy my property!'" Kurt grinned. "I'm waiting to see if he hands me a bill for her or not." 
 
    "You're not mad at him?" Harris asked a little carefully. 
 
    "Oh, I'm going through the motions of being upset with his disrespect, but honestly, it's nice to see that my youngest actually has a pair. Do you know he got rid of the body himself?" 
 
    That really surprised Harris. "You're kidding me!" 
 
    "Nope, I guess dealing with the bodies and what happened in Reno hardened him, made a man out of him. Then again, he surprised the hell out of all of us by going out and buying his own slave on the black market, didn't he?" 
 
    Harris chuckled at that. "Yeah, who knew your son had connections? My own son Ben was all shades of jealous. That young man of yours sure has some depth to him, Kurt." 
 
    Kurt smiled and nodded, then stood up. "You going to come with us on this one?" 
 
    Harris shook his head. "I think I'm going to stay here and hold down the fort. If those Vestibulum types try anything, I want to be here to stop it." 
 
    "You'd think those cowards would be leading the charge to go up there, wouldn't you?" Kurt fumed. 
 
    Harris had to agree, "Yeah, it seems the only leading they ever do is from behind." 
 
     Just then, Harris' secretary, Mary, stepped into the room, looking a little nervous. 
 
    "Yes, Mary?" Harris asked. 
 
    "A Mr. Steve Conners is here, from the Council of Vestibulum. He wants to talk to you, and he says it's extremely important." 
 
    Harris looked at Kurt, who looked back at him in surprise. 
 
    "Isn't Conners one of their sitting council members?" Kurt asked. 
 
    "Yes, yes he is. Grab a seat, Kurt, let's see what he wants. Mary, show him in please." 
 
    A minute later Mary led Steve Conners into the room. Harris and Kurt stood up and shook hands with him. 
 
    "George, Kurt," Steve said to the two of them as they shook. 
 
    "Have a seat, Steve," Harris said, gesturing to one of the open chairs at the table. "I have to say, I'm rather surprised to see you here." 
 
    Steve nodded and sat down, and Harris noticed he looked tired. Very tired. 
 
    "Last night we got hit by that lion up in Reno. He cleaned us out." 
 
    "What?" Kurt said, looking shocked. 
 
    "One hundred and fifty-six lycans, a hundred and thirty of which are trained fighters," Steve said, shaking his head. 
 
    "How in the hell did that happen?" Kurt swore. 
 
    Harris waved at Kurt, who quieted down immediately. 
 
    "What exactly happened?" Harris asked. 
 
    "We had launched a raid on Sapientia, and well, apparently they found out about it somehow, ambushed our forces, and took them prisoner. Then they hit us and got the ones who had stayed behind." 
 
    "You launched an attack on Sapientia?" Harris said, surprised. "Why'd you do that?" 
 
    Steve sighed and shook his head. "Sapientia is obviously siding with that lion, and we suspect Eruditio may be as well. We figured if we took them out, that would make it harder for that lion up in Reno to do to us what he did to you. 
 
    "Unfortunately, we misjudged." 
 
    Kurt laughed then. "I can't believe you guys went after Sapientia! That took balls! And I can't say I fault your logic either." 
 
    Harris shook his head and smiled. "Yeah, that definitely took some balls. Just like your coming here. Do I have to remind you what Morgan did to our people in Reno?" 
 
    "Morgan was a maniac. Tobias had some words with Al Summers, the man who replaced him. Morgan seemed to feel he was on some 'holy crusade' or something. National sent him two hundred lycans and six combat mages, and he got all of them killed. He sent them out there without enough of his own people backing them up, and it was a bloodbath." 
 
    "Wait, how many lycans does that kid have up there?" Harris asked and looked at Kurt, who looked back at him, equally worried. 
 
    "We think he's got three to four hundred, and most of them are probably combat trained." 
 
    "Shit," Kurt swore, and Harris had to agree with that sentiment. 
 
    "And if we don't move soon, as in tonight, he'll be able to add the hundred and fifty he got from us last night to those numbers." 
 
    "We?" Harris said, looking at Steve Conners in surprise. 
 
    Steve nodded. "With your assassination of Morgan, we're hoping that, for the good of all of us, you'll put aside any retaliations until after this has been handled. Tobias has sent someone over to talk to the people at Gradatim, as well as my coming here. This is our way of life that's on the line here. If we don't put aside our grievances long enough to deal with this, this problem, well…" Steve shrugged. "I don't think any of us want to see Sapientia in the driver's seat again. Nor do any of us want to be forced into going along with this new rule of theirs. The lycans were put here for us to use as we see fit. They're meant to be our property." 
 
    Steepling his fingers before him, Harris nodded and thought about that.  
 
    "So, what are you proposing?" 
 
    "Tobias wants to get everyone together, all of us from our council, your council, Gradatim, and any of the local minor councils that are willing, and go up there and slaughter as many of them as possible. Put a dent in their numbers, cull them back." 
 
     Steve shrugged. "After that, we'll have to see. But no lycans, just us magic users. Between the three of us, we should easily be able to put together a large enough force to cut them down to size, if not outright exterminate all of them." 
 
    "We were planning on going up there tomorrow night," Harris said. 
 
    Steve's eyes widened. "You were?" 
 
    "Of course we were!" Kurt told him. "We aren't blind to the threat. We've been planning this for several days now." 
 
    "That, that's great!" Steve said, surprising the two of them with his enthusiasm. "If you already have a plan, that saves us all a lot of trouble trying to figure out what to do! Would you be willing to let our people go with you?" 
 
    "You'd let us lead you?" Harris asked, not showing the shock he felt. If the Vestibulum was willing to do this, they must be scared. Very scared. 
 
    "I'd have to clear it with Tobias, but honestly? I don't see him refusing. Every day they grow stronger, and we grow weaker. Those were his exact words." 
 
    Harris turned to Kurt. "Do you think you could put this together to go," Harris looked at the clock, it was almost noon, "by midnight? That would put us up there around two AM." 
 
    Kurt was grinning like a kid in a candy store. "Are you kidding me? For the chance to lead this many people, and to wipe that punk kid off the face of the Earth? Hell yeah, I can do this!"  
 
    Kurt turned to Steve. "If Tobias is willing to follow our plan, we're in. I need to know how many are coming and how many vehicles you'll be bringing. I'll have to rework the maps; we want to make sure we come at them from several directions at once." Kurt thought for a moment. "Better yet, send over whoever is in charge of planning your operations. Make sure Gradatim sends their man as well, and I'll go over all of it with them, so they can tell everyone what's expected." 
 
    "Excellent!" Steve stood up and shook hands them. "I'll tell Tobias immediately. I can't see him refusing any of this. Thank you both!"  
 
    Steve left the room then; Mary had been waiting just outside the door, and she escorted him out. 
 
    "Do you think we can trust them?" Kurt said after the door had closed and he was sure Steve was gone. 
 
    Harris nodded slowly. "Actually, yes. I think we can. Gradatim might try to pull something afterwards, assuming we're successful, but these are the actions of a desperate man, Kurt. I don't think Tobias cares what happens after we win.  
 
    "I think the only thing he cares about right now is winning. He sees his world about to crumble around him, and he's afraid. He's very afraid." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Garth's Office 
 
      
 
    "Garth!" Daelyn said, coming into his office. "Got those parts I ordered?" 
 
    "Daelyn!" Garth said, looking up from behind the large desk he was working at. "Sure do!" Getting up from his seat, Garth pointed over to a large box sitting on one of the empty drafting tables. "It's all over there. What's it for?" 
 
    "Special project," Daelyn said, coming over and giving Garth a hug as he came out from behind his desk. "How's Leissa and the kids?" 
 
    "They're doing fine, all of them. What's this I hear from your father, you're working on one of your own?" 
 
    Daelyn laughed. "Yeah, we are. Gonna be weird being a mom and all, but that's still months away, so I guess I got time to get used to the idea." 
 
    "Well, congratulations! Leissa was the happiest I've seen her in years when your uncle told her. You really should come by to visit, with your Sean and all the rest." 
 
    Daelyn nodded. "Don't worry, we will. Just waiting for things to slow down, at least a little bit. By the by, Garth, can you tell me what kind of metal this is?"  
 
    Daelyn fished out one of the converted pieces of silver, one of the coins that they'd used. 
 
    "Don't you know?" Garth chuckled. 
 
    "Metallurgy was never my strong suit." Daelyn chuckled. "I know the more common ones. I think it's supposed to be rhodium." 
 
    "Rhodium? That's plenty rare. Let me take a look at it." 
 
    "How expensive is 'plenty'?"  
 
    "Well, let me see if that's what it is first, then I'll look it up," Garth said and going back behind his desk he pulled out a scale, a jeweler's loupe, and a few other things Daelyn wasn't familiar with. Garth weighted it, looked it over closely, then prodded it with a few small rods Daelyn guessed must have had some sort of magical properties. Then he finished off by opening a small bottle with an eyedropper in it and putting a drop on it. 
 
    "It's rhodium, alright," Garth said, looking up at her. 
 
    "Oh. Well, is it worth anything?" 
 
    Garth shook his head. "Nah, not really, just a tad over a thousand dollars or so an ounce. Course I haven't looked at the prices recently." 
 
    Daelyn felt her jaw drop. "Did you say one thousand dollars? An ounce?" 
 
    Garth grinned at her. "Yeah, about that, but I'd have to check the current price. Course I'd offer you less than spot. Dwarf's gotta make a living, after all." 
 
    "How much less?" Daelyn asked, eyeing him. 
 
    "Six hundred." 
 
    "Six hundred! Sixty percent? You'd do that to your own kin? Your own pregnant kin?"  
 
    "Okay, okay, six hundred and sixty!" 
 
    "Thirty-three percent commission! You trying to make me lose the baby?" Daelyn said, putting the back of her hand to her head. "Really Garth, to take advantage of a gal in my condition! Twenty percent! And only because you're family!" 
 
    "Daelyn, darlin'! It's just a single coin! It'll take me weeks, maybe more, to sell it." 
 
    Daelyn grinned at him. "I have twenty pounds of it in my car." 
 
    "Earth and stone!" Garth sat up straight and looked at her. "Done!" 
 
    Daelyn leaned over the desk and shook hands with Garth. 
 
    "Where in the world did you get twenty pounds of this?" Garth asked looking at her. 
 
    "Oh, from the much larger pile of it I've got back at home." 
 
    "You've got a pile of this stuff? But, how?" 
 
    "That amulet of Sean's? The one that changes silver?" 
 
    "It turns it into rhodium?" 
 
    "Is that a big deal?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "Of course it is! Stuff is almost as expensive as gold! Most of the isotopes decay into other metals, so the stable variant like this is rare," Garth said, holding up the coin. 
 
    "Guess I need to send someone out into the fields around the house to pick up all those bullets from the battle last month." 
 
    "I'll send a couple of the kids out, I'll split the cost of their wages with you." 
 
    "Deal," Daelyn agreed. 
 
    "Also, I think I'll send Jocco out with the truck to pick up the rest of it today. Understand that, while I can front you the money for what you've got in the car, the rest'll have to wait until I sell it off." 
 
    "How long will that take?"  
 
    "Weeks." Garth shook his head and sighed. "There's no way I want this much rhodium hitting the market all at once, and especially not all from me. I'll have to set up deals with some of the other dwarven communities, so we can spread it out across the world market, and not hurt the price too much, or bring any prying eyes around." 
 
    Daelyn nodded. "Well, let me go get the rest of what I brought while you count out my money," Daelyn said and grinned. She'd have to warn Roxy's father to hold on to the silver they used, and see about what she'd left over at the Guild.  
 
    She couldn't wait to tell the others about her discovery; Sean had been spending way too much of his free time making stuff to sell to keep their finances out of the red. Now he wouldn't have to worry about that anymore. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean walked into his lawyer's office with Roxy and Cali in tow. It was after lunch; they'd ended up going over a lot of things with Steve, who actually understood the entire process of starting a casino. It was something he'd wanted to do for years now, and he was willing to put up a good chunk of the seed money, as well as use his family's connections for a partnership. 
 
    "Keep this up, and Terri might be getting her cat boy," Roxy had teased him. 
 
    "Sorry, Rox, but Terri wants to see what the leopards look like before she decides," Steve had said, grinning back at her. 
 
    "Traitor!" had been Roxy's response, while Sean and Cali had laughed. But by the time they were done, Sean had a stack of paperwork he needed his lawyer to start working on, for both the cleaning service and the casino. Steve's knowledge of business, and both Nevada's and Reno's laws, had helped immensely. 
 
    All they would need now would be a couple million dollars. Sean figured he'd be very busy enchanting for the next few days. 
 
    "Ah, Sean! Roxy! Cali! Peg!" Anthony said, getting up and coming over to shake hands with all of them. "To what do I owe the honor of this visit?" 
 
    Sean handed Anthony the thick folder he was holding. "We're starting a cleaning service and opening a casino." 
 
    "A casino? Those take years to get licensed, Sean." 
 
    Sean nodded. "So I was told. But we're not going anywhere, we have a lot of people who need work, and none of this is going to be cheap." 
 
    "We freed a lot of acts in Vegas last week," Roxy said with a smile, "and they all promised to come up here and help us start one. Most of them don't really know any other kind of work." 
 
    Anthony nodded and went back around his desk to sit down.  
 
    "Vegas, huh. I thought that was you. That mess you stirred up at the Mata Hari really had a lot of the locals here pretty happy. Word's getting around about what they did, and what you did to them for it." 
 
    "Well, I hope that's a good thing," Sean said as he and the girls sat down. 
 
    "Good or not, it's a thing now. My lycan clients loved it, as you probably know, and the others," Anthony shrugged, "most of them seemed to think you really had no other choice. Though I haven't heard how any of the councils felt about it; they're not on my client list." 
 
    "What about last month's fight?" Roxy asked. "Any fallout from that we might have to worry about?" 
 
    "Well, the helicopter wasn't yours, so the FAA isn't involved in anything, though your friend Claudia has been fielding a few questions. She hired a local mage who doesn't have issues with lycans to help convince the accident investigator that it was, in fact, a bird strike that brought the helicopter down, and not all of those bullet holes in the engine." 
 
    Sean sighed. "I bet she'll send me his bill." 
 
    Anthony smiled. "Probably. Your old friend Detective Schumer had a few questions last week." 
 
    "I thought they'd closed that case?" Sean said, surprised. 
 
    "They closed the arson case on your mother's house and Sampson's. They're still trying to piece together how and why Sampson was killed. Detective Schumer is a pretty sharp officer. He knows there's more going on here than meets the eye, and he's hinted as much. I think his boss wants to push it into the cold case files, but he's resisting." 
 
    "I think all the people involved in that are dead now." Sean sighed. "I don't know what he's going to accomplish." 
 
    "Yes, but he doesn't know they're all dead, and there is really no way I can tell him. Not without involving you further, and then there's the whole issue as to why this all happened. That's not exactly something he'd believe." 
 
    "It's only been three months, Sean," Roxy said and put a hand on his leg. "It'll probably be another three until they finally drop the case." 
 
    "Exactly," Anthony agreed. "They know I was Sampson's attorney, and I've told them about our history, coming from Angola. Odds are they'll figure it was somehow related to that, seeing as the bodies of the men in the van were all foreigners." 
 
    "So they've connected the van to Sampson?" 
 
    "They were able to match ballistics on one of the bullets in his body with a gun recovered at the crash." 
 
    "When did that happen?" 
 
    "Over a month ago. I used my legal relationship with Sampson to get them to release that much information to me. Which reminds me, you need to tell your mother you have a lawyer, and she needs to hire one as well, in case they bring her in for questioning. Once they discover she's back in town, of course." 
 
    "Oh, shit," Sean swore, "I hadn't even thought about that. You're representing her; just add it to my bill. I'll let her know when I get home." 
 
    "We're going to have to come up with a story for her," Roxy said. "Because they are definitely going to want to talk with her, seeing as she was probably the last person to see Sampson alive." 
 
    Sean nodded, considering. 
 
    "It would probably be best if she volunteered to talk to the police," Anthony said. "Otherwise they're liable to think she was involved and try to hang everything on her." 
 
    "It's bad enough I got all this other stuff going on," Sean grumbled, shaking his head, "but now I have this to deal with again, too. Okay, I'll figure something out. Anything else?" 
 
    "Oh, I think that's probably more than enough!" Anthony chuckled. 
 
    "I think you're right about that," Sean said. "Now, about that cleaning business we're looking to start…" 
 
    They spent the next hour going over the paperwork. Anthony had his secretary type up and print out several legal documents for Sean to sign at the end of it and promised to file all the legal forms necessary. 
 
    "I'll also contact your friend Steve's lawyer and get moving on the casino partnership and paperwork." 
 
    "Thanks, Anthony," Sean said, standing up and reaching across the desk to shake hands. 
 
    "That's what I'm here for," Anthony said with a smile, "besides, you're not only paying me a small fortune, you're making all of my lycan clients very happy." 
 
    "I am?" 
 
    Anthony nodded. "Not having to worry about the magic users in town has been a huge weight off of a lot of folks' shoulders." 
 
    "Huh, thanks." 
 
      
 
    "Why, Sean! Nice to see you again!" Detective Schumer said as they left the building Anthony Barton's office was in. 
 
    "Hope we didn't keep you waiting too long," Sean said, looking at the Detective leaning against the fender of their van. 
 
    "Nonsense," the detective said. "I heard a rumor your mother is back in town?" 
 
    Sean nodded and smiled. "Yes, she came back home a short while ago. Thank god, she's well. Anthony, my lawyer, said you'd probably want to talk to her, so I asked him to call you and set it up. It honestly never occurred to me." 
 
    "Your mother is a material witness, Sean. Of course we'd want to talk to her." 
 
    "Then talk to Anthony, he's representing her now, too, he can set it up." 
 
    "I have a better idea," Detective Schumer said with a smile, "how about I just follow you home, and I can talk to her right now." 
 
    Roxy turned to Cali. "Go inside and ask Anthony if he'd like to accompany us back home." 
 
    "Okay!" Cali said and ran back inside. 
 
    "Oh, I hardly think that's necessary!" Detective Schumer said. 
 
    Roxy snorted. "You forget, I'm a sheriff's kid. I know better than to talk to a detective without a lawyer present." 
 
    A couple of minutes later, Anthony came out with Cali, and he didn't look at all happy. 
 
    "Detective, I must protest, this is highly unusual! I was already setting up a time to interview Mrs. Valens when Cali here came and got me." 
 
    "Eh," Sean sighed, "let's just get it over with. Do you need a ride, Anthony? Or do you want to follow us?" 
 
    "I'll ride with you, if you can give me a ride back; my car's in the shop today." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Okay, let's go." 
 
    "You better call her and tell her we're coming," Roxy said as she started the van and pulled out of the parking spot. 
 
    "That and I need to warn Oak not to let the PD see anything we don't want them to see," Sean agreed. 
 
    "What are you worried about them seeing?" Anthony asked. 
 
    "I've got about three hundred lycans living up there at the moment while we wait for the building downtown to be repaired. Also, we have a few howitzers and some mortars, but those are normally kept under cover." 
 
    Pulling out his phone, Sean called his Mom. 
 
    "Sean, what's wrong?" Louise said when she answered the phone. 
 
    "Nothing's wrong, Mom, but the detective investigating Sampson's murder wants to talk to you, and well, I agreed to let him come up to the house and interview you, rather than have Barton set it up down at the station." 
 
    "Barton?" 
 
    "He's your lawyer. Anthony Barton. He was Sampson's lawyer, he's my lawyer now, and while he's a mundane, he knows about everything." 
 
    "I see," Louise said and thought a moment. "What does this detective know?" 
 
    "About us? Nothing." 
 
    "What does he know about Sampson?" 
 
    "I told him about Sampson being from Angola, and that I thought he was a commando there or something. Beyond that, not much. Well, I also told him he worked for Dad, was like a father to me, and we'd known him forever." 
 
    Louise nodded to herself and thought for a few moments. "Okay, I think I know what to tell him." 
 
    "And that is?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Sean, it's not nice to peek at the presents, you know that," Louise told him. 
 
    "Mom, this isn't Christmas!" Sean said with an exasperated sigh. 
 
    "No, but I still want you to look surprised. I'll warn Oak and the others you're coming and bringing the police with you." 
 
    "Thanks, Mom," Sean said and hung up. 
 
    "Your mother any good at telling stories?" Anthony asked. 
 
    "She spent the last twelve years dealing cards at a casino." 
 
    "Oh! I guess there's nothing to worry about then!" Anthony laughed. 
 
      
 
    When they got home, the first thing Sean noticed was there was no one at the front gate, which was open. The next thing he noticed was half the cars were missing from the parking area.  
 
    After they stopped and got out of the cars, Sean walked over to the detective's car with Anthony, while the girls headed for the front door. 
 
    "What's with all the buildings?" Detective Schumer asked as he got out of his car, looking around. 
 
    "Temporary housing for the people who were living in my building when it burned down," Sean said. 
 
    "Looks awfully permanent for 'temporary'," Detective Schumer commented. 
 
    Sean shrugged. "Costs the same either way, so I figured I might as well do it right." 
 
    "That's a lot of money for a kid who just dropped out of college, Sean." 
 
    "Detective," Anthony said, butting in, "I thought we were here so you could ask Mrs. Valens some questions? Sean here has done nothing illegal. He agreed to this out of an overabundance of good faith. Please stop looking for problems where there aren't any." 
 
    Detective Schumer nodded, but Sean could see a skeptical look in his eye. 
 
    Going inside the house, Sean's mother was sitting in the living room. She stood up and Sean gave her a hug, then introduced her to Detective Schumer. 
 
    "Mr. Barton," Louise said and nodded to Anthony, "it was nice of you to come." 
 
    "Anytime, Mrs. Valens. Now, before the detective starts asking questions, I want to make sure you know this is all voluntary, and as your council, I will of course be advising you. You're not required to answer any of the detective's questions, but I would advise you to be honest with those you do." 
 
    "Of course." Louise nodded, sat back down on the couch, and patted the spot next to her. "Please, sit with me, Anthony." 
 
    Sean showed Detective Schumer to an overstuffed chair on the other side of the room. Apparently somebody had been decorating, and he hadn't even noticed. He wondered how much that was going to cost him. He really needed to go over the books with Deidre again. 
 
    Detective Schumer pulled out a pocket-sized tape recorder and, turning it on, he set it on the table between him and Sean's mom. He took a moment to give the date and time, his current location, and the names of the people in the room. Once that was done, he smiled and turned to Louise. 
 
    "Mrs. Valens," Detective Schumer started, "you're one of the last people we know who saw Mr. Sampson alive. I'd like to know about that. I'd also like to know where you went, and where you've been, for the last several months." 
 
    Louise nodded. "Detective, have you had any opportunity to look into Gregory's background? That is, prior to his coming here to the United States?" 
 
    Detective Schumer nodded. "After talking with your son and Mr. Barton here, I talked to Immigration and Naturalization. Apparently Mr. Sampson was a refugee from the fighting going on over in Angola?" 
 
    Louise nodded. "Yes. He had been in one of the areas where they had been fighting for some time. As I understand it, parts of Angola were quite a mess in the eighties and nineties. Anyway, Gregory was thought to be part of one of those factions, and he may well have been. I never asked, to be honest. He fled here to the United States after the area he lived in fell to one of the other factions, and they murdered his wife and children." 
 
    "Okay, and what does that have to do with any of this?" 
 
    "Apparently, after the death of his family, Gregory did some…things. He wasn't very clear on exactly what he'd done, but when he came to me at work, he told me the people who had murdered his family had tracked him down, and they were here, in Reno. They thought I was his wife or girlfriend, and Sean was his son." 
 
    Louise shrugged. "I know more than a few people had been under that misconception over the years since my husband Ben's death. So he picked me up, drove me to the airport, then went to find Sean." 
 
    "And where did you go?" 
 
    "I went to Ireland, which is where my parents live, and where I grew up prior to meeting my husband and immigrating here myself." 
 
    Sean tried not to look too shocked, but he had to admit he was impressed with how well his mother lied to the detective while sitting there looking properly concerned. 
 
    "Why didn't you wait for your son to arrive at the airport?" 
 
    "Because Gregory had called me and told me Sean wasn't at his apartment, he was in class. He said he'd meet him when he got out, seeing as he had no idea which building Sean was in, or what class he was attending, and I should get on my flight, he'd book Sean on a later one." 
 
    "And you were okay with that?" 
 
    "Gregory had already told me he'd killed two of them in his house, and my house had already been searched. I couldn't stay at the airport much longer; they don't care much for people loitering there these days. It would be safer for all of us if I left; I was confident Gregory would be able to protect my son. 
 
    "Seeing as my Sean is here, I think my confidence in Gregory was well-placed; however, I'm still upset that he lost his life while doing so. Gregory was a wonderful man, Detective. He'd been one of my husband's closest and best friends for many years, and he remained a true friend even after my husband's death." 
 
    "Were you and Mr. Sampson romantically involved, Mrs. Valens?" 
 
    Sean noticed the rueful look on his mother's face. 
 
    "No, Detective, we were not. Our backgrounds were too different, though lately, there are times I wonder if perhaps I should have tried anyway. He gave his life to save my son, and sadly, there is nothing I can do now to reward him for it." 
 
    Sean gave a small nod of his head and sat back in his own seat. He listened as the detective asked a bunch more questions about things leading up to the day his mother had left, what Sampson had told her about the two dead men, and a slew of other things.  
 
    Anthony stopped her a couple of times to clarify some of the questions, and to whisper some advice about answering them in her ear. Anthony only shut the detective down twice before he was done. 
 
    "Okay, Mrs. Valens," Detective Schumer said, standing up. "I want to thank you for cooperating. This does shed some light on things. We'd thought this was about drugs, but we'd wondered why none had turned up at any of the crime scenes. 
 
    "I guess I'm done here. Again, thank you all for cooperating." Detective Schumer picked up his tape recorder, then walked over to the door and went outside. 
 
    Anthony stood up and motioned to Sean to follow him as he followed the detective out of the house. 
 
    "Detective!" Anthony called, stopping Schumer at his car. 
 
    "Yes, Mr. Barton?" 
 
    "As Gregory Sampson's attorney, and since he's no longer with us, I think it's safe to divulge a few things that might help with this investigation." 
 
    "And just what might those things be?" 
 
    "As you already know, I came here with Gregory. I was eighteen years old, and I had my two younger sisters with me. Gregory helped us escape and helped us get settled here. That was why he became my client after I finished law school. You see, I owed him for saving our lives." 
 
    "I see," Detective Schumer nodded, "though I don't see what bearing that has on this case." 
 
    "It wasn't about drugs, detective; it was about diamonds. My family, Gregory's family, we were involved with one of the larger diamond mines. When we came here, Gregory had a fair amount of them on him, which he used to cover the costs of our travel and settling here." 
 
    "How many diamonds are we talking about?" Detective Schumer asked. 
 
    "Back then, it was about ten million dollars worth, but just getting out of the country, he gave away almost all of them in bribes. By the time we got here, I don't think he had many left. The people at customs didn't even look at them twice, it was so little." 
 
    "So you think they were here looking for the diamonds?" 
 
    "Ten million in uncut stones back then would be worth much more today," Anthony said. "It makes a lot more sense to me that they were after the diamonds. If it was just revenge, they wouldn't have bothered to search the homes, would they?" 
 
    Detective Schumer thought about that a moment. 
 
    "And why have to waited until now to tell me this?" 
 
    "I had to discuss it with the ethics commission," Anthony told him. "My client may be dead, but he was still my client. They only recently told me that, because those things happened prior to my becoming a lawyer, and my client was now dead, they didn't see any conflicts with my providing this information to the police." 
 
    Detective Schumer sighed and shook his head. "Lawyers. Would it be too much to ask for you to write that up and send it to me? It would look a lot better in the case files with your letterhead on it." 
 
    "Of course, Detective. I'll get right on it." 
 
    Shaking his head again, Detective Schumer got in his car and drove off. 
 
    "How much of that was true?" Sean asked, watching the detective's car drive down the road. 
 
    "Well, actually, I had the diamonds, not Sampson. How do you think I afforded law school? But the truth is, I really did have to give away millions of dollars in bribes to get us out of there. My family owned the diamond mine. Barton isn't even the name I was born with. I changed it when we got here. But as Sampson told me back then, 'it's only money, and you can't spend it dead'." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Hopefully this will make Schumer happy and he'll leave us alone." 
 
    "Hopefully," Anthony agreed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Stewart's Day of Reckoning 
 
      
 
    Stewart smiled as he finally got the last spell to settle into the ring. 
 
    "Finally!" he cheered and leaned back in his seat. 
 
    "Congratulations, Master," April whispered in his ear as her hands massaged his tense shoulders. 
 
    Stewart sighed happily. "I've told you, you don't have to call me that," Stewart whispered back to her. They were the only people in the council workshop. His grandfather was the only real enchanter in the area and had his own place. As enchanting was hard and took a special talent, Stewart had the entire place to himself whenever he was here. 
 
    "I thought perhaps you might like to celebrate?" April giggled in his ear. Honestly, she really liked Stewart. He treated her a lot better than she'd been trained to expect. He'd also put several magic rings on her fingers, rings she'd watched him make right here!  
 
    He wouldn't let anyone else touch her, he wouldn't let his father anywhere near her, and though she knew how to cook, he refused to let her cook for his father, instead ordering dinner delivered every night.  
 
    And on top of all of that, he was a decent lover. So she intended to spoil him every chance she got.  
 
    Stewart smiled as April came around and sat in his lap. She was wearing a short skirt, a short top that barely covered her breasts, and nothing else. She apparently liked sex with him even more than Rachel had, and Rachel had liked it a lot. His stamina had definitely been improving, because she'd leave him sweating and gasping for breath three or four times a day. 
 
    Sliding his hands up under her shirt, he cupped her taut, perfect breasts. Rachel had been a looker, there was no doubt about that, but April was hot, smokin' hot. He wondered how much his father had paid for her, as it was obvious she'd been raised to be nothing more than a rich man's sex toy.  
 
    Oh, he was so going to miss her when they came and took her away! Unlike the others, he'd already accepted the inevitable. But he'd enjoy what he had for today. 
 
    "Stewart! You in here?"  
 
    Stewart swore, pulled his hands out from under April's shirt, and re-buckled his belt, which she'd already undone. 
 
    "Over here, Mrs. Harris," Stewart said and, putting his hands on April's hips, he picked her up as he stood, then set her carefully on the floor, and gave her a kiss on the forehead. 
 
    "I'm not interrupting anything, am I?" Mrs. Harris said with a wink. 
 
    "If you'd come a minute later, you would have!" Stewart chuckled. "What brings you out to the workshop?" 
 
    "You got a letter from Mr. Hampton, over in Nevada." 
 
    "Oh!" Stewart took the letter she held out for him and quickly ripped the end off of it. 
 
    "Isn't he that big enchanter outside of Reno?" 
 
    Stewart nodded. "Yes, he is. I asked if I could apprentice with him," he said as he unfolded the letter. 
 
    "Why would you go with him? Your grandfather here in Sacramento is a very successful enchanter." 
 
    "Because my grandfather isn't talking to me, since my father gave him an earful about my mother running off with Art," Stewart said, not noticing the look on Mrs. Harris' face when he said that. Stewart wouldn't have cared anyway; everyone knew his mother was sleeping with Art now. The biggest concern for debate currently was when she had started. 
 
    Some were even starting to speculate that Art was Stewart's real father. An idea Stewart was growing to like more and more after every minute he'd spent with his father these days. 
 
    "This is fantastic! He's willing to take me on! In fact he wants me to come up this weekend!" 
 
    "Why, that's wonderful, Stewart," Mrs. Harris said.  
 
    Stewart's eyes ran down to the bottom, Gus Hampton was willing to take him on, but Stewart would have to pay for the privilege. He'd already known that would be the case; however Gus wanted a hundred thousand dollars, which was a lot more money than Stewart possessed. 
 
    Looking up from the letter, Stewart smiled at Mrs. Harris; her husband ran the council, which meant she'd married for power, just like his mother, while Harris had married for looks, just like his father. She was still an attractive woman. He wondered briefly if he should use all the tricks Rachel and April had been teaching him get the money the 'old fashioned way', namely by sleeping with someone rich to get it. 
 
    Mrs. Harris blushed slightly at the appraising look Kurt's youngest was giving her. He was an attractive young man, and the fact that he was looking at her like that when he had a sex toy standing behind him gave her a bit of a thrill. 
 
    "Well, if you'll excuse me, Mrs. Harris," Stewart smiled, "I think I have a little bit of packing to do." 
 
    "Please, call me Emily, Stewart." 
 
    Stewart smiled back at her; he knew a come-on when he heard it. "Why thank you, Emily." 
 
    Stewart watched as Emily Harris turned and walked out the door. He wondered if she was swaying her hips a little more now for his benefit. 
 
    "She wants to sleep with you," April giggled. 
 
    "I noticed," Stewart grinned. "Think I should?" 
 
    "You'd sleep with her, when you have me?" April said with a pout. 
 
    Stewart handed her the letter. "I need to come up with a hundred grand, and all I've got right now is ten." 
 
    "Grand?" 
 
    "No, dollars." Stewart sighed. "Between buying Rachel, then sending her off with enough money to take care of herself, then buying the materials to make those rings, and as paying for my father's food, I'm busted. Broke. Nada dinero." 
 
    April 'awwed', then her eyes widened. She was worth twice that. 
 
    "No, I'm never selling you," Stewart said as soon as he saw her eyes go wide, "but I was thinking of maybe tapping good ole Mrs. Harris, or shall we say Emily, and seeing if maybe she might wish to contribute to my apprenticeship fund." 
 
    April laughed. "You'd leave her very satisfied, Master, I'm sure." 
 
    "The only person I want to leave very satisfied is you!" Stewart laughed and, turning back to April, he gave a nice long kiss, which she happily returned. 
 
    "So, shall we celebrate?" April giggled. 
 
    "As much as I want to," Stewart sighed, "we need to go back home. I've got a lot of stuff I can pawn to my friend Todd. Once that's done and I see how much money I need, then we can celebrate." 
 
    "What about…" April nodded to the door Mrs. Harris had left through. 
 
    "She can wait until tomorrow, don't you think?"  
 
    "Oh! Definitely, Master!" 
 
      
 
    "Todd!" Stewart said as he opened the door. "I hope you got cash, 'cause I got lots of stuff to sell!" 
 
    "Damn, dude, you rob a store or something?" Todd asked as Stewart set a large plastic tub on the counter. 
 
    "This is only half of it; my new toy has the rest." Stewart sighed, then smiled as April came in carrying the heavier tub. She might be smaller than him, but she was still a lot stronger, being a lycan. 
 
    "Wow! She's hot! What happened to the other one?" 
 
    Sean grumbled. "My father happened. Bastard killed her after he gave me April." 
 
    "Wow, that sucks, man." 
 
    "Yeah, especially now that Gus Hampton up in Incline Village has agreed to take me on as an apprentice and I have to come up with the apprentice fee! I could have sold her to cover half of it." 
 
    "Why not sell her?" Todd asked and nodded towards April. 
 
    Sean snorted. "I'd have sold Rachel because having two was more than I could handle, but there's no way I'm selling April. Look at her! Do you think you could walk away from that?" 
 
    Todd laughed. "Hells no! So how much do you need?" 
 
    "A lot. I figured I'd sell off everything I could, then see how much more I needed, and maybe ask the old man. See if I can guilt him into paying because he didn't give me the chance to sell off Rachel." 
 
    Todd nodded. "Well, let's see what you've got here." He started pulling things out of the first container.  
 
    "Here, start with these," Stewart said and handed Todd all the magical items he had that he wasn't using himself. 
 
    Todd nodded and looked at the labels, there was quite a bit here. 
 
    "So, you going on the attack tonight?" Todd asked as he grabbed a note pad and started adding things up. 
 
    "Attack?" Stewart blinked. "What attack?" 
 
    "Dude! Where have you been?" Todd laughed. 
 
    "Working. I just finished enchanting that," Stewart pointed to the ring of protection from mental domination, "and, umm," he glanced at April and smiled, "celebrating my apprenticeship." 
 
    "Still, I'm surprised you didn't get a call. Hell, they even called me! It went to voice mail, since I don't answer my phone when my folks call anymore, but I called Chet, and he confirmed it. We're going to war." 
 
    "Gradatim and the Ascendance?" Stewart said, looking around nervously. 
 
    "Not against each other, twit!" Todd laughed. "The Vestibulum got hit by that lion guy up in Reno last night. He cleaned them out worse than you guys. He also left that Tobias schmuck lying on the ground, hogtied and naked in the middle of his own compound! Oh man, was he pissed!" 
 
    "And that matters to the rest of us, why?" 
 
    Todd shrugged as he pulled out a nice piece of artwork. One thing was certain, Stewart had good shit. 
 
    "He went around to your council and my council, and all but begged them to join him on a quest to go up to Reno and slaughter all the lycans up there before this thing spreads any farther. Since we haven't lost our lycans yet, our council was more than willing. And as they're letting Harris and your dad plan and lead the attack, your council agreed as well." 
 
    "But we don't have any lycans left to fight," Stewart said, flabbergast. 
 
    "No lycans; magic users only. There'll be close to five hundred going up the hill around midnight; I guess they figure they can take him." Todd shrugged. "I think they're all gonna die." 
 
    "Well, shit." Stewart swore. "I better hit my dad up for that money while he's still alive." 
 
    "Why not just wait until he's dead and inherit everything?" Todd laughed. 
 
    "Because knowing him, he left it all to the council, so as not to 'spoil' his children." 
 
    "Dude, you really got the worst luck when it comes to parents. And with your mom up in Reno now, I suspect she won't be coming back, either." 
 
    Stewart groaned at that, yeah, his mom was up in Reno now. So was Rachel. So was Cenna, and a lot of other wolves he'd known. 
 
    "Can this get any worse?" Stewart complained. 
 
    "Yeah, if everyone is dead, who am I gonna sell all this shit to!" Todd snickered. "Look man, I'll give you thirty grand for all of it. Everything. 
 
    "Forty. You haven't even gone through most of it." 
 
    "Yeah, but you showed me all the good stuff up front. Thirty-five, and that's only because you're a friend. After tonight, no matter what happens, I'm gonna be sitting on this stuff for a while." 
 
    "Fine, thirty-five." Stewart sighed, then waited while Todd counted out the money. 
 
    "Good luck with your apprenticeship!" Todd said as he handed him the money. "If you need a place to sell stuff, especially any special stuff, remember your old friend Todd!"  
 
    Stewart nodded and, grabbing April's hand, he went back to the car. 
 
    "You okay, Stew?" April asked as Stewart just sat there and looked at the steering wheel. 
 
    "My Mom's in Reno. I sent Rachel to Reno. Hell, I was figuring I'd drop you in Reno on the way up to Hamptons, so I wouldn't have to worry about him getting his hands on you." 
 
    "Why? What's in Reno?" 
 
    "A lion that's freeing lycans, that's what in Reno." 
 
    April stared at him. "A lion?" 
 
    "They mean a lot to you lycans, don't they?" Stewart asked, looking over at April. 
 
    "They're supposed to be our gods." 
 
    "Well, I know they've tried to kill him several times now, and he just keeps coming back for more." Stewart sighed and shook his head. "I don't want to go to Reno to fight in some stupid war, but if I go back home now, my father is going to force me to go, I know it. Just like he forced me to go up there last time and almost got me killed." 
 
    "So what are you going to do?" 
 
    "I don't know!" Stewart sighed. "I just don't know. What do you think I should do?" 
 
    "Huh?" April blinked and looked at him. 
 
    "April, I changed your keyword to something so long, and so ridiculous, that even if I could remember it, you could reach over here and wring my neck before I could finish it. Then you could kick my body out the door, drive up to Reno, and be free like the rest of them. So why haven't you done it?" 
 
    "Umm, I don't know how to drive?" April said in a small voice. Kill Stewart? Kill her master? If there was one thing she'd been told, again and again, you don't hurt your master, not ever! 
 
    Stewart looked at her, then burst out laughing. "You mean to tell me that the only reason I'm not dead is because you can't drive a car?" 
 
    April blushed. "No, I like you, Stewart. You've treated me a lot better than the rumors and the stories back at the kennels said you would. Then there's what your father did to Rachel, and how you protected her. I, I don't know where to go or what to do. All I know is, I was born to serve, trained to since I was a little girl. I…I'd be lost without you." 
 
    Stewart smiled. "Thanks for that. But I still don't know what to do." 
 
    "Why not just leave? You made that ring by yourself; do you really need to become somebody's apprentice?" 
 
    Stewart nodded. "There still so much I don't know. The spells I'd put on that ring all evaporated when I took those two days off to make the new ones for you. I don't know how to stop that. There's other things, too, that I know nothing about." 
 
    "Well, what do you want to do?" 
 
    "I just want to…" Stewart sighed and lowered his head to the steering wheel. "I don't know what I want to do. I used to think all I wanted was a pretty little sex slave like you, and to play games and have sex all the time. But I'm learning life isn't that simple, and it's not going to leave me alone. I'm learning that you're a person, not an object. Hell, what I'm doing to you probably isn't even right." 
 
    "But I like what you do to me," April said and giggled. 
 
    Stewart started up the car, slowly backed out of the driveway, then turned down the alley. 
 
    "Where are we going?" 
 
    "If I sit in Todd's driveway any longer, he'll suspect something's wrong." 
 
    "Is there anyone you can ask for advice?" 
 
    Stewart thought about that. He'd always gone to his father when he needed advice, and looking back on that, it hadn't turned out well. In fact, the only times he'd ever gotten good advice were the few times he'd asked his mother. 
 
    Who was up in Reno. 
 
    If he went to Reno, he'd have to tell her what was going to happen. Of course she'd tell Art, and Stewart didn't doubt Art would tell the lion. 
 
    But. 
 
    But what if the rumors were true? What if Art really was his father, not the man he'd been calling 'father' for the last twenty-one years? 
 
    Would that really be a bad thing? Especially after the things he'd seen his father do in the last few weeks.  
 
    Nasty things. Spiteful things.  
 
    Hell, his brother and sister had both left home years ago and were now telling him to do the same! 
 
    "I think I need to talk to my mother," Stewart said as he turned towards interstate eighty. "She never did say goodbye." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 In The Money 
 
      
 
    "Was that the detective guy I passed on the way up here?" Daelyn asked as she came into the living room carrying the box of parts for Sean's machine. 
 
    "Yup," Roberta said, "our lawyer was here too, you just missed him." 
 
    "Why were they here?" 
 
    "They wanted to talk to me," Louise said, "about what happened to Gregory." 
 
    "Gregory?" 
 
    "Sampson." Roberta sighed. 
 
    "Oh! Right. Umm, where's Sean?" 
 
    "He went back to his workshop. Is that the machine he wants to enchant?" 
 
    "These are the parts; I need to put it together yet. Just a heads up, a couple of young dwarves are going to show up in the morning with metal detectors to pick up all the bullets on the property." 
 
    "Oh? I didn't think silver was worth that much." 
 
    "Nope, but the stuff it turns into?" Daelyn grinned. "That's about five hundred bucks a bullet!" 
 
    Roberta blinked. "Really?" 
 
    "Yup! I need to stop by and see Deidre; I got almost a quarter mil for the stuff I brought over there." 
 
    "Well, Sean'll be happy." Louise chuckled. "He just found out how much I paid to redecorate the house!" 
 
    Laughing, Daelyn went back to Deidre's office and, after setting the box down, she pulled the sack of money she'd put in it out and handed it to her. 
 
    "What's this?"  
 
    "Two hundred and thirty-three thousand dollars. We got more coming in, though it may take a while." 
 
    "Wonderful! The bank account was getting pretty low, there. This should tide us over until Sean starts enchanting stuff again." 
 
    Daelyn nodded and, picking up the box, she went out the back door and headed over to Sean's workshop. 
 
    "Rox!" she called, seeing Roxy walking across the yard. 
 
    "Dae! What's up?" 
 
    "Come with me, got something for ya!" 
 
    "Is that the stuff for Sean's tag machine?" Roxy asked, catching up with her as she opened the door. 
 
    "Yup! Hi Cali!"  
 
    "Oh, great! My parts are here!" Sean said, coming over and taking the box from Daelyn. He set it on the table, then gave her a hug and a kiss. 
 
    "I got something better than that!" Daelyn grinned. 
 
    "Oh? What can be better than the parts for the machine that's going to make us all rich?" Roxy laughed. 
 
    "Rhodium sells for over a thousand dollars an ounce!" 
 
    "Whoa, what?!" Sean said, eyes wide.  
 
    "Isn't that the stuff the silver turns into?" Cali asked. 
 
    "Are you sure about that?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Yup! I got almost a quarter mil for what I brought over to Garth. He's taking twenty percent off the top. Turns out the stuff is rare, so selling it isn't going to be easy. He doesn't want people to figure out where it's coming from." 
 
    Sean looked over at the pile of 'wasted' silver, as he'd been calling it, sitting in the corner.  
 
    "How much is that?" he asked Daelyn. 
 
    "A little over a hundred pounds." 
 
    "So sixteen hundred ounces?"  
 
    "Fourteen hundred and fifty; it's troy ounces, 'cause it's metal." 
 
    "That's about one and a half million!" Roxy said. "Oh man! I better call my dad and tell him to hold on to the silver they're using in the machine down there!" 
 
    "And I think we left another thirty or more pounds at the Sorceress Guild," Daelyn said. "I'll have to get Roberta and head back over there to reclaim it before they throw it out." 
 
    "Damn, well at least this'll help with the money issues for now," Sean said, smiling. 
 
    "Garth warned me he couldn't pay us all at once. He'll have to get it sold first, but still, we can print money!" Daelyn laughed. 
 
    "I think that machine in the box is gonna end up printing us a lot more money, once Sean gets it enchanted," Roxy said. 
 
    "We're going to be giving away a lot more of the tags and collars than we end up selling." Sean sighed. "Sawyer told me the price on the collars is down to four grand now. He thinks the tags are gonna drop below eight grand pretty soon too, with how many we've been pumping out into the market." 
 
    "We should take some of that over to Sawyer," Cali said. "If Daelyn is offering her friend twenty percent, we could easily get the same deal from Sawyer." 
 
    "Why?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "He's a goblin; if he can make a profit, he'll have ready cash to give us." 
 
    "I sorta promised Garth I'd sell it to him." 
 
    "All of it?" Cali asked with a grin. 
 
    "Well, now that you mention it," Daelyn smiled, "I only told him I had a big pile. I didn't tell him how much. I think we could cut, say twenty-five pounds or so off the top and take it to Sawyer. My cousin Jocco should be showing up here in a truck shortly though, so we better separate it now, before he gets here." 
 
    "I'll go get a couple of boxes," Roxy said and ran out the door. 
 
    "While she's doing that," Daelyn said and went over to the box on the table and started to unpack it, "I might as well get started putting this together. When do you think you can get this enchanted?"  
 
    Sean stopped and considered, "Tomorrow morning I can start on it, I guess. I've got a lot of stuff to lay down on it. The tags are a lot trickier to make than those amulets, after all. I think I can have it done sometime next week." 
 
    "Next week?" Daelyn said, surprised. "I thought you just put your tarball program in there and let it rip!" 
 
    Sean smiled. "It's not the tarball for the tags that's hard. It's laying all the programs down to handle the exchange of energies. Remember, it takes a lot to make one of those tags. The one for the collars is going to be a lot easier, though we'll need a bigger plate on the top." 
 
    Daelyn nodded. "I guess that makes sense. Cali, why don't you give me a hand with this?" 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Stewart sighed as he pulled into the casino parking lot. He needed to find a telephone. He didn't want to use his cellphone, because it was on his father's account, and the last thing he wanted was a call to his mother showing up on it hours before a major attack. 
 
    Also, he'd turned it off and left it in the trunk of his car. 
 
    April followed him inside, dressed as scandalously as always. But being a casino, no one seemed to notice. 
 
    "Do you have a phone I can use?" he asked the lady at the concierge desk. He'd driven by the building they'd attacked the last time he was here; there was supposed to be a car-detailing place there now, but it was after six, and they were closed. 
 
    "Don't you have a cellphone?" the woman asked. 
 
    "It's dead, and I need to call my mother and let her know I'm in town," Stewart told her. "I'll pay if I have to, it's no big deal." 
 
    "Why not just show up?" 
 
    "Because she left my dad last month and is with her new boyfriend." Stewart sighed. "I didn't want to make it awkward." 
 
    "Oh! I'm sorry to hear that!"  
 
    Stewart snorted. "I'm not, my dad's a bastard." 
 
    "Oh!" the woman pulled a desk phone out from under the counter and set it on top. "Dial nine to get an outside line," she said, then she walked to the other end of the counter twenty feet away to give him some privacy. 
 
    Shaking his head, Stewart dialed the number for his mother's cellphone and waited. 
 
    "Hello?" 
 
    "Mom, it's Stewart." 
 
    "Stewart, why are you calling me from a casino? Is something wrong?" 
 
    Stewart sighed heavily. "Mom, everything is wrong. I need to talk to you, and I need to talk to you now." 
 
    "I don't know, Stewart, I'm not so sure this is a good time." 
 
    "Mom, please! I need you to come down here, or if you want I'll go wherever you want. This is important, Mom. I just drove all the way up here; it's not something I can talk about over the phone. Hell, bring that damn lion if you're afraid; bring an army, I don't care, Mom. But I need to talk to you, I'm desperate." 
 
    "Does this involve your father?" 
 
    "Yeah, I think it's safe to say it does." 
 
    There was a moment of silence on the phone; Stewart suspected his mother was talking to someone. 
 
    "Okay, stay where you are, I'll be there in a little while." 
 
    "Thanks, and Mom?"  
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "If Art really is my real father, bring him along too, okay?" 
 
    Stewart heard his mother cough. "Why would you think a thing like that?"  
 
    "I'll be waiting, Mom." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    Stewart hung up the phone and went to sit at a table near the door, one that wasn't on the gaming floor. He knew the casinos didn't allow anyone under twenty-one to gamble, and April definitely looked under age. 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later several men came up to Stewart, he recognized them immediately; they were lycans that had once belonged to the Sacramento Council of the Ascendance. 
 
    "Come with us please, Stewart." 
 
    Stewart nodded and got up; he noticed one of the men had taken April aside. 
 
    "What are you doing with her?" 
 
    "I don't think that's any of your concern anymore," the leader said. 
 
    Stewart lowered his voice, "If she tells me she wants to go with you, she goes with you, but if you try to force her to do anything, don't think I won't fry your ass right here in front of the whole damn world." 
 
    "Yeah well, once her pellet's gone she may not feel that way about you anymore." 
 
    "I sent Rachel up here, didn't I?" 
 
    One of the other guys nudged the first one. "He's got you there, Jester." 
 
    Jester sighed. "Fine, Pete, bring her with us, we can take care of her pellet on the way over to Art." 
 
    Stewart smiled and let them lead him outside, where they had him get in a van.  
 
    "Put this on," Jester said and tossed him a hood. 
 
    Stewart didn't hesitate, pulling it over his head. He heard April gasp for a moment. 
 
    "Okay, your pellet doesn't have silver in it anymore," Pete told her. "Do you still want to go with him? If not, we can take you someplace else." 
 
    April smiled, "He changed the trigger word on my pellet to "supercalifridgeadosciouspartarganonatheim." 
 
    "Damn, you remembered that?" Steward said, "I sure couldn't!" 
 
    All the wolves turned and looked at Stewart, sitting there with the hood over his head. 
 
    "Looks like somebody's changed sides," Jester said after a moment. 
 
    Stewart shrugged and sat back in the seat as the van started to drive. 
 
    "This isn't going to take long, is it?" 
 
    "No, Art just wanted to be sure this wasn't a set up by your father to get even with Sarah." 
 
    "He would too," Stewart sighed, "if you guys thought he was bad before, he's gotten worse, a hell of a lot worse. I don't even feel safe around him anymore." 
 
    "Oh, I don't think he'd do anything to you, you're his son, after all." 
 
    "Am I?" Stewart asked. "I'm not so sure anymore." 
 
    The van stopped then, and Jester grabbed Stewart by the arm and helped him out of the van, then into a building. After about a minute of walking, they pulled the hood off. 
 
    "Mom!" Stewart smiled and hugged his mother. 
 
    "Stewart, it's so good to see you again!" his mother said, hugging him back. 
 
    "Now, what's so important you had to see her right away?" Art asked. 
 
    Stewart let go of his mother and walked over to Art. 
 
    "I see Mom brought you." 
 
    "Why is that important?" 
 
    "Because it means that bastard I used to live with isn't my father. Thanks, Dad!" Stewart said and hugged Art, who suddenly looked a combination of both shocked and proud. 
 
    "Is that it? You just wanted to meet your father?" Jester asked. 
 
    "No." Stewart sighed and letting go of Art he looked around the room. Spying Rachel, he smiled and waved at her, and she waved back. 
 
    "At midnight tonight, most, if not all, of the magic users from the Vestibulum, the Gradatim, and the Ascendance are leaving Sacramento and coming up here to kill all of you." 
 
    Stewart couldn't help but notice the shocked looks on everybody's faces. 
 
    "That's probably about five hundred magic users, armed with everything they can get their hands on. Tobias apparently has lost it, and my own fa... I mean Kurt, is going to be leading the charge." 
 
    "How long ago did you find this out?" Art demanded. 
 
    "About two hours ago. I got in my car and drove up here." 
 
    "He did," April spoke up. "He came right here." 
 
    Art looked around the room. "Hogue, call Oak, tell him what you just heard. Jester, call Chad; Piper, call Claudia. We need to head back home right after I call Sean." 
 
    "Thanks for coming here and telling me, Son," Art said with an almost goofy smile as he pulled out a cellphone. 
 
    "Yes, Stewart," Sarah said and hugged her son. "Thank you for telling us." 
 
    "You should really tell Joyce and Lee, Mom." Stewart said, naming his sister and brother. 
 
    "You think so?" 
 
    "They really hate Kurt. So yeah, I do." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Face The Music 
 
      
 
    Chad came running into the dining room, and found Sean, Oak, Art, all of Sean's wives, and Maitland going over maps of the area. 
 
    "I already picked a spot and have gotten Claudia to start shuttling our troops there with the helicopters," Chad said. 
 
    "You did?" Sean said, turning to look at him. "Where's Max?" 
 
    "I sent Max out with the first load of my lieutenants to make sure they got set up properly." 
 
    "Taking a lot on yourself there, aren't you?" Maitland said, eyeing Chad with concern. 
 
    "It's almost seven; we have four hours, at best, to get everyone in position and start this op. Besides, the solution is obvious. We don't want to fight them here, hell; we don't even want to fight them in Reno!" Chad said and, pulling out a map of his own, he laid it over the maps of the local area on the table. 
 
    "I-80, just past the Floriston exit, in a spot called 'Canyon Twenty-four'. It's perfect. We have the high ground to either side, so we'll put the mass of the troops up on the north side, with snipers and some artillery on the south for when they retreat down the hill into the river below. This time of the year the water's still cold enough they can't go in it for long or they'll risk dying of hypothermia." 
 
    "You want to take them on, on the highway?" Sean said, blinking. "But what about the other cars? And how do we stop them?" 
 
    "Same way the Totis folks tried to stop the dwarves from helping you. About midnight, we'll rig a major truck crash on the westbound side of eighty out of Reno, say up at the state line. That'll cut all the western traffic so that side of the road will be clear. I've already sent a crew up to Floriston with a large tractor-trailer, one of the ones we liberated from the Vestis. They'll stage a huge accident that will block both lanes, and will destroy a section of the divider so we can give them the option to turn around and retreat if we want." 
 
    "What about the eastbound traffic?" 
 
    "I've talked with the people we left at Sapientia. They're going to keep an eye on the enemy and watch for when they leave. They'll follow them up the hill and block the traffic from following once they're about thirty miles from the ambush site." 
 
    Just then they heard the sound of a helicopter. 
 
    "Ah, that's Claudia. I guess she found a fourth pilot," Chad said. 
 
    Sean bent over and looked at the map Chad had laid on the table; there were a number of spots marked on it and what looked like firing lines already drawn on it. 
 
    "How will they know where to put the roadblock?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "Max is going to spray paint a big 'X' on the roadway," Chad told them. "I'm going to need to borrow a couple of those mortars of yours, and their fire crews." 
 
    Sean looked up at Roxy. "You trained them, Hon. You want to deal with that?" 
 
    "After Cali, I'm the best shot we've got. I'd rather be with the snipers." 
 
    "Set up the mortars over here," Chad said, pointing to the map. "Then you can take this spot here and snipe." 
 
    "Okay, I better get to work, setting up those mortars and sighting them in without anyone noticing isn't going to be easy!" 
 
    Roxy came over and gave Sean a kiss, then ran out the door as Claudia came in. 
 
    "Where's she off to?" 
 
    "Fire support," Chad said. "How long do you think it will take to get your troops out there?" 
 
    "Two hours and we should be set up." 
 
    Chad looked to Oak. "Full combat load, as many folks as you can spare, how long?" 
 
    Oak looked at the map, then at Sean. 
 
    "He's our general," Sean told him. 
 
    "About the same. I have the advantage of everyone living right here, it's just the ferrying that's going to take a while." 
 
    Chad nodded. "I'll tell Ryan to send one of our new tractor-trailers up here to help out." 
 
    "Where do you want us?" Art asked. 
 
    "Sacramento," Chad said and pulled out another set of plans and laid them on the table. "I figured with Gradatim occupied elsewhere, we should hit their headquarters in Sacramento and take their lycans. After you do that, you can go house to house to pick up all the lycans we missed last time." 
 
    "Damn, I better get my people together and get a move on! How are we going to get there?" 
 
    "Same way you got here. I had Jace rent the two busses that brought you here again. Should be arriving within the half hour." 
 
    Art looked up at Sean who nodded. 
 
    "Take these plans," Chad said and handed them to Art. "Otherwise, use your discretion. You know the area a lot better than I do." 
 
    "I'll need more collars and tags." 
 
    "Peg, give him the ones I worked on this afternoon." Sean looked up at Art. "It's not much, but it's better than nothing." 
 
    "I'll make do," Art agreed. "I better go round up my men," he said and left the room. 
 
    Sean looked at the map and sighed. "I need to talk to Arthur over at Sapientia." 
 
    "Why?" Maitland asked. 
 
    "Because this is most definitely a war, and the sounds of what we're about to do will be heard for miles. We're going to need his mages if we want to honor their whole 'silence' business." 
 
    "Are you sure you want to keep doing that?" Claudia asked. 
 
    Sean nodded. "This isn't the time or place to start alienating the few allies we've got." 
 
    Chad nodded. "If they can get Wayne and the Sacramento Sapientia council to work with us, that'll make Art's job easier, and may even help with blocking the traffic coming east up highway eighty." 
 
    "I'll go talk to him," Jolene said, standing up. 
 
    "Take Cali," Sean said, looking over at Jolene and then Cali. "Cali, take all of your gear, I don't want anything happening to either of you." 
 
    "Okay," Jolene said, and she and Cali left the room. 
 
    "Well, that just leaves the big five-hundred-pound balrog in the room that no one wants to talk about," Maitland said. 
 
    "And that is?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "How many of them do we want to kill," Sean said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "More like, how many will we have to kill," Maitland agreed. 
 
    "Don't look at me," Chad said, holding his hands up, "I just set it up so we can kill them all if we need to." 
 
    'Suggestions?' Sean asked the First. 
 
    'Pin them down, locate the leadership, kill them and everyone around them, decimate the rest.' 
 
    Sean sighed again and shook his head, but even he could see the logic of it; the only other choice was to kill them all. 
 
    "Okay, here's what we're going to do," Sean said, looking around the room. "First, we stop their cars and force them out of them and onto the side of the road. Next, we locate their leaders. The snipers take out their leaders and their support staff, basically whoever is around them." 
 
    "That might not be easy," Chad pointed out. 
 
    "Then drop a couple of mortar rounds on 'em. But we want all of their leaders dead." 
 
    "After that?" 
 
    "Decimate the rest and send them walking back to Sacramento." 
 
    "That could take days," Claudia pointed out, "and any wounded may die by then." 
 
    "Cry me a river," Sean growled. "It's that or we kill all of them. And I'm not keen on the idea of killing all of them, for all that they're coming here to do that to us." 
 
    "It's a good plan," Maitland said, nodding. "They'll be thoroughly demoralized by the time they get home after being so completely routed, and seeing their friends die, knowing that we let them live. Especially after having a couple of days on foot slogging their way home." 
 
    "I'd think that would make them want to come back at us all the harder," Claudia said. 
 
    Maitland shook his head no. "Without their leaders to whip them back up, they'll turn on each other and fall apart, the longer they walk. It's like rubbing salt into their wounds. You have three factions down there that don't like each other. Recriminations will start; they'll probably kill or wound more than we will." 
 
    "You don't think adversity will bring them together?" 
 
    Peg had come back into the room during the discussion and started laughing. "Are you serious? I bet half of them already have plans to stick knives in each other's backs the moment they finish killing us. Too bad Jo isn't here; she'd tell you the same thing. We were raised to hate each other. That's not going away overnight." 
 
    "I can send a couple of teams to harass them," Chad said, looking thoughtful. "That way they won't try to call for anyone to come get them." 
 
    'Leave enough rations along the way to feed two thirds of them,' the First told Sean. 'That will really set them at each other's throats.' 
 
    Sean repeated the First's recommendation. 
 
    "Damn, that's brutal," Chad said. 
 
    Maitland agreed. "The more they hate each other, the less they'll be inclined to hate us." 
 
    "Okay, now that the easy part is done," Chad said, "let's go over the actual battle plan and the logistics." 
 
      
 
    "Jolene! Dear!" Arthur said and, standing up, he gave his niece a hug after James had led her into the room. "And Cali!" Arthur smiled and took her hand in greeting. 
 
    "To what do I owe this pleasure? Though," Arthur said as he noticed Cali was wearing a pistol, "I suspect this isn't strictly a social call." 
 
    "We need to invoke the silence, Uncle Arthur, and we're going to need at least eight of your better mages to do it. Maybe ten." 
 
    "What? Why?" Arthur asked, looking surprised. 
 
    "I can't give you all the details, but there's about five hundred magic users, from three different councils, on their way here to kill all the lycans in Reno. How soon can you get your magic users here?" 
 
    "Dean," Arthur said to one of his guards, "make the phone calls, tell them to get here as soon as possible." 
 
    "Yes, Boss," Dean said and left the room. 
 
    "Does this have anything to do with the foiled attack on our council in Sacramento?" 
 
    Jolene nodded. "I'm afraid so. From the sounds of it, the Vestibulum has gone around the bend." 
 
    Arthur nodded. "They're trying to hold on to their power. It's not an easy thing, watching it slip away. Unfortunately for all of us, they're still living several centuries in the past." 
 
    "I'll let Sean know you're with us," Cali said and, pulling out her phone, started to text something. 
 
    "It's early enough in the evening that I don't think it will take too long too round them up," Arthur said. "Most are local to us." 
 
    "Thanks, Uncle." Jolene smiled. "For all that I may not consider myself a member anymore, I really do appreciate your support." 
 
    Arthur gave her a wistful look. "They were going to attack one of our councils. If they were to come up here and destroy you and yours, I don't doubt they'd be coming after us next. We'd hoped that, with the failure of that attack, cooler heads might have prevailed." 
 
    "So you're just doing this to save your own skin?" Cali asked. 
 
    "It's what I'll tell the ones who won't listen to anything else," Arthur said with a wink. "But Sean has agreed to help us when we need it, and he's followed through on that promise. Therefore it's only right that we help him when he asks. Plus, maintaining the silence is something that protects all of us, magic users and lycans alike." 
 
    Dean stepped back into the room. "They're on their way, Boss. Should be here in the next twenty minutes." 
 
    Cali texted Sean again, then looked up a moment later. 
 
    "Sean says we should wait here, he'll come pick us all up." 
 
    "James, could you get us some tea and a snack perhaps?" Arthur said then turned back to Jolene and Cali. "We might as well be comfortable while we wait." 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, there were nine other magic users in the room, none of whom seemed to be at all offended by Jolene or Cali's presence. Jolene knew most of them, some of them quite well. Two of them actually blushed when they looked at her. 
 
    "Boss!" Frank said, coming in. "A helicopter just landed on the front lawn! A big one!" 
 
    "That would be Sean," Cali said, grinning. 
 
    "Well at least he kept it quiet and didn't disturb the neighbors," Arthur said, smiling. "Let's go, everyone!" 
 
    Arthur led the way outside and had to smile, there really was a big helicopter on the front lawn, its rotors turning as the pilot, a young woman, waited for them. Someone had painted the head of a lion on the nose. 
 
    "Duck your heads!" Jolene called out and everyone bent over and ran for the large open door on the side. 
 
    "Thanks for coming, Arthur!" Sean said as he helped him up into the back of the Huey. 
 
    "Why a helicopter?" Arthur asked as Sean helped the others inside. 
 
    "Because there aren't any roads where we're going!" Sean grinned. 
 
    "We're not heading to your house, then?" 
 
    "I'd rather fight my battles on someone else's property," Sean admitted as he helped Jolene and Cali up, then closed the door behind them. Jolene took the copilot's seat as Sean signaled for them to take off. 
 
    Jolene was surprised to see that it was Terri in the pilot's seat. Spying a headset, she quickly put it on. 
 
    "Terri, what are you doing here?" Jolene asked over the intercom. 
 
    "Claudia only has three pilots right now, so they asked if I'd help." 
 
    "You can fly these things?" 
 
    Terri snorted. "Kind of hard to sell them if you can't! Max had already told Claudia that I knew about everything, so she called me. Told me they were desperate, and I could name my own price." 
 
    "You're crazy, you know that?" 
 
    "This from the gal who married the gamer nerd!" Terri grinned as she lifted the helicopter up into the sky. 
 
    "You married one too!" Jolene retorted. 
 
    "We've already established I was crazy! What's your excuse?" 
 
    "So how much is Claudia paying you for this?" 
 
    "Bi-monthly spa visits for a year!" Terri said happily. "At her number one spa!" 
 
    Jolene blinked. "Claudia owns a spa?" 
 
    "Yup! One of the best ones in Reno, too! You and the girls should come with me next time! You'll love it." 
 
    "You drive a hard bargain, girl!" Jolene said, shaking her head. Spa trips were most definitely not cheap. 
 
    "Don't I know it!" Terri turned her head towards the back of the helicopter where the others were getting settled. "Better hold on tight back there! We got some chop going over the mountains, and if you puke in my helicopter, you will clean it up! Understand?" 
 
    "Brutal!" Jolene laughed over the intercom. 
 
    "I ain't cleaning it up. Bad enough I have to do it at work!" Terri laughed. 
 
    The sun had finished setting by the time they made it to the site of the ambush. Sean had Terri land on the south-side hilltop first, where he dropped off half of the mages, along with Cali, who had geared up in the helicopter, and was now carrying an incredibly nasty looking sniper rifle Jolene gathered Sawyer had sold her. 
 
    Apparently being a dark elf meant the goblins gave you the special deals. Jolene had yet to see Sawyer harass, tease, or say a bad word about Cali. The very concept that there were people out there the old obnoxious goblin respected was something Jolene was having trouble accepting. 
 
    Terri then flew them over to the other side of the pass, and everyone else got off there. 
 
    "Well, off to get another load! Have fun!" Terri said as Jolene took off the headset and climbed down out of the helicopter. 
 
    "Now what?" Jolene asked Sean after Terri had flown off. 
 
    "Now we spend the next four or five hours digging in and getting ready. This is going to be nasty." 
 
    "Just how nasty?" Arthur asked Sean. 
 
    "We're going to kill all of their leaders, then we're going to kill a few more of them and make the rest walk home. All the way home." 
 
    "Are you sure you want to do that, Sean?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "It's that or I kill all of them, Arthur. This is a war now, it's my hope we can demoralize the survivors so badly they'll never do this again, and the others will look at what happened and decide not to go this same route." 
 
    Arthur thought about that a moment, then gave a small nod of his head. "I fear you may be right, Sean. At least it looks like you picked a good place to do this. What do the rest of the lions have to say?" 
 
    "This," Sean waved towards the highway below, where the number of cars going by was starting to thin out as it got late, "will be what we have to say." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 In Death Ground 
 
      
 
    Kurt was unhappy. He had wanted to be at the front of the column, leading it. But Tobias had asked for that honor, and Harris had granted it, then taken Kurt aside before the convoy up to Reno had left. 
 
    "Kurt, I've been giving this some thought, and I don't want our people leading the charge!" Harris had warned him in a hushed voice. "Everyone knows this is your plan, so don't worry about getting the credit. But I want you to start thinking of the aftermath. I don't want our people weakened so much they end up getting picked off by either the Vestibulum or the Gradatim, should they decide to turn on us after the fighting is done." 
 
    Kurt had reluctantly agreed; Harris did have a point. So the Vestibulum contingent was now leading the column, with Kurt and the Ascendance following them, and the Gradatim bringing up the rear. Kurt had already told everyone with him, in private, that they'd be returning by way of highway fifty. That way, if either of the other two groups did decide to turn on them, the Ascendants wouldn't be there, so they'd just be left with each other to fight. 
 
    Kurt shook his head and berated himself for looking a gift horse in the mouth. The original plan had called for them to withdraw as soon as it looked like they would take causalities. But Tobias had the Vestibulum's young men, and even more than a few of their older members, all whipped up to charge in there and 'do or die'. Even a number of the more staid members of the Ascendance seemed to have caught that fever, as well as many of the Gradatim. There were now five hundred and twenty-three magic users in the convoy! 
 
    Every man eighteen and over from the Vestibulum was there; Tobias had called them all out. Most of the men from Gradatim had come as well, over two hundred of their best, including their leader. The Ascendance had also put in a good showing, with one hundred and twenty-five of their men showing. Kurt wished he could have gotten in touch with Stewart; he was sure his son was going to be quite unhappy when he heard about what he'd missed. But Kurt had seen the letter from Gus Hampton sitting on his son's desk in his bedroom, noticed all of his son's most expensive toys were missing from the room, and there were packed bags sitting on his bed.  
 
    Kurt could only figure that his son was trying to raise the money without having to ask his father, who he was still obviously mad at. Kurt had to admit his youngest was finally starting to show some backbone. 
 
    "Why are we slowing down?" Kurt asked as he saw brake lights on the car up ahead. Their convoy had over a hundred cars in it, so it had had to proceed a lot slower than Kurt liked, and they were starting to fall behind schedule.  
 
    "There's an accident up ahead I think!" One of the younger men was leaning out the window in the back seat. 
 
    "Oh yeah! Damn, that looks like a flipped over truck!" 
 
      
 
    Tobias was happy. This was possibly the happiest day of his life. He was leading five hundred men into battle! A battle that would wipe all memory of the indignity that had been performed on him in his very own council compound! Tobias almost had to pinch himself to see if he was dreaming. He'd never been one for the thought of battles or combat. True, he hadn't gotten to where he was today by being a pushover, he'd fought his fair share of mage duels and had willingly engaged in the often-cutthroat politics that even the Vestibulum still engaged in.  
 
    And suddenly he was the one at the front of the army. And not just any army! Oh no, for the first time in who knew how many centuries, Tobias was leading an army of magic users from three different councils! When this was over, everyone would know his name, everyone! He was about to gain the one thing he'd never in his life given a damn about: Fame. 
 
    "Why are we stopping?" Tobias asked from the back seat of the Range Rover as Bill, the driver, suddenly hit the brakes hard. 
 
    "There's an accident up ahead, looks like a truck's turned over! Dammit, somebody needs to tell them to put out some flares!" 
 
    "Is there a way around? We can't sit here waiting for a tow truck!" Tobias grumbled. 
 
    "I don't think so." 
 
    "Damn, I better get out and take a look. If we have to, we'll blast it off the road ourselves!" 
 
    Tobias opened the door, and that was the last thing he ever knew. 
 
      
 
    "Trigger the claymores," Chad said without taking his eyes from the binoculars. As both he and Sean watched, the front three cars were suddenly blown off the road as twelve claymores went off together, shredding the vehicles and everyone inside them. 
 
    "Fire the rockets," Chad ordered next, and as he watched, a dozen RPGs snaked out across the darkness to hit the last six cars in the convoy, denying the rest of the cars any real chance at turning around and fleeing. As they'd had no idea how far back the tail end of the convoy would be, they'd had to rely on rockets instead of using more mines. 
 
    "They're starting to panic," Sean observed as half the cars started to turn around on the highway, many of them hitting each other in their haste, "but they're not getting out of their cars." 
 
    Chad nodded. "They think they're safe there. First team, one volley at the tires; Ryan, tell the snipers to start picking off the drivers at random." 
 
    Sean watched as a number of cars suddenly had a tire shot out, then driver's windows shattered at different spots up and down the line of cars, causing even more accidents. The doors on all the cars started to fly open then, and several men screamed instructions to the others as they dove out onto the roadway, looking for cover.  
 
    "All fire teams, open fire," Chad called over his radio. "Snipers, look for those in charge, give them a few minutes to establish themselves, then start picking them off." 
 
    At the top of the hill, Roberta, Jolene, Peg, Sarah, Louise, Philo, and a very surprised-looking Stewart, who'd been drafted by his mother because they needed seven to make it work, formed a circle and started to raise a magical shield that would divert many of the more offensive spells that were about to be cast their way.  
 
    Stewart almost felt guilty. Almost. Both Rachel and April had whispered in his ear that they would most certainly reward him if he protected them from the bad men coming to rape and kill them. 
 
    And Stewart knew for certain, that was exactly what the people down there were going to do. Well, Stewart had had enough of killing people, of killing anyone. All they wanted him to do was raise a shield to help protect those who were only defending that which was theirs: their freedom, and their lives. 
 
    And Stewart was alright with that. Even without the whispered rewards Rachel and April had promised him. Being sorry just wasn't enough for him anymore. No, it was time for him to take a stand for what was right. Not that he was going to tell the girls that, of course!  
 
      
 
    Kurt swore as the cars at the front of the convoy all exploded at once. 
 
    "It's a trap! Get us out of here!" 
 
    Jack, who was driving, put the car in reverse and, looking over his shoulder, he tried to back up, but instead hit the car behind him that was trying to pull forward. Spinning the wheel hard to the left, he started to go forward, trying for a u-turn on the two lanes.  
 
    "Hurry up, you fool!" Kurt yelled, then he felt the side of his face covered with something wet, and turning back to look at Jack, he noticed the whole right side of his head and been blown off. 
 
    "Out of the car!" Kurt yelled and, opening the door, he released his seatbelt and dove for the ground, the others in the car doing the same, as the hillside suddenly lit up with the flashes of gunfire and bullets rained down all around them.  
 
    Kurt immediately crawled towards the Jersey barricade that split the highway, taking cover against the thick reinforced concrete, yelling for the others to do the same. Ted, one of the young men who had been in the backseat, pulled out a wand and stood up to use it, but was riddled with bullets almost immediately and fell back, dead. 
 
    "Stay in cover, you idiots!" Kurt yelled, motioning for everyone to get their heads down and keep them down. 
 
    "Johnson! Grimes! Harding!" Kurt yelled. "Get over here! We need to figure a way out of this!" 
 
    The other three council members immediately worked their way over to Kurt, crawling across the ground on their hands and knees.  
 
    "You four," Kurt said and pointed to the four young men nearest him on his left. "Point your wands over the top and trigger them. Keep doing that until they're empty, then grab another one and do the same." 
 
    "But we can't see anything!" William, Grimes' son, whose face had gone ash white, yelled back. 
 
    "Do you want to be like Ted?" Kurt pointed to the dead body of their friend. "Just do what I tell you!" 
 
    All four of them gulped and nodded, then started to blindly lob shots over the barricade. 
 
    "Kurt," Johnson said, "what do we do?" 
 
    "Okay, we need to organize a diversion. There's a river at the bottom of the pass here. Once we make it to the edge of the roadway, there's a steep drop-off. That'll put us back in cover. When we get to the bottom, we head east, got that?" 
 
    "What? East? Why not west? Why not back home?" 
 
    "'Cause they'll be expecting us to retreat! They'll have it covered. Plus that'll put us in the shadow of whatever is happening to Tobias' people; we'll use them for cover." 
 
    "How do we create a diversion?" Grimes asked, looking around at the dead bodies and the shot-up cars. 
 
    "We have every other man fire off their wands and any other magic items they've got. While they're doing that, the other men run for the edge, drop into cover, then they fire their wands while the other group retreats." 
 
    "But most of our wands are still in the cars!" Harding said, motioning towards the cars only a few yards away. 
 
    "Then cast regular spells, dammit! If we don't get out of there now, we're all gonna die here! Now move!" 
 
      
 
    "I'm bored," Cali whispered to Roxy. They'd set up on the south side of the pass, on a nice brush-covered ledge they'd found, about ten feet away from each other. "I wanna kill something." 
 
    Roxy grinned as she sighted down on the now stopped convoy. "You and me both, Hon. You and me both. But I'd rather not piss off Sean by shooting before we're told." 
 
    Cali sighed. "Yeah, me neither." 
 
    "So, how do you want to keep score?" 
 
    Cali looked over at Roxy, who was grinning back at her. 
 
    "Keep score?" 
 
    Roxy gave a small nod. "I was thinking, five points for a head shot, three for a groin shot, two for blowing off a limb, and one for a center of mass kill shot." 
 
    Cali grinned back, all predator, and for the first time ever, Roxy wished dark elves could be infected. Cali would make one hell of a cat. 
 
    The claymores went off then, followed shortly by the rocket attack on the back of the line of cars. A moment later, the order went out to start shooting drivers. 
 
    "Dammit," Cali pouted, "we're on the wrong side!" 
 
    "Maybe not, some of them are turning around," Roxy said, and sighting on a fancy Mercedes, the driver actually managed to get it most of the way around before Roxy sent a bullet through the open window and killed him. 
 
    "Five points!" Roxy said. 
 
    Cali spied a car that had turned off the road, facing almost directly at her, and nailed the driver through the windshield. The driver must have hit the gas pedal as he died, because the car suddenly lurched forward and went flying over the side to crash beside the river below. 
 
    "Five points!" Cali laughed. 
 
    "Damn, I think you earned an extra three for the others in the car with him!" Roxy laughed as well, and then they heard the order to the troops to fire and for the snipers to start looking for the leaders.  
 
    "Aww, there goes our fun," Cali grumbled. 
 
    "Scan the expensive cars first," Roxy told her, "the leaders like their comfort." 
 
    "Okay!"  
 
    "Roxy," Cali said after the magic users had finally gotten into cover. "See those guys by that white Range Rover?" 
 
    Roxy slid her aim up the line and saw it. Four older men, talking and gesturing. 
 
    "Girl, you have a winner. I'll start on the left." 
 
    "Okay, on three!" 
 
    "One, two," Cali fired before she got to three, and Roxy swore and picked the man off in her sights as the head of the man on the right vaporized. Cali hit the second one then, and the man Roxy was now aiming at jumped as he noticed the heads of his friends exploding, causing Roxy to have to take a second shot. She saw the surprised look on his face just before his head exploded. 
 
    "Cheater!" Roxy growled. 
 
    "Sorry!" Cali laughed. "But I wanna win!" 
 
    Roxy shook her head and shifted her own aim back towards the end of the line of cars as Cali shifted hers towards the front. Anyone who looked like they were telling the others what to do got a head shot. 
 
    "Dammit," Cali swore. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "I had to shoot one of them in the body! That idiot made me lose points!" 
 
    Roxy snickered at that and shot another mage. 
 
      
 
    Arthur couldn't help but notice how calm and collected Sean and Chad were as they gave orders. Arthur had known Chad was important in Sean's organization, and that he was a clever young man, but until now he'd had no idea he was Sean's general. He'd thought it was the faerie wearing the expensive magical armor. 
 
    From the carnage quickly mounting below, it was clear Chad had a firm understanding of tactics and how to best employ his soldiers. Arthur had already been impressed by how they'd managed to filter the mundanes out of this fight. He'd have to ask James to do some research on Chad after all this was over. 
 
    Sean had already explained their goal to him, to kill off the leadership, demoralize the rank and file, and send them back home, beaten and leaderless. They wanted to make it clear to everyone, or at least to all the other councils out there, that they could have killed all of the magic users in this battle. Sean and Chad both hoped a clear and overwhelming victory tonight would cause others to reconsider such actions. 
 
    Arthur doubted it would work; there were going to be some who wouldn't learn, no matter what was done. But if tonight's action prevented an all-out war, it would still be worth the loss of life below, once everyone else saw that, yes, the lions were more than willing to play hardball if it came right down to it. 
 
      
 
    William almost screamed when Johnson's head exploded like a ripe pumpkin, blood and bones flying everywhere. He did scream when he saw the same thing happen to his father and was still screaming when Kurt Reese's head exploded, as well. 
 
    Scrambling across the ground, he made his way to the edge of the road, and the drop-off that led down to the river. Screw these guys! Screw everything! He was getting the fuck out of here while he still could! Bullets hit the pavement to either side of him, but he kept going, scrambling as fast as he could, until he was suddenly over the edge.  
 
    It was rocky, and there were foxtails and other prickly things growing there, but he didn't care! He could see the water, glinting off the reflected moonlight in the darkness, he was safe! He was going to make it! He was getting away! 
 
    Between sliding, scrambling, rolling and even a few short drops, William quickly made it down the steep embankment to the river's edge. He could hear the fighting going on up above, the screams, the gunfire, and the occasional explosion. His hands and knees were cut up, his clothes were torn in several places, and he was covered in dirt, as well as other people's blood. 
 
    But he didn't care. He was alive! Hunkering down against a large boulder, he'd hide here and wait until morning.  
 
      
 
    "Looks like we got our first bolter!" Chad called. 
 
    Sean scanned the line where the guy had made a run for it. Chad had ordered the soldiers on the fire teams to harass but not actually try to hit any singleton runners, just organized attempts at retreat. 
 
    "There goes a second one," Sean noted. 
 
    "There's a third, and a forth," Chad said. "Looks like they're starting to lose their nerve." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Guess it's time for phase two. I think they're about ready, don't you?" 
 
    "Definitely." Chad nodded. 
 
    Sean dropped his binoculars and, drawing the katana Chad had lent him, he cast a shield spell in front of him. Then, keying his radio, he called out to his great uncle Maitland and his cousin Ruthelma. 
 
    "Maitland, Ruth, let's go!" 
 
    Loping down the hillside, Sean cast a light globe to hover over his head, illuminating him, as Maitland and Ruth both did the same. They joined him in his charge against the middle of the convoy, fire dancing over their faerie armor as they both drew huge flaming faerie swords. 
 
    Sean hadn't been sure about this part, but Chad had told him, if they wanted to get the magic users to break and run, they needed something to shake their faith and fuel their fears. A big-ass werelion and two demonic-looking faeries wielding large magical swords would probably do the trick. 
 
    But just to be safe, all the soldiers on this side of the pass stood up as Sean and the other two passed them, and opening fire, they joined the charge, shooting as they advanced. 
 
      
 
    "Looks like somebody lost it!" Cali giggled as one of them ran for the edge of the road and scrambled down the hillside. "Should I tag him, just for fun?" 
 
    "Where's the sport in that?" Roxy growled. "Besides, we're not supposed to kill all of them, just the leaders. Now slide your aim down to the first car that's on fire on the far left. There's a couple of guys trying to sneak around it and make their way back down the road." 
 
    "Oo!" Cali laughed and shot one of them in the knee, blowing half of his leg off. "Sorry, boys! But premature withdrawal is not allowed!" 
 
    Roxy shot the hand off of one who was crouching behind a car, waiting to make a run for it. Apparently he hadn't realized he'd left his hand in plain view on the hood of the car he was sheltering behind. 
 
    Two dead bodies and several nasty wounds later, the ones trying to get past the burning cars at the end of the convoy had given up on that route. One of them decided to try for the hillside and make his way to the river. When he didn't get shot, another one quickly followed. 
 
    "They're starting to break," Cali called. 
 
    "Yup, phase two." 
 
    "I know we're not supposed to really shoot anyone," Cali said as she put in a fresh magazine, "but anybody who points a wand, or even a finger at Sean..." Cali trailed off. 
 
    "Right there with ya, Hon!" Roxy called back, putting in a fresh magazine in as well, just as Sean, Maitland, and Ruth lit up as the word for the troops to charge came over the radio.  
 
    Both girls spent the next minute placing shots into any of the defenders who looked like they were aiming or pointing at Sean, but they could see that most of the magic users were still too afraid to peek over their concrete barricade, and those that did either were still too panicked to aim properly, or took one look, turned tail, and ran for the drop-off and the river below. 
 
    "Damn, I lost count," Cali grumbled. 
 
    "Yeah, me too." Roxy admitted. "Time to encourage the stragglers." 
 
    "Yeah," Cali pouted, "fun time is over." 
 
    "Girl, you really should have been born a cat," Roxy sighed softly, "'cause no one else makes killing so much fun." 
 
      
 
    Gary followed the others down the side of the hill, trying not to tumble or roll as he did. There were a lot of big rocks here, more than a few sticking up out of the side of the embankment, and he'd already seen his friend Ulrich, who had lost a hand just a minute ago, smash his head into one and tumble lifelessly down the rest of the way. 
 
    He'd been mocking his brother Todd for avoiding the call and staying behind to take care of his small black-market business, but right now, he'd rather be anywhere else than here. The car behind him had blown up when all of this had started, an eternity ago. His girlfriend's father had been in that car, along with his and Todd's own father. Everyone had been so certain about tonight, how they were going to go kill a bunch of lycans and rape a bunch of their women. 
 
    And now a lion with a sword was cutting off heads, while two demons in flaming armor were cleaving people in two! Yeah, Gary guessed the lycans hadn't gotten the memo about how they were supposed to die and stuff. 
 
    Gary shivered, he'd seen one of those demons run a council member through the gut, then rip the sword out sideways, while laughing, sending blood and organs flying everywhere. He wondered if any of the Gradatim council members had survived. He'd already heard someone say Casey, their leader, had been taken out early on in the ambush; he'd been driving his brand-new Mercedes four-by-four. It was just too bad he hadn't bothered to keep the fancy bulletproof window rolled up. 
 
    Sliding down the last few feet, he got to the bottom and looked around. There were a lot of dead bodies down here. A lot. There were also the remains of three cars, which he suspected where the ones up front where Tobias and the rest of the Vestibulum big shots had been leading the charge. There was also another car, which had landed on its roof hard enough to crush it completely. Even with the night-vision spell he'd cast on himself, he couldn't tell if that was blood or oil pooling around it, and he had no intention of finding out. 
 
    People were milling around, looking lost and uncertain. Some were still casting magical attacks, but at what, Gary had no idea.  
 
    When their heads started to explode, however, that stopped pretty damn quickly. 
 
    Some others were trying to get everybody organized. Gary had seen what happened to the leaders up on the highway. Apparently these idiots still hadn't figured out that the lycans were employing snipers. Very impressive snipers, when he considered the number of headshots he'd seen. 
 
    Looking around, Gary saw only two of his friends were still among the living, one of whom had lost a leg and was trying to stop the bleeding. With a sigh, Gary cast the best healing spell he had left on Dave, then picking him up with a grunt, he slung Dave over his shoulder and headed west. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Dave gasped. 
 
    "Going home."  
 
    "It's almost a hundred miles!"  
 
    "You got any better ideas?" 
 
    "Ummm." 
 
    "Yeah, I thought so," Gary grumbled. At least with one less leg, Dave wasn't too heavy to carry. Gary just hoped he wasn't about to walk into another ambush, but if he did, well, maybe Dave's body would stop enough bullets for him to survive. And if he didn't walk into an ambush, and actually did make it home alive? He'd make damn sure he never told Dave the real reason he'd decided to save his life. 
 
      
 
    It was easy, almost too easy, Sean thought as he got to the concrete center divider on the highway and started to hack at the magic users on the other side of it. He took the head of the first one, split the head of the second one, and ripped another one in half with his werelion strength before the others  turned as one and ran.  
 
    The soldiers kept firing as they did, but nine out of ten had been told to shoot over their heads, while the tenth one had been told to only shoot one of them. 
 
    "Everyone! Look for survivors and ambushes!" Sean called out over the radio as they carefully spread out and checked the bodies on the ground. Sean heard a couple of shots ring out as coups de grâce were handed out. He'd made it clear, no one left up here survived. No one. 
 
    As the 'all clears' started to ring out over the radio, the rest of the troops came down off the hillside behind him. Two fire teams, led by Sten and Hunter, formed up on the edge of the hill, lying prone as they looked down over the edge, offering the occasional 'encouragement' to the survivors below, along with the snipers on the other side of the pass, to get them moving westward. 
 
    While that was going on, everyone else set to work. They had a hundred and twenty cars to clear, and they had little time to do it. 
 
    "Okay!" Chad called out, standing on the roof of one of the cars. "Dead bodies up by the wrecked truck. As soon as they get it righted, start tossing them in the back! Granite! Roy! Demon! Take your people and move all of the cars that can be driven over here! Oak! Make sure we get our own people loaded into as many as possible once this mess is cleaned up! 
 
    "Ryan! Get those teams rigging slings on all the wrecks! We've got choppers inbound, and they're going to show up any minute! Move people! Move!" 
 
    Sean looked around and decided to help with changing tires on the cars that still looked drivable. Looking at his watch, he couldn't believe the first explosion had gone off less than five minutes ago. It had been intense, but it had been quick. Now they had about ten more minutes to clean this mess up before the lone officer on duty in this area decided to investigate the sudden lack of traffic. 
 
      
 
    Steve Conners looked around as he slid to a stop at the bottom of the hill. There was an old dirt path here, he noticed, and looking back towards the west, he could see a lot of people had made it down the slope. Not all of them appeared to be alive, however, as there were a fair number of bodies lying unmoving on the ground. 
 
    Looking to the east, he surveyed how many of his own people had made it down. He'd been riding in the last of the Vestibulum cars; the thought had been that if Kurt had any changes in the plan, Steve would coordinate with him, then call Tobias and let him know. 
 
    That simple idea had saved his life, as everyone else on the council had been up in the first three cars and were now dead. 
 
    As they'd all scrambled for cover after that, Steve really had no idea what to do. Military operations, combat, those weren't his specialties. He was a numbers guy, plain and simple. He managed the council's money and other business relationships.  
 
    When he'd heard Kurt's planning, he got ready to tell his own people to run for it, then Kurt and the rest of his leaders had been assassinated, right in front of everyone. 
 
    Steve wasn't stupid, he'd immediately stopped telling the others what to do.  
 
    Now at the bottom of the hill, he realized Kurt was right, they had to move to the east, and even more importantly, he had to get his people away from the rest of them. The lycans would probably go for the larger target to get the greater number of kills.  
 
    Striking off to the east at a brisk walk, Steve told the others to head east, and to move out now. 
 
    "What about the wounded?" somebody asked. 
 
    "Pick them up; carry them, if you have to. We need to get away from here, now, before they come down the hill after us!"  
 
    "And the dead?" someone else asked. 
 
    "They're dead! Leave them! Worry about the living." 
 
    Looking around nervously, Steve tried to do a head count. They'd come out here tonight with nearly two hundred people. It didn't look too bad; at a guess he'd say there were probably a hundred and fifty or so left. 
 
    "Pull together, everyone," Steve told them, getting into the center of the lead group, so hopefully any snipers that might still be watching wouldn't have a clear shot at him. He wasn't just the only council member left alive, it looked like he was the only senior member left, as well. The enemy had been very thorough. 
 
      
 
    "Damn, Boss, look at them go," Dean said from his vantage point, where he'd been keeping an eye on the Sapientia magic users on this side of the pass. 
 
    Arthur watched as everything on the highway was quickly sorted, and crews started to work on righting the truck that had been used to block the road. 
 
    "They've been our worker bees for over a millennia, Dean. Always cleaning up our messes and fixing our problems," Arthur said with a small shake of his head. "I guess it shouldn't be a surprise they're able to fix this just as fast." 
 
    They both paused as they heard a couple of dull thuds echo off the canyon walls, then a moment later two bright flashes, followed by the sounds of explosions down by the river to the east. 
 
    "Guess somebody couldn't take a hint," Dean said, shaking his head. 
 
    "Apparently not," Arthur said as another 'thump' was followed a moment later by one more explosion, a bit closer than the last two had been. 
 
    "Looks like they're walking their fire," Dean said. 
 
    "I would suspect they want the survivors to start clearing out of the area before they bring the helicopters back in." 
 
    Dean nodded as a forth 'thump' was heard, followed by an even closer explosion, but no more followed after that. A minute later, the helicopters showed up, each one flying over the north side of the pass, coming down to hover for a moment as they got a wreck hooked up, then quickly left with it. 
 
    As they watched, the truck was set back up on its wheels, the back of it opened, and dead bodies were tossed in. More than half the cars started to slowly drive past it, some being driven, others being towed. Lycans were busily working on the remaining cars, either rigging slings or getting them ready to be driven off.  
 
    "You know, you were right about your niece, Boss. She sure did pick a winner. It might be time to come down off that fence you've got us all sitting on and admit it." 
 
    "Appearances must be maintained, Dean, even if they're only just appearances. I think the other councils already believe we're firmly on Sean's side." 
 
    "Then why not just admit it?" 
 
    "Because this isn't over yet, and I'm sure there are going to be things we are most certainly not going to wish to be associated with." 
 
    "You think so?" Dean asked, sounding doubtful. 
 
    "Considering the kinds of things some of our compatriots are capable of, sadly, I do." 
 
      
 
    "Chad!" Roxy called over the radio. "We got a couple of groups moving east. I think we may have missed one of the leaders!" 
 
    "Where are they?" 
 
    "They're coming up to those two big trees Melissa's team sighted in earlier." 
 
    "Melissa, you hear that?" Chad called. 
 
    "Yes, Chad. I got it. What do you want me to do?" 
 
    "Open fire, start walking west." 
 
    There was a moment's pause, then they heard the first 'thump'. 
 
    "On the way," Melissa called. 
 
    Roxy watched as the first explosion knocked them all to the ground, then the second mortar landed right in the middle of the first group, killing everybody. The other groups that had been following the first one started to crawl back the way they had come, some trying to scramble to their feet as they did so. 
 
    "That did it!" Roxy called. 
 
    "Keep firing," Chad said. "Two more rounds." 
 
    "Yes, sir!" Melissa called and they heard the 'thumps', followed by the explosions. 
 
    Roxy watched as they were knocked flat again; this time they stayed down until the 'thumps' of the mortar fire stopped. Then about two-thirds of them got up and started to run back towards the west. She guessed the remainder were either dead or unconscious. 
 
    "Roxy, Hunter, did they get the message?" 
 
    "Oh yeah," Roxy called, "they're moving west now, all of them; well, all of them that are still alive, at least." 
 
    "Copy that," Hunter called. "They're moving." 
 
    "Pick off any obvious stragglers," Chad ordered, "I want them on their way in the next two minutes." 
 
    "You got it, Chad!" Roxy called. 
 
    "Yes, sir!" Hunter replied. 
 
    "The helicopters are going to be coming in soon. Anyone that looks like they're going to cast any kind of spell up the hill, I want you to drop 'em. Last thing we need is to have to tell Sean he has to pony up another half million for a new one. Got it?" 
 
    "Got it!" they both replied. 
 
      
 
    William watched, dazed as others started to come down the hillside, first just a few, then dozens of them, along with a couple of dead bodies that bounced down the hillside to end up lying flat at the bottom in a tangle of arms and legs. He stayed there, arms wrapped around his legs as he sat by the boulder and waited. The firing had stopped, and people were milling around, unsure of what to do.  
 
    William knew what to do. He was going to sit here and wait until morning. Every time he closed his eyes, he kept seeing his father's head explode, blood, brains, and bone fragments flying everywhere. 
 
    Everywhere. All over the concrete barrier they'd been hiding behind. All over the others who were already dead. Even all over him.  
 
    William shuddered again as he saw the whole thing all over again. The expression on Kurt Reese's face just before he, too, had lost his head had almost been comical. That sudden realization that he was next and there was nothing he could do to stop it. 
 
    Well, William had done something to stop it; he'd run.  
 
    Now here he was, along with everyone else. But no one knew what to do. As he watched, John Session, whom William had known all his life, sat down on the ground and literally bled to death in front of everybody from a serious leg wound.  
 
    No one noticed. They were all too scared, too afraid, or too wrapped up in their own misery like William was. 
 
    Then there was a loud explosion and the ground shook, followed by another, and another, and another. And they were getting closer. 
 
    It was time to run again.  
 
    Getting to his feet, William stumbled in the direction away from the explosions. 
 
    "Where are you going?" somebody yelled at him. 
 
    "That way. Go that way," William said, and with no one else to lead them, suddenly William found himself with the remaining members of the Council of the Ascendance following him. 
 
    "What about the wounded?" someone else asked. 
 
    "What about them?" 
 
    "What should we do with them?" 
 
    "I…" William almost said 'I don't care', but he thought about John. That hadn't been right. 
 
    "Carry them," he said and continued on away from the danger, away from the dead, and hopefully to someplace safe. 
 
      
 
    "So how many did we lose?" Sean asked Chad as the last vehicle left, and they started to climb back up the hillside to wait for pickup. 
 
    "Three," Chad said. "Two of yours, one of mine. You know, it's tempting to say 'we did great', or 'we got off easy', but I knew the guy. Pete, his name was Pete, and I'd only just met him tonight before all this started." 
 
    Sean ducked his head in a nod. "I think I'm still trying to live in denial half the time. The better you know them, the worse it is. I keep telling myself that, when all of this is finally done, I'll deal with it then, because I sure as hell don't know how to deal with it now." 
 
    "I wonder how the professionals deal with it?" 
 
    "The professionals?" Sean asked, glancing over at Chad. 
 
    "Yeah, the real generals, the military." 
 
    Sean snorted. "Hate to tell you this, Bud, but you're a professional. You've planned and led how many battles now? This ain't the amateur hour anymore, and you ain't no amateur." 
 
    "I was afraid you might say that." 
 
    "Now the question I'm really gonna regret," Sean said, glancing back as a car went by on the road below them. "How many of them did we kill?" 
 
    "Over a hundred." 
 
    Sean winced. "How many over a hundred?" 
 
    "Thirty. And that doesn't account for how many more bodies are down in the gorge." 
 
    "Do we know how many there were to start with?" 
 
    "Best guess was over five hundred." 
 
    "So we killed a fifth of them?" 
 
    Chad nodded. 
 
    "And they've got wounded, plus an eighty-mile walk back home. I wonder how many more are going to die?" 
 
    "That's up to them now, isn't it?" Chad said. 
 
    "Maybe, I don't know. I'm not going to tell Sten or Hunter to take it easy on them. Maybe I'll change my mind in a day or two, but for now I'm going to stick to the plan and sow dissention in their ranks." 
 
    "Think Steve will be pissed at us for letting Terri fly tonight?" 
 
    "Terri flew with us tonight?" Sean said, giving his best 'surprised' look. "I had no idea!" 
 
    "Dude, you're still a lousy liar. Plus I saw you get out of her helicopter." 
 
    "Well, she wasn't here for any of the fighting, so I don't think he'll be upset." 
 
    "You hope!" Chad grinned. 
 
    "Yeah, I hope. But hey, it was your wife or your mother-in-law who talked her into it, so I think you're the one who needs to be worried." 
 
    "We're not married yet, you know." 
 
    "Dude, you're not that great a liar yourself!" Sean laughed. 
 
    "My folks want us to have a real wedding," Chad sighed, "and I didn't want to rain on Steve's parade. So after his wedding, we're announcing ours for August." 
 
    Sean nodded and they both shut up as they came up to the group waiting on top of the hill. Arthur and half of his magic users were there, the other half being on the other side of the pass. His mother, Jolene, Roberta, Sarah, Phil, and Sarah's son Stewart were all there as well, plus a small squad of Chad's soldiers to provide security. 
 
    Roxy and Cali were still on the other side of the pass with the mortar team. Daelyn and Peg had gone back with Oak, Maitland, and Ruth, as they were riding herd on all the magical weapons that had been found in the cars. Sean figured they'd probably sell most of those to Sawyer after he and Peg had sorted through them. 
 
    "Thank you for coming out tonight," Sean said to Arthur as he walked over to him. "Even though I'm sure you're not at all happy to have had to see this." 
 
    "No, we're not happy," Arthur agreed, "but I don't know that any of us tonight had much of a choice." 
 
    "They had a choice," Chad said and jerked a thumb back behind him, "at least this time they weren't spending the lives of others, just their own. Maybe that'll make them stop and think, before we have a real war on our hands." 
 
    "There was a time when I would have told you that my fellow magic users could never be so short-sighted and stupid." 
 
    "Oh? When was that?" 
 
    "I believe it was yesterday," Arthur said, shaking his head as he turned to Sean. "With your permission, I'm going to be making a lot of phone calls in the morning. This was about as unexpected as it comes. I think we may need to start exercising our leadership role a little more rigorously at Sapientia." 
 
    'Offer him our support in those exercises, should he need it,' the First said. 
 
    "Well, if it comes to it, you can call on us for any military support you might need," Sean told a very surprised-looking Arthur. 
 
    "Seriously?" 
 
    "If it prevents this from happening again, yes," Sean nodded, "seriously. We lions don't want a war, and we don't want any more bloodbaths." Sean looked up as one of their helicopters came back, Terri's from the look of it. 
 
    "Looks like your ride is here," Sean said. "Let's get your people on the other side and take you all back home." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 To The Victor 
 
      
 
    Sean was sitting at a table with Peg, Maitland, Roberta, and his mother as they sorted through all the magical items they'd recovered. Considering the number of rings, bracelets, and amulets that were there, Sean had a suspicion that Peg had looted all the dead bodies somewhere along the line. 
 
    He wanted to feel bad about that, but too many years of gaming had taught him that you always looted the dead; they didn't need it anymore, after all. Besides, they weren't running on handouts; the gas bill for tonight's helicopters was easily going to be in the tens of thousands of dollars, he was sure. 
 
    "They sure did bring a lot of weapons," Roberta observed as she made note of another wand. Roxy then took the wand, looked at the list Oak was compiling, and either put it into their own stores, or in one of the boxes marked to go to Sawyer's in the morning.  
 
    "That's a good thing," Maitland said. "It means they cleaned out their armory. That'll help keep any future endeavors to a minimum." 
 
    "Any idea how many bodies were at the bottom of the hill?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Chad sent Ryan over a half hour ago," Oak told him. "There were twenty-four more that were dead. He said it looked like several of them had been left there to die by the others." 
 
    "Well, that's not too bad, I guess." Sean sighed. 
 
    "Then he gave me a count on the ones they'd hit with the mortar fire," Oak continued. 
 
    "How bad?" 
 
    "Forty-six. All of them were Vestis, too." 
 
    Sean shook his head. "So two hundred dead. Do we have a count on the survivors?" 
 
    "Over three hundred, but not much over three hundred. Chad figures they'll have a better count after the sun comes up." 
 
    Sean looked at his watch, it was after four. That wouldn't be long from now. 
 
    "Any word from Art?" 
 
    "They just finished up an hour ago. He lost two of his own people, and one of the magic users managed to trigger the pellets on thirteen of the lycans there before he was killed. Otherwise, they were successful, only losing another three in the process." 
 
    "How many did they free?" 
 
    "Fifty-two. The Grads didn't have a lot of lycans, and they'd already sold a lot of the domestics to the Ascendance members at inflated prices." 
 
    "What about them?" 
 
    "He got them back as well. Part of why they only finished up an hour ago. He said they spent a lot of time going door to door. As they were dealing mostly with women and children, they ran into no real opposition." 
 
    "They hook up with any of their old girlfriends yet?" Roberta asked. 
 
    Oak grinned. "Let's just say that there are going to be several happy widows." 
 
    "I told Sarah she doesn't have to worry about Kurt anymore," Roxy said with a grin. 
 
    "What did Stewart think about that?" 
 
    "Last I saw, Stewart got dragged off by Rachel and that fox gal. They were saying something about 'naughty slaves who needed to be punished by their master'. I guess that boy is into some kinky shit," Roxy said and laughed. 
 
    "I told April she should drain him dry, then make a fox out of him," Peg snickered as she checked another wand. "Then he could stay here and get trained by Sean instead of going to Gus Hampton up in the hills." 
 
    "You didn't!" Sean said, looking shocked. 
 
    "Hey, he should have been born a wolf, 'cause that's what his dad is, his real dad, right?" Peg shrugged. "He's picked his side. I told her she should at least give him the option, see if he wanted it. Anyone ever figures out what he did, they'll kill him for sure. He'd be safer with us." 
 
    "Maybe, maybe not," Sean said. "But from this moment on, no one speaks of what he did again. Oak, make sure everyone involved knows to keep their mouths shut, okay?" 
 
    Oak nodded. "Sure thing, Sean." 
 
    Sean looked at the pile on the desk. "Is that the last of it?" 
 
    "Nope," Roxy said, looking into the hallway. "You still have three more boxes to do." 
 
    "At this rate we won't be getting any sleep tonight," he grumbled. 
 
    "Oh, you weren't going to be getting any sleep anyway!" Roberta snickered, and Sean found himself blushing as the others laughed. 
 
      
 
    Sean yawned, it was almost ten. Roxy had gone off three hours ago to take a nap, having declared that, unless they found anything special, it would all go to Sawyer at this point. Roberta had also fallen asleep, Sean carrying her to the bedroom and putting her in bed with the others. By the time he'd gotten back, his mother had gone to bed as well. 
 
    So it was down to him, Peg, and Maitland. At least they were done now. 
 
    "Hon?" Peg asked, drawing his complete attention. Peg wasn't one for 'hon' very often. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "How come you haven't gotten me pregnant yet?" 
 
    Sean blinked, it took a moment to register. 
 
    "You've gotten all the others pregnant, why not me?" 
 
    "You're eighteen, I thought maybe you might want to wait; the others are all twenty or older." 
 
    "Cali's eighteen," Peg said. 
 
    "Yeah, but Cali made it very clear she wanted my children, and she wanted them then and there." 
 
    "Oh, I see," Peg said, and nodded. 
 
    "You know, if I wasn't so tired, and if we weren't going to head out to Sawyer's..." Sean said and smiled slowly at her. 
 
    "But I haven't asked yet!" Peg said, grinning back at him. 
 
    "Uh huh. Sure you haven't," Sean said, grinning back, then standing up, he stretched. 
 
    "Well, I need a shower, then I guess we'll wake the others up and see who wants to take a ride." 
 
    "Ooh! A shower sounds like just what I need as well!" Peg said, smirking at him. 
 
    Smiling, Sean went over and, picking up Peg, he gave her a very long kiss, then sweeping her up into a bridal carry, he headed off for the shower. 
 
      
 
    Carrying Peg into the bathroom, Sean pushed the door closed with a foot, then shifting her around, he pressed her up against the wall and kissed her, while he reached into the shower with his right hand and turned the water on. 
 
    While he waited for the water to heat up, he pushed Peg's shirt up and kissed and licked her belly, slowly moving up towards her lovely breasts. When he got to her nipples, Peg's legs wrapped around his chest and her hands grabbed at his hair while she softly gasped with each nibble and lick as he took his time teasing her.  
 
    After a few minutes, she let go of his hair and pulled off her top. 
 
    "I think the water's warm enough," Peg whispered. 
 
    "I think you're right," Sean agreed and let her slip to the floor as he pulled his own shirt off and tossed it in a corner, then kicked off his shoes. 
 
    Peg undid his pants then, as she dropped to her knees before him and ran her tongue up and down his erection. 
 
    "Yum," Peg whispered as Sean put his hands on the wall behind her to steady himself. She caressed his sack with one hand as she worked her tongue and lips slowly back up his length. 
 
    Sean sighed happily and spread his legs slightly as Peg's hands, lips, and tongue continued to tease him, until she elicited a loud gasp of pleasure from him as she took him into her mouth and moved her head back and forth on him, getting his length nice and slick with her saliva. 
 
    Sean closed his eyes and savored her attentions until she suddenly stopped. 
 
    "Shower?" she asked, looking up at him. 
 
    "Shower," Sean agreed, and reaching down, he picked her up. Stepping into the shower, he grabbed the bar of soap and worked his hands slowly over her body, starting at her neck and slowly working his way down, making sure to get every square inch of her body soapy and slippery. 
 
    When he ended up on his knees before her, he washed down her left leg first, then carefully scrubbed the right. Then he smiled at her sex, which was now right before his face. 
 
    "I think this calls for a tongue bath, don't you?" Sean whispered, and setting the bar of soap down, he reached around her to grab her nice firm butt with both hands as he pulled her closer, planting a kiss on her sex as he used his lips and tongue.  
 
    Peg's hands went to his hair again as she grabbed on for balance, and Sean went to work on her, his tongue and lips as talented as ever. He slowly parted her folds and worked his tongue up inside her as the warm water of the shower sprayed across her chest. When she found her back pressed against the back of the shower, she hadn't even realized he was moving her backwards.  
 
    Moving his hands, Sean put first one, then her other leg over his shoulders, sliding his hands under her butt, using his fingers on her in conjunction with his lips and tongue. 
 
    Sean took his time with Peg, he loved going down on his wives, the intimacy of the act and the taste of their excitement, combined with their sheer beauty, always made it a joy for him. He carefully teased Peg with his tongue, his teeth, his lips and his fingers, making sure to hit all of her zones and taking the time to tease each one to distraction, until she stiffened and gasped above him as the warm water rained down on them. 
 
    Standing up slowly, Sean carefully let Peg slide down the wall, her legs pressed against his chest and her own as she found herself bent in half. Reaching down with one hand while she placed the other behind his neck, Peg bent her head down to kiss Sean as she found his erection and guided him inside her, as her body continued to move down and his moved up. 
 
    Moaning softly in delight as Sean filled her, Peg put her hands to either side of his head and continued to kiss him as he began to slowly move back and forth inside her, his arms grabbing her tightly now as he picked up speed. 
 
    Peg shivered and moaned louder as Sean's thrusts became harder, more demanding. She realized once again how lucky she was, how the fates had smiled on her, after punishing her for so many of her past transgressions. All the bad things she had done, and yet she had still been so amply rewarded in the end.  
 
    Hitting her peak again, she grabbed at him tightly. 
 
    "I love you, Sean. I love you so much," Peg confessed. 
 
    "I love you too," Sean growled as he joined her, pumping his essence deep into her body as they ground against each other, and satisfying their love and lust for one another. 
 
    When they finally wound down, Sean let Peg carefully put her feet back on the floor as he held her. 
 
    "I want to have a child with you, Peg," Sean whispered in her ear as she leaned into him, regaining her balance. 
 
    Peg almost purred and hugged him tight. "I'd like that, Hon. I'd like that very much." 
 
    "But not tonight." Sean chuckled. 
 
    "Not tonight," Peg agreed and yawned, "or is it this morning? But soon." 
 
    "Very soon," Sean agreed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Bad Penny 
 
      
 
    "Over two hundred of our best, and you mean to tell me they're all dead?" Robert Spencer yelled at the others as he paced back and forth in his office. "What the hell happened up there? And why the hell were they running around with the Vestibulum, of all people, leading them!" 
 
    "They're not all dead, Robert," his wife Brenda said from the seat she was sitting in. As the only woman in the room, she stood out, but no one ever doubted her right to be here. She was just as tough as her husband, and at times like this, perhaps the only person he would listen to. 
 
    "They're not?" Robert said, turning to look at her. 
 
    "They've been able to scry a hundred and thirty or so of them." 
 
    "So why doesn't somebody go get them?" 
 
    "Because they're in the mountains, moving west over rough terrain, well away from any roads. Then of course, there's what happened at the council house while most of the men were off on this harebrained stunt." 
 
    Robert grumbled at that. "Don't remind me! All the Sacramento lycans taken away by one of those damn lion's raiding parties, leaving us with six of our members now in the hospital, two of those in a coma, and one dead! What in the hell was Smith thinking up there?" 
 
    "Tobias, the Vestibulum leader, was humiliated by the lion's people when they took his lycans. Apparently all the rest were equally incensed. The Ascendants were already planning on a strike and were more than willing to ally for the purposes of stopping the slave rebellion in Reno once and for all. 
 
    "So Smith figured he'd bring up the rear and bring enough firepower and manpower to mop up after the Vestibulum and the Ascendants had softened them up for him. He brought all his biggest guns and almost as many people as the other two had committed, in case of foul play."  
 
    Brenda shook her head. "I've talked to his wife and the two senior members who stayed behind. They all left at midnight, over five hundred of them, and that was it. It wasn't until they were raided early this morning that they started to suspect something had gone wrong." 
 
    "What about the Vestibulum? The Ascendance?" Robert asked. 
 
    Atticus Cortland spoke up, "No one from the Vestibulum has returned, and they sent every man eighteen and over that they had who could still fight. The Ascendance sent over a hundred; none of them have come back, either." 
 
    "What happened when they got to Reno?" 
 
    "They never got to Reno," Jim Hicks said. "I called up Richard Sorother, and he sent men out to comb the city and even skirt the area around the compound that lion set up on the outskirts of town. Everything's normal, no sign of combat, nothing. Best anyone can tell, they never made it." 
 
    "I think we should ask our resident expert, Rob," Brenda said. 
 
    "I don't trust him," Robert said with a shake of his head. "He showed up here last week claiming to know all about this 'kid' from Reno." 
 
    "Well, Sorother did vouch for him." 
 
    "Sorother's married to his daughter; of course he'd vouch for him." 
 
    "Still, what have we got to lose?"  
 
    Robert gave a heavy sigh of defeat. "Fine. Go get him." 
 
    Brenda got up and left the room, coming back almost immediately with Sam Wilston. Robert wasn't surprised; Brenda always thought ahead, if she thought she might need somebody, they'd be waiting on the other side of the door until called. 
 
    "Robert," Sam smiled and gave a small bow, "I understand there's been a bit of a problem?" 
 
    "Your lion-boy hit Sacramento last night." 
 
    "That's not all I've heard," Sam said with a slight frown. "Something about an attack force that's gone missing?" 
 
    "First I want to hear your opinion on the attack on our people in Sacramento." 
 
    Sam spread his hands. "The kid thinks he's the messiah of the lycans, and unfortunately for us, they believe him." 
 
    "And why would they do that?" 
 
    "Because werelions are rare. I talked to one of the scholars over at the Eruditio council on the other side of town before I showed up here. I've also talked to our own scholars. None have ever been captured, at least that we know of, and they're rare, incredibly rare it seems.  
 
    "This kid got bit by one when Harkins sent his hired thugs to bring him in and peel him like an onion." 
 
    "And why would Harkins do that?" Robert asked. 
 
    "Twelve years ago, the kid's father, probably the most brilliant enchanter who ever lived, invented a way to protect lycans from silver. We didn't know he'd been successful at the time, but word got out about what he was trying to do, and Harkins had him assassinated. 
 
    "Unfortunately, he hired an old-school mob hitman who was very big on the 'no women and children' thing. So the kid had a geas put on him, and the mom swore never to get involved in magic again. Then Harkins got an itch and thought the kid's dad had managed to leave him a legacy for when he turned twenty-one, so he broke the oath he'd sworn to the conclave. 
 
    "Anyway, to make a long story short, the kid got bit, I guess breaking the oath destroyed the geas, and the kid got his hands on his old man's notes as well as a working model of the device. 
 
    "The kid then decided to finish his old man's work and started freeing the lycans." 
 
    "Isn't that a lot for a kid to take on?" Keith asked. 
 
    "He's just a figurehead. The real brains of the outfit are on the lycan fellowship. They've got a crafty old wolf bitch by the name of Claudia, and even our friendly sheriff from Vegas shows up to help out from time to time." 
 
    Robert heard Atticus swear softly at the mention of Sheriff Channing. 
 
    "When they hit us in Reno, the kid was incensed with Roger for killing some wolves and sending us to steal his father's notes; he was so distracted I was able to slip out the back without being seen." 
 
    "Yes, about that," Robert said, "I heard Roger was rather upset with you? Something about you trying to take the notes he'd sent you to steal for himself?" 
 
    Sam smiled. "I was hoping to unlock the secrets myself, kill the kid, replace Roger, and take over Reno myself." 
 
    Robert nodded thoughtfully. "That's what I was led to believe. Not a very compelling reason for me to trust you now, is it?" 
 
    "Roger was planning to use the secrets in the book to kill you, Robert. He'd been lusting after your seat for years now, and I find it hard to believe you didn't know that." 
 
    Sam glanced over at Brenda when he said it and saw her give a small nod of confirmation. 
 
    "So," Sam continued, "yes, I was going to kill Roger, and that perverted bastard Charles, as well. And before you condemn me, let me remind you that when Roger caught me, rather than punish me or kill me, he had me whip my daughters. He was going to have me whip them to death." 
 
    Sam looked over at Brenda. "Excuse me for saying this, but I didn't really care about my daughters all that much. Richard Sorother offered Roger his loyalty and then some for my oldest, but Roger passed on that because he was more interested in some sick perverted fantasy than even his own power. 
 
    "If I'd let him use that book, he wouldn't have used it for the betterment of the council. He and Charles would have used it to fulfill their own perverted desires. Hell, I'm fairly certain that Richard killed Charles rather than let that monster take over and claimed the lion did it to cover himself.  
 
    "So yes, I'm a self-centered opportunist, just like everyone else in this room. But I never put myself before the Council of Gradatim. Not once, not ever. I wanted Roger gone because he was a blight on all of us. 
 
    "I know the lion, or rather his 'people', hit Sacramento. They took everybody, with minimal loss of life on our side, and left. That's his method. He doesn't want a war with us because he knows he'll lose. Now why don't you tell me about the rest of it?" 
 
    Robert looked at Sam; the man looked as confident as ever, even after admitting that killing his own daughters wouldn't have mattered a damn to him. It took balls to admit to something like that, and Robert had been keeping an eye on Roger McConnell for the last sixteen years, ever since he took charge of the Reno chapter. He hadn't trusted that perverted bastard an inch. The stories of the things he and his friend had gotten up to were not the kind to engender trust; he was definitely the worst of them. 
 
    "Over two hundred magic uses from our Sacramento Council, led by the entire Vestibulum council and a large percentage of the Ascendance Council, drove to Reno last night to put an end to your lion-boy and his slave rebellion. 
 
    "They never arrived." 
 
    Sam nodded. "Sounds about par for the course these days." 
 
    "So what do you think happened?" 
 
    "Treachery would be my first and biggest guess. I think we can all agree the kid doesn't have the numbers to take on five hundred magic users who were armed and ready for a war, right?" 
 
    Sam looked around the room; they were all looking thoughtful. 
 
    "The kid's lucky, I'll give you that, and he appears to know something about magic. But it's not him, it's his allies, it's the others telling him what to do. As soon as the kid loses his temper, he acts rashly and abruptly. He loses all control. 
 
    "My guess is, either the Ascendance members who were there took the opportunity to get a little payback for what happened to their people in Reno, and our people got caught up in the fight, or Sapientia heard through their spies about the attack and they set up an ambush." 
 
    "Why would Sapientia want to do that?" Brenda asked. 
 
    "Power. Pure and simple. They're riding this kid back into the limelight. I wouldn't be at all surprised if they were the real power behind his little throne. They sided with the kid early on in the fight, pulling out of the local conclave, plus the Reno Sapientia Council's niece is now one of the kid's women." 
 
    "Wait, what?" Robert said, looking shocked. 
 
    "You didn't know that?" Sam said, looking around at the others, who were all shaking their heads. 
 
    "Huh. His daughter is a complete slut. One of those tantric witches that goes around leaching off all the magic users in the area. Well, I guess she likes getting freaky with the animals, because she hooked up with him and has been with him ever since." 
 
    Robert stopped pacing a moment and thought about what Sam had just told him. 
 
    "You're dismissed, but don't leave the compound without telling someone where you're going. I think we're going to need your input once we decide on a plan." 
 
    Sam smiled and nodded. He was back! He had them on the hook. All he needed to do now was help them solve this little problem and somewhere, possibly even here, a council seat would open up for him once more. 
 
    "I'll do that, Robert," Sam said, and giving another small bow, he left the room, closing the door behind him. 
 
    "You know what I'm thinking?" Robert said to the others while looking at the door Sam had just gone through. 
 
    "That he's still a self-serving bastard?" Brenda snorted. 
 
    "Oh, he's all that, alright!" Robert laughed. "But no. Who told everyone about the Vestibulum attack on the Ascendance?" 
 
    "Sapientia," Brenda replied. 
 
    "What if they were lying? What if the lycans did it, and Sapientia just covered for them to incite everyone against the Vestibulum so they could make their own power play? What if this isn't a slave rebellion at all, but just window dressing for their return to power?" 
 
    "I find it hard to believe that Sapientia could set all that up," Keith said. 
 
    "I'm not saying that they did," Robert admitted, "but what if it just fell into their laps? They offer to back the lycan movement for independence, supply the kid with money, magic, intelligence, and leadership advice. It would explain where he's getting all those items from. Sapientia has a lot of skilled magic users, and they've always been close to Eruditio.  
 
    "I've met Troy, the man who runs the Sapientia in Reno. He's a cagey old fox with a lot of experience. It's not the kind of thing I'd put past him. I wouldn't be surprised if he set his niece on the kid in an attempt to gain some control over him.  
 
    "After all, look at what happened. The Vestibulum launched an attack on the Sacramento Sapientia council to wipe them out. Kind of strange to just happen out of the blue, right? Unless it was payback for what happen in Reno.  
 
    "The attack then fails because of Sapientia's lycan allies, so Tobias launches an attack on Reno and immediately gets slapped down? And who ends up in power in both Reno and Sacramento?" 
 
    "I don't know," Brenda said, "it still sounds a little too perfect for me." 
 
    "But it has that annoying ring of truth to it," Atticus said, shaking his head. "Even if that's not the way it happened, I agree with Sam that the kid is probably just a figurehead. Which leads to the question of just who is pulling the strings?" 
 
    Robert nodded. "Just who indeed?" 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Gary's stomach grumbled as he walked. He'd been carrying Dave for the last hour. His other friend, Steve, had followed him when he picked Dave up and started walking, and the two of them had been passing Dave back and forth every hour or so. 
 
    Dave himself had passed out, but he wasn't dead, and for all that Gary was no longer happy about having to carry him, with all the dead they'd left behind, he'd rather be stuck carrying his friend than burying him. 
 
    "What's that?" Steve said, pointing up ahead. 
 
    "Looks like boxes," Gary said with a grunt. Only a few people were in front of them; most were strung out behind, either carrying wounded, injured themselves, tired, or just too shell shocked to do anything but follow somebody else. 
 
    "Hey! It's food!" one of the people who'd gotten there first yelled. 
 
    "Shit," Gary swore. 
 
    "What?" Steve said. "It's food!"  
 
    "Yeah, and why the hell are they feeding us?" 
 
    "Umm…" 
 
    "Exactly," Gary said. "Look, run up there, grab enough food for both of us, and something for Dave if he should wake up, then keep going another couple hundred yards, then wait for me to catch up. We can eat while we walk." 
 
    "Okay," Steve said and, picking up his pace, he got to the food quickly. Gary, however got passed by dozens of people who, having heard the cry of 'food', ran up to the piled boxes, grabbed as much as they could carry, then ran off a couple of yards to sit down and eat what they'd gotten. By the time he got to the pile of boxes, it looked like a third had been grabbed already, though there were only twenty people there, at most. 
 
    "Gary! Take a load off!" one of the other Gradatim members, Tim, said with a laugh. 
 
    "Take my advice, Tim," Gary said as he slowly plodded by with Dave on his back. "Take only what you need, and get the hell out of here." 
 
    "Why? We got here first!"  
 
    "Yeah, we out number 'em!" Jack, another member, said. 
 
    "Not anymore we don't, and if you guys can't recognize a trap, well, fuck you. I gotta get Dave to a hospital before he dies. But I'll be sure to tell your mothers you died from stupidity!" 
 
    Gary didn't even bother to look back and see what they were doing, he could see Steve up ahead, and Steve was eating as he was waiting for Gary to catch up. 
 
    "Any of them following us?" Gary asked when he finally caught up with Steve. 
 
    "About half of them. Tim, that asshole, is still stuffing his face." 
 
    "Figures. Once you're done eating, would you mind carrying Dave for a while so I can eat too?" 
 
    "Yeah, not a problem. And oh, wow, looks like the Ass-ends are starting to catch up, and from the way they're tearing into everything, I don't think the Vestibules are gonna have anything to eat when they get there." 
 
    "Oh, fuck, they didn't," Gary swore. 
 
    "They didn't what?"  
 
    "They only left enough food for us to fight over. Shit, we better pick up the pace before the rest get here. I don't want to be around for what happens next!" 
 
      
 
    William got to the food while there was still a good bit of it left. It was all in silver packages, and grabbing two of them, he sat down next to some of the other Ascendance members who were already eating.  
 
    Ripping the bag open, there were two food bars inside, so he stuck one in his mouth and chewed. By the time he'd finished the first bar, almost all the boxes of food were empty, but there were still people coming up to them.  
 
    It wasn't much longer before the boxes were empty, but there were still people showing up, and when they didn't find anything, they immediately started to look around. Those who were with the Ascendance came over to stand near where William was sitting. With a sigh, he ripped open the second bag and, breaking the two bars in half, he shared it with four of them.  
 
    Those who weren't with the Ascendance went over to the people who were sitting by themselves, or in smaller groups. 
 
    "Give me that," an older man William had never seen before said to a young man sitting down eating. 
 
    "Fuck you, old man, I got here first!" 
 
    The older man pointed at the younger man and cast a spell, splitting the young man's head open and killing him. 
 
    "No, fuck…" the older man was suddenly hit with a barrage of spells by two other young men, and he fell over, quite dead. 
 
    "Shield spells!" William yelled and cast a defensive spell as a sudden free-for-all erupted around them. 
 
    "Kill the Vestis! They got us into this!" someone yelled, and just like that, everyone turned on the stragglers, who William assumed were the Vestis, and started hitting them with all sorts of attacks; someone cast a fireball that killed four of them on the spot.  
 
    A few of them turned and tried to run, but people were now throwing rocks at them, having spent what little mana they'd gotten back since last night.  
 
    "Hold off," William hissed, "save your magic!"  
 
    Several of the others sitting with him looked at him a little strangely, but they appeared to follow his order anyway.  
 
    As the others seemed to be out of magic now, the stragglers who had run away turned back around and come back. 
 
    "Get up!" William said as he scrambled to his own feet. "Close ranks! Stop anyone who comes near us!" 
 
    Several of the stragglers came at William's group, but when the first one got hit with an ice bolt and backed off, screaming, the rest turned to the other smaller groups and singletons and attacked them again. Unfortunately for the stragglers, there really wasn't any food left at all, as everyone had started to eat faster when the fighting started, and the stragglers were all the weakest and the slowest. 
 
    It was survival of the fittest, played out right before William's eyes. By the time the fight was over, there were over thirty dead bodies on the ground, and most of the survivors were already moving on, heading west once more. 
 
    William looked around at his group; there were seventy of them, and they were all looking at him now. 
 
    "Listen to me. We need to get moving. We need to stick together. Together we can make it back home. That's what we all want, right? Home. The next time we find one of these, we take what we need and keep moving. If there isn't enough, we give it to the people who are carrying the wounded. I don't think a few days without food is gonna kill me, so from here on, I'll give mine to whoever needs it.  
 
    "But let's not act like those Vestibulum guys did. We're better than that, right?" 
 
    Everyone nodded, and there were several muted 'right!' comments from the others. 
 
    "Let's go." 
 
      
 
    "So, kill the kid, or let him live?" Demon asked Hunter as he looked through his scope at the Ascendance kid who seemed to be their new leader. 
 
    "If we kill 'im, it'll just refocus their anger on us," Hunter said, looking through his own scope at the group as they headed west. "Ideally we want someone from Gradatim to take him out. I think the Vestis are done. How many of them are left now?" 
 
    "Maybe fifty, but almost all of them are the tail end Charlies now, and they missed getting any food, except for a group of about twenty who are up front with the Grads." 
 
    Hunter nodded. "I think I'll radio Oak and tell him to only put enough out for half of 'em. Let's turn the screws and see what they do next." 
 
    "How long before we let them rejoin civilization?" 
 
    "A couple more days, then we'll leave 'em to their own devices. They've barely made ten miles since last night; with the lack of food and our pushing them onto a rougher course, I think tomorrow they'll be lucky to make that much. Sean just wants to make sure they all hate each other more than they hate us." 
 
    Demon snickered at that. "I think they're already there." 
 
    "Yeah, me too," Hunter agreed, "but can't hurt to make sure, right?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sawyer's Antiquities 
 
      
 
    Sean glanced at the plastic boxes in the back of the van. They were big, and they were full. 
 
    They'd taken everything they thought they could use, but the truth was they needed money right now more than they needed magic items. Besides, how many wands of fireballs, sleep spells, paralyzation, and ice bolts did you really need? Not to mention all the low-level protection amulets and such they'd found.  
 
    Sitting in the back, his fingers toyed with an object in the cup holder. Looking down at it, he saw it was the small black rock with the beta symbol etched on it he'd take off the body of that Gradatim kid back in Vegas last week. With everything that had been going on, he'd forgotten all about it. He still had no clue at all what it was. He'd have to remember to bring it back to his workshop and take a closer look at it. It didn't feel magical, but it must have been important. 
 
    Slipping it into his pocket as Daelyn parked the van, he got out with the others and grabbed two of the boxes while Daelyn and Roxy each grabbed one, and they went inside. 
 
    "Why, if it isn't that most wonderful young man who always brings me such wonderful things! Along with his gorgeous and very talented wives. Daelyn, may the blessings of the earth be upon you. Roxy, I hope your family, and especially your father, is doing well. Jolene, you are as radiant as ever," and Sawyer added something in Goblin to Cali that made her smile brightly. 
 
    "Marx," Jolene said, "has your boss been into the hooch already today?" 
 
    Marx laughed, and Sawyer actually laughed along as well. "Nah, he's just happy." 
 
    "Tell me, Kid," Sawyer said, "how'd you do it? And how many of 'em did you kill? What was it like? Was it glorious?" 
 
    Sean set the boxes he was carrying on the left side of Sawyer's counter, one atop the other, while Daelyn put hers on the right side, and Roxy stacked hers on top of that. 
 
    "What are you talking about?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Ah! Playing coy!" Sawyer laughed again. "Well, you don't have to in here, Kid! Sorother from Gradatim has been driving all over town, and so has Thompson from the Ascendance! They're looking everywhere for something! And according to my spies, which are many, that something is over five hundred mages that left Sacramento late last night to administer an ass-whooping to you and yours, but which, oddly enough, was never delivered!  
 
    "So, tell me kid, whadja do to 'em? You can trust ole Sawyer, right?" 
 
    Sean shook his head and almost laughed. Sawyer's hate for magic users was without a doubt one of the constants in the universe. 
 
    "We ambushed them up on highway eighty, just east of the exit for Floristan; do you know the place?" 
 
    "No, but I think I'm gonna tonight when I go up there to do a dance on all their graves!" Sawyer laughed. "So, didja kill 'em all?" 
 
    Sean rolled his eyes. "You know we're trying to avoid a war here, right?" 
 
    "And how are they going to learn anything if they're dead?" Roxy added with a smirk. 
 
    "If you didn't kill 'em, where are they?" 
 
    "The survivors are walking home. And we've got a couple of squads following them to make sure they stay off the roads and well away from town," Sean said. 
 
    "The survivors?" Sawyer looked hopeful. "So you did kill some of them?" 
 
    "More like a lot!" Cali giggled. 
 
    Roxy nodded. "Around two hundred." 
 
    "Wait right here!" Sawyer said and ran off a moment, then came back with a bottle of something. 
 
    "This calls for a toast!" Sawyer then surprised them by setting out seven glasses. "Marx, get your butt over here and join us!" 
 
    "Damn, he is happy," Jolene noted as Sawyer poured some champaigne into each of the glasses. 
 
    "To putting those conceited bastards back in their place!" Sawyer said, and they raised their glasses and had a drink. 
 
    "Now! Tell me all about it!" Sawyer said as he set his glass down. 
 
    Sean shrugged and briefly described everything that had transpired the night before. 
 
    "And that's not even the best part," Daelyn told Sawyer with a wicked grin after Sean had finished. 
 
    "It gets better? How?" Sawyer asked, looking surprised. 
 
    "Sean is gonna have them leave food for them along the way back home, but only enough food to feed two thirds of them!" 
 
    Sawyer started laughing so hard he fell over. 
 
    "You okay back there, Boss?" Marx asked, looking over the counter. 
 
    "I'm fine! Fine! That's evil! Oh, on my grandfather's most crooked ass, I swear, Kid, don't ever let me piss you off! They'll be killing each other in no time!" 
 
    "Umm," Sean almost felt embarrassed about it, "that was kinda the general idea. If they hate each other more than they hate me, I don't have to worry about them trying this again." 
 
    Sawyer picked himself back up off the floor and, brushing off his pants, he laughed again. "Oh yeah, that'll do it. I thank the five goblin lords each and every night for splitting them up into so many groups and keeping them at each other's throats. So," Sawyer looked at the large boxes, "what can I do for you?" 
 
    Cali handed Sawyer a list. "This is an inventory of everything in the boxes." 
 
    Sawyer took the list with a nod and paged through it. "Wow, they were really packing a lot of stuff, weren't they?" 
 
    "This isn't even all of it. We kept a good bit of it for ourselves," Roxy told him. 
 
    Sawyer looked up then. "Hey, what'd you do with their cars?" 
 
    "We left them in a couple of different spots, why?" 
 
    "I gotta line on a couple of chop shops over in Sparks and Carson City," Sawyer said with a grin, "give me the locations and I'll split my take, fifty-fifty." 
 
    Sean shrugged. "Sure, why not." 
 
    "Gimme a map," Daelyn said, "and I'll mark 'em down for ya." 
 
    "Marx, get her a map! Then get yer butt back to work." 
 
    "Sure thing, Boss!" Marx said and Daelyn followed him over to another counter. 
 
    "It's gonna take me a while to put a value on all this, there's a lot here. Moving it will probably take a while, too," Sawyer said, flipping through the pages. "But I can front you a half million, cash, no problem. That rhodium you had dropped off here yesterday sold this morning." 
 
    "You didn't flood the market, did you?" Jolene asked. 
 
    Sawyer snorted, "Stuff's going to Nighthome. One of my cousins back in the old world needs it for a project of his. He was so happy to get his hands on it, he paid spot and even covered shipping. So if you get any more, let me know."  
 
    Jolene smiled. "I should have known better." 
 
    "Ya, you should. Honestly, Jo, honey, you wound me sometimes!" Sawyer said with a wink. 
 
    Sean had put his hand in his pocket while they were talking and found the stone again. Pulling it out, he rolled it around in his hand, then on a whim, he set it on Sawyer's counter. 
 
    "Hey, Sawyer, ever see one of these before?" 
 
    "Whoa! Get back!" Sawyer said and took a step away from the counter. "Where the hell did you find that?" 
 
    "Got it off of a dead magic user in Vegas," Sean said, looking at him. "Right after I killed him. What is it?" 
 
    "What's the letter on it? Is it an Alpha, a Beta, or a Zeta?" 
 
    "Beta, why?" 
 
    Sawyer gave a heavy sigh of relief. "Don't scare me like that, Kid!" 
 
    "So you know what it is?" 
 
    "Course I do! It's a recall stone." 
 
    "A recall stone? What's it let you recall?" Sean asked, looking at it. 
 
    "You trigger it and it goes to where the alpha stone is, taking whoever or whatever is attached with it. Usually into a nice guarded room, if you're not stupid." 
 
    "What's the zeta do?" 
 
    "Same thing, only you can use the alpha stone to recall the zeta ones." 
 
    "Huh, how come I don't sense any magic off of it?" Sean asked. "Is it dead?" 
 
    "They're meant to be hidden, as in swallowed or stuck up your butt or something," Sawyer said with a distasteful look. "So if you could detect 'em, it'd give 'em away. 
 
    "You say you got it off a dead magic user?" 
 
    "Yeah, we got into a bit of a fight, and he almost killed me. He was grabbing for this in his pocket when I broke his neck. I wonder why he didn't trigger it?" 
 
    "Was he bleeding?" 
 
    Sean stopped a moment and thought about it, the kid hadn't been bleeding at all. 
 
    "No, why?" 
 
    "'Cause it takes blood to trigger it. The person who invented these figured if you weren't bleeding, you weren't in trouble. So be careful handling it. Unless you want to end up where the other one is." 
 
    "Huh, any way to find out where that is?" 
 
    "Spin it," Sawyer said. 
 
    "Spin it?" 
 
    "It'll come to a stop with the beta facing towards the alpha stone." 
 
    "Really?"  
 
    Sawyer nodded. "They were made for spies and assassins back during Greek times, when a number of the nobles from some of the city-states got wind of the magic users' existence and started trying to either enslave 'em or kill 'em.  
 
    "The problem with 'em is you have no idea how many beta stones are linked to the alpha. You can call the zeta stones back, if they haven't been destroyed, but having one of these now is more of a liability than a bonus." 
 
    "Huh." Sean nodded and, picking it up, he put it back in his pocket. He'd have to find a safe spot to keep it in his workshop. 
 
    "Who was the magic user?" 
 
    "Somebody important, obviously," Sean said. "I suspect this either went back to his home or to his council house." 
 
    "Well, if they were smart, it'll take you into someplace where you'd be stuck until someone else let you out. I wouldn't recommend using it, Kid." 
 
    Sean nodded. "I don't plan on it." 
 
    "Wise. Now give me a minute to get your money." 
 
    "Any idea why Sawyer hates magic users so much?" Roberta asked Jolene when Sawyer went to the back. 
 
    "Not a clue," Jolene said with a shrug and looked over at Roxy. 
 
    "Don't look at me," Roxy said. "Until you introduced us, I'd never actually met him." 
 
    "Well, I need to get back to work on the tag machine," Sean told them, "and I'm sure you all have things to do." 
 
    "Actually," Roxy said with a grin, "I was thinking of doing you…" 
 
    Jolene smiled suggestively and nodded. "You know, I was having that very same thought." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Taking Notice  
 
      
 
    Director Kensington looked at the clock; it was after three. On a Friday, that meant quitting time for most bureaucrats. Carl, however, had asked for a few minutes of his time, and as he'd approved Carl's request to look further into what was going on in Nevada, he had an obligation to hear his reports. 
 
    "Director?" Carl said with a knock on the open door. 
 
    "Come on in, Carl, and close the door behind you." 
 
    "Thank you, Sir." 
 
    Carl came over and handed him a bound report with the highest security ranking the agency dealt with stamped on the cover. 
 
    "Sir," Carl said with a heavy sigh, "it's worse than we thought." 
 
    "What? I'm not sure I'm following you, Carl. Take a seat and explain yourself." 
 
    "Thanks, Sir," Carl said and dropped into a seat. "I've been talking with my son…" 
 
    "Wait, you told your son about this? Isn't that a bit irregular, Carl?" Kensington said, looking at Carl in surprise. 
 
    "Actually, Sir, he was telling me about this. It's all in there, Sir. It's the lycans; they're revolting, and not only are they revolting, they're using GoFundMe to raise the money to cover their revolt while talking about it on Facebook!" 
 
    "They're talking about it? Openly?" Kensington said as he opened the report and looked at the contents.  
 
    "They're claiming it's some kind of role playing game, and that they're having such a trip at it, they want to raise money to put out a series of novels. Maybe even get it illustrated." 
 
    "And who is running this?" 
 
    "One Sean Valens. Copies of his Facebook page are on page six. Everything I could pull on him is on page eight." 
 
    Kensington flipped to page eight. There was a driver's license photo, which was a few years out of date. A college ID photo that was newer. A bunch of job listings, apparently the kid had worked as a busboy or dishwasher at half the casinos and restaurants in Reno, and quite a few other menial jobs as well.  
 
    "So he's a student at the state university?" 
 
    "Was, he dropped out suddenly midway through the last semester. Coincidentally, all of the terror attacks we'd been seeing around that part of town also stopped when he did." 
 
    "You think he was behind them?" 
 
    "I think he was the target, Sir. I started reading some of the notes on the story. It says the campaign is about a powerful werelion that leads his fellow lycans out of the centuries of slavery they've been held in by the evil magic users, with the help of the good magic users and the gods. Half of it reads almost like they're sending messages to people to let them know they're coming." 
 
    "So you think this Sean is the werelion we saw in Vegas?" 
 
    "I put in a request for all mentions of the word 'lion' on any cellphones in Reno. I also asked them to give me all of Sean Valens' calls for the last two weeks, and guess what?" 
 
    "Encrypted?" 
 
    "Yup, and he's pulled the GPS chip in his phone, which I suspect is hardly ever on, seeing how rarely he uses it, but there was one call from Las Vegas back to Reno two days before the incident at the casinos." 
 
    "Well that's interesting. So the lycans are rising up against their masters at last, are they?" 
 
    "Apparently, Sir. This morning, that search on the word 'lion' pulled up two phone calls, one from Sacramento, the other from Los Angeles. The first was from a known member of the Ascendants to a member of the Ascendants in Reno. We learned two things from it; the first is, there has apparently been a huge shakeup in the Reno organization. The second is, apparently a number of people on their way to Reno went missing." 
 
    "And the other call?" 
 
    "It was from the Gradatim headquarters to one of their Reno council members again; there's been a change in organization there, as well, and the person in LA was demanding to know just how you lose five hundred people on the road between Sacramento and Reno." 
 
    "You think this Sean ambushed a shipment of lycans?" 
 
    "Sir, he said 'people', the mages don't call lycans 'people'. Not ever. They're lycans or they're animals. They call us 'mundanes'. The only people that are actual 'people' to them are other magic users." 
 
    Carl shook his head. "Sir, I think there's a war on, and I think that some five hundred mages got killed last night." 
 
    Kensington whistled at that and shook his head. "I think I'd better reach out to our friends over in the Sapientia council and ask for a meeting. You're on call from this point forward, Carl. I'm going to want you at that meeting." 
 
    Carl's eyes widened. "Me, Sir?" 
 
    "Yes, you're leading this project now; put everything else on hold or give it to someone else. I want you to learn everything you can about this Sean Valens. I want to know what's been going on in Reno. And while you're at it, see what the archives have on lions. I don't recall ever hearing about them before." 
 
    Carl nodded. "Yes, Sir. I'll get right on it." 
 
    "Hope I didn't ruin your weekend on you. Do a good job, and I promise you a jump when the promotion cycle comes around." 
 
    Carl nodded and stood. "Anything else, Sir?" 
 
    "Start working on a briefing for the President. If there actually is a war going on, we're going to have to tell him about it. Sooner rather than later." 
 
    Carl nodded. "Of course, Sir." 
 
    "Dismissed." 
 
    Carl turned and, opening the door, left the office. 
 
    Sliding the lower left side desk drawer open, Kensington got out the small metal box that was in it, and running his thumb over the scanner for the lock, he opened it and pulled out the small book  inside.  
 
    Opening it up, he looked at one of the numbers on the inside cover, one he hadn't called in over a year. Picking up the phone, he dialed it. 
 
    "Who's calling, please?" a woman with a pleasant voice asked. 
 
    "This is Director Vincent Kensington of the United States Secret Service. Can I speak to Duncan Roberts, please?" 
 
    "Sure Director, one moment please." 
 
    A few seconds later a man answered. 
 
    "Vincent! How nice of you to call, it has been a while, hasn't it?" 
 
    "Yes, Duncan, it has. I was wondering if we could perhaps remedy that and catch up a bit." 
 
    "Why, I'd be delighted. What were you thinking?" 
 
    "Oh, say dinner, tonight?" 
 
    "Tonight? I think my wife is going to kill me!" Duncan's voice laughed over the phone. "But I'm sure you have your reasons. Tonight, eight o'clock. How many should I be expecting?" 
 
    "Just two." 
 
    "Splendid. We'll be looking forward to it." 
 
    "Thanks Duncan," Kensington said and hung up the phone. Then he dialed the number for Carl's desk. 
 
    "Yes, Sir?" 
 
    "Get something semi-formal to wear, we're meeting them tonight. If you don't have a suit handy, draw on petty cash; don't worry, I'll cover it. We'll be leaving here in," he looked at the clock and tried to compute how long the rush hour traffic would add to their trip, "three hours." 
 
    "On it, Sir." 
 
    Kensington hung up the phone and, staring at it, he wondered how deep a hole he was about to jump into tonight. 
 
      
 
    "Vincent, how nice to see you again. Who's your friend?" Duncan Roberts said, meeting them both at the door and shaking hands with Kensington. 
 
    "This is Carl Sykes, he's one of my analysts. Carl, this is Duncan Roberts, the leader of the Council of Sapientia for the North American Continent." 
 
    "Good evening, Sir," Carl said while shaking hands. 
 
    "Please, call me Duncan! Now come, let's go inside; I'll introduce you to my lovely wife, and we can all be seated." 
 
    "Of course," Kensington agreed.  
 
    Duncan introduced them to his wife, Carol, then everyone found their seats and the first course for dinner was served by a young woman in a stylish waitress outfit.  
 
    Kensington looked at the servant and wondered if she was a lycan? He'd never really thought about it before, but now? Now he was curious. 
 
    "You know, Duncan, this is quite good," Carl said as they started in on the appetizers. "My eldest is thinking of becoming a chef, may I ask where your cook studied?" 
 
    "Actually," Duncan's wife blushed, "I made the appetizers, though Jamie, our cook, is making the rest of the meal." 
 
    "Really, Carol?" Carl said, looking surprised. "I was under the impression that, well," Carl shrugged and looked a little embarrassed. 
 
    "Before I got married and ended up here," Carol said, "I used to cook quite a lot. With the way things have been going of late, I've decided it might be best to start learning again. While Jamie swears he'd never leave us, I do think he appreciates my help in the kitchen," Carol laughed then, "at least he hasn't banished me from it, unlike certain other people," and she winked at her husband, who had the good graces to look mildly abashed.  
 
    Kensington silently thanked Carl for the opening. "And just how are things going of late?" 
 
    "Interesting times are here, Vincent," Duncan said. "Very interesting, which of course is the reason for your visit tonight, I'm sure. Though I must admit, many of the others will be surprised your government has caught on so quickly." 
 
    "We do try to keep up," Kensington said, "even if our official policy is to remain uninvolved." 
 
    "A policy I suspect some of you don't agree with, in regard to certain practices, I'm sure," Duncan replied. 
 
    Kensington shrugged. 'It's not my place to speak to those things, I'm only here because of what we've been seeing lately, and it has aroused a great deal of interest among my own superiors." 
 
    Duncan nodded. "Where would you like me to begin?" 
 
    "I think the most pressing question right now is what happened in the mountains west of Reno last night?" 
 
    Duncan sighed and set his fork down, the servant moving in to clear his plate away. 
 
    "In order to explain that, I need to explain a few other things first. You see, the case has been made to the Council of Sapientia that both the financial and ethical cases for continuing to keep lycans as slaves are faulty. After some debate, we were forced to agree with that logic by the evidence shown, mostly from our friends over at Eruditio, though there were some outside influences as well." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "And we not only freed all our slaves, but as the keepers of the traditions of all magic users, we rewrote our traditions to make it clear that slavery was no longer an acceptable practice, by any of the councils, or any magic user." 
 
    "What about the servants? The cook?" Carl asked. 
 
    "They're now paid, we even have a benefits plan, and they're free to come and go as they wish, even to quit and seek employment elsewhere. Some have." 
 
    "But not Jaime or Selwyn here, thank god!" Carol said with a smile. 
 
    "Then why is there a slave revolt going on?" Carl pressed. 
 
    "Because, unfortunately, we only write the traditions, we do not yet have the power to enforce them." 
 
    "Yet?" Kensington prompted. 
 
    "Since the Vestibulum came to power several hundred years ago, they have always used their greater number of lycans as their key to keeping it. Mainly because the number of their own magic users, as well as their skills in magic, wasn't as great as ours. With their lycans being taken away from them now, however, Sapientia is once more returning to the position of power we have held over the others for over a thousand years.  
 
    "The problem, of course, is that the Vestibulum, as well as Gradatim and the Ascendance, are not willingly setting their lycan slaves free." 
 
    "So others are doing it for them?" Kensington prompted. 
 
    "A polite way of putting it, but yes." Duncan nodded. 
 
    "So, what happened last night?" 
 
    "In a rather surprising move, the Ascendance and the Vestibulum councils in Sacramento banded together to go to Reno and wipe out the man leading the lycans. Even the Gradatim members joined in, though they haven't lost any of their lycans yet. Maybe they thought they'd avoid the issue by helping out. 
 
    "In either case, they were ambushed in the mountains, and the survivors are now being forced to walk home." 
 
    "Survivors? That doesn't sound good." 
 
    "No, it doesn't, and it isn't. The lycans have been trying to avoid bloodshed in this, though it has cost their side greatly to do so. Hundreds of them have died in the last few months, but very few magic users have had to pay that price. Last night was a warning. I've been told by a reliable source that they could have easily killed them all, but chose not to." 
 
    "And the silence?" 
 
    "Is being maintained. The leader of the lycans has been working with us to do so." 
 
    Carl spoke up then as Selwyn was setting his salad in front of him, having cleared the appetizers from the table. 
 
    "What makes lions so special?" 
 
    "They're our gods," Selwyn said, then blushed, glancing over at Duncan. "Sorry." 
 
    Duncan smiled. "It's okay." 
 
    "Gods?" Carl asked. 
 
    Duncan nodded. "Apparently. I'm not so sure I understand it myself. Our man in Reno, along with the local Eruditio leader there, has been doing a good bit of research and investigation into the matter." 
 
    "That would be Sean Valens?" Carl asked. 
 
    "Bravo!" Duncan said, raising his wine glass. "I must say I am impressed. It took us quite a bit longer to realize that he was indeed the man in charge of all of this." 
 
    "But he's only twenty-one, barely more than a teenager." 
 
    "But he's a lion," Duncan told them. 
 
    "And that matters?" Kensington asked, curious. 
 
    "Apparently it matters a great deal more than any of us ever realized. You see, the lycans have a saying: 'What one lion knows, they all know'." 
 
    "That is a curious saying. Any idea what it means?" 
 
    "It means exactly that. They all talk to each other, and they share everything. Just how they do that, however, remains a mystery. The lions also claim the lycans are their children, that they created them, and they have now decided to 'remove them from our service', unless of course they're working for us willingly." 
 
    "That's quite a claim," Kensington said and started in on his salad. 
 
    "It's been driving our scholars mad," Duncan laughed, "however, our friends over at Eruditio are inclined to believe them, and well, to be honest, they do seem to have the ability to back it up." 
 
    "What about their susceptibility to silver?" Carl asked. 
 
    "Apparently Mr. Valens has found a cure for that." 
 
    "What!" Kensington said, looking up from his salad, shocked. 
 
    "He's invented a magical device that, when worn, protects a lycan from all of the effects of silver. I've been trying to get my hands on some for our staff here, but apparently the demand has been outstripping the supply." 
 
    "And it works? You're sure about that?" 
 
    Duncan nodded. "Very, several of our council leaders out west have already bought them for their own staff." 
 
    Kensington nodded, that was definitely something to think about. 
 
      
 
    "That went well," Kensington said to Carl as they drove back to the office. 
 
    "Yes, Sir, it did," Carl agreed. 
 
    "Carl, call me Vincent. I'm promoting you to the head of lycan affairs, effective immediately." 
 
    "Lycan affairs?" Carl blinked, there was no such department as 'lycan affairs'. 
 
    "If they're splitting off from the magic users, and they now have a leader, we need to learn all we can about them, and watch them just like we do with the magic users and their councils." 
 
    "Yes," Carl paused a moment, "Vincent." 
 
    "You'll get used to it. Especially once I kick you up a few GS levels. I'll expect regular briefings every Thursday at ten. Let me know who you need on staff, and I'll see about getting you some office space, though that'll probably take a few weeks." 
 
    Carl nodded. "I'll get it organized, Vincent." 
 
    "I'm sure you will." Kensington nodded. 
 
    Carl leaned back into the seat and smiled. A promotion! That meant a raise in pay! Looked like his daughter was going to that fancy cooking school after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Saturday Morning 
 
      
 
    Gary shivered in the cold mountain air. Last night had been educational, to put it mildly. It had gotten cold, not below freezing, but not much warmer than that, he was sure. He and Steve had found a good spot to hole up for the night, along with several dozen other Gradatim members, before sunset. 
 
    By the time the sun had set, there were over a hundred of them, and they'd huddled together for warmth. Dave had woken up, and Gary gave him all the food he'd gotten at the last food drop, which had looked even smaller than the previous one. They'd learned their lesson from that last one, however; they took what they needed, then split. Gary had passed the word to leave off eating until tonight, and most of them had listened. 
 
    "So now what?" Steve asked. 
 
    "We keep going, that's what," Gary told him. 
 
    "I can't believe you guys haven't stumbled across civilization yet," Dave said from behind Gary. Gary had to admit it was a lot easier carrying Dave now that he was conscious. A couple of the guys had donated their belts so they could make a harness, which also made carrying Dave easier. 
 
    "We got a lot of 'encouragement' over which way to go last night," Gary grumbled. "I suspect they drove us deeper into the mountains." 
 
    Dave snorted. "There isn't any 'deeper into the mountains' up here. We're not far from Donner Pass, and there's ski resorts and shit all over the place up here." 
 
    "Well we did cross a road that first night," Steve said. "Wasn't any traffic on it, though." 
 
    "We went under a second one too," Gary said. 
 
    "We did?" 
 
    "Yeah, you were carrying Dave at the time." 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    "But we haven't seen a road since," Gary said. "We've been stuck in this valley following the river." 
 
    "It's the American River," Dave said. 
 
    "What? Are you sure?" Steve said, surprised. 
 
    "Pretty sure. It's the only one nearby, and it's parkland all around it." 
 
    "Well at least we know where we're going," Gary said. 
 
    "Yeah, but the highway is a lot closer if we head north. We keep following this, and it's like eighty miles until we get to anything." 
 
    "I don't know if I want to try climbing up those mountains," Gary said, looking to either side of the river valley they were in. 
 
    "Well, eighty is north of us, and Forest Hill Road is south of us. The only question is which is closer." 
 
    "I really don't feel like getting lost in the woods," Steve said. "Right now, we know where we're going, and that there's food up ahead of us. Someplace." 
 
    "Steve's right," Gary said. "Maybe once the hills to either side of us aren't so bad, we can try climbing out. But for now, we'll keep following the river." 
 
    "Why don't we just stop someplace after the next food drop and send someone up the hillside to take a look?" Dave asked. 
 
    "Because there's a lot of people behind us I suspect are getting desperate, and I'd rather not get into a fight with them," Gary said. "They want us fighting each other, and I'd rather not oblige." 
 
    "Who wants us fighting?" 
 
    "The lycans, remember them?" Gary grunted. "Every once in a while, if you're looking up in the hills to either side of us, you'll see one of them, up high, watching us." 
 
    "I wonder why they just didn't kill all of us?" Steve asked. 
 
    "Obviously they didn't want to." 
 
    "But why?" 
 
    "Why don't you go up there and ask one?" Gary grumbled. Talking was not making his job of carrying Dave any easier right now, and he was starting to wish they'd all just shut up. 
 
    "Umm, maybe later…" 
 
      
 
    William looked at the food drop as they came to it. It was almost noon, judging from the position of the sun, and from the number of footprints on the ground, a lot of people had been here before them. He was pretty sure it was the Gradatim; they'd been at the back of the convoy, so it made sense that they were in front now. They'd also been the biggest group, and he was starting to suspect they had suffered the lightest casualties. 
 
    "Did they leave us anything?" William asked, panting, as he came up to the boxes. If nothing else, all this walking was definitely taking the fat off. William had been developing a spare tire of late; he figured it'd be gone by the time he got home. 
 
    "They only opened half the boxes," Jerry, who had been walking up ahead, said, looking at them. He turned to look at William as the others milled around. "Why'd they do that?" 
 
    "I don't know," William sighed, "maybe they want to be friends, maybe they don't blame us for what happened, or maybe they realized they don't want to play the game the lycans want us to. 
 
    "Whatever it is, let's be thankful and remember we owe them one. So how much is there?" 
 
    "Looks like enough for all of us," Jerry said. "Four boxes of twenty." 
 
    "Leave one box untouched, and divvy up the rest." 
 
    "You're going to leave some for the Vestibulum?" one of the others said, surprised. 
 
    "I've had enough of fighting and killing," William grumbled. "I just want to go home. The Grads did us a solid, let's try and do the same for the poor slobs behind us, okay?" 
 
    The others grumbled, but they did as he told them. When someone came and offered him food, William shook his head, though he was starving. 
 
    "I'm not carrying anybody, just my own fat ass. Give it to someone who needs it." 
 
    "You sure?" 
 
    "Yeah, I'm sure. We got wounded; the guys carrying them deserve it, not me." 
 
    William noticed that earned him a lot of looks. And while nobody else turned down their food, a lot of the others split theirs with one of the others. When they started walking again ten minutes later, there was almost a box and a half of rations left behind. 
 
      
 
    "Will you look at that," Demon said, "I think they've rediscovered their humanity!" 
 
    Hunter snorted. "And people say miracles don't happen anymore. How many of the Vestis are behind them?" 
 
    "Forty-eight. They lost three last night. They're moving pretty slowly. It'll be an hour before they get here." 
 
    "Well, this should bring them around." 
 
    "We gonna keep leaving half? Or cut it back some more and see if we can get them fighting again?" Demon asked with a grin. 
 
    "Let's leave enough for all of them at the next drop," Hunter said. "I wanna see what they do then." 
 
    Demon snickered. "Should we pat them on the head and tell them 'good dog'?" 
 
    Hunter laughed. "Don't tempt me, Demon, don't tempt me!" 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Sean yawned and stretched in bed; it was Saturday, it was late, and he really didn't want to go anywhere. But he still had the tag machine to work on, it wasn't going to enchant itself, after all, and the sooner he got that finished, the better his life would be. If Stewart ended up staying here, though Sean still wasn't sure how Peg had figured out how to turn magic users into lycans when it wasn't supposed to be possible, he'd teach Stewart his tarball trick, how to make lycan collars, and make his own life easier. 
 
    But only if Stewart became a lycan. Because he could then command Stewart not to spill any of his secrets, no matter what. 
 
    'I can do that right?' he asked. 
 
    'For something like that, I could. It's a bit beyond you.' 
 
    'Yeah, but you'd do it for me, right, Dad?' Sean teased. 
 
    'I do spoil you, don't I?' 
 
    Sean shook his head and grinned. 
 
    'So that's a yes?' 
 
    'Seeing as it's in both of our best interests, of course. Might be wise to teach him the tag spells, if he works out.' 
 
    'Considering its capability for abuse, I'm only teaching that to those sons of mine who are lions. It's just too damn dangerous!' Sean thought about that a moment, and suddenly a new concern came to mind. 
 
    'Will my lion sons, or even lioness daughters, for that matter, be able to do magic?' 
 
    'Yes, they will all inherit that ability from you.' 
 
    'That's a relief. How come no other lions can do magic, anyway?' 
 
    'We never had a need for it. Until now.' 
 
    Sean had to agree with that. One of these days he would have to start learning more about the powers he got as a lion. But right now, learning to be a magic user was more than enough. 
 
    Which reminded him, he hadn't checked his abilities in almost a month now. Closing his eyes, he called up the spell that showed him his magical stats and looked it over.  
 
    His physical stats hadn't changed at all. He wasn't really surprised by that, he hadn't been working out, and physical changes always took time. But his mental stats had increased, and surprisingly, his wisdom score had gone up a point! He also had four more points to spend as well. Integration was almost maxed out, but Memory and Reasoning still appeared to be open-ended. He debated between the two of them, but decided to just sit on the points for now. 
 
    On his magical stats, he was again surprised to see his Ability had gone up another point and was starting to near the maximum for that stat. Sean could only assume the creation of his virtual workbench and the work he was doing there had paid off handsomely for him, as he not only had gotten that, but he had six whole points to spend. Sean put two points into his 'will' stat and the other four into his 'mana' stat, which only pushed each up a single level. He hadn't hit diminishing returns on either of them yet, but mana looked like it was going to get even more expensive soon, if he understood the process correctly. 
 
    Checking his spell lists next, Sean saw that his virtual workshop had created a new category of research spells. He also saw he had a lot of points built up in his 'Spells' category, so he pushed a few of them into the research group, mainly at his emulator and simulator program spells, which still needed a lot of development. 
 
    Next he pushed a few into his framework spells, focusing mainly on his defense framework. Sean was going to have to do some work on that to handle more power, and specifically try to do something about magical traps. He'd been hit three times now with nasty spells and effects. One of those he'd been ready for, so it had only been uncomfortable. The other two could have been deadly. 
 
    Closing everything down, he opened his eyes and saw Cali smiling down at him, stark naked. 
 
    "I thought I'd come see if my husband was hungry?" Cali said with a wink. 
 
    Sean grinned and, sitting up, he put an arm around her and pulled her onto the bed, her legs straddling his as he gave her right breast a nip, causing her to shiver. 
 
    "Oh, I'm hungry alright, but I think I've found something much better than food," Sean purred. The tag machine could wait a little longer, he really hadn't been spending enough quality time with Cali, and it was time to make up for that. 
 
    Smiling up at her, he took her right breast in his left hand and massaged it slowly as he teased her nipple with his teeth, causing it to stiffen. Letting his right hand snake around behind her back, he slowly stroked it up and down along her skin and slowly kissed his way up her body. 
 
    He took his time as he followed the curve of her shoulder towards her neck, where he alternated nibbles between kisses as she tilted her head back and sighed happily. 
 
    Cali sighed as her husband, her lord, made love to her. Reaching down between them with one hand, she teased him and stroked him, bringing his manhood erect, as she ran the fingers of her other hand through his hair. She loved the hardness of his body as he pressed against her, and the tenderness of his lips as he kissed his way up her body. She loved the scent of him, the way he stroked her, caressed her, and held her. 
 
    Sean gave his own sighs of pleasure as she stroked him, kissing up her neck, then along the side of her chin until finally, his lips met hers and he once again enjoyed the sweet taste that was Cali, as he sat up straighter and pulled her closer to him.  
 
    As Cali fitted her body into his lap, she rose up briefly on her knees as she moved her hands to his shoulders, and pressing her sex against his stomach, she lowered herself carefully until she had captured him between the folds of her sex. 
 
    Then she dropped down onto him, gasping loudly in pleasure as her Sean, her husband, was once again hilted deeply inside her. 
 
    Sean gave an involuntary buck as Cali dropped down onto him unexpectedly, and moving his hands down to her hips as they continued to kiss, he began a nice, slow rhythm, but apparently Cali wanted none of that and pushed at his shoulders. Sean laid back on the bed as Cali smiled down at him and bounced up and down on him. 
 
    Leaning forward, Cali grinned as she took control and put her hands on his chest, redoubling her efforts, riding him hard and fast. For his part, Sean just held onto her hips, made sure she didn't go too high, and helped to pull her down so they could go harder and faster. She loved it when he let her do this, when he let her ride him, hard and deep, as she made her desires clear and demanded her man give her what she needed, what she craved. His fingers sinking into her firm, dark flesh as he gripped her tight, as he drove up against her, in counterpoint to her own punishing pace. 
 
    It wasn't long before they were bouncing on the bed, Cali pushing him to go faster and harder, her fingernails sinking into his chest. Sean had an almost equally tight death-grip on her hips, when Cali suddenly whipped her head back and cried out loudly as she hit her peak and drenched him with her fluids, grabbing at him so tightly that, with a loud groan of his own, Sean followed her into bliss as Cali quaked and bucked atop him, his strong hands keeping her pressed tightly down upon him. 
 
    When she finally started to come down, she collapsed slowly onto his chest and they kissed languidly and happily, holding each other's heads and stroking slowly along each other's face. 
 
    "How about you be on top this time?" Cali teased. 
 
    Sean looked at the clock, then back at Cali. 
 
    "I think I like that idea." 
 
      
 
    It was almost noon when Sean stumbled out into the kitchen, wearing only a pair of pants, with his arm around Cali, who was only wearing shorts and her vest, the hair on both of their heads still wet from the shower. 
 
    "Put some clothes on!" Louise said, looking at the two of them. 
 
    "Eh, just have to take 'em back off, Mom." 
 
    "Sean! TMI!" Louise laughed. 
 
    "It's not that, Mom," Sean said, blushing a little. "I'm going to be enchanting today. I don't want to risk burning anything." 
 
    "Your father never had to worry about that." 
 
    Sean nodded. "True, but dad never channeled the energies I do. Plus it's his invention that ends up causing it, even if I'm using it in ways he probably never envisioned." 
 
    "Then it's just your own fault," Louise said, then looked him over as Dania handed both her son and Cali their lunch. Her Sean really had filled out substantially. While he still had his father's features, he had become a lot more muscular. 
 
    "At least put some shoes on!" 
 
    Sean laughed, and leaning over, gave his mother a kiss on the cheek. "I'll think about it, Mom." Then he headed out to the dining room with Cali following, and they sat down to eat. 
 
    "What are your plans for today?" Cali asked as Sean started in on his lunch. Thankfully Dania had given him about three times as much as Cali. 
 
    "To try and get as much of the tag machine done as possible. Any idea what happened to Stewart?" 
 
    Cali shook her head. "Peg told me the betting was running three to two against him doing it, however." 
 
    Sean looked up from his plate at her. "They're betting on this?" 
 
    Cali grinned and nodded. "There's even a second line on who bites him if he does agree, Rachel or April. Me, I bet on Rachel, because she's a lot more conniving than April, who's still fairly innocent." 
 
    Sean just shook his head and sighed. 
 
    "Rachel did poison her last master, after all." 
 
    Sean looked up again. "She did, huh?" 
 
    Cali nodded and smiled. "I don't think he was the first one she'd killed, either. But she really liked Stewart; when he freed her instead of selling her, I think she fell in love with him.  
 
    "Plus he is Art's son, and almost all the wolf girls think any son of Art's has got to be a man worth knowing." 
 
    "Well, he sure seems to have changed a lot since the last time I saw him," Sean said, returning to his lunch, as his stomach reminded him he was hungry. 
 
    "Do you think they should bite him?"  
 
    "I'm staying out of this," Sean said between bites, "because if I say anything, they'll probably take it as my recommendation." 
 
    "But just think of the money you could make by betting on it!" Cali giggled. 
 
    Sean shook his head and wondered if Peg had been corrupting Cali? Then again, Sawyer thought the world of Cali, so for all he knew, Cali might be corrupting Peg. 
 
    If such a thing were possible, of course. 
 
    Sean finished his lunch without further comment, then standing up, he stretched and gave Cali a very heartfelt kiss. 
 
    "Well, I'm off to my workshop. Let everyone know I don't want to be interrupted unless it's important." 
 
    Cali nodded and followed him out the doorway to his shop. Once he got to working, he noticed she'd disappeared at some point.  
 
    Sean started off by making a dozen tags and a dozen collars. There were never enough, and it was a good way to warm up, as it didn't really take him that long anymore. 
 
    That done, he moved the tag machine from where Daelyn had left it over onto his workbench and prepared it for the spells he'd be 'downloading' into it. He'd start with all the powering spells, then once he got those done, he'd move it over to the rack of batteries Daelyn had also built for him. The amulet machine only needed to sit on one battery. The tag machine was going to have to sit on a stack of batteries, as it took the magical equivalent of fourteen kilowatts of power to make a tag, and each of the large owl-shaped batteries he used only held ten kilowatts. 
 
    The dangerous part was the energy rebound at the end of the enchanting process. It was almost two-thirds of the initial energy needed to perform the process, and it would take a single battery at a minimum to handle it. So Sean had to make sure that when the batteries were being charged, some of them would be left empty to work as a reservoir. Otherwise the machine could explode, and with all the power it would be handling, it wouldn't just kill whoever was using it. It would level a small house. 
 
    The design he'd settled on was two batteries in the center that could not be charged by the conversion plate, but into which all returning energy would flow, and then the energy there would flow out to the main reservoir, which would power the machine. The main reservoir would be comprised of eight more of the owl batteries which would be set three to a side and one at either end. Those eight would have to be tied together and mounted on a foundation to hold everything together securely. 
 
    Between the batteries, which weighed about twelve pounds apiece, and the machine, which weighed another twenty, the whole device was going to weight about a hundred and forty pounds, plus another twenty for the supporting rack that was going to hold everything. Once he got it all assembled, he'd have Daelyn weld the rack closed and bolt the machine down to it. This wasn't something you ever wanted to break apart, as the machine could hold as much as a hundred kilowatts, which was about the same energy as two hundred pounds of TNT.  
 
    Not something to mess with. 
 
    That of course let to another problem. Sean definitely needed to put an energy gauge on the device. When fully powered, it would make about a hundred and sixty of the tags, and in the interest of speed, it would be best to fill it once a day, then spend the rest of the day making tags. So the chances of it being overfilled and exploding were reasonable enough he'd have to do something to prevent it. 
 
    For now, that would consist of an energy gauge, which would sound a very loud alarm if the device got within ten percent of the main reservoir capacity. Some sort of a magical circuit breaker would be safer, of course, but Sean didn't have the time right now to try and design one. So they'd just have to rely on training. 
 
      
 
    "How's it going?" Daelyn asked as she entered Sean's workshop. The sun had set hours ago, and while Roxy had checked to make sure he'd eaten his dinner, he hadn't set foot out of the building all day. 
 
    Sean looked up at Daelyn and smiled, feeling pretty drained. 
 
    "Hi, Dae. The batteries are all in place, and they're connected properly. If you could weld that frame closed and then bolt the machine down on top of it, that would be wonderful. Then I can test the power section, and once I know that works, I can start laying down the other parts." 
 
    "I have a better idea," Daelyn said with a smile. "How about you come to bed and we'll all do our best to make sure you stay in it until dinnertime tomorrow?" 
 
    Sean chuckled. "Okay, what time is it?" 
 
    "It's only eleven. Well, half past, anyway. Time to give it a break and come back tomorrow." 
 
    "Does that mean you're not going to weld it now?" Sean said, looking back at the stack of stuff. 
 
    "Well, I guess I could do that before bed," Daelyn agreed. 
 
      
 
    "BED! NOW!" Roxy growled, coming into the workshop. "I should have known better than to send one gearhead out to get another one!" 
 
    Daelyn looked up from where she was sitting; she'd been watching Sean working on the energy gauge component. 
 
    "It's after one! Now, up, both of you!" 
 
    "Can't I just…" Sean started. 
 
    "No!" Roxy cut him off. "You can barely stand up straight as it is! Now! Both of you!" 
 
    "Let me grab…" 
 
    "You'll grab nothing!" Roxy growled and pushed a naked Sean out the door. "If I let you touch anything, they'll be coming out and yelling at all three of us before you know it!" 
 
    "…my pants!" Sean sighed. 
 
    "Trust me, no one's gonna see anything they haven't seen before." 
 
    "Well, maybe not one as nice!" Daelyn snickered. 
 
    "Hush you! You're just as guilty as he is!" Roxy grumbled and, herding the two of them out of the shop, she closed the door behind them and gave Sean a swat on the ass to get him moving faster, then gave Daelyn one as well. 
 
    "What's that for?" Daelyn yelped. 
 
    "Encouraging him!" Roxy grinned. 
 
    "Well, at least it's mostly done," Sean said, then yawned as they came to the back of the house. "Another day or two and it should be finished." 
 
    "Great, now, bed! Both of you!" 
 
    "Uh huh." 
 
    The moment Sean hit the bed, he was out like a light. Roxy looked over at Daelyn and almost growled, but Daelyn was already sound asleep as well. 
 
    "Somebody not getting what she wanted?" Peg teased. 
 
    "Like I'm the only one who wanted." Roxy sighed, pulled her own clothing off, then joined Sean in bed. "You know, for the last three months, we've been letting him work way too much. Sooner or later he's going to burn out if he doesn't get some down time." 
 
    "I'm not sure any of us have that option, Rox," Jolene said with a sigh. 
 
    "Well, we need to start figuring out how to make it an option. We all get time off, time to go and do something fun, even if it's only for a few hours." 
 
    "Sex is fun!" Cali giggled. 
 
    Roxy grinned. "There is that. But still, dinner at Steve's last week was the first time our Sean has been able to just hang out and let his hair down since he got infected three months ago. We've all busted our asses to have a safe place where we could have some down time and relax when we needed it. Well, we need to make sure he starts getting some of that, too. Just us and him, maybe a few friends, hanging out and relaxing a couple of hours a week. You know, family time." 
 
    "I like the sound of that," Roberta said with a yawn. "Now, go to sleep! You can have first dibs in the morning." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sunday 
 
      
 
    "I still can't believe they left out so many rations for us yesterday," Steve said as they started out the next morning. 
 
    "It was a test," Gary said. Thankfully today they were starting out with Steve carrying Dave. 
 
    "A test?" 
 
    Gary nodded. "We left enough for the others yesterday morning when they obviously shorted us. They've been shorting us at every stop. We could have left the same as we did earlier, and the people behind us would never have known." 
 
    "So why didn't we?" Dave asked. 
 
    "Because I'm not a prick," Gary sighed, "and I don't want to play these games. In case it's escaped the rest of you, we're being taught a lesson." 
 
    "And what is the lesson?" Matt, one of the others, asked. 
 
    "That not treating other people like shit gets rewarded." 
 
    "Why would they want to teach us that?" 
 
    "Because we've been treating them like shit," Gary sighed, "what the hell do you think?" 
 
    "But they're not people!" Steve grumbled, not wanting to talk with all that weight on his back. 
 
    "I'm not so sure about that anymore," Gary admitted. "You know, my grandfather once told me depending on the lycans was making us weak. That they were growing stronger while we were getting weaker." 
 
    "Yeah, that sounds like him!" Dave chuckled. 
 
    "Yeah, but look at what happened to us. We got our asses kicked, and who got their asses kicked the worst? The Vestibulum, the people who relied on them the most." 
 
    "Huh, I hadn't thought about it that way," Dave said, and Gary noticed quite a few of the others were looking thoughtful as they walked along. 
 
    "Yeah, so when we get back, I think we need to start thinking more about doing for ourselves, and not having others do for us." 
 
    "You want us to give up our lycans? You want to give in to them?" Matt asked. 
 
    "Matt, both my father and my girlfriend's father were killed back there! If we hadn't become so damn dependent, if we had just said 'fuck it!' and stayed home, they'd both be alive today!" Gary yelled, getting angry. 
 
    "My brother told me this was a fool's errand. My brother, who used to sell lycans, and probably had more to lose than any of us!  
 
    "They want to be free? Fuck 'em, they can be free! I don't care anymore. I can cook my own damn breakfast, and I can wash my own damn clothes. Fifty of us died because we couldn't see the writing on the damn wall. Because the leader of the Vestis couldn't bear to see his power slipping away." 
 
    "But, but, we've owned lycans for years! That's just the way it is!" 
 
    "Well, fuck that! Fuck all of that! And fuck all of this, and fuck you too, if you can't deal with it! I'm done with it! All of it! You hear me! Done!" 
 
    Looking around, Gary noticed the hills to the south weren't all that steep anymore, so turning south, he started up the incline. Dave had been going on about Forest Hill Road being just to the south. Well, time to find out. And if the lycans watching them didn't like it, fuck them too! 
 
    "Gary!" Steve yelled, but Gary just flipped him off and kept heading up the hill. 
 
    "Damn! Now what?" 
 
    "Follow him, of course," Dave said. 
 
    "I don't want to go up there!" 
 
    "Well then put me down so I can crawl," Dave said, "'cause he saved my life; hell he may have saved all our lives." Dave looked around at the others, who were all still looking a bit shell-shocked at all of this. 
 
    "I don't know if Gary is right, or if he's wrong, but what the hell do we have to lose by following him? He hasn't led us wrong yet, has he?" 
 
      
 
    "Hunter," Sten called over his radio. 
 
    "What?" Hunter yawned, waking up. "They make it to the next drop already?" 
 
    "No, they've turned off the river, they're heading south." 
 
    "What?" Hunter sat up in his tent. "What happened?" 
 
    "That Gary guy, the one who's been leading them, he went off on the whole group. Apparently he's not only figured out what we're up to, but he thinks they'd all be better off without us, that this whole affair was stupid. That keeping lycans was stupid! Then he just flipped them all off and headed south. And the rest, we'll, they all decided to follow him." 
 
    "Huh." Hunter thought about that a moment. "How far are they from the road?" 
 
    "I figure it'll take them an hour or two to get to it. Then it's fifteen miles to town along the road." 
 
    Hunter nodded to himself. "So they could get there by one, if they try." 
 
    "Yeah, probably." 
 
    "Okay, put up signs at the next food stop pointing towards highway eighty, and blaze a simple trail for the others to follow." 
 
    "It'll take 'em all day to make it to eighty; wouldn't you rather send them to Forrest Hill as well?" 
 
    "Where's the fun in that?" Hunter chuckled. "If they follow the Grads, good for them. If they don't, they get the consolation prize. Besides, having almost three hundred lost wanderers show up in a town that small will lead to questions. Once you're done with that trail, pull out and go home. I think we've held their hands long enough." 
 
    "Okay boss! See you back at the ranch!" 
 
    "Yea! Now I get to go home to Alex!" Demon said, yawning, as he sat up on the other side of the tent. "You don't think Sean'll be upset that we didn't make 'em walk all the way back, do you?" 
 
    "If he is, I'll deal with it," Hunter said. "Let's get a final count on everybody, then call for a pick up. I want to go home and see Silver, too." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Sean was sitting in his workshop eating dinner. Roxy had woken him early and made it clear she wasn't looking to wait much longer, she wanted some attention from her man, and she wanted it now. Then of course the others had all wanted a go around with him, then Roxy had started all over again.  
 
    By the time Sean got out of the bedroom, it was almost two, and he'd made it clear he didn't want to be disturbed for anything other than dinner, and he'd come out when he was good and ready. 
 
    That was why he was scowling at the door, which someone was knocking on. He had everything ready to go, and without any interruptions he'd finally get this machine finished by sometime tonight. He'd spent the last three hours tweaking the programs in his virtual workbench after doing a test load and seeing how that ran. 
 
    Whoever it was knocked a third time. 
 
    "Alright! Come in already!" Sean growled. 
 
    Oak stepped in the room. "Someone here to see you, Sean." 
 
    "Where's Roxy?" Sean sighed as two strangers followed Oak into the room. The man appeared to be in his fifties, and the woman probably about the same. 
 
    "She figured if she pissed you off tonight, she wouldn't be getting any when you were done." Oak laughed. 
 
    "And the others?" 
 
    "Pretty much the same sentiment." Oak grinned. "Me, I don't care, I got a wife already." 
 
    Sean snorted. "Well, pull up a chair and tell me what you want. As you've no doubt already been told, I'm in the middle of something important." 
 
    "Do you always meet your guests in the nude?" the woman asked. 
 
    Sean shifted into his hybrid lion form. "There, now I'm covered in fur. Not that I suspect you really cared," he said with a smile. "Now, I really don't wish to be rude, but until I finish this," Sean jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the machine, "I don't get to go to bed. So, talk to me," and he went back to shoveling food into his mouth. 
 
    "Rudy must have loved you!" she said and laughed. 
 
    Sean shrugged. "Can't fault a man for trying to look after his people, even if he's obnoxious about it. You are?" Sean asked, pointedly. 
 
    "Oh, I'm Dawn, this is Jonas. I'm in charge of the western Oregon pack, and Jonas runs the Washington pack, as well as the fellowship." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Thanks for coming, both of you. Dawn, I'd like you to get together with Chad, my general, so we can start planning what to do about Eugene. Jonas, I'm actually surprised you came. I figured you'd be way too busy, and I'd have to go up there myself." 
 
    "My, aren't we full of ourselves," Dawn said with a smile and a cheerful voice. 
 
    Sean gave his head a slight shake, causing his mane to fluff up slightly, and pointed to himself with his fork, "Lion. We're kinda like that. Plus, like I said before, I need to get that project done tonight." 
 
    "And what is so important that you're willing to be rude to the head of the Pacific Northwest Fellowship?" Jonas asked. 
 
    "See those necklaces and tags sitting on the table behind you?" 
 
    Both of them turned to look. 
 
    "Those are lycan collars and the silver tag, like Oak over there is wearing. Go ahead, help yourself. Take a few to bring home if you want," Sean said and went back to eating.  
 
    Dawn and Jonas each picked up one of the chain collars, Oak showed them how the clasp worked, and they put them on. Sean almost had to laugh when they both immediately shifted into their hybrid forms, then their animal forms, then back to human. 
 
    "Don't forget the tags," Sean said between bites, "that's what protects you from silver." 
 
    Oak showed them how to put the tags on as well. Jonas stiffened for a brief moment, Sean noticed.  
 
    "So, what does what you're working on have to do with these?" Dawn asked, while Jonas was looking thoughtful. 
 
    "For reasons I won't go into, right now I'm the only one making the collars and tags. The device behind me makes tags without me having to be here." Sean said as he finished up his dinner. 
 
    "You're building a device that enchants things without you being here?" Jonas said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Sean's the best enchanter in the world today," Oak said, smiling. "As well as being a lion." 
 
    "What he said." Sean smiled and nodded towards Oak. "How long are the two of you here for? I'd love to talk to you in the morning." 
 
    "What's wrong with talking now?" Jonas said, looking a little offended. 
 
    "I have to get back to work, and you two need to leave and let me do that." 
 
    "You're not the boss of me!" Jonas growled. 
 
    Grumbling, Sean put his hands on the worktable and stood up, bending over to look down at Jonas. 
 
    "Oh yes I am the boss of you. I'm the boss of everybody," Sean growled. "And before you say something stupid, just be thankful my boss isn't here, because patience is not his strong suit." 
 
    "Your boss?" Dawn asked. "And just where would he be?" 
 
    "He's currently spending the year dead for tax purposes," Sean quipped. "But trust me when I tell you, when he says 'jump', we all ask how high. 
 
    "Now, like I said before, I'm sorry to be rude, but I have a lot to do and not a lot of time left tonight to get it done. Please wait outside; Oak or Roxy or somebody will see to all your needs, I'm sure." 
 
    Grumbling, Jonas walked over to the door and left without a second glance. 
 
    "May I?" Dawn asked and motioned to the table with the remaining ten collars and tags on it. 
 
    "Help yourself," Sean said and flagged Oak to come over to him. 
 
    "Yes?" Oak asked as Dawn swept up all of the tags and collars, then stuffing them in her pockets, she went outside as well. 
 
    "Keep an eye on Jonas. If he even talks to himself, I want to know what the conversation was about," Sean whispered in Oak's ear. 
 
    Oak nodded and hurried off after the other two, closing the door behind him. 
 
    With that, Sean turned back to his machine. A couple more test loads, and he'd be ready for the final program. Then after that, he could start on the one for the collars. 
 
      
 
    It was after two AM when Sean finally dragged himself to bed, and immediately woke up Roxy. He might be tired, but he'd finished his machine! So he was definitely way too wound up to sleep. 
 
    "Somebody's happy," Roxy purred as Sean's hands stroked and teased her. 
 
    "I finished the machine," Sean said and nibbled on an earlobe. "I even wrote up the instructions for it. Tomorrow I'll teach a couple of people how to use it, and we can start cranking out those tags." 
 
    "Umm, hmmm," Roxy nodded. "Why'd you tell Oak to keep an eye on Jonas?" 
 
    "He had a pellet in him," Sean told her and slowly licked his way down her body, pausing briefly to give each of her nipples a kiss. 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "Somebody owned him once," Sean said, moving slowly down towards her belly button, "and for all I know, they still do." 
 
    Roxy gave a soft moan as Sean finally reached his goal and put his tongue to better uses than just talking. Wrapping her legs around his head, she sank her fingers into his thick mane and held on as Sean rumbled happily. On the next lick with his tongue, he pressed forward and, sliding it between the lips of Roxy's sex, he slowly worked his tongue up inside her.  
 
    He took his time, exploring her, tasting her, enjoying everything that was Roxy, his first love and his first wife, teasing all the secret spots deep inside that he'd learned about as their hybrid bodies worked slowly against each other, rubbing, nibbling, pinching, teasing. He heard her gasp of passion and felt her grip tighten on his ears when she finally orgasmed on his lips and tongue, her body shivering in delight as she purred long and loud. 
 
    Unwrapping her long legs from around his head, Roxy rolled onto all fours, and batted at him with her tail as she smiled back at him over her shoulder. 
 
    "Show me that you love me," Roxy purred, and a moment later Sean was covering her back, moving deep into her heat as he wrapped his arms around her, cupping her breasts with his strong hands as he started off with a slow and easy rhythm. Letting his hands massage Roxy's chest as his body pressed down against her back, the two of them rocking slowly against each other on the bed at first, then finding their rhythm together, they started to move faster and harder, as Roxy softly purred once more and Sean started to pant. 
 
    Moving one hand down over Roxy's belly, Sean used his fingers to tease Roxy's sex as his movements became more urgent, more demanding. He was nearing his own release now as Roxy twisted and shook beneath him, urging her mate on, driving him closer and closer to the edge as his fingers and his shaft brought her once more to completion. 
 
    When Sean finally reached his peak, he slammed in hard, opening his jaws wide, grabbed Roxy's shoulder by the base of her neck, and clung to her tightly as she bucked back against him, her arms collapsing as he drove her head forward and down onto the pillows beneath her. 
 
    It took Sean several minutes to catch his breath, and Roxy slowly unbent and slid forward until she was lying flat on the bed beneath him as they purred happily and cuddled in post-coital bliss. 
 
    Sean was just starting to fall asleep when he felt someone tugging on his tail. 
 
    "Okay, Lion-boy," Daelyn teased, "my turn!" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Monday Morning Breakdown 
 
      
 
    Sean was feeling a lot better after breakfast next day. The first machine was finished, and later on he'd be able to teach others how to make it work.  
 
    "Well, I might as well charge up the machine, play with it a little more, and check the instructions I wrote up last night." 
 
    "I might as well join you," Daelyn said with a smile. "So I can build the next one." 
 
    "More like the next ten," Sean said with a smile as they headed over to his workshop. "I tarballed the finished machine last night. Not counting setting up the batteries, I could enchant one in about an hour." 
 
    "That quickly?"  
 
    "First one is always the hardest," Sean said with a smile. "The emulator I have helps, but it isn't perfect. Well, not yet anyway." 
 
    "Mr. Valens!" 
 
    Sean turned and saw Stewart was waving at him and hurrying over. 
 
    Sean stopped by the door to his shop and waited for him. 
 
    "Guess we'll find out who won the pot!" Daelyn giggled. 
 
    "Mr. Valens," Stewart said, stopping before him. 
 
    "It's Sean, Stewart. Just Sean." 
 
    Stewart looked embarrassed. "Um. Sean. I hate to ask this, but well," Stewart sighed, "I guess there's no easy way to ask this, but could I possibly borrow some money? Gus Hampton wants a hundred grand to become his apprentice, I know you won't teach humans, and I've only got a little bit over forty thou at this point." 
 
    "So, didn't let them bite you?" Sean asked with a grin. 
 
    Stewart shrugged and looked a little guilty. "I don't think I could handle that right now. Everything has been coming at me so fast these last few weeks. I promised the girls I'd let them try to convince me again come the end of the year." Stewart sighed. "Assuming they're still with me." 
 
    "Ah, so what you're really worried about is…" Daelyn chuckled as Sean opened the door to his workshop; he heard a metal 'ping' and, turning, he wrapped his arms around Daelyn as he shifted. 
 
    "Grenade!" Sean yelled as he jumped as hard as he could, while trying to bring up his defensive framework and trigger something, anything, before the explosion went off. 
 
    A second later there was an explosion, and Sean swore as he felt pieces of metal tear into his body, the shock of the explosion flinging him further and making him tumble in the air. He didn't feel his shield react, so none of it was silver, he realized, as he hit the ground on his back, hard. 
 
    "Are you okay?" Sean gasped at Daelyn, who was swearing up a blue streak, as people started to pour out of the buildings and come running. 
 
    "I think I took some shrapnel in the leg," she grumbled. "Holy shit, Sean! Your foot's gone!" 
 
    "So's half my butt I think," Sean growled and looked down at himself as he lay on the ground, panting. Sure enough, his right leg now ended below the knee. It hurt like a bitch, and as he watched, he could actually see it starting to grow back, and he felt his mana levels dropping. Considering how little sleep he'd gotten last night, his energy stores weren't fully recovered from yesterday's work yet, either. 
 
    That was when he heard the screaming. 
 
    "Oh, fuck, Stewart!" Sean said. 
 
    "Stay here!" he told Daelyn and crawled over to where Stewart lay, his body bleeding from a dozen wounds, his left arm shredded, and his left leg completely gone. 
 
    "Damn it!" Sean growled. He cast a healing spell on the broken body below, but it was only buying the kid seconds at best, and he needed a lot more than that if he was going to survive. 
 
    "Bite him!" Sean growled at April. 
 
    "But he said…" 
 
    "Bite. Him!" 
 
    Sean looked around, the door to his workshop was gone, and the building was on fire. 
 
    "I need silver!" he yelled. "Someone get me some! Now!" Reaching down into his tag, he made the change to the code that would feed him the power, then looked at his own mana levels. The grenade must have done more damage than he'd realized, because he was almost at zero. 
 
    "This is gonna hurt," Sean growled and, turning back to Stewart, he pumped the biggest healing spell he could into him, burning almost all of his mana. 
 
    "Silver!" Sean growled. 
 
    Oak thrust a magazine into Sean's hands as he started to go negative. If Sean had thought being shot hurt, this was an entirely new definition of pain. He'd swear he could feel it in his soul! 
 
    Popping a bullet off the top with his thumb, he wrapped his hand around the silver, and as the tag converted it, he sucked the power in, but it wasn't enough. He popped out a second, then a third, and managed to stop the decline when somebody suddenly thrust one of the small bars he kept in the shop at him, the smell of burnt fur making his nose crinkle. Grabbing the bar, he took it all in and forced as much of the power into his body as he could stand, then started to channel another healing spell at the broken body on the ground before him.  
 
    The kid wasn't dead at least, but with the amount of damage he'd taken, Sean wasn't sure he'd live, either. Looking up at April, there was blood on her lips; she'd bitten him, but she was crying as she sat there holding his left hand. The other girl, Rachel he thought her name was, dropped to her knees beside her and also took his arm. 
 
    Sean started to feel warm, then hot, and realized he was still sucking power from the silver bar. Looking down at himself, his leg was still growing back, but now he was going the opposite way, power wise. Dropping the bar, he cast another healing spell on Stewart and one on himself before falling over, spent. 
 
    Turning his head, he could see Daelyn; Roberta was taking care of her, and Peg was helping with the fire, casting water or something on it. Roxy came running up to him then. 
 
    "Sean! Are you alright, Sean?" 
 
    "I, I think so. I went negative there for a moment; I don't think I ever want to do that again! I still feel it." 
 
    "How the hell did that happen?" Roxy growled at him. 
 
    "Trying to save Stewart. Is he still alive?" 
 
    Roxy looked over at Stewart's body, and paled. 
 
    "Roberta! If Daelyn ain't dying you better get over here! Somebody call Philo!" 
 
    "That bad?" Sean swore. 
 
    "He ain't dead yet, but it doesn't look like anything's growing back, either." 
 
    "He only just got bit, I told April to do it." Sean sighed as he lay there, panting and feeling dizzy. 
 
    "I'm gonna carry you inside. It's not safe for you to be out here like this. Cali!"  
 
    "Yes, Rox?" 
 
    "Anyone looks like they're even thinking bad thoughts at Sean, take 'em down!" 
 
    "Sure thing, Rox!"  
 
    Sean grunted as Roxy picked him up and threw him over her shoulder in a fireman's carry, then ran surprisingly fast for the house and took him back to the bedroom, where she dropped him on the bed. 
 
    "Go find Oak. I want to know where Jonas and Dawn are." 
 
    "You think they did it?" Roxy growled. 
 
    "Let's just say I'm not in a trusting mood right now!" Sean growled back. "And bring me something to eat, please!"  
 
    Roxy ran back outside and went over to where Daelyn was sitting up on the ground and examining her legs. She'd already cut the legs of her ever-present coveralls open. 
 
    "How bad is it?" Roxy asked sliding to a stop by her. 
 
    "Eh, stings more'n anything else. Jolene stopped the bleedin' pretty quick. I sure coulda' used her that time the boiler blew up on me!" Daelyn said with a snort and looked up at Roxy. "How's Sean?" 
 
    "Weak, hungry, pissed. Come on, I'll take you inside too." And with that, Roxy picked Daelyn up. 
 
    "I can still walk ya know!" Daelyn protested. 
 
    "Sure you can," Roxy said and ran inside carrying Daelyn. Making a brief stop by the kitchen, she told Dania and Rania to grab whatever food was ready and bring it to Sean in the bedroom. 
 
    Depositing Daelyn on the bed next to Sean, Roxy ran into the bathroom, grabbed a first aid kit and a couple of towels, then ran back to the bed. 
 
    "Here, you two. Sean, help bandage her up, food's on the way." Then Roxy ran out of the bedroom to find Oak. 
 
    "Damn," Daelyn swore, "I keep expecting to see a trail of flames on the ground when she runs like that!" 
 
    Sean nodded. "You might as well get out of that bloody coverall and we can take care bandaging you up." 
 
    Daelyn nodded, and couldn't help but notice that Sean seemed unsteady, sitting there on the bed. 
 
    "You okay, Sean?" 
 
    "I will be once I get some food." Sean sighed and checked his mana levels once again, his body was draining it off about as fast as it was coming back; obviously he was still healing, but at least he wasn't going any lower. 
 
      
 
    Roxy got back outside and noticed that were Stewart had been, there was now just a bloody spot with a lot of pieces of what had once been his body. That reminded her of something from Sean's own recent past, and she grabbed one of the older women running around. 
 
    "Claire!" 
 
    "Yes, Roxy?" 
 
    "Get two boxes; gather up all of Sean's blood and whatever body parts you can find. Do the same for Stewart." 
 
    Claire made a face. "What do you want me to do with it?" 
 
    "We'll burn it later. Get whatever help you need." 
 
    Claire nodded and ran off. Roxy headed over to Sean's workshop. The front door was gone, along with most of the frame that had once held the door, as well. The fire was now out; someone had taken a couple of garden hoses and taken care of it. That, or Peg had unleashed one hell of a water spell. 
 
    Going inside, the place was a mess. All the tables had been knocked over, and the machine Sean had been spending all his time on had been heavily damaged, as well, the gold plate on the top having been ripped off. Oak was inside, surveying the damage. 
 
    "Sean wants to see you," Roxy said, coming up to him. "He wants to know where Jonas and Dawn are, and where they've been all night." 
 
    Oak nodded. "He asked me to keep an eye on Jonas. Wasn't sure why, but after seeing all this, I think I can guess." 
 
    "Where are they now?" 
 
    Oak shook his head. "Can't say I'm real sure about that. When this blew up, a couple of other explosions went off around the compound as well. Nobody was seriously injured, but I got people searching the grounds for any more booby traps or bombs." Oak tapped on the top of the machine then. "You know, this doesn't look like it was done by that grenade that went off by the door." 
 
    Roxy looked at it. "Well, leave it be for now, Daelyn can take a look at it later tonight." 
 
    Oak nodded. "Nobody saw Jonas do anything last night. I'll go talk to Sean. Minnie's in the command post and should know where Jonas and Dawn are. Silver and Cinnamon are overseeing the teams sweeping the compound." 
 
    Roxy nodded. "Thanks, I'll go talk to Minnie and round them up while you talk to Sean." 
 
      
 
    Roxy found Minnie, Oak's mate, in the small command post where he'd said she'd be. 
 
    "Minnie, where are Jonas and Dawn?" 
 
    Minnie frowned. "I was afraid you were going to ask that. They left." 
 
    "What! When?" 
 
    "When the bombs went off. They hightailed it to a car and split." 
 
    "Send someone after them!" 
 
    "We can't," Minnie frowned again, "someone slit the tires on all the cars and vans in the parking lot." 
 
    "Shit," Roxy swore and thought a moment. "Okay, call Claudia; tell her we need a helicopter here as fast as she can get it to us. Do you have a description of the car?" 
 
    "Sure. Brown Subaru Outback, older one, Oregon plates, tan cargo carrier on the top, tinted windows." 
 
    "Great. Have somebody make a list of all the tires we're gonna need, and call Steven on it ASAP. Get the work vans, Sean's van, and Daelyn's car taken care of first." 
 
    Minnie nodded. "I'm on it." 
 
    "What's the word on Stewart?" 
 
    "Jolene and Philo are working on him with our medics. Kid's still holding on, how, I don't know; most lycans would have died from that." 
 
    "Okay, hold down the fort and send a couple of patrols out to sweep the surrounding area, just in case." 
 
    Minnie gave another nod, and Roxy went back to the house to join the others. When she got there, Cali was bandaging Daelyn's wounds, and Sean was listening to Oak as he was eating from a large plate of food. 
 
    "Jonas and Dawn are gone," Roxy said, coming into the room, "they left when the bombs started going off." 
 
    "Could be they thought we were being attacked," Oak said. 
 
    "All the cars had their tires slashed except for theirs." 
 
    "That settles it," Sean growled. "I want them back here." 
 
    "I already told Minnie to call Claudia and have a helicopter sent over," Roxy said. 
 
    "Good. Oak, is Granite's team here or at the bunker?" 
 
    "Here." 
 
    "Send them." 
 
    "I'll go with them," Roxy said. 
 
    "Me too!" Cali added. 
 
    Roxy shook her head. "I need you here, Cali." 
 
    "Awww." 
 
    "And I want them alive," Sean growled. 
 
    "Okay," Cali said with a pout. 
 
    "They may very well be innocent," Oak pointed out. "Jonas didn't do anything last night." 
 
    "Too bad I didn't tell you to keep an eye on Dawn as well." Sean sighed. 
 
    "You thinkin' he knew you had someone on him, and he had Dawn do the dirty work?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    Sean shrugged. "Maybe? I don't know. That's what I want to find out." 
 
    "I told Minnie to send out some patrols, just in case we've got company," Roxy told them. 
 
    "Thanks," Sean said with a nod. "Any word on Stewart?"  
 
    Roxy shook her head. "Not yet. How are you feeling?" 
 
    "Better. I think my body cannibalized itself to replace my foot." 
 
    Roxy nodded. "That's pretty much how it works. Magic replaces half of it; the other half comes from you." 
 
    "And I was low on magic this morning, plus I burned up way too much trying to save Stewart." Sean shuddered. "You have no idea how much that hurt!" 
 
    "Oh, trust me, Hon," Roxy said with a heavy sigh, "I think I do." 
 
    Sean flinched as he remembered when Roxy had gotten shot with a silver bullet and he'd almost lost her. 
 
    "Yeah, sorry, Rox. But I don't think I'll be doing that ever again. It took way more power than I thought it would have to stop things getting worse." 
 
    "I better get Granite and tell him he's got a job to do before the helicopter gets here," Oak said. 
 
    "And I need to get a few things as well," Roxy agreed, and giving Sean, Daelyn, and Cali each a kiss, she followed Oak out of the room. Going to the small armory they had in the house, she got out her BDUs and put them on, then strapped on a sidearm, grabbed her Barrett M82 sniper rifle, along with a small pack with some magazines in it, and headed outside to the helipad on the far side of the compound. 
 
    Granite and the others came running up as a helicopter came in from the east. 
 
    As soon as it landed, they ran over to it, opened the big sliding side door, and climbed in. Grabbing one of the headsets and settling it on her head, Roxy strapped herself in, sat on the floor in the back, and loaded her rifle as they took off. 
 
    "What are we hunting?" George the pilot asked. 
 
    "Subaru Outbacks, brown ones," Roxy told him. "They should be on the road out of here heading north. The got out of here about," Roxy looked at her watch, "forty-five minutes ago." 
 
    "They'll have made it to the highway by now," George warned her. 
 
    "That's my problem; now, let's find them." 
 
    Twenty minutes later they were cruising high above highway three-ninety-five. 
 
    "Damn, how many people in this state drive Subarus?" Hoffen, Granite's second, complained. 
 
    "A lot, apparently," Granite replied, looking through his own binoculars. "But I see one that matches our quarry, and boy, are they moving." 
 
    "Think they saw us?" Roxy asked, shifting into her werecheetah form as she worked the action on her rifle to chamber one of the fifty-caliber BMG rounds. 
 
    "They're not weaving; they're just flying down the road trying to put as much distance as they can behind them." Granite said. 
 
    "Where are they?" George asked. 
 
    "Two o'clock," Granite said, leaning forward in the left front seat, and pointed so George could see. "Over there." 
 
    "Ah! Got it." 
 
    "Great," Roxy said. "Now how about moving over to the east of them and giving me a shot?" 
 
    "Here? Now?"  
 
    "Well if I wait until they're in the middle of the next town, people are going to ask questions! Of course here and now!" Roxy growled. 
 
    George quickly slid the helicopter over to the other side of the road. Looking at the car out the side window, he did his best to hold it steady as he paralleled them. 
 
    "Thanks." Roxy sighed and, locking the butt of the rifle stock into the pocket of her shoulder, she looked through the scope and found the car. The windows were tinted, so she couldn't see who was inside. The windshield was not, however. 
 
    "Move us up, I want a better view into the windshield." 
 
    "You're going to shoot them?" 
 
    "No, but I want to be sure I've got the right car." 
 
    "Oh!" George moved them forward slowly, and Roxy watched the windshield. Sure enough, Dawn was driving. It looked like she and Jonas were having an argument. Jonas did not look happy. Sliding her aimpoint forward, Roxy corrected for the angle. 
 
    "What's the wind like and how fast are we going?" 
 
    "We're doing eight-five in the same direction they are. Winds are under five knots." 
 
    Roxy nodded, she didn't see any other cars nearby out of her left eye, which wasn't glued to the scope, so leading a bit to correct for the wind, she pulled the trigger, rocking only a little bit with the recoil of the rifle. 
 
    "That did it! They're trailing smoke and slowing down!" Hoffen called from where he was watching. 
 
    "Everyone get ready to go," Granite said. "We want them alive!" 
 
    "Let me make it easy for you," Roxy said, quickly working the action and chambering another round. Sighting on the car again, she aimed for the right front tire and, pulling the trigger, she blew the wheel right off the car, causing it to veer suddenly to the right, then go off the road, plowing through the sage brush, throwing dirt and dust up everywhere. 
 
    "Let's go!" Roxy yelled, and George brought them down fast, almost landing on the top of the car as it ground to a halt. 
 
    All six members piled out of the helicopter, and Roxy released her harness and pointed her rifle at the side of the car as the door flew off, and a very large and pissed-looking werewolf glared at her. 
 
    "So, come to kill me, have you?" Jonas snarled. 
 
    "The guilty man flees when no one pursues!" Roxy yelled back at him. 
 
    "I'd hardly say no one was pursuing us!" 
 
    "You're only surprised because you slashed all our tires first!" 
 
    Jonas paused a moment, looking a bit surprised. 
 
    "Now shift back, be a good boy, and I won't blow your head off!" Roxy growled. 
 
    "I'm not going back there so I can be killed just because your boyfriend got attacked." 
 
    "Your god has summoned you. Submit or die! Last chance!" Roxy said and worked the action, chambering another round as she aimed at his head. 
 
    "He's not my god!" 
 
    "Oh hell yes he is. And you can feel it. So shut up, shift back, and submit. If you're innocent, he won't kill you. Because he needs you." 
 
    Jonas growled, but shifted back. From the size of the gun Roxy was pointing at him and the hole in the hood of the car, he knew she wasn't lying. And from the look on her face, he knew she wouldn't hesitate to pull the trigger. 
 
    "Hoffen, secure him," Roxy ordered. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile on the other side of the car, Dawn had lit out in full wolf form; she got about twenty yards when her back lit up in pain as a much larger wolf landed on her back, biting her. Dawn hadn't gotten to be an alpha by being weak or easily taken down, so spinning around, she threw the first wolf off, snarling at him, and was immediately slammed into by a second, then a third.  
 
    Rolling back to her feet, she howled in pain as she was shot in the side by one of the men who hadn't shifted who was holding what looked like a combat rifle. Then she got jumped by the first wolf again as the other two shifted back to hybrid form, and picking up a rock from the ground, they both started beating her with the heavy rocks in their hands.  
 
    Someone grabbed her hind legs then, and before she could stop them, her legs were zip-tied together. Bending down, she tried to snap at the bindings on her legs with her jaws, but a rock to the side of the head made her see stars for a moment, then someone slipped a heavy zip-tie over her muzzle, then a second one, then a third, followed by a sack over her head, and it was suddenly all over as they picked up her thrashing body and hauled it off. 
 
    They dumped her in the back of the helicopter next to Jonas, who had his hands tied behind his back and his legs bound together, but nothing else, as long as you didn't count the muzzle of Roxy's gun lightly resting against his side. 
 
    The others piled in and they all quickly took off. 
 
    "How many people do you think saw that?" Roxy asked as they rose up out of the dust cloud the helicopter's down draft had kicked up. 
 
    "With all of that dust?" George said. "Not many. I called base. They'll send a tow truck out, and the other helicopter is already on its way. 
 
    "What are they going to do?" 
 
    George laughed. "Film it. We're making a movie, don'tcha know!" 
 
    Roxy sighed and shook her head. Claudia was apparently ready for anything. 
 
      
 
    The flight back was in silence, in that nobody talked about anything; the helicopter, however, was as noisy as ever without Sean or someone else casting silence spells on it. When they landed, Dawn was hoisted bodily out of the back by two members of Granite's team. Roxy followed behind Jonas as Granite lead them to the house.  
 
    Once inside, Oak met them at the back door and led them to the living room, where Sean was sitting in a chair in his hybrid form, and he looked about as pissed as Roxy could ever remember seeing him. 
 
    Jonas started talking the moment he saw Sean. 
 
    "What's the meaning…" 
 
    "Silence!" Sean roared, standing up and pointing at Jonas, who shut up, and then looked both shocked and angry. 
 
    "Pull the hood off the other one," Sean commanded as they set Dawn on the floor. 
 
    Hoffen did as Sean ordered, and a very angry Dawn glared at him in wolf form. 
 
    "Your bonds will be cut. You will shift back to human form, and you will only speak when spoken too." Sean said pointing down at Dawn. 
 
    "Cut her loose," Sean said to Hoffen. 
 
    Dawn found herself unable to do anything other than what Sean had ordered her to do and wondered what kind of magic he was using to compel her so. 
 
    "The same applies to you, Jonas," Sean growled. "Cut him loose." 
 
    'I think I'm going to need your help for this,' Sean said to the First. 
 
    'You're already getting it,' the first replied with a chuckle. 
 
    Sean pointed to Jonas. "Did you have anything to do with the explosions this morning?" 
 
    "No, I had nothing to do with that at all," Jason said, scowling. 
 
    'He's pissed, but he's not lying,' the First said. 
 
     "What about slashing the tires?" 
 
    "No! Of course not!" 
 
    "Did you know about any of it?" 
 
    "What are you trying to imply, Sean?" 
 
    "Yes or no," Sean growled. 
 
    "No!" 
 
    "Then why did you run? Why didn't you stay here and see what was going on first?" 
 
    "It was obvious what was going on! You were being attacked! We have our own problems back home; we don't need to be involved in yours! You're obviously not as secure as you claimed you were!" 
 
    Sean thought about that for a moment.  
 
    'Seems a bit cowardly to me,' he said to the First. 
 
    'Maybe, maybe not. Ask him about the pellet.' 
 
    "Why did you have a silver pellet in you?"  
 
    "What? What are you talking about?" 
 
    "You had a silver pellet in you. When you put on the silver tag, it was converted to something else, because it was inside you. It gives off energy when that happens, of course, and people flinch from the pain and the surprise of it. I've seen it hundreds of times now. So please don't lie to me. I'm not in a very forgiving mood right now."  
 
    "It's none of your business!"  
 
    Sean leaned forward until his face was inches from Jonas' face. "I'm making it my business. Talk!" Sean added a little power to the last word, with the First's help. Jonas was an alpha, after all, so he wasn't going to give up his secrets without an extra push. 
 
    "I was born a slave! Okay!" Jonas growled. "I escaped when I was a young man, I killed my owner before he could finish the spell to pop my pellet, and I ran away. It's why I run a pack far from the cities and the councils!  
 
    "But I know how to avoid those bastards and how to deal with them, so while I might have to keep away from them, I can teach and lead the others, who don't have to worry about dying from a spell a six-year-old can cast!"  
 
    'Truth?' Sean asked. 
 
    'Truth.' 
 
    "Thank you," Sean smiled, "and you no longer have to worry about it. Now," Sean turned to Dawn, who was looking up at him from where she was standing. 
 
    "Did you plant those bombs?" Sean growled, pressing with his power. 
 
    "I..." Dawn hesitated; Sean could see she was struggling. 
 
    'Allow me,' the First said. 
 
    Sean 'backed off' and let the First take control. 
 
    "You did it, didn't you?" he growled softly. 
 
    "I…I…" 
 
    The First smiled slowly. "This is going to be the last time you get to explain yourself, so you will do it now. You will tell us why you planted the bombs, why you wrecked the machine that will mean freedom for so many. Now, Talk!" 
 
    "Yes I did it!" Dawn yelled. 
 
    "Dawn! How could you?" Jonas said, shocked, and took a step away from her. 
 
    "Because you're all such fools! Don't you see! The magic users only mean the best for us! They know what's right! They know what's best! We're just animals! We're not as smart as they are! They're the only thing that stands between us and the mundanes wiping us out! They're our masters, and we must abide by what they say! Not this demon! Not these fools!" 
 
    'Mental domination spell?' Sean asked the First. 
 
    'Years of conditioning, more likely. I wouldn't be surprised to find out her pack is weak, that the magic users helped her to get rid of anyone who challenged her. Also by doing this, they got an inside track on what the other packs were doing and would always be ready to counter it.' 
 
    'I wonder why they didn't just wipe them out?' 
 
    'Why waste the effort when you already have control of the problem?' 
 
    The first turned to Oak. "Did Stewart live or die?" 
 
    "Stewart survived," Oak said. 
 
    The First nodded and turned back to Dawn. "You didn't kill anybody, well, not here at least, so I'm not going to kill you. However, your wolf is dead to you now. You will never shift again, never talk to her again. The others will all smell this and will drive you from their midst should you ever try to approach another lycan again."  
 
    The First reached out and touched Dawn on the head as he said that, and Sean could feel it as he locked that part of her away from her forever. 
 
    "Nooo!" Dawn screamed, and fell to the floor, sobbing. 
 
    Sean took control back and turned to Granite. "Take her to the bus stop in town and dump her there. She's no longer our concern; she made her choice, she's no longer one of us." 
 
    Granite nodded and grabbed one of her arms as Hoffen grabbed the other, and they dragged her, weeping, out of the room. 
 
    "Why didn't you kill her?" Jonas demanded. 
 
    "Because this was a more fitting punishment," Sean said, looking back at him. "Stewart was human, now he's a lycan; he had to be infected in order for him to survive. So I took from her the very thing I gave to him. " 
 
    'Actually, I just wanted the bitch to suffer,' the First grumbled. 
 
    'Sometimes I wonder how you managed to get this far,' Sean replied. 'Yeah, we want the bitch to suffer, but a just god is a lot more revered than a vengeful one!' 
 
    Sean mentally pointed to Jonas, who looked both thoughtful and mollified. 
 
    "Still," Jonas said, "I'm having trouble believing what I just saw, that you actually could do that to her." 
 
    "I guess this means we're moving onto Eugene next." Sean sighed, and shifting back to his human form, he sat back down the chair he'd been in when they'd entered the room. 
 
    "Why?" Jonas said, looking a little surprised at the change in topic. 
 
    "Because whoever she was reporting to is in Eugene, which was in her territory, right?" 
 
    "Oh, damn," Jonas swore, and looked worried. 
 
    "Yeah, they're not gonna be happy they lost their pet wolf. I think we better send you home now before anybody finds out what happened, so you can tell all of your people their secrets aren't secret anymore." 
 
    Jonas nodded. "It would be just like them to use them against us now before we could react. Do you have a phone I can borrow?" 
 
    "It might be safer for you to call from somewhere else," Sean warned him. "Oak, do we have any vehicles we can use yet?" 
 
    "Yes, Sean." 
 
    "Get someone to take Jonas here over to the Reno-Stead airport. I'll call Terri and have her arrange a charter to fly him back to whatever airport he needs to go to." Sean turned back to Jonas. "I'll still need you to send me someone who knows what's going on in Eugene, and Portland as well. By tomorrow would be great." 
 
    Jonas nodded, then paused a moment. 
 
    "What do I call you, anyway?" 
 
    "Sean works." 
 
    "Yeah, but after what I just saw…" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "It's complicated; trust me, just stick to Sean." 
 
    Jonas nodded, and when Sean stuck out his hand, he shook it without hesitation. 
 
    "Now, go with Oak." 
 
    Sean watched as Jonas left the room. 
 
    "Damn, what a morning. How about some lunch?" Sean said as his stomach growled. 
 
    Roxy nodded. "Yeah, I like that idea." 
 
    "Did somebody say lunch?" Jolene said, coming into the room with Peg and Philo. 
 
    "Hungry?" 
 
    "Very. Saving that guy's life drained all of us. Honestly, I still can't believe he lived." 
 
    "Well, pumping all that liquefied food down his throat is probably what did it," Philo said. "Where in the world did you learn that trick from?" 
 
    "Don't ask," Jolene said with a heavy sigh as both Sean and Roxy came over and gave her and Peg each a hug. 
 
    "Food, then we can talk," Peg agreed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 War Plans 
 
      
 
    "Sean, what's going on that you had me come up here on a workday? And what in the hell happened to this place?" Chad said, coming into Sean's workshop. 
 
    Sean looked up from the machine Daelyn was reassembling; watching her repair the broken parts had been both fascinating and impressive, he couldn't even tell where the welds were anymore, and he'd watched her weld it. 
 
    "And what happened to Daelyn's leg?"  
 
    "Jonas and Dawn came down last night, I don't know if anyone filled you in on that?" 
 
    "Yeah, Ryan told me last night when he was giving me his status report." 
 
    "Dawn's a Gradatim mole. She's responsible for the wounds on Daelyn's leg and the neat redecorating job. She also destroyed the tag machine I'd just finished." 
 
    "Damaged," Daelyn corrected, "if she'd destroyed it, it would have been harder to fix." 
 
    "Damn, isn't that the thing you've been working on for weeks?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Yeah, thankfully I'd finished it and gotten the final design committed. Fixing it won't be that hard." 
 
    "And it won't be done until tomorrow," Daelyn warned. "I'm with Rox on this one, Hon. You spent too much energy today, you're getting a full night's sleep before you mess with this again." 
 
    "So, where's the body?" 
 
    "Whose body?" Claudia said, entering the shop with Max in tow. "And what happened here? I got a call from Oak asking me to come over. Told me you'd explain why you needed one of the helicopters this morning." 
 
    "Dawn was a Gradatim mole," Sean said as Daelyn went back to work. 
 
    "You shitting me?" Claudia looked around. "Where is the body." 
 
    "I had the guys drop her off at the bus station." 
 
    "WHAT?" Claudia, Max, and Chad said in almost perfect harmony. 
 
    "After I took her wolf away." 
 
    "You can do that?" Max asked. 
 
    "Yeah, he's done it before," Claudia said to her daughter, then turned back to Sean. "When's she getting hers back? When she kills somebody?" 
 
    "Never, I killed it. She's a human now with an extreme silver allergy. If she goes back to Eugene, I suspect her old pack will kill her if the Gradatim don't." 
 
    "So, why are we here?" Chad asked. 
 
    "Every secret that Dawn knew, the Grads know," Sean told them. "I sent Jonas back home immediately to warn everybody. I figure once Dawn warns the Grads, they'll probably take advantage of whatever they can." 
 
    "Before anybody can make changes," Chad said with a nod. 
 
    "Yup. I sent Sheila down to spy on her. Turns out she bought a bus ticket to Eugene; she'll get there tomorrow afternoon. She didn't call and warn them. Guess she's hoping if she tells them in person they'll be nice to her or something." 
 
    "And you want to attack before then," Chad said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "I want to attack as soon as reasonably possible. Understand, right now, we're flying blind on this one. We don't know a damn thing about Eugene. How big a place they've got there, how many magic users, how many lycans. Hell, I don't even know how to get in touch with Dawn's second in command." 
 
    "I know him," Claudia said. "I can get in contact." 
 
    "Great!" Chad said. "But how do we know he's not a mole, too?" 
 
    "We don't," Sean said. "I'm gonna have to vet all of her pack myself. Which will take time we don't have." 
 
    "Claudia," Chad asked, "do we have a good place to refuel between here and there? Taking one of the helicopters would be helpful." 
 
    "Check with your friend Terri," Claudia said, "she'd know." 
 
    Chad nodded. "Do you know anyone we can trust who's been to Eugene?" 
 
    "Terry, of the Oregon pack," Claudia said. 
 
    "Oh, okay." Chad nodded. "Met him briefly when he was here. Guess I'll have to set up a meeting with him." 
 
    "My brother lives up there," Daelyn said. 
 
    Sean turned back to look at her. "He does?" 
 
    Daelyn nodded. "There's a big community in the mountains between Eugene and Three Sisters. With all the volcanic activity, there's some worthwhile minerals to be mined there, but it takes a specialist, and well," Daelyn looked a little proud then, "my brother is one of those specialists. He lives up there with his wife and kids. Been looking for an excuse to go up and visit for a while now." 
 
    "Do you think they know anything about the Gradatim in Eugene?" Chad asked. 
 
    "Probably. I can call him up and ask him." 
 
    "Great! Do you think the local dwarves might be willing to help us?" 
 
    "Oh, I think I can arrange for that!" Daelyn grinned. 
 
    Sean watched as Chad thought a moment and then turned back to him. 
 
    "This is gonna complicate a few things, Sean. But if we're gonna hit Eugene, we might as well bring the resources and hit Portland next, then move up to Seattle. I wanted to talk with Art about San Francisco and helping him get dug-in in Sacramento, but that's gonna have to wait now, I guess." 
 
    "How do we move our people up to Eugene?" Sean asked. 
 
    "We'll use those two busses we've been renting and send along two of the tractor trailers with hardware and more troops in them. I really don't see that being too big of a difficulty. If Eugene is small, we can roll right over them pretty fast. It's Portland I'm worried about. We're gonna need local help to take them on." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Okay, make it happen. I can give you a hundred and fifty of my troops. Tap everyone else for whatever you need. Hopefully we can send most of them back after Eugene and let the locals bear the brunt of taking Portland." 
 
    Chad nodded. "Okay. I gotta get back to the shop and start calling people. Come on, Max, lots to do and not enough time to do it." 
 
    "I think that's called 'Monday'." Max laughed. 
 
    Chad laughed as well, and they left. 
 
    "Damn, they make a good couple," Claudia said after they'd passed out of earshot. 
 
    Sean nodded. "She really is good for him, way better than his last girlfriend." 
 
    "So, why didn't you kill Dawn?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "It seemed to be a better example." 
 
    Daelyn snorted. "It was the cruelest thing he could do, and one that will remind people what happens if you betray your own or piss of a lion. Rumors of this have probably already reached the other side of the planet." 
 
    Claudia laughed at that. "Well, they haven't gotten to me yet, but I can promise you I'll do my part to spread 'em. Yeah, living without my wolf? I'd rather be dead." 
 
    "Well, I'm done," Daelyn said to Sean. "Check it out, then I guess we can check on Stewart and see if he's regained consciousness or not." 
 
    "Stewart?" Claudia asked. 
 
    "He got caught in the blast," Sean said, motioning to the wrecked front of the building. "He almost didn't make it." 
 
    "Ow. Where's he from?" 
 
    "He came up from Sacramento to warn us about the attack. Sarah is his mom," Daelyn said. 
 
    "Wait, isn't he a magic user?" 
 
    "One of his girls bit him," Sean sighed, "it was the only chance he had." 
 
    "His girls?" Claudia said looking down at him. 
 
    Sean shrugged. "It's complicated, best I can explain it is he's treated them like regular people." 
 
    "They're free, though, right?" 
 
    Sean nodded. 
 
    Daelyn snickered then. "He tells them they're still his slaves, and they threaten to make him their slave right back. He was actually trying to get them to stay here when he went off to apprentice to Gus Hampton up in Incline Village. I think he's afraid of what Gus might do to them. 
 
    "I also get the impression they're afraid of what Gus might do to him as well." 
 
    "Well, he won't be going anywhere, now." Sean chuckled. 
 
    "Why's that?" Claudia asked. 
 
    "'Cause now that he's a lycan, I'm going to make him my apprentice. I don't think Gus would teach a lycan, anyway." 
 
    "I thought magic users couldn't be infected?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "Peg told me that if you're almost dead, you can be. It makes sense; both she and I were dying when we got infected. Seems to have worked for Stewart, too." 
 
    Sean noticed that Claudia suddenly got a strange look in her eye. 
 
    "No," Sean told her. 
 
    "But I haven't even…" 
 
    "Just 'no', okay?" Sean said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    "Spoilsport. One of these days I'm going to find another lion and find out if in fact you really do speak for all of them, you know." Claudia checked her watch. "Well, I need to head back and start getting my people in order. I'm sure Chad's going to want to borrow some." 
 
    "He does love overwhelming force," Sean agreed and waved to her as she left. Getting up, he went over to look at Daelyn's work. 
 
    "Amazing, I don't know how you do it," Sean said, looking it over. 
 
    "Of course not, you're not a craftsman!" Daelyn laughed. 
 
    Sean pulled her close and gave her a kiss. "Thanks for fixing it, Hon. And I promise to wait until tomorrow before I enchant it." 
 
    "Tomorrow morning," Daelyn warned. "After a night's rest. No running out here at midnight to get started on it!" 
 
    Sean sighed dramatically. "Caught before I could even start!" 
 
    "Uh huh. Let's go check on your new apprentice," Daelyn said and swatted him on the ass. 
 
    "Yes, Ma'am!" 
 
      
 
    "So is he awake yet?" Sean asked Sarah, who was taking with one of the girls who oversaw their small 'medical' area. Because lycans really didn't get sick or injured normally, Sean hadn't given much thought to any kind of real first aid or medical facilities. Obviously he'd have to change that. 
 
    "Yes," Sarah said and smiled, "and thank you for saving him. April told me you risked yourself healing him. I'm in your debt, Sean." 
 
    Sean smiled and gave an embarrassed shrug. "He helped us when he didn't have to. I figured I owed him whatever I could do." 
 
    "Still, thank you! Art sends his thanks as well," she said and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    "You're both very welcome." Sean smiled and went inside to see Stewart himself. 
 
    Entering the room, Stewart was lying in the middle of a bed with April on one side of him and Rachel on the other. Both were watching him like a hawk. 
 
    "How are you feeling, Stewart?" 
 
    "Please, Sean, call me Stew," Stewart said a little weakly. 
 
    "So, how are you doing?" 
 
    Stewart smiled tiredly. "I think I've finally won the 'who belongs to who' argument, well, at least for now, that is." 
 
    Sean noticed both of the girls smiled happily at that. 
 
    "Trust me, you never win that one!" Sean chuckled and put an arm around Daelyn. 
 
    "Thanks for telling April to bite me. While I wasn't all that keen on becoming a lycan, well, not right now at least, it still beats being dead or crippled." 
 
    "Oh, I know," Sean nodded, "I was infected as well." 
 
    Stewart gave a slight nod. "My mom already told me about that. So I figure if you got through it, I can get through it too. Though I don't know if I'll still be able to apprentice for Gus; I'm not sure he'll teach a lycan, even if I pony up the money." 
 
    "Don't worry about it," Sean smiled, "I found another enchanter who is more than happy to take you on as soon as you're feeling up to it." 
 
    "Oh?" Stewart asked, looking hopeful. "Who?" 
 
    "Me," Sean said, still smiling. 
 
    Stewart looked confused a minute. "Everyone says you're a really accomplished enchanter, but they also tell me you're not any older than me. How is that?" 
 
    "Oh, it's really simple," Sean said, looking serious for a moment. "You know what the most important rule of magic is?" 
 
    Stewart looked at Sean carefully. "To always ground and center yourself before you start?" 
 
    "Nope! The first rule of magic is to cheat outrageously. I suspect you're going to have to unlearn a few things over the next few years. I'm mostly self-taught, so cheating for me comes easy. I'll see if I can't get you something to study here in the next day or two to get started. I've really got a lot I want to show you, but right now, just take it easy and let these two teach you about your inner beast." 
 
    Stewart gave a small nod. "Thanks for saving me, Sean. And thanks for taking me on as your apprentice and letting me stay here." 
 
    "I'm just sorry you got hurt, Stew. After all you've done for us, and both of the girls there, it really wasn't fair to you." 
 
    Stewart smiled at Sean. "I don't know, I still ended up with both of them, so I'm not gonna complain!" 
 
    Sean grinned and, reaching over Rachel, he gave Stewart a pat on the shoulder. "Welcome aboard, Stew. I'll be around in a few days to talk about your training." 
 
    Heading back outside, Sean turned to Daelyn. "I think we need a medical ward of some kind." 
 
    "And some trained nurses, maybe even a doctor," Daelyn agreed. 
 
    "Yeah, but where do you hire something like that?" Sean asked. "It's not like we can hire just anybody." 
 
    "No, but you're family now and a member of my clan." Daelyn smiled. "I'll talk to my Uncle Samis about it." 
 
    Sean smiled and hugged Daelyn again. "Thanks, Hon." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Will, it's good to see you." Gary smiled and came over to where William was sitting. "I had no idea you were a fan of Wiener Works." 
 
    William looked up and saw it was Gary Schaffer from Gradatim. 
 
    "Hey, Gary. Sorry to hear about your father; pull up a seat if you want." 
 
    Gary smiled and did just that. 
 
    "Sorry to hear about your father as well, Will." 
 
    "I'm just glad it's over." William sighed. 
 
    Gary pursed his lips and nodded his head in agreement. "Me too. How many did you lose?" 
 
    "Fifty." William sighed. "They asked me to lead the memorial service; I don't know why, but they did." 
 
    "Well from what I heard, you did a good job of holding everyone together, especially when those guys from the Vestibulum lost their shit." 
 
    "Yeah, I guess. Sorry about your guys that got killed, I was just too worried about my own at that point." 
 
    Gary nodded. "Not your fault. I warned them; they choose to ignore me." 
 
    "How many did you lose?" 
 
    "Fifty-one." 
 
    "Is it true you're the new council head?" 
 
    Gary snorted. "Yeah. I don't understand it. The whole council gets wiped, and they put the least-qualified guy in charge of leading it." 
 
    William smiled at that. "I want to thank you for leaving that food for us, when it meant your own people had to go hungry," William told him. "It meant a lot, to all of us." 
 
    Gary looked a little embarrassed. "I did it for us as much as I did it for you. Lately I've started to wonder what it is we all stand for, and why the hell we spend so much time fighting each other. The Vestibulum left over a hundred and twenty people up on that hill, and for what?" 
 
    William nodded. "The world's changing, and we haven't been. So it reared up and bit us on the ass. Harris put me on the council in my father's seat, but honestly, with all the other members dead but him, I'm number two now. All because I wanted to live." 
 
    "It's not just that, Will. We took the time to help the others. That first night and the next day, a lot of us were no better than savages. You and me, we at least held on to our humanity. We got tested, and a lot of people failed. The others see that, and they're embarrassed by it. So they want the few of us who passed the test to lead them into a better future." 
 
    William looked at Gary. 
 
    "Bullshit." 
 
    Gary laughed. "Yeah, maybe, but it helped me sleep last night, so it might just help you." 
 
    William shook his head and smiled. Gary had a point; William hadn't slept very well at all last night.  
 
    "Hey, I'm getting married next weekend. We decided to move it up to try and give people something a bit better to think of. I'll send you an invitation." 
 
    "I don't know, Gary." 
 
    "Dude, she's got a younger sister, and she's hot. You're a hero now, and you're on the Ascendance's council. Trust me, she'll be interested. And maybe, just maybe, if we're in-laws we won't do any of this stupid shit anymore that ends up with half of our friends dying up in the woods." 
 
    William smiled and nodded slowly. "Yeah, I'd like that. Just don't invite anybody from the Vestibulum. While I don't want a war with them, I really don't want to see any of them for a while." 
 
    Gary nodded. "Yeah, I feel the same way. I'm still worried the only hatchet that they want to bury is in our heads." 
 
    "I'm leaning on Harris to ally with Sapientia, he's not crazy about it, but I told him we need to face the new reality; the Vestibulum is on the way out, they're the past now." 
 
    Gary thought about that. "You know, I think you may have a point there." 
 
    They talked a little longer while they waited for their orders, then Gary left William to sit and eat while he took his home to his fiancée.  
 
    Gary had had to field a phone call from the Leader of the Gradatim in Los Angeles this morning. Rupert Spencer had a lot of questions about what had happened and what the lycans had done. Gary had told him most of it, but not all. When Gary had flipped off the others yesterday and headed off on his own, he was flipping off all of Gradatim. 
 
    He didn't believe in what they stood for anymore, and he sure didn't believe in Rupert Spencer and his words of retaliation and winning back 'all they had lost'. 
 
    Gary knew when he was beat, he could feel it in his bones. William was right about the Vestibulum being the past, but that wasn't all that was in the past. Every man on the new council now was one of the people who had followed Gary out of that canyon and back home.  
 
    And Gary was by no means done with leading them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 On The Road Again 
 
      
 
    Chad was watching the Gradatim compound on the screen of a laptop as he sat on the top of the next hill over from theirs. The Gradatim compound was in the hills a little to the south of Eugene. A good place to be unobserved and to do whatever they felt like without prying eyes.  
 
    It did make them a little harder to spy on, but apparently they hadn't been keeping up with modern technology, and John had come through handily with several high-flying and relatively quiet drones that sported high-quality cameras. 
 
    "Is that the woman you were interested in?" John asked, watching on another screen as he piloted the drone focused on the front gate. 
 
    "Yup, that's her. Let's see what happens." 
 
    As they watched, she was led to a spot in the middle of the compound, then nothing happened for a couple of minutes until a man came out of the main building quickly and strode up to her. Nothing happened for several more minutes as they watched. 
 
    "Too bad we didn't get up here sooner," John said. "I probably could have salted their grounds with a couple of listening devices." 
 
    "This is still better than we expected," Chad said. 
 
    "Oh, he does not look happy," John noted as the man started to gesticulate. 
 
    "I can't believe she's not running," Chad said. 
 
    "What? Why?" 
 
    "He's about to execute her." 
 
    "I can," Max said, looking over Chad's shoulder, "she's got nothing left to live for." 
 
    A moment later the woman fell over, writhing on the ground. 
 
    "Looks like he hit her with a blast of silver," Max said. "Pretty painful way to die." 
 
    "What a sick bastard," John said. 
 
    "Sometimes I think these people all grew up watching B-rate action movies with the way they 'reward' their followers," Max said with a shake of her head. "It's a wonder anyone is loyal to them in the first place." 
 
    "Well, let's get back to counting people and mapping defenses," Chad said. "Sean'll be here just after sunset, and we want to hit them tonight." 
 
    "What a slave driver," John sighed. "Bad enough you made us drive all the way up here through the night!" 
 
    "As I heard it, you slept in the back of your van all night while one of my gals drove!" Max laughed. 
 
    "Well, it's the thought that counts!" John said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    "So, what's the plan?" Sean asked as they sat in the back of one of the trailers. It was after nine, and the sun had set almost an hour ago. 
 
    "Charge in, grab everybody, and charge back out." Chad grinned. "You know, the usual!" 
 
    "Surely it can't be that simple." 
 
    "There's only eighteen lycans here, from what we've seen, and only a dozen magic users. Male magic users that is, we haven't seen any of their wives yet. All the men appear to be older; they either have white hair or they're bald. Of the eighteen lycans, four are male, all the rest are female, and most of those appear to be fairly young." 
 
    "Sex slaves?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "Probably," Chad agreed with a nod. 
 
    "Why is…" Sean paused a moment. "Scratch that. Does anyone else find it suspicious that this place has so few people in it? It's got room for a lot more people than a dozen men and their sex toys." 
 
    "Might be a school," Peg said. "It is summer, and even a lot of the magic schools close down then." 
 
    "Or it could be some sort of research center," Jolene said, looking at the map of the grounds thoughtfully. "In either case, what they did to Dawn should make you wonder." 
 
    "What, executing her?" Max said. 
 
    "No, making her betray her own kind and thinking she was doing the right thing. This place may be small, but I suspect the magic users inside are all going to be powerful." 
 
    "What did Terry tell you about it?" Sean asked Chad. 
 
    "Not much, said Dawn told him she always steered clear of it." 
 
    "Where is he, anyway?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Scrambling to move a bunch of people and change a bunch of things. They really have no idea how much Dawn knew or how much she told, because no one ever thought she was a spy." 
 
    "How long was she the alpha?" 
 
    "Five years, but she'd been in the pack for at least eight before that. When the previous alpha died, she took over." 
 
    "Well, we're here and we've got a lot of people with us, so what's the plan?" Sean asked. "Other than run in and run out?" 
 
    "Pretty much what we did to the Ascendance in Reno. You come in with a team on the helicopter and land on the roof of the main building. Four teams of twenty will approach these positions," Chad said, pointing to spots on the map. "When the alarm goes off, they'll concentrate on taking out the sentries and cutting holes in the fences." 
 
    "Those may be trapped, you know," Sean said. 
 
    "More like definitely," Jolene agreed. 
 
    "I can take a look at them beforehand," Cali said from the front of the trailer. 
 
    "She can see magical traps," Sean said to Chad's befuddled look. 
 
    "Oh. To continue, we'll hold the remaining two hundred troops in these three positions, ready to storm in and do whatever they have to do." 
 
    "We really did over-commit, didn't we?" Roxy chuckled. 
 
    "Well, we had no idea what we were up against," Chad said. "And I'd rather have them and not need them." 
 
    "Than need them and not have them," Roxy agreed. 
 
    "So, are they all kept here in the kennel?" Peg asked, looking at the map. 
 
    "Only the four males and possibly two of the female lycans are living in there, from what we can see. All the rest are in the main building." 
 
    "Oh, fun." Sean sighed. "When are we going in?" 
 
    "As soon as Cali gets back from checking the fences," Chad said. 
 
    "That early?" Sean said, surprised. 
 
    "Well, if each of these guys has one of the girls in his bedroom, you're not going to take them by surprise once you're inside the building. So why even try to? That's why I said 'When the alarm goes off' not 'if'. Just shoot everything that moves with a wand. Collar the girls, we'll hit the kennels and the guard tower while you do that, then we get the hell out of dodge and see what we've got." 
 
    Chad looked around. "Where's Daelyn, anyway?" 
 
    "Off talking to her brother to see what other intelligence she can get." 
 
    "Ah, good. Cali, let's go check those fences out, then we'll get this show on the road." 
 
    "Okay!" Cali said with a cheerful smile. 
 
      
 
    An hour later Sean was climbing into the helicopter, along with Cali, Roxy, Peg, and a twelve-man strike team. It was a little close inside, but they weren't going all that far. Sean cast a silence spell on the helicopter as soon as he was inside, and they took off. 
 
    "How does the building look?" Sean asked Cali as they approached from the south. 
 
    "The first two floors have got lines all over them. The third-floor windows only have one, and the roof has a couple lines on it too, but the peak is clear as long as you don't move more than a couple of feet from it." 
 
    "Why is the peak clear?" 
 
    "Birds probably," Cali said with a shrug as she pulled the zipper on her black jump suit up to her neck and started to fasten her body armor. "Just follow me and stay between the spray lines." 
 
    "Everybody hear that?" Sean asked, looking at the others. 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    "Where do you want me to go?" George, the pilot, asked. 
 
    "Can you hover over the center of the roof? Then we can all get out to either side on the peak," Cali told him. 
 
    "Easy-peasy." 
 
    "Alright, let's go," Sean said and everyone checked their weapons. Each of them had four of the cramping wands and a suppressed twenty-two pistol that fired enchanted bullets. Roxy, Cali, and two of the other members of the assault team had suppressed semi-automatic rifles that fired a three-hundred-caliber AAC Blackout round in case they needed something a bit more serious. 
 
    Sliding the doors back, they held on while George quickly brought them in, then they all unloaded onto the roof quickly out the two doors. Cali had started marking lines with a can of fluorescent orange spray paint the moment she landed on the roof, then moved quickly towards the edge, stopping only to toss a rope to Sean when she got there.  
 
    Sean carefully lowered her over the side, while two of the team grabbed his belt to counterbalance him, and the others quietly rigged the line the rest of them would be using.  
 
    After what seemed like an eternity, Sean felt three sharp tugs and the line went slack, so he quickly coiled it and set it to the side on the roof. 
 
    "The line ready?" he asked one of the two holding his belt. 
 
    "Here it is," one of them said and tossed the end over the side. It was just long enough to go down a few feet past the window, and that was it. 
 
    "Me first," Roxy growled softly, "I'm lighter than you and stronger than Cali." 
 
    Sean nodded and watched as Roxy slipped over the side. When the line went slack, he followed her, sliding down until he was opposite the window, and Roxy leaned out and pulled him in.  
 
    Letting go of the rope, he went over to where Cali was examining the door. They were in a bedroom, but the lack of sheets on the bed showed it wasn't currently in use. 
 
    "Door's clear," Cali said. 
 
    Sean nodded and, taking out an interesting little gadget John had given him, he slipped an optical cable under the door, and looking at a small cellphone sized device, he scanned the third-floor hallway.  
 
    "Empty." 
 
    Cali nodded, and Sean kept watch while the others made it into the room and got ready. Everyone was still in human form, Chad had suggested they should only shift when it became necessary, as it might confuse the residents as to the identity of their attackers. 
 
    Everyone gave a thumbs-up, and Cali opened the door, leading them slowly down the hallway towards the stairway at the end. She could see a magical trip line at the end of the hallway by the staircase, so she waved everyone to a stop when she got close to it.  
 
    Kneeling down on the floor, she took a moment to examine it to be sure it was what it looked like, then she took another minute to slowly drain it away until it winked out of existence.  
 
    Waving them to follow her again, she started down the staircase. There was another trip line just before the second floor, and thankfully there was nobody walking around, so she spent another couple minutes, first examining, and then draining it. 
 
    When she stepped out onto the floor, she could see ten doors on each side of the hallway, and except for the doorway on the opposite end of the hallway, every door had a magical trap on it. 
 
    "All of the doors are trapped," Cali whispered softly in Sean's ear. "It will take me a while to defeat all of them." 
 
    "Start with this one, then go back and forth across the hallway," Sean whispered back.  
 
    Turning to the others, he gathered them in closely. 
 
    "All the doors are trapped. Once she takes the traps down, we'll all go in at once and use the wands." 
 
    "What if someone comes out before she's done?" Jon asked. 
 
    "We take 'em down, hit the rooms that have had their doors cleared, and hope nobody hears us." 
 
    "You know there are two more doors than there are us, right?" Roxy said. 
 
    "Well, see if you can figure out which ones are empty, and have Cali do those last." 
 
    Roxy nodded and shifted into her hybrid form so she could use her better sense of smell and hearing. Going over to Cali, she whispered the plan to her as they started going door to door. 
 
    Twenty very tense minutes later, Cali had made it halfway down the hallway, having skipped three doors, when one of the doors opened and an older man stepped out. Roxy punched him in the kidney, then put a hand around his mouth and pulled him away from the open doorway as she put him in a sleeper hold. 
 
    "Olaf? What was that?" a woman's voice called from the doorway. 
 
    One of the others stepped around the corner with a wand and fired it off, and all hell broke loose as an alarm suddenly split the night. Eight doors were immediately kicked in and several wands were fired. Sean ducked into the room Peg had gone into. A brief glance told him there was an older man in the bed with a female lycan, both of whom were under the effects of the cramping spell. 
 
    Taking cover in the doorway, Sean got his wands ready as people started to come out of the rooms – or rather, women started to come out. One woman each came out of six of the rooms and were quickly dropped with the wands, but all of them had been armed with machine pistols, and two of them had fired off a lot of rounds as they went down. One of other women was hit by the crossfire and started to react almost immediately. 
 
    "Silver!" Jon called out. Moving forward carefully, he grabbed the woman's arm, pulled her back, and tried to get a collar and tag on her before she died. 
 
    Sean himself was a bit busier deflecting the spells that came out of the four rooms.  
 
    "Magic users," Sean hissed, and as he watched, Roxy and Cali pulled tear gas grenades off their belts and tossed them into the rooms, one after another.  
 
    Sean immediately followed that by going down the hallway with a gust spell before him and stopped at the first doorway. There was an old man in there about to cast something, so Sean hit him with a cramper.  
 
    When he got to the next room, that man had already started to blow the teargas back out, but he wasn't ready for the cramper spell and went down.  
 
    The next man started a magical duel, but Roxy ducked around Sean's back and shot the man in the legs, dropping him. Looking up to the next door, Cali was already coming back towards them. 
 
    "I took care of it!" Cali smiled. 
 
    Sean blinked; there were three open doors behind her. That had been quick. 
 
    "How's the one that got shot?" Sean asked, turning around. 
 
    "Dead." 
 
    "How many do we have?" 
 
    "Thirteen collared and tagged, one dead, four unaccounted for." 
 
    "Not for long!" one of the guys called from down by the stairway as a female werewolf charged into the hallway and started shooting. Sean dropped her instantly with a sleep spell. 
 
    "Richard!" Roxy called. "Satchel!"  
 
    Sean blinked and looked at Roxy. "What are you doing to do with that?" 
 
    "Everyone clear the hallway," Roxy said, catching the pack Richard had tossed her. She laid it on the floor and pulled the cord coming out of it. 
 
    "Oh, shit!" Sean said and dove into one of the rooms and they all quickly cleared the hall as a loud explosion suddenly rocked the building. 
 
    Getting to his feet and turning back to the hallway, there was now a very large hole in the floor. Checking his defense framework as he drew his pistol, Sean ran to the hole and jumped through it, with Roxy and Cali following close behind. 
 
    The ground floor was thick with dust and smoke, and Sean shot the first two people-shaped forms he saw without a second thought as Cali took cover behind him, and Roxy covered his back. Moving quickly down the hallway, Sean saw the two people he had shot were two more werewolves. Both were down, unconscious.  
 
    The others he came across that were already down he hit with sleep spells and hoped they kept them down. 
 
    "We're missing one more," Cali told him. 
 
    "Yeah, but where is she?"  
 
    "She's not behind us," Roxy said as the rest of the team came down through the hole in the floor, passing the woman they'd already captured. 
 
    Cali stopped suddenly and yanked hard on Sean's belt. 
 
    "We need to leave, now!" Cali hissed. 
 
    "What about the other girl?"  
 
    "There is no other girl. We have to go! We have to go now!" 
 
    Sean backed up slowly. "Clear an exit," Sean said over his shoulder, "we're leaving." 
 
    "What about…" 
 
    "Now!" Sean growled and shifted into his lion form as he felt it. Something was making his hair want to stand on end. 
 
    'Demon!' the First said. 
 
    'Any advice?'  
 
    'Running would be good!' 
 
    "Grab the girls and run," Sean hissed and kept backing up. He put the pistol away; he didn't think it was going to do him any good now. Cali had disappeared, and Roxy was tossing the women out the front windows one after the other, only four of the men were left, then Roxy dove out as a loud scream shattered all the windows on the house, all the light bulbs, and anything else made of glass. 
 
    Looking down the hallway, Sean saw it. It was tall, probably taller than he was, as it had to duck to fit into the room. The skin was black as ink, and at first he thought it was covered in fur, but quickly realized there was something crawling all over the demon's skin. Or maybe the skin itself crawled all over the body. 
 
    The eyes were red, there were short horns, two on either side of the head, that came up out of the forehead, and there were large fangs that slipped down past the lower lip, that dripped…something. 
 
    The demon was nude, which led to confusion in Sean's mind as to its sex, for while it had large, pendulous breasts, there was also a rather large penis that swung between its legs, though he didn't see any sign of a scrotum. 
 
    The arms were longer than a man of the same size would have, coming down to the knees, and the hands had long, wicked-looking fingers with claws at the ends, while it walked on cloven hooves. 
 
    'What the hell is that thing?' 
 
    'It's a raseri djevel, a devil of fury, they come from the Onderwereld. That's why Cali felt it.' 
 
    'And how do I beat it?' 
 
    'A faerie sword would kill it easily.' 
 
    Sean swore at that, he didn't have such a sword, and just then it charged him, moving faster than he would have expected on those cloven hooves. 
 
    He dodged the first swipe of the clawed hands and punched it as hard as he could in the chest. It was like hitting an electrified rock, and the shock of it stunned him long enough for it to backhand him into the wall. 
 
    In the moment it took him to recover, it was on Richard, and it ripped off his arm, then started to tear his body into large pieces right before Sean's eyes. 
 
    Sean blasted it with a bolt of pure ice, which did nothing to slow it down, then he remembered the dark elves came from a land of cold, so he hit it with a jet of flame. 
 
    It screamed that awful noise again, causing his ears to fold flat, then turned on him and charged him once again. Sean jumped up through the hole in the ceiling and hit it with another jet of flame, then grabbing the edges of the hole with those vicious looking hands, it pulled itself through the hole as Sean retreated quickly down the hallway towards the stairs.  
 
    When he got to the end of the hall, he cast a fireball at it, the explosion filling the hallway and making it scream once again. Turning, Sean ran up the staircase to the third floor and had just put a foot onto the floor when he was rammed hard from behind and sent flying all the way down to the far end of the hall. 
 
    'Damn, that hurt!' Sean swore and cast a heal spell on himself, then threw himself to the side as the demon tried to ram him again, but it missed, crashing into the far wall with a great deal of noise. 
 
    Running back the way he'd come, Sean ducked into the room they'd entered by, casting another fireball behind him, then diving out the window. He grabbed the still hanging rope and quickly swarmed up it as the demon flew out the window behind him, then fell to the ground below. 
 
    'Did that hurt it?' 
 
    The demon jumped to its feet and screamed loudly again. 
 
    'I don't think so.' 
 
    Sean pulled out his pistol and started to shoot it; he was beginning to run low on mana, and he didn't want to keep wasting powerful spells on it if they weren't having any effect. 
 
    'The fire hurt it, but I don't know if you can do enough of those spells to kill it.' 
 
    The demon was looking all around the courtyard for him, then suddenly it turned and looked up as the bullets started to hit it. Apparently they were annoying it. As Sean watched, it ran over to the building and started to climb up it, using its hands to rip holes in the sides as it did. 
 
    'What else can hurt these things?' 
 
    'Cold iron would probably do it a good bit of damage.' 
 
    'You're supposed to be a god,' Sean grumbled as he watched the demon getting closer. 
 
    'Yes, and in my own body, I could probably kill it. But I'm not in my own body now, am I?' 
 
    Sean emptied the rest of the bullets in his pistol at it, on the off chance that, if he did enough damage, eventually it would die. Holstering the pistol, he shot it with a flame bolt and ran for the far side of the roof, making sure to stay within the marked lines from earlier. 
 
    As soon as it gained the roof, it ran straight for him, setting off the multiple traps as it came, which slowed it down, but didn't stop it. Just as it was about to get him, and he was debating jumping off the roof, the entire building shook with a loud explosion, and suddenly the demon's eyes got wide as it stopped. It smiled at him in a manner that was most disquieting, actually blew him a kiss, then disappeared. 
 
    "What the hell just happened?" Sean said out loud. 
 
    'Now would be a good time to leave, son.' 
 
    Jumping off the roof, Sean decided to do just that.  
 
    Hitting the ground and rolling, he got to his feet and saw Cali and Roxy waving to him as they ran for the gates, which had been blown off their hinges. Sean ran after them, catching up not long after they'd left the grounds. 
 
    "What the hell happened?" he asked, gasping. 
 
    "If you kill the summoner, the summoned goes back to Onderwereld," Cali said, panting. 
 
    "So we just blew up the end of the house we thought he was in," Roxy said with a shrug. "Guess it worked." 
 
    "Yeah, guess it did. Now let's get out of here." 
 
    "Yes, lets!" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Down Slow 
 
      
 
    Sean yawned as he dropped into a seat, and Jolene dropped into his lap. Both he and Jolene had just spent the last six hours examining the lycans they'd rescued. 
 
    "So how are they?" Chad asked. 
 
    "Brainwashed," Sean said, shaking his head, "their heads have been so seriously messed with that there's not a lot in there, really. They've all got the intelligence and the awareness of a six-year-old." 
 
    "Damn, so now what?" 
 
    "Well, using some of the powers I get as a lion," which meant that the First did it, "plus Jo's mental powers, we erased the memory of the mages who did this to them from their minds. But none of them will ever be able to function on their own." 
 
    "Terry said he'd take them in," Roxy said, coming into the room. 
 
    "They have any problems last night?" Sean asked. 
 
    "A few. But nothing they couldn't deal with; your warning had them prepared." 
 
    "Well, that's good," Sean said and yawned again. 
 
    "So what was that place?" Max asked. 
 
    "A weapons research facility," Jolene said, shaking her head. "One of them had managed to summon that demon and bind it without being killed. Apparently the previous six attempts ended up with dead magic user entrails spread all over the walls." 
 
    "And the two following attempts," Sean added. 
 
    "Yeah, they were still working the kinks out," Jolene nodded. "I called my uncle and gave him all the juicy details. I'd be surprised if the place isn't already a smoking crater." 
 
    "Oh? Why's that?" Chad asked looking surprised. 
 
    "Summoning demons is proscribed. Doing so is an automatic death sentence, and the Eruditio are the people charged with carrying it out. It's the one thing in which they're completely ruthless." 
 
    "So, think we've seen the last of them?" 
 
    "I hope so," Sean said and shivered, "that thing was nasty." 
 
    "So now what?" 
 
    "I guess it's on to Portland," Sean said, then putting his arms around Jolene, he gave her a hug, "after a nice long nap. What time is it, anyway?" 
 
    "Nine AM." Roxy supplied. 
 
    "Well, show me where our bed is, 'cause I need to be in it." Sean yawned again. 
 
    "Come on, I'll show you both where we're sleeping," Daelyn said. 
 
    Yawning yet again, Sean followed her with a sound-asleep Jolene in his arms. As soon as he got to the bed, he set Jolene down and hit the sheets beside her. 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    Yawning, Sean rolled onto his paws and shook his head, fluffing out his mane. He was on the side of the mountain, and he could see the others were all there as well, talking and doing whatever it was they did. Looking around, he saw the First sitting, watching him. 
 
    "What's up?" Sean asked. 
 
    "You need to ask your uncle Maitland to either get you, or teach you how to make, faerie swords." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because if there's one thing I've learned, once somebody has started summoning demons, other people will do it, too." 
 
    "So you think I'm going to run into more of those things?" Sean said, feeling a bit uneasy. 
 
    "I think there is a chance, yes. So I think you should be prepared for it. For now, I'd say buy a cheap iron crowbar and keep it handy. Definitely talk to that goblin, Sawyer, when you get back home. Anyone foolish enough to summon one once is foolish enough to summon one again." 
 
    "But we killed the man who summoned it, didn't we?" 
 
    "You killed the one who succeeded. I suspect they'll send his notes somewhere else, for others to carry on the work." 
 
    Sean sighed and plopped his butt down to sit. 
 
    "Ugh, more problems." 
 
    "It's not really your problem, Son. It's the magic users' problem, but it still pays to be prepared, in case they send any more of them after you." 
 
    "Damn, it just keeps getting worse, doesn't it?" Sean said, shaking his head. 
 
    "Oh, it's not that bad, if you're prepared for them. One or two aren't that hard to kill. It's when you have to deal with hundreds or thousands of them." 
 
    "And you have?" 
 
    "Ask one of the dwarven lore masters about the demon wars," the First said with a heavy sigh. "Now those were tough." 
 
    Sean laid all the way back down and closed his eyes. "Goodnight, Dad." 
 
    "Night." 
 
      
 
    End Book Eight 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Afterword 
 
      
 
    Hello everyone. I'd like to thank you for having gotten to this point in the ongoing story of Sean and the battle into which he's found himself drawn. If you enjoyed this book, I'd appreciate it if you'd rate and review it on Amazon. Writers are rewarded by Amazon when we get four and five star reviews, and the more we get, the more we're rewarded. 
 
    So please! I'd appreciate it very much if you gave me a good review. 
 
    If you find any typos or 'wrong words', please feel free to email what and where they were to me. Typos always make it through, no matter how many people I have checking things. 
 
      
 
    Some Notes: I thought I wouldn't have to mention this, but please, do not send me suggestions or ideas for this series. I won't read them, and they will be deleted without being read, and I will not respond to them. Why? Because I don't want to be accused later of having 'stolen' an idea that I've already fully developed and which I've already put into the plot.  
 
    Don't laugh, this actually happens, a lot. I know some of you have your own thoughts and ideas and even stories that you've come up with reading mine, and that's cool. I don't have a problem with that, and if you have an idea you really like, by all means go write it yourself, I have no problems with fan fiction (just don't go selling it, because that encroaches on my copyright). Please understand I won't read any fan fiction for the same legal reasons, and I ask that you respect my copyrights. 
 
    If you want to write a story in my universe that doesn't feature any of the main characters and want to see about licensing it and having it published. That may be possible, but right now I can't promise anything. June (2018) is going to be a very hectic month for me. 
 
      
 
    Book Nine: Book #9 is in progress (working title: Take California). It's slated to come out in June, but I've got a bit of traveling to do in June and some family issues I have to deal with. So I don't know exactly when in June it will be completed. I have a mailing list, that I only use to announce new releases (because I hate spamming people) which you can sign up for on my webpage if you're interested. 
 
      
 
    Some Recommendations: As mentioned before, I do have another name I write under: John Van Stry. If you haven't looked at it, you might appreciate my 'Portals of Infinity' series. It's currently at eight books and will continue, but right now I'm focused on the Valens Legacy series, so I probably won't be revisiting the Portals series until sometime in the Fall. 
 
    Some other people I enjoy reading in this genre, and you might, as well: William D. Arand, Blaise Corvin, and Michael-Scott Earle. They're all good people and good writers. You may also want to check out this group on facebook: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/ 
 
      
 
    Again, thank you for your support and for buying my books. 
 
    My Amazon Author's webpage: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Jan-Stryvant/e/B06ZY7L62L/ 
 
    Occasional announcements at: 
 
    https://stryvant.blogspot.com/ 
 
    Jan Stryvant website at:  
 
    http://www.vanstry.net/stryvant/ 
 
    Email: 
 
    stryvant@gmail.com 
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