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 Speak to Me 
 
      
 
    Carl looked out the windshield of the car as he drove up the dirt road. It was after two pm; a number of people, including his boss, had wanted him to get up early and be here at the crack of dawn, they just couldn't understand it when he then laughed at them.  
 
    The only reason he'd flown here on a government jet, rather than flying commercial, was he'd brought a small team with him whose job was to investigate reports of a counterfeiting operation as a cover for his trip. The meeting with the president had been educational, to say the least. The president had had a lot of questions and seemed worried about the consequences of being seen as supporting a possible terrorist, should the news of what happened in LA be linked to someone who wanted to meet with him. 
 
    But on the other hand, the president thought the 'Thank You' card was the height of practical jokes and showed that Sean Valens had a sense of humor.  
 
    When all was said and done, the president was very interested in meeting with Sean, but he wanted Sean to come to him, not the other way around. Again, the president was worried about appearances, as well as bargaining position.  
 
    "You're going to be my lead man on this, Carl," the president had told him, "I need you to determine if it's actually worthwhile for us to give into his demands for a meeting and if so, to convince him to come here. Be sure to let him know that the president of the United States of America just can't pick up and fly wherever he wants without everyone noticing. It would be weeks, if not months, before we could work something out. Got that?" 
 
    Carl had nodded and agreed, then gone back to the office to prepare. 
 
    "You know he's not going to come here," Carl had told Kensington. 
 
    "Then I suggest you figure out just how to explain that to the president when you get back," Kensington had warned him. 
 
    Carl stopped at the gate; there was a little shack that obviously functioned as a guardhouse there, and a young man came out and looked at him. 
 
    "What do you want?" 
 
    "I'm here to talk to Sean." 
 
    "And you would be?" 
 
    "Carl Mince, United States Secret Service," Carl said, flashing his badge. "I told Sean I wanted to come by and have a beer or two. Could you call him, please?" 
 
    "A beer?" the young man said, looking at him a little confused. 
 
    "What, don't lycans drink?" Carl asked with a grin. 
 
    "Umm, don't move..." the young man said slowly, and pulling out a radio, he stepped back out of earshot and said something into it. After a moment he went over to the gate and opened it. 
 
    "Go on up," he said. 
 
    "Thanks!" Carl smiled and drove up to the house. There was a large parking area with a big garage behind it that looked fairly new. Parking out of the way of the other cars, Carl got out and looked at the house. There were a lot of buildings behind it, and from the pictures he'd pulled from one of the imaging birds last night, there were also a couple of helicopter pads and a number of spots that looked suspiciously like weapons emplacements. 
 
    Right now there were three people walking towards him, a big-ass lionman, a catgirl of some type, and a rather attractive —and very scantily clad —red-haired young woman with the darkest skin he'd ever seen in his life.  
 
    "Sean?" Carl called as the lionman got closer. 
 
    "Do you know any other werelions?" 
 
    "I don't know any werelions!" Carl said with a grin. "But maybe if you introduce yourself, I'll at least know one!" 
 
    Sean smiled. "Well then, Carl, I'm Sean Valens, as I'm sure you already know. This is my wife, Roxy Valens. She's a werecheetah. This is my wife, Cali Valens. She's a dark elf." 
 
    Carl smiled and shook hands with each of them. "This is truly a pleasure, Sean, Roxy, Cali. Up until now I've only met a couple of lycans—well, at least as far as I know!" 
 
    "Oh? Where was that?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "At the Sapientia headquarters in Washington. I met two of their employees during dinner." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Well, let's go inside and get out of the sun. I'm surprised you didn't show up at the crack of dawn." 
 
    Carl snorted. "Someone told me that lions don't appreciate being woken up early in the morning." 
 
    "Ah, somebody who actually listens!" Roxy snickered. 
 
    Carl grinned back at her. "We do things a bit differently in the Secret Service. You have to remember, guarding government officials is our number one job, the rest of it is just our hobby." 
 
    "Did you ever do that?" Sean asked as they walked up the steps to the front door. 
 
    Carl nodded. "I was on the presidential detail for four years until I worked my way up into investigations for the Treasury department." Carl stopped and looked up at Sean. "So I gotta warn ya', if you try to do anything to the president, I'm gonna fall on you like a ton of bricks, okay?" 
 
    Sean grinned down at Carl, showing more than a bit of fang, and was impressed that Carl didn't even flinch. "I'll do my best not to piss you off then." 
 
    Carl smiled back. "Thanks! You gotta understand, we don't scare easily. Taking a bullet is part of the job, you know, and once you've reached that level of commitment, certain things just don't bother you as much anymore." 
 
    Sean nodded and led Carl into the dining room, then motioned for him to take a chair. 
 
    Carl grabbed a seat and looked up in surprise as another dark elf came out and set a bunch of beers down on the table, then went back into the kitchen. 
 
    "How many dark elves do you have?" Carl said, appreciating the rather fine ass that was walking away from him. 
 
    "Several," Sean said with a shrug, "we rescued them from a bad situation and, well, one thing led to another..." 
 
    Carl couldn't miss the warm smile Sean gave his wife Cali, who returned it. 
 
    "So," Sean picked back up, "just what can we do for the Secret Service, Carl?" 
 
    "As I've told you before, I'm the head of the new 'Lycan Affairs' group at the Secret Service." 
 
    "Why is that part of the Secret Service?" Roxy asked. 
 
    Carl shrugged. "I'm not fully up on the political maneuvering that took place back when the Secret Service was founded. I suspect it was because the Treasury Department was worried about the magic users engaging in counterfeiting, and because we were the only group involved in tracking and investigating people, that the job to watch and deal with them was given to us.  
 
    "I also gather that the U.S. Marshals were never really keen on dealing with it, and of course the FBI hadn't been founded yet." 
 
    "So because you had the magic users, you got us?" 
 
    Carl took a sip of his beer and nodded. "Exactly. As for why I'm here? Well, first, there's the never been any official contact between the lycans and the government. Probably because we never knew they had any leaders or rulers." Carl took another drink from his beer. 
 
    "Then there's the whole war thing, which has started to go beyond the magic users and their 'silence'. We have citizens being killed now, and while we've always suspected that the mages have done that in the past, this is the first time we've had proof." 
 
    Carl took another drink. "And then of course, there's LA." 
 
    "Why are they so upset about LA, Carl?" Sean asked, sincerely curious. "Yeah, I blew up a building and killed a lot of people, but hell, we did that on I-80 just the other week." 
 
    "Because it was a nuclear bomb," Carl said with a sigh. "Everyone in the government is really paranoid about nuclear weapons. We have all sorts of devices to find them, track them, tell us when one has gone off, and examine the site afterwards. We know who all the nuclear powers are, Sean. Finding out that we need to add 'Lions' to that list when we don't know a damn thing about you? Yeah, people are just a little concerned." 
 
    Sean considered that a moment while Carl took another drink. 
 
    "It wasn't really a nuclear bomb," Sean told him. 
 
    "Sean, I had a roomful of military experts tell me differently." 
 
    "Oh? Was there any fallout?" 
 
    Carl stopped a moment and remembered the conversation in the room that day. 
 
    "Come to think of it, nobody mentioned any fallout at all." 
 
    Sean nodded. "That's because it wasn't actually an atomic bomb. Oh, I know it gave off radiation, alpha particles, and probably some beta particles as well, but it wasn't a fission bomb or a fusion bomb." 
 
    "So just what was it then?" Carl asked, curious. 
 
    "Godly wrath," Sean said, grinning at him. 
 
    "You trying to get me fired? After you just got me a nice promotion? I can't tell 'em that!" 
 
    Sean grinned at him. "Oh, I don't think they'll fire you over that. So when's the president coming to visit?" 
 
    Carl sighed again. "That's why I'm here. He wants you to come to DC, he doesn't want to come here." 
 
    "Oh? Why's that?" 
 
    "Well, he is the president of the United States, Sean." 
 
    "Yes, but for all intents and purposes, I'm a god, Carl. So I think I might just outrank him a little bit." 
 
    Carl sat up and looked at Sean. "Now, you see, that's the part I really can't get my hands around, Sean. Just how are you a god? Four months ago, I suspect you were probably just as human as I was, then suddenly you're a werelion, and that makes you a god?" Carl shook his head. "Help me out here, I'm really not getting it, and I suspect no one else is getting it either." 
 
    Sean paused a moment to consider. 
 
    'May I?' the First asked. 
 
    'Just don't confuse him like you do the magic users. Somehow I don't think he'll appreciate it.' 
 
    "The lions are ancient," the First said, taking over for Sean, "they've been around for tens of thousands of years, and have powers that in many ways are best described as 'godlike', which is one reason why they often refer to themselves as gods.  
 
    "That, and of course their creation of all the lycan races." 
 
    "What do you mean, they?" Carl asked. "I thought you were one?" 
 
    "I'm getting to that," the First said with a smile, "the lions decided to recruit me, Sean Valens, many years ago. They decided that I would be the best to help with their cause, not the least of which because of who my father was. 
 
    "Now, being infected by a lion is neither easy nor safe, and the outcome is by no means guaranteed. Part of why it is incredibly rare for a lion to infect someone with their type lycanthropy. There is a period of adjustment, assuming you survive the infection, of course. Now some who are bitten only become werelions for the rest of their lives."  
 
    "And the others?" 
 
    "They become true lions. I, Sean Valens, surprised both the leader of the lions, as well as all the rest, by fully becoming one of them." 
 
    "And how is that different?" 
 
    "Because I now have the same powers they do. Oh, I'm not quite as strong as the others yet, I've only been one for a few months, after all. But eventually I will be. 
 
    "There's one other thing as well that makes it more important." 
 
    "And that would be?" 
 
    "I'm the official voice of the leader of the lions—the First, as we all call him." 
 
    "Why doesn't he just show up himself?" Carl asked, taking another drink. 
 
    Sean took back over and smiled. "He's currently spending the year dead for tax purposes." 
 
    Carl tried not to laugh at that; unfortunately, he failed, and ended up spraying beer out his nose. 
 
    "Dammit! That was a waste of good beer!" Carl complained as he looked around for something to clean up the mess with. 
 
    The dark elf who had given him the beer came out and handed him a towel. Thanking her, Carl started to clean himself up. 
 
    "So, you're saying he's dead?" 
 
    "No, I'm saying he's not on the planet. That reality I took those Marshals to? He's there right now." 
 
    "So he can't come here?" 
 
    "Oh no, he can, and does quite often." 
 
    "I'm not so sure I understand," Carl admitted. 
 
    Sean shrugged. "It's a god thing. Or maybe I should say a 'lion god' thing. Yeah, it's confusing, as I understand it; we created it when most of us withdrew from the world around us." 
 
    "Why'd you withdraw?" 
 
    "I'm told we had our reasons; I never really asked." Sean smiled as he deflected the question. "Personally, I think everyone just wanted a vacation or something. It really is a nice place." 
 
    "Does that mean they're coming back?" Carl asked a little cautiously. 
 
    "Oh, we come back all the time; we just don't come back in large enough numbers that anyone really notices. Someone has to keep an eye on our 'children', after all." 
 
    "I meant in greater numbers, like maybe all of them?" 
 
    Sean just grinned. 
 
    "Well, that was reassuring," Carl grumbled, while Roxy and Cali snickered. 
 
    "So, when's the president coming to visit?" 
 
    "Right now, he's not," Carl said with a shake of his head. "He's too worried about the possible ramifications." 
 
    "Of meeting with the lions?" 
 
    "Of meeting with a possible nuclear terrorist," Carl admitted. "Also, it's not like he can just pick up and come to Reno without the entire world noticing." 
 
    Sean considered that a moment. 
 
    "Actually," Sean said, still thinking about it, "nobody has any proof that I actually bombed the Gradatim council, other than what I said to one person, and that hardly constitutes proof.  
 
    "And as for the entire world noticing," Sean smiled, "well that is sorta the idea." 
 
    "You'd break the silence?" Carl said, staring at Sean over his beer bottle, which had stopped just inches from his lips. 
 
    "The silence protects the magic users, Carl, not us lycans. Now I'm not asking for the president to have a press conference with me looking like this to announce to the world that lycan's exist and he's on our side.  
 
    "However, if the world's leaders find out he's treating with us, and meeting with us, as equals, perhaps they may just follow his lead?" 
 
    Carl set his beer down and leaned back in his chair as he considered that. 
 
    "Does this mean you're going to want to sign a treaty like the magic users did?" 
 
    'Dad?' 
 
    'No, we're not looking for any special treatment. We just want to be like everyone else.' 
 
    'Including us lions?' Sean teased. 
 
    The First snorted in his head. 'Except for us lions, but for the most part, we'll follow the laws as well, though it might be for the best if they work out special rules for us.' 
 
    "Why would we want a treaty?" Sean asked, looking at him. "That would just separate us from everybody else. We don't want special treatment for the lycans; we just want the same treatment. That's all." 
 
    Carl blinked. "You know, I don't think anyone is expecting that." 
 
    "When you consider how many of us are already living like that, I don't see why you'd be surprised." 
 
    "How many?" Carl asked, looking a little surprised. 
 
    "Over half a million," Sean shrugged, "closer to a million if you include Canada and Mexico." 
 
    Sean watched as Carl digested that for a full minute. 
 
    "You know, I think I'm going to have to ask for a raise and a bigger office," Carl said, and then grinned. "Half a million? And I'm supposed to be watching all of them! Ha!" 
 
    "That reminds me." Sean smiled. "Just what kind of lycan do you want to be?" he asked, and then he winked at Carl. 
 
    Carl blinked. "Huh?" 
 
    "Well, like you said, you're the head of the government's Lycan Affairs group. I'd think a lycan would be better suited to that job, don't you?" 
 
    "Umm," Carl stopped and looked at Sean, "are you serious? I thought you didn't bite people?" 
 
    "If Sean tells someone to bite somebody," Roxy purred. 
 
    "They bite him," Cali finished with a giggle. 
 
    Sean laughed at the slightly panicked expression on Carl's face. 
 
    "I though you said you guys don't spook all that easily?" 
 
    "It's not that, it's just, I've pretty much sworn an oath to protect the Constitution and the country. I'm not sure I'm allowed to become a lycan." 
 
    "Those commitments wouldn't change, Carl. Like I said, we want the lycans to become part of the countries they live in. Not to be held separate or apart." 
 
    "Yeah, but wouldn't I have to answer to you?" 
 
    "As long as you weren't betraying the other lycans, no." 
 
    "So you're serious then?" Carl asked. 
 
    Sean nodded. "But only if you're interested, of course." 
 
    "What were you thinking of turning me into?" 
 
    "Oh, I don't know, what would you like?"  
 
    Carl thought about it, he always thought werewolves were kind of cool, but then again he'd never really seen one before. He couldn't believe he was actually considering the offer, but then again, if he was going to be the head of Lycan Affairs, he shouldn't just dismiss it out of hand, after all. 
 
    "Umm, you know, any chance of seeing a few more before I decide?"  
 
    Sean nodded. "Sure, come, let me show you around. I'll even introduce you to the rest of my wives." 
 
    "The rest?" Carl looked over at Cali and Roxy, a little confused. 
 
    "It's a lion thing," Roxy said in a loud whisper. 
 
    "Oh," Carl said, trying to sound like he understood when he so obviously didn't. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Washington - That Afternoon 
 
      
 
    "Any word from Carl yet?" Alistair, the head of the Secret Service's Magic Users Affairs group, asked as he walked into Kensington's office. 
 
    "Just a brief message over his secure phone," Kensington said and looked up at the clock on the wall. It was almost six here, which meant it was only three in Reno. "He said he's not going to be back before Sunday, at the soonest. Sean is being very open and up front, and we probably should send out an advance team." 
 
    Alistair snorted. "Are you?" 
 
    Kensington sighed and nodded. "In this business, you learn to go with your agent's feelings. Carl was on the detail years ago; if he thinks it's going to go that way, well, the last thing I want is to be caught flatfooted.  
 
    "Now, what have you found for me on our Mr. George Walker, the head of the CIA?" 
 
    "It would seem that our Mr. Walker is well known to the mages over in Brussels," Alistair said with a grin. 
 
    "How'd you find that out?"  
 
    "I asked one of our guys in the Whitehouse to take a look at the director's travel records. They're all supposed to keep the chief of staff informed of where they are and when they're out of the country. George has been heading over there several times a year, and significantly more in the last few months. In fact, he was there just last week." 
 
    "The Council of the Vestibulum has their headquarters in Brussels," Kensington mused. 
 
    "I called in a few favors with some folks over at our embassy there. He's definitely been seeing a lot of them." 
 
    Kensington mulled over that for a moment. "So the question becomes, is George now representing the Vestibulum's interest over that of the United States?" 
 
    "I'd say he's definitely been influenced by them. But get this; ten years ago George was the Station Chief in Brussels. His association with the Vestibulum may go back a lot longer than we realized." 
 
    "Well that would explain why he's so hard over on the question of the lycans, if he's been exposed to their point of view for that long a time." 
 
    "And that leads me to another question, Victor," Alistair said. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "If George Walker is representing the Vestibulum's interests on lycans, what else is he doing for them?" 
 
    Kensington shook his head. "I don't know how we're going to figure that one out. He's not supposed to be involved in domestic affairs, and we have very little visibility overseas; that's not our bailiwick." 
 
    "Well, we saw how much influence he seems to have with the Secretary of Homeland Defense, and possibly even the president." 
 
    "True," Kensington said with a nod. "I'll tell our people over in the Whitehouse that I want a record of every time George shows up there, who he meets, and for how long. Also, I don't think he needs to meet with the president in private anymore. We've got eyes and ears over there; we need to start using them." 
 
    "Isn't that outside of our limits?" Alistair asked a little worriedly. 
 
    "If George is going off the reservation, we need to make sure he doesn't endanger the president." 
 
    "Certainly you don't think…?" Alistair asked, trailing off. 
 
    "No, I don't, but I'm also not paid to take chances. That's why Carl's in Reno, and you're going to fly to Vancouver and have a few words with the Eruditio's North America leader. See if you can find out if the Vestibulum have been getting any favors from George." 
 
    Alistair sighed. "The wife's gonna love this." 
 
    "Take her with you," Kensington suggested. "I doubt you're going to spend more than an hour talking with their leader. If anybody asks, tell them I told you to go feel out Eruditio on the whole independence issue. That I wanted to you to hear it from their head and not just rely on what Duncan was telling me. That I told you to take the wife as cover, so the Canadians don't figure out just what we're up to." 
 
    "Want me to hit up Adams with the Vestibulum and Marson with the Ascendance too?" 
 
    "Let's wait until after you get back here. I want to see what you learn from Perkins first; also, with the way things have been going lately, we may have some more questions by then." 
 
    Alistair nodded and headed out of the office.  
 
    Looking at his watch, Kensington sighed. He'd have to swing by the Whitehouse to give those orders in person; he couldn't trust this kind of request to official channels. Those often had a way of becoming known to the very people you didn't want knowing them. 
 
    But there was one thing he could do that wouldn't raise a fuss. Picking up the phone, he dialed Tom Matthews over at the NSA. 
 
    "Tom, it's Vincent." 
 
    "I know," Tom said. 
 
    "Damn, you got my phones bugged too?" Vincent chuckled. 
 
    "No, it's on the caller ID," Tom said with a snort. "What's up? It's almost time to call it a day here." 
 
    "I need a favor…" 
 
    "That's how it always starts," Tom grumbled. 
 
    "Yup. Listen, do you think you could have your folks send me all the briefs on what the magic users worldwide have been up to since the beginning of the year?" 
 
    "What the hell do you want all that for?" 
 
    "Trying to figure out as much as I can about this whole rebellion and the lions. I want to see if any of my people can learn anything from it." 
 
    "Why not ask George over at the CIA?" 
 
    Kensington laughed. "After what I did to him in that last meeting?" 
 
    "Oh!" Tom said and then laughed. "Maybe you should have thought of that before you burned that bridge?" 
 
    "Eh, he'll get over it eventually. But right now, I was hoping…?" 
 
    "Not a problem, I'll have it all sent over by courier Monday morning, and I'll dump the dailies in with the domestic stuff we're already sending you for the next few months." 
 
    "Thanks, Tom! I appreciate it." 
 
    "Ah, it was about time somebody yanked on George's chain. He's always spouting off in the intelligence meetings about how we should do this or do that. I think the Joint Chiefs are already planning his dismemberment." 
 
    "Huh, I had no idea. Thanks, Tom. Enjoy your weekend. 
 
    "You too." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Todd looked around the table at the other members of the lead council for the Vestibulum in North America. 
 
    "So how bad was it?" Roland asked him. 
 
    "Bad," Todd sighed. "Duncan managed to do an end run around us by calling the Seer's conference in Paris at their main headquarters." 
 
    "What about Los Angeles?" Edward asked. 
 
    "No one brought it up, but considering how badly Virgil got shellacked there, I'm not really all that surprised," Todd said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "Well, we didn't win anything, but we didn't lose anything either," Edward pointed out. 
 
    "Virgil lost thirteen of his members; I'd hardly say we didn't lose anything," Kevin pointed out. 
 
    "You know what I mean," Edward replied, "we didn't lose any status over it, and the other councils aren't looking to attack us." 
 
    "Does this mean the Atlanta strike is off the table?" asked Charles, one of the junior members of the leadership council. 
 
    "Yes," Todd said, "however, I received a call from Jeremy Mays in Brussels." 
 
    "What do our sainted leaders want from us now?" Roland grumbled. 
 
    "They want us to send all those lycans we were going to send to Mexico to Reno to attack Valens." 
 
    "What?" Roland said, looking shocked. "Are they crazy? We'd just be turning them over to him!" 
 
    "Assuming he's even there!" Edward added. 
 
    Todd gestured to everyone to be quiet. "Jeremy has it on the highest level that Valens is in Reno. He's meeting with members of the government." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "So how will it look if a massive attack takes place on him and his compound while he's in talks with the government?" 
 
    "I'm more concerned about how it'll make us look," Kevin said. 
 
    "I think it would depend on just how important that government official is," Charles speculated. 
 
    "Or if it became public knowledge that we have these animals running around, killing people indiscriminately," Todd said with a smile. 
 
    "Public knowledge?" Edward asked, and the rest of the men at the table looked at Todd with concern. 
 
    "Jeremy is apparently well briefed on the situation in Washington and with the president, a lot better than we are, it would seem. There are members of his cabinet and the government who really don't want to see the lycans freed or treated as anything more than the animals they are, but they need something to work with. Jeremy thinks that an open attack might give them the ammunition they need to sway presidential opinion, and maybe even some of the other government officials who are in the know, to side against lycan independence. Especially if the attack becomes a public issue." 
 
    "I don't know, that sounds like a hell of a big risk for us," Roland said. 
 
    Todd shrugged. "Jeremy and the lead council ordered it, and I'm not all that crazy about going against them. I argued with him over the possible consequences for hours this morning, but their minds are made up." 
 
    "And what if it doesn't work?" 
 
    Todd shrugged. "We lose what we were already going to lose anyway. All of the Vestibulum lycans are going to be sent to Reno. Their handlers and support personnel will be told to pull out as soon as the attack is launched. Though quietly, so their lycans won't know about it." 
 
    "What about the silence?" asked Tracy, one of the older members. 
 
    "We won't be there, so there's no need," Todd said, looking around the table. "Jeremy told me that there are other forces that'll be at work during this time, and they're going to be retaining a large public relations firm once this hits the news. When I asked him to elaborate, he told me not to worry about it. Just to do as I've been asked." 
 
    "Well, damn, that doesn't sound ominous, now does it?" Charles laughed. 
 
    Todd shrugged. "Be that as it may, I have to say I see his point. I won't go over everything that was discussed, but he's right that we have nothing to lose and everything to gain. There are still a lot of magic users out there who disagree with this new rule of Sapientia's, even if their own councils or leaders are choosing to play along for now." 
 
    "It's a bold move," Kevin said. 
 
    "Well, we were built on bold moves," Todd said. 
 
    "So how many can we send?" Edward asked. "I don't think we can get those in Canada across the border and all the ones on the west coast we've already lost." 
 
    "Two thousand, give or take," Todd said. 
 
    "How are we supposed to move that many lycans without it coming to anyone's attention?" Tracy asked. 
 
    "Very carefully," Todd said with a frown. "But they'll be coming from eleven different places, so they shouldn't stand out too much." 
 
    "That's still going to be over two dozen tractor trailers." 
 
    "So we pack them in like sardines if we have to," Todd told them. "Look, if we kill Valens, great! But that's not the real goal here. The goal is to make a lot of noise and to try to get the president to back off, and failing that, to manipulate public opinion into removing the lycans from the picture." 
 
    "Why?" Kevin asked. 
 
    "Why what?" Todd asked, looking at him. 
 
    "If everyone's going to lose them here soon anyway, why should we waste any of our efforts towards getting rid of them? We all know what Valens did to Gradatim for their planned war of extermination. Do we really want that to happen to us too?" 
 
    "Jeremy assures me that if Valens could do that again, he would have already done it to the rest of us. Besides," Todd sighed, "we won't be the ones actually trying to have them exterminated. If this goes public, the people and the government will be taking care of that for us." 
 
    "Still," Kevin persisted, "unless we do manage to take out Valens, I'm not so sure I see any gain in this for us. Oh, I'm sure the rest of the world won't have to take their turn in the barrel when it comes to an uprising, but just how does that put us back up over Sapientia?" 
 
    "On thing at a time, Kevin," Todd said. "One thing at a time." 
 
    Kevin sighed and leaned back in his seat. "If you say so. But as long as we're not expecting to win this, let's not send our best and brightest out there to die as part of the support group. Okay?" 
 
    Several of the other men at the table mumbled an assent to that, and even Todd found himself in agreement. They'd lost too many good men already, and he had no doubt they'd probably lose some of these as well. Especially if he was going to take steps to make sure that, no matter what, none of this came back to bite him in the ass. 
 
    "Agreed. Now, let's get the other council heads on the phone and start planning." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Maitland looked out over the compound from the top of the rise with his binoculars. The lights were on and people were moving around looking busy. Obviously they knew he was coming, so any hope for a surprise attack was obviously a pointless one. 
 
    "What are they doing with those trucks?" Hunter asked. 
 
    Maitland looked over at the pair of articulated lorries that were pulled up alongside each other in the compound, and which seemed to be the focus of much of the activity. 
 
    "Guess we'll find out when we get there," Maitland said, looking around at the others; he had all of his leaders here in case of any last-minute changes. "Join your groups; move them up to their positions. We attack in five minutes, on our mark." 
 
    "Not going to wait for them to go to bed?" his daughter Ruthelma asked. 
 
    "It's three in the morning; they're not going to bed. Let's go." 
 
    "Yes, Sir." They all nodded and left. He watched a moment as his daughter walked off with a rather large weretiger, who had suddenly seemed quite intent on courting her. That she hadn't sent him packing was rather curious, but he had more important things to worry about right now. 
 
    "Think they know we're coming?" Hunter asked him as they walked down to join the lead team. 
 
    "I believe that's a fair assumption." Maitland sighed. "I know my grand-nephew well enough to know that he'd just swear a couple of times and then attack anyway." 
 
    Hunter chuckled. "Yeah, that's Sean to a 'T'. That boy doesn't know the meaning of the word quit." 
 
    "No, and that's why I like him. I still have trouble reconciling him with his father." 
 
    Hunter glanced at him. "Oh? Was his father a quitter?" 
 
    Maitland laughed and shook his head. "Bernard quit? Hardly. The moment he set his sights on my niece, there was no dissuading him, and trust me, I tried. Hard. No, you see, there wasn't a mean bone in that man's body. He saw the best in everybody and was kind to a fault. I never once saw him raise his voice in anger, much less his hand. The man didn't even swear." 
 
    "Well, if there's one thing Sean's got, it's mean bones!" Hunter laughed. 
 
    "At least he has his father's determination." 
 
    Maitland looked around; for all that they had to know he was coming, the sentries up on the walls didn't seem all that alert. He stopped talking as they drew near to their troops, waiting in the dark. Just because they knew he was coming didn't mean he wanted to actually let them see his people form up. 
 
    Maitland checked his watch; handy things, watches, too many people took them for granted these days. He watched as the seconds ticked down, then ten seconds before the hand came to the twelve, he looked around at the others. 
 
    "Right, let's go." 
 
    They charged, all of the others breaking from cover around the compound and attacking at almost the exact same time. 
 
    Strangely, they actually made it to the walls before the alarm went up. But with all the people out and milling around, the fight was joined immediately as Maitland's team breached the gates and entered the compound. 
 
    Maitland immediately cast several glamours on the defending lycans, confusing and overwhelming their senses. He did miss having Sean with them; the sight of the big lion definitely helped pacify the defenders, after all. Obviously the stories about lions and their affect on the other lycans were more than just stories. Though his great-nephew was the first lion Maitland had ever seen lead an army before. 
 
    He pushed all thoughts of that to the back of his mind as he lowered his sword and engaged the defenders. Thankfully no one was wearing armor, but the lycans had been quick to arm themselves.  
 
    Maitland stabbed the one in front of him, then, flicking his sword around, he knocked the rifle from his grasp. The faerie swords were great at cutting and wounding people, but they didn't work all that well against modern weapons. At least faerie armor had been updated to deal with bullets. 
 
    As the battle raged around him, Maitland continued to cast different glamours, though he was now targeting the mages. His biggest problem was not killing people; Sean had made it clear he wanted the casualties kept to a minimum, and while taking an arm or leg off of a lycan normally wouldn't kill them, Maitland knew humans weren't so robust. 
 
    Thankfully the mages who were up were not at all prepared and were quickly reduced to ineffectual status as they ran out of mana. Though he was forced to take the hand off of one of them who'd found a wand and was using it to great effect. Casualties or no, Maitland had no desire to become one himself. 
 
    "Start rounding up their mages!" he called back over his shoulder as he attacked another mage, who quickly raised his hands in surrender. 
 
    "Yessir!" Demon called from behind him, kicking the lycan he was fighting in the balls, causing it to howl in pain.  
 
    Stepping forward, Demon grabbed the one who was surrendering, and to Maitland's surprise he pinned the man against his body with one hand and started using the magic user as a meat shield. 
 
    The wolf he was fighting had recovered at that point but looked at Demon, dumbfounded, as Demon smiled and attacked. The wolf tired to shoot around the now screaming magic user. 
 
    "Surrender, you fool!" the magic user yelled. "Or I swear by god I'll pop your pellet!" 
 
    The wolf blinked once and Demon could see for an instant he was thinking about killing the magic user, but then he just dropped his weapon, fell to his knees, and raised his hand. 
 
    "Collar him!" Demon called to one of the wolves behind him and stepped quickly around the kneeling wolf to attack the next one, who suddenly looked as panicked as the mage Demon was using as a shield. 
 
    Looking around, Maitland laughed; several of his men, and even one of his women, had seized on the idea the aptly named Demon had struck upon and were now using the surrendering or captured mages as shields. The tide of the battle started to turn quickly at that point, as without the magic users threatening to pop their pellets, more and more of the defending lycans were tossing their weapons and dropping to their knees. 
 
    Several minutes later, all of the fighting had stopped. 
 
    "How many did we lose?" Maitland asked, looking around. 
 
    "Five," Hunter growled. 
 
    "How many did we kill?" 
 
    "Fourteen of their lycans, and there are another eight who are severely wounded, but we think they'll pull through." 
 
    "Magic users?" 
 
    "Four dead, three crippled, another dozen wounded enough to take them out of the fight." 
 
    "Do we have all of them?" 
 
    "Yeah, they had everyone here; I guess they were trying to send them away before we showed up." 
 
    "Great, let's get out of here." 
 
    "What about their wounded?" 
 
    "That's their problem," Maitland said. "We're done, pull everyone out. I'll let the Sapientia people know to drop the barriers." 
 
    Hunter nodded and started to give orders on his radio. Apparently Sean wasn't the only one who didn't give a damn about the enemy. Several of the wounded his people were caring for probably wouldn't live much longer once they left. If the Vestis didn't scramble, they were about to lose those people, as well. 
 
    And he really didn't feel all that bad about it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Agents of Fortune 
 
      
 
    Sean was in his shop putting the finishing touches on the first of his necklace machines. Compared to the machine used to make the silver tags, it was faster to enchant, but not all that much easier, interestingly enough. Most of the process of enchanting the machine was fairly standard, he'd realized, regardless of what he was going to make the machine to enchant. The only real difference was loading the program to be used in the enchanting process. It was faster for the lycan necklaces because the program was a fairly simple one for him, as proven by the fact that he could actually make them himself without any extra support. But the silver tags were something he couldn't make on his own, and in fact needed massive amounts of energy to do so, hence the silver spool, the batteries, and the rest of the gear. So putting that enchantment into the machine took a lot more time and effort.  
 
    It also showed in just how fast the machines could enchant, as well as how much silver each one would consume during the process. In the time it took to create four tags, they'd be able to make ten necklaces, and those ten necklaces used less silver to create than a single tag. 
 
    With the machine done, he started enchanting the watch he'd more or less promised Stewart he'd make. He'd sent one of the wolves out earlier to a jewelry store to pick one up for him. 
 
    "Whatcha' doing, Lion-boy?" Daelyn grinned, coming into his shop with the zipper on her coveralls pulled down far enough that Sean couldn't help but notice. 
 
    "Making a training aid for Stewart to get him started on his journey to become a better enchanter." 
 
    "Yeah, about that. Roxy said it's going to take him a couple of years?" 
 
    Sean nodded as he got the watch prepared for enchanting. He'd tarballed his, but he was going to have to go into it afterwards to lock out some of the features he'd added, like all the virtual test gear he'd created, until Stewart was ready to learn it. 
 
    "But I thought you taught yourself how to do it in a couple of months?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Not really. The knowledge I used took me years to learn, it just took me a while to figure out how to apply it." 
 
    "Oh." Daelyn came over and parked herself in his lap. 
 
    "Somebody want something?" Sean asked and, putting an arm around her, he gave her a hug and a kiss. 
 
    Daelyn laughed. "I've been feeling a little randy lately. My aunt tells me it's just a part of being pregnant." 
 
    "You've all been feeling a little randy lately," Sean snickered. "I think that's the real reason Roxy wants me back here instead of out with the armies." 
 
    "Umm hmm," Daelyn said and leaned into him. "So Rox tells me you had one of the wolves infect that secret service guy?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "If he's going to be the one the government has keeping an eye on us, well, he might as well be one of us. I figure it'll give him a better understanding, as well as giving him more cred with any lycan he has to talk to." 
 
    "Who'd you have infect him, Oak?" 
 
    "Travis." 
 
    "Why Travis?" 
 
    "I thought he'd look good with black fur." Sean grinned. "I mean, he wears that damn black suit when he's working, right?" 
 
    Daelyn just rolled her eyes at that. 
 
    "Hold on a moment, I need to dump the programming into this watch." 
 
    "Shouldn't I get outta yer lap for that?" 
 
    "If I burn your clothes off, then I don't have to peel you out of them later!" Sean laughed, and putting an arm around her, he pulled her close as he set his other hand on the watch and put his left foot up on the stack of batteries he kept in the shop now so he could tap them. They still had a pretty good charge in them from enchanting the necklace machine, so it only took him a minute. 
 
    "Hey! That tingles!" Daelyn said in a husky voice and started to grind up against him. 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    Daelyn giggled. "Sorta like when we make necklaces the 'old-fashioned way'." 
 
    Sean slipped his hands inside Daelyn's coveralls and slowly ran them along her smooth skin. Reaching up, he cupped her full breasts and gave them a squeeze. 
 
    "Umm, yeah, just like that, Lion-boy," Daelyn whispered as Sean's hands stroked her body. Shrugging her shoulders, she let the top of the coveralls slide down and pulled her arms out of the sleeves, leaving herself naked from the waist up. 
 
    Leaning forward, Sean kissed her deeply and purred loudly as he put one hand behind her back, and with the other, he pulled at her coveralls. When he realized he wasn't going to be able to remove them easily while she was straddling his lap, he let his claws slip out and simply tore them off of her. 
 
    "I'd complain, but the sound of ya' ripping my clothes off to get at me just made me so much hotter!" Daelyn laughed huskily. 
 
    Putting both of his hands on her nice well-muscled ass, Sean pulled her close, then lifted her up. He was already naked of course; he rarely enchanted with clothing on anymore. 
 
    Daelyn quickly got the hint and, reaching down between them, she guided Sean inside her as he slowly lowered her back down, a lusty growl escaping his mouth when she slowly wiggled as she settled down onto his lap. 
 
    "Have I told you how much I love you, Dae?" Sean sighed happily as he hugged her tightly against his body. 
 
    "Not since this morning, I think," she chuckled. 
 
    "Well, I do," Sean said and, leaning his head down to meet her as she tipped hers back, they kissed once again. 
 
    "Now, how about us seeing just how well they made that chair?" Daelyn said with a grin. 
 
    "Yes," Sean said and, leaning back from Daelyn slightly as she leaned back as well, he began to rock back and forth slowly, moving in and out of her in short strokes. 
 
    Daelyn sighed and held onto his shoulders as Sean moved against her. Something about him in his hybrid form always set her off, that huge mane, and of course the huge muscles on his body. Sean was well built in human form, but like this, he had muscles few dwarves could even come close to rivaling. 
 
    When they finally reached the limits of what they could do on the chair, she wrapped her legs around him as he stood up. Spreading his legs and using his tail for balance, Sean took her hard and fast right there in the middle of his shop. He was growling a long, low and lusty sound as she looked up into his slightly glazed eyes and ground back against him. 
 
    She loved these displays of sheer strength, they appealed to her dwarven instincts, and when he finally hit his peak deep inside her with a loud roar, she joined him with an almost equally loud cry of her own. 
 
    Sinking slowly to his knees, Sean kissed her and held her tight as he felt another pair of hands sliding over his shoulders. 
 
    "Oh! That looked like fun! Can I be next?" Cali giggled. 
 
    "Of course you can," Sean purred. 
 
      
 
    It was dark outside and all of his wives had joined him in the shop. Someone had had the foresight to fetch a bunch of blankets, though Sean had no idea who, as he'd been involved in far more enjoyable efforts. They were all curled up against him, Roxy being the only one still awake, and even she was yawning. 
 
    "So you finished the necklace machine?" 
 
    Sean nodded and yawned as well. "I think I'll make another one tomorrow so we can keep Sawyer well supplied. I haven't talked to Deidre lately, but I suspect money is getting tight." 
 
    "You shouldn't have promised Chad those helicopters." Roxy snorted. 
 
    Sean chuckled softly. "It was worth it." 
 
    "What you really need to do is make more of those tag machines." 
 
    "I know," Sean agreed. "I think I can do it in about two days now, but I'm going to be pretty tired at the end of it. Loading the program into it is the hard part." 
 
    "Well, you're home now, so make the most of it," Roxy yawned and snuggled up under his chin. 
 
    Sean nodded and yawned again; Roxy had already fallen asleep. It felt a little bit nostalgic sleeping on the floor of his shop, reminding him of some of the places they'd been forced to seek shelter months ago, when all of this started. 
 
    Closing his eyes, Sean thought about visiting the other lions. It had been a while, and he'd be rather curious to hear their thoughts on what he'd done today. 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    Sean woke up in the middle of what looked like a war! All the lions were wearing armor that reminded him very much of faerie armor and wielding those big swords Maitland and his daughter used. 
 
    As Sean got to his feet, he saw several lions, two of whom he recognized, fighting with the First, who, along with a lioness, seemed to be holding them off. 
 
    "We'll get you this time, First!" One of the lions laughed, and as Sean watched, he lunged forward, all of the others thrusting in at the same time as well. As Sean watched in horror, one of the lions got past the First's guard and stabbed him in the shoulder as he parried the first and dodged the second. 
 
    Sean didn't even think, he launched himself at the back of the one who'd spoken, knocking him to the ground, then rolling over, he lashed out with his feet to trip up the one next to him. 
 
    "What the hell..." the one he'd tripped said, looking down in surprise. 
 
    "Hey! No cheating!" the one on the ground called. 
 
    "Stop!" the First roared out; those fighting with the First and the lioness beside him suddenly halted their attacks, and Sean found himself staring at the point of a sword just inches from his face. 
 
    "What the hell is going on here?" Sean growled. 
 
    "Practice, obviously," the one holding the sword in front of Sean's face said as he drew it back and looked at the First. "What is he doing here?" 
 
    "You cheated!" the one Sean had tackled grumbled as he untangled himself from Sean. 
 
    "I didn't call him," the First said, panting. 
 
    "I came on my own," Sean said, looking around. "And practice for what?" 
 
    "Oh, right," the one standing up said. "I forgot he can do that now." 
 
    "Fighting practice," the lioness said, looking down at Sean. Everyone was in their hybrid form except for him, so he shifted and stood up. 
 
    "Why do you need to practice?" Sean asked, confused, as the First and the lioness shared a look. 
 
    "Because just laying around all day really doesn't do a thing for your skills," she told him. 
 
    "Plus, it's boring," said one of the others. 
 
    "So what brings you here, my Son?" the First asked. 
 
    Sean shrugged. "I wanted to talk to everyone about what was going on, and well," Sean looked around at the other lions who were all still fighting, "visit." 
 
    "Well, as long as you're here, you might as well join us," the lioness said. 
 
    "Join you? But I don't have any…"  
 
    The Lioness pointed at Sean, and suddenly he was armored like the rest, with a sword in his hand. 
 
    "How'd you do that?" Sean asked, blinking. 
 
    "Mystical shit," the lioness said with a grin. 
 
    "Keairra, why don't you take Sean aside and teach him how to fight," the First said. "Without me guiding his strikes, I don't know that he'll last very long up against the rest of us." 
 
    Keairra looked at Sean. "You don't know how to fight with a sword?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "We use guns now." 
 
    Keairra snorted. "Guns have their place, but so do swords. Come, let's get you started." 
 
    "But what about…"  
 
    Keairra poked Sean in the stomach with her sword, and it hurt! "Talk is for later, you need to learn now!" 
 
    "Better go with her, Son," the First laughed, "Keairra isn't the type to take no for an answer." 
 
    "That's only because she can bully the rest of us!" One of the others laughed. 
 
    "That's because I'm your mother, and none of you are so old that I can't still tan your bottoms!" Keairra mock growled. 
 
    "You're everybody's mother!"  
 
    Sean watched as Keairra's sword snaked out and smacked the lion on the hip, knocking him to the side. "Save your sass for your father." She turned to Sean then, "Come, over here, away from the others." 
 
    Nodding as the other's laughed, Sean followed her over to an area behind where the First and the others were standing. 
 
    "What did he mean, 'you're everybody's mother'?" Sean asked. 
 
    "I was his first mate," she said, motioning towards the First, "back when we first attained awareness." 
 
    "Wouldn't that make you the 'Second' then?" Sean asked, then grunted as she hit him on the side of the head with the flat of her blade. 
 
    "No jokes. Now raise your sword and defend yourself. I'll yell at him later for leaving you so poorly trained!" 
 
    And with that, she attacked him. Sean really had very little idea what to do and found himself getting stabbed and cut repeatedly. Getting stabbed hurt! It hurt just as much as in the real world! But it only bled for an instant, and then stopped. 
 
    "How come it hurts so damn much?" he grunted as he finally managed to block one of her strikes. 
 
    "Because without pain, you wouldn't learn!" she growled and stabbed him in the arm, causing him to drop his sword. 
 
    Keairra stepped back and pointed to his sword. "Pick it up, and let me show you a few of the basics." 
 
    Bending over but still keeping an eye on Keairra, Sean picked up the sword and then stood up straight as she came around to stand beside him. 
 
    "Okay now, hold your sword like this, set your feet like mine. Good! Now, bend your knees slightly…" 
 
    For the next several hours, Keairra showed Sean the basics of sword fighting, then ran him through a series of exercises. If he hesitated or screwed up, he got a love tap with the flat of her sword. Keairra was as no nonsense as the First was, but at least she was a lot nicer to look at. 
 
    "Okay, that's enough for now," Keairra said after what felt like hours. Sean nodded as he caught his breath. He wasn't getting stabbed or cut as often as before, but it was still more than he liked. 
 
    "I'll expect you back tomorrow night, and every night for the next few weeks," she said and pointed the sword at him, then smiled and lowered the point, "and I'm flattered that you find me attractive; you're not that bad yourself." 
 
    Sean felt all the fur on his face stand straight up. 
 
    "Ummm, sorry?" 
 
    Keairra laughed. "Just remember to not let yourself get so distracted during a fight, and you'll get stabbed less." 
 
    Sean nodded, and then all of his gear disappeared. 
 
    "How'd you do that?" 
 
    "We're gods here, Sean. Just concentrate on what you want, and it will appear." 
 
    "Thanks," Sean said and looked around for the others. They were all lying around, currently engaging in the kinds of pursuits they'd probably not appreciate him interrupting. 
 
    "Where's the First?" 
 
    "Busy. And it is almost time for you to wake, so go back to sleep, Sean." 
 
    And he did. Obviously Keairra had a lot more power here than he did. But if she was the First's original mate and one of the first to awaken, that at least was to be expected. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Working Hard  
 
      
 
    "Sean! We've been looking all over for ya'! What the hell are you all doing on the shop floor?" Oak asked, coming into Sean's shop. 
 
    "Sleeping," Sean grumbled and sat up. Roxy was sitting up as well and stretching, Daelyn was trying to maintain some level of modesty under the blanket, Cali and Jolene were, well, up to something, Roberta was grumbling, and Peg had rolled over and gone right back to sleep. 
 
    "What time is it?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Seven," Oak said, obviously completely unfazed by all the naked flesh. Then again, lycans grew up seeing each other nude all the time, as without a lycan necklace, your clothing didn't shift when you did. 
 
    "What the hell are you waking me up at seven in the morning for?" Sean grumbled. 
 
    "There's a dwarf here with a bunch of swords and daggers for you." 
 
    "Already!" Cali said and Sean noticed she'd bounced to her feet, leaving a slightly surprised looking Jolene, who shrugged and immediately began searching for another victim. 
 
    "Oh right, the cold iron stuff we asked them to make," Sean sighed and got to his feet.  
 
    "Better take a shower first, if you don't mind my saying so," Oak chuckled. 
 
    Sean heard Daelyn squeak in surprise as Jolene found her next victim. 
 
    "Yeah, we probably should," Sean said and stretched. "Let him know we'll be ready in about fifteen minutes. See if you can find him a beer or something, I think we still have a keg of the good stuff around here somewhere." 
 
    "Sure thing, Sean!" Oak said and left. 
 
    "Did you ever ask Maitland about making those faerie swords?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Yeah, he said he can show the dwarven smiths how to do it, said they shouldn't have any problems with it, that it's more a matter of the materials involved." 
 
    "Too bad he's on his way to Phoenix." 
 
    "Maybe we can work something out when he and Chad meet up in Denver," Sean said with a shrug as the three of them headed out for the shower in the main house. 
 
    "I can't wait to see my new toys!" Cali said with a giggle, and Roxy just sighed as Sean shook his head.  
 
    "Well, we do need to do something. You said the First wants those swords made. I'll talk to Daelyn once she escapes Jolene's clutches, and we'll figure something out." 
 
    Sean just nodded and they made their way to the bathroom without running into their guest. Fifteen minutes later, a cleaner and human-looking Sean, along with Roxy and Cali, met up with the dwarf who had delivered the weapons. 
 
    "Dulnik!" Sean greeted him; he was one of Messy's brothers whom Sean had met when they were visiting Daelyn's brother. 
 
    "Greetings, Sean, Roxy, and Cali," the heavyset dwarf said, giving a nod to each of them. "Let me show you what I've brought." 
 
    With that, Dulnik picked up what looked like a heavy rifle case and, setting it on the table, he popped the latches and opened it. 
 
    There were four longswords, two short swords, and what looked like a dozen throwing knives. All the swords were in scabbards, and picking one of them up, Dulnik passed it to Sean. 
 
    "Now, the thing to remember is that these aren't terribly strong; they can be bent rather easily and can be broken." 
 
    Sean took the sword and was surprised at just how heavy it was. Drawing it out of the scabbard, it was a lot thicker than any sword he'd seen before; the surface of it was a rough-textured, motley mix of blacks and brownish-red coloration. The edge was the only part that looked at all smooth. 
 
    "These also don't keep an edge very well, so you'll have to sharpen them regularly." 
 
    "Well, I guess I can see why these aren't commonly made," Sean said and took a few practice swings Keairra had taught him last night. 
 
    "Ah! I had no idea you knew how to use a sword, Sean!" 
 
    "Neither did I," Roxy said, looking at him. Cali was already picking up the throwing knives and checking the balance. They looked more like oversized darts than knives to Sean, as they were all point and no edge, but they were still mostly flat. 
 
    "The First's original mate is teaching me," Sean said in a low voice. 
 
    "He's married?" Roxy said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Not that I can tell," Sean shrugged, "though perhaps they once were." Sean looked back at Dulnik. "You say they can break or bend easily?" 
 
    Dulnik nodded. "Compared to a regular sword, that is. I don't know if a regular human could bend one, they definitely couldn't break one with their bare hands, but you could easily. If you're going to take one of these into any kind of fight, understand that it could very well break off in the demon you're fighting. While that's pretty bad news for the demon, if you're fighting more than one, it may not be good for you." 
 
    "So what you're saying is, take two," Roxy said, picking up one of the short swords and giving it a few test swings. 
 
    "Definitely." 
 
    "We really need to get Maitland to teach the dwarves how to make those faerie swords," Sean sighed. "Those things look like you could chop a tree down with one without breaking it." 
 
    "Why don't you ask Philo if he can buy you some?" Cali asked. "At least until someone here can learn how to make them?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "It's worth a shot. But it would probably be best for me to learn the enchanting involved, and for us to find a dwarven smith skilled enough to make them." 
 
    "You found someone who knows how to make the faerie swords?" Dulnik asked. 
 
    Sean and the others all nodded. "Yes, but unfortunately he's leading one of my armies right now, so I don't know when I'll be able to get him back here to teach somebody." 
 
    Dulnik nodded. "And getting any kind of master swordsmith to leave his forge for more than a few hours is no easy task! Trust me on that." 
 
    Sean agreed. "Well, thank you for bringing these to us. Is there anything we can do for you while you're here?" 
 
    "Nah, I'm going to go visit me cousins over at the Carson City Dwarven Hall, part of why I agreed to bring them here, gives me an excuse to go visit." 
 
    Sean smiled and shook hands with him. "Well, thanks again." 
 
    "So, now what?" Roxy asked, coming back into the room after she'd shown Dulnik to the front door. 
 
    "Well, I have another machine to make today. I guess I need to check in with Chad and Maitland at some point to find out just what their status is. I don't know what else beyond that." 
 
    "I seem to recall we have a visitor from the government?" Roxy asked, looking at him with an expectant look. 
 
    "Oh, shit. I forgot all about Carl!" Sean chuckled and shook his head. "Could you deal with that for me, Hon?" Sean asked. "Please?" he added and tried to give his best 'puppy dog eyes', as Daelyn called it. 
 
    Roxy snorted, but she was grinning all the same. "I'll do what I can, but he's still going to need to talk to you again at some point." 
 
    "He's with Travis, the one who bit, err, infected him," Cali said. 
 
    "Oh, that makes sense," Roxy said. "I'll go round them up, find out how much he's learned, and where he's at on things." 
 
    "Thanks, Hon!" Sean said and kissed Roxy, then he turned and kissed Cali too. 
 
    "Have fun with your toys there, Cali. I've got to get back to work." 
 
    "I better rouse the others out of your shop, or I don't think you'll be getting any work done on that machine anything soon," Roxy snickered. 
 
    Sean 'Aww'ed and then yipe'd as Roxy swatted him on the ass and led him back towards the shop. 
 
    Roxy then caught up with Carl, who was still under Travis' care that morning. They were eating breakfast in the main kitchen hall with the rest of Travis' original team, which now provided Sean with some measure of protection when he had to go places. 
 
    "Roxy," Travis said with a nod as she came over and joined them. 
 
    "Oh, hi!" Carl smiled and started to get up until Roxy waved him back down. 
 
    "So, how're you doing this morning?" Roxy asked him. 
 
    "Umm, tired mostly. Travis here had me running all over the place for several hours last night. Said it was part of the 'initial breaking in period'." 
 
    Roxy nodded. "It's harder on people the older they are when they get infected. You're going to need to spend several hours every day as a wolf, more if possible, in order to achieve balance." 
 
    "It's just a bit strange having this second voice, this other person inside of me now," Carl said, scowling slightly. "No one told me about that." 
 
    "It not a second voice, it's just a part of you that you didn't know about before," Roxy said with a smile.  
 
    "Then why is it telling me what to do?" 
 
    "Oh? What's it saying right now?" 
 
    Carl shifted a little in his seat. "Nothing right now, but when Travis tells me stuff, it tells me to listen to him. Then when I was a wolf last night, it was doing everything and I was just watching. How do you people live like this?" 
 
    "You mean how do we live like this," Roxy chuckled. "You're one of us now, Carl." 
 
    "Yeah, and I'm starting to wonder if I made a mistake," he sighed. 
 
    "Sean, your alpha, decided that it was going to be done, and your alpha doesn't make mistakes," Travis said. 
 
    "And there it goes again," Carl sighed, "telling me to listen to him!" 
 
    "That's because Travis is sort of like your father now," Roxy said. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "He bit you, infected you that is, so it makes him your lycan father. You'll notice that your wolf and his look very similar. The same will be true when you get your hybrid form.  
 
    "But to get back to your first concern, right now you and your wolf are two different people. Or at least that's how it seems. As you get to know your wolf better, you'll start to realize that your wolf is really just you, with a whole new bunch of behaviors, instincts, and basic understandings of what it is to be a wolf." 
 
    "So you're saying I have a split personality now?" 
 
    Roxy bit her lip and thought about it a second. "I guess you could think of it that way, but eventually you become one. You integrate into a single person, and you pick up on all the things the 'wolf you' knows. Well, mostly anyway." 
 
    "What do you mean, 'mostly'?" Carl said, giving her a direct look. 
 
    "There will always be things that 'wolf' you will do better, or at least can do for you, if you don't want to. As time goes on, those things will be fewer and fewer, but sometimes you're just going to find that there are some things you'll push off on your wolf and let him do." 
 
    "Conversely," Travis said with a grin, "there are going to be things your wolf isn't going to want to do when you're in wolf form and he's just going to push off onto you. Then there are the human things he's not going to want to have any part of, just like you'll find there are wolf things you're not interested in at all." 
 
    "Yeah, like say, meetings," Roxy agreed. "For long, boring meetings, my cheetah has a tendency to check out and go to sleep." 
 
    "What does that mean?" 
 
    "It means I'm pretty much all human, there aren't any animal instincts lurking in the background ready to help me engage a problem. Though the kinds of problems my cheetah could help me with tend not to be the kinds of things you'll run across in a meeting," Roxy said with a grin. 
 
    "Sounds confusing," Carl admitted. 
 
    "Yeah, it is at first," Travis nodded. 
 
    "Wait, you were bitten, err…infected too?" 
 
    "No," Travis said with a shake of his head, "we all go through this to some degree or other growing up. We just deal with it when we're younger." 
 
    "And it tends to take us longer to get through it," Roxy added. "Because we're young and stupid." 
 
    "So what happens once I 'm 'integrated'?" 
 
    "You can achieve your hybrid form." 
 
    "Oh! Yeah, that'll be cool. Where's Sean, anyway?" 
 
    "Busy, he's got a lot of enchanting work to do today, so he asked me to keep an eye on you." 
 
    "You?" Carl asked looking over Roxy. He was definitely taller than her and, given that he was now a lycan as well, she definitely wasn't a match for him. 
 
    "A word of warning," Travis said in a low voice, "your lycan muscles haven't fully developed yet, so you're not as strong as you're going to be; that'll take a couple of weeks. But even once they do, she'll kick your ass up around your ears if you mess with her." 
 
    "But I'm bigger than she is," Carl said, confused. 
 
    "Yeah, and cheetahs are stronger than wolves," Travis informed him. "She can even kick my ass. Then of course there's Sean. You don't even want to think about what he'd do to someone who dissed one of his wives, much less laid a finger on her." 
 
    "Yeah," Eileen, one of the women on Travis' team, said with a nod. "He ripped the arm off of Peg's father and then beat him to death with it for messin' with her." 
 
    Carl's eyes got wide. "Sean did what?" 
 
    "Beat Peg's father to death with his own arm," Eileen said, grinning. 
 
    "Peg's father was a complete and utter bastard," Roxy sighed. "He's the one who was behind the attack on that pub in Portland, and about a dozen other things I'm sure none of you ever heard of. 
 
    "Anyway, if you're done eating, put your tray away and come with me. I want to take you around and introduce you to a few people. It just might come in handy if you know some of the more important people in the lycan community around here." 
 
    Carl nodded and, getting up from the table, he put his tray and forks away and went over to Roxy. 
 
    "Here, put this on," she said and handed him a chain necklace. 
 
    "Is that a lycan necklace?" 
 
    "No, it's your lycan necklace!" Roxy laughed, correcting him. 
 
    "Does this mean I don't have to get naked anymore before I shift?" 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    "Well, that'll help. Would be kind of embarrassing to have to shift back to human and be nude in front of everyone in DC" 
 
    "Yeah, well, keep this a secret for now. No one needs to know about your being a werewolf yet. Not your boss, not the president. Last thing any of us wants is for you to lose your job. Now take this and attach it to your necklace." 
 
    "Won't people notice the necklace? Especially with this tag?" 
 
    Roxy shook her head. "Nope. They're almost invisible. They blend in with your skin and your clothing, and there's some kind of spell on them that makes people ignore them if your regular clothing doesn't hide them. Also, no one but you can take the tag off, and as long as the tag is on, it locks the necklace." 
 
    "Huh," Carl said and was surprised when the tag suddenly clicked to his necklace like it was magnetic, then just stayed there. 
 
    "What's the tag do?" 
 
    "It makes you immune to silver." 
 
    "Wait, it does what? It's one of those? I thought they cost like ten grand apiece!" 
 
    Roxy shrugged. "Technically, you're one of ours because Travis bit you, and our people get them for free. So I wouldn't worry about it." 
 
    "Oh, I bet the accounting office is gonna have a field day over this!" Carl sighed. "We're not allowed to take gifts." 
 
    Roxy shook her head. "Well, we'll deal with that when we come to it. Consider it a loan or something for now. We can always bill you for it later. But trust me, the last thing you ever want to experience is getting shot or stabbed with silver." 
 
    "Oh? You've done it?" 
 
    Roxy shuddered. "Yeah, and if Sean hadn't slapped a tag on me, I would have died. Even with one, I almost did." 
 
    "Oh, sorry," Carl apologized and decided to steer clear of the subject for now. 
 
    "Well, let's grab one of the girls and a car and go make the rounds." 
 
    "Just how did you and Sean meet?" Carl asked as they headed over to the parking area. "If you don't mind me asking, that is?" 
 
    "I lived next door to him in the apartments he was staying at. Actually, I've known him for years." 
 
    "So he knew you were a lycan, then?" 
 
    Roxy shook her head. "No, of course not. We don't share that kind of information with most mundanes. Hell, we don't even mention it to magic users if we can get away with it." 
 
    "So how did the two of you…?" 
 
    "Hook up?" Roxy chuckled as Carl nodded. 
 
    "I always liked him, and well, when I realized he'd become a lion, somebody had to teach him. I was just lucky that someone was me," Roxy purred. 
 
    "What was he like before he became a lion?" 
 
    "Quiet, hard working, mostly he kept to himself and concentrated on his schoolwork." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    Roxy pointed to one of the cars and went around to the driver's side as Carl got in the passenger seat. 
 
    "You have to understand," Roxy said as she started the car, "Sean's life was a hard one. He grew up in complete poverty, his father was murdered, and the magic users messed with his mind to remove a lot of his childhood memories, as well as blocking his abilities with magic. Then just as he gets infected, he ends up on the hit list of every magic council and mage in the world. 
 
    "He had a pretty steep learning curve, and if he hadn't learned fast, he'd have died." 
 
    Carl nodded and thought for a couple of minutes before saying anything. He knew his boss, Kensington, was debating putting a profiler on Sean's case, and information like that would definitely help. 
 
    'We don't betray our alpha,' came the unbidden thought, making him jump in his seat. 
 
    "Private conversation?" Roxy teased. 
 
    "Umm…" 
 
    "You get used to it. Don't try to argue with your animal, just listen to him." 
 
    "Are you sure about that?" 
 
    "Only crazy people argue with themselves," Roxy said with a grin. 
 
    "So, where are we going first?" 
 
    "Claudia. She runs the biggest wolf pack around. I'd take you to Chad's next, but he's out of town." 
 
    "Leading one of Sean's armies, right?" 
 
    Roxy nodded. "Exactly. Then I'll take you around to meet the alphas, or leaders rather, of the other lycan groups in town." 
 
    "And you know all of them because of Sean?" 
 
    "No, I know all of them because my Dad sits at the head of the Lycan Fellowship." 
 
    Carl nodded slowly. "How do you think they'll react to me?" 
 
    Roxy shrugged. "That's up to you, mostly." 
 
    Carl thought about that for a moment. 
 
    "Do you think it'll be safe?" 
 
    "Oh, sure. They know Sean'll be pissed if they kill you, and trust me, they respect Sean." 
 
    "But he's barely twenty-one and has been a lycan for less than half a year," Carl pointed out. 
 
    "Yeah, but he's a lion," Roxy said with a smile and sighed happily. 
 
    "And that makes him a god, right?" 
 
    "Even if he wasn't, Sean's incredibly powerful. He's not just a lion, he's a mage as well, and everyone knows it's bad luck to anger a lion." 
 
    "It is?" 
 
    "Of course it is! They'll tear you to pieces and eat you!" 
 
    Carl froze and stared at Roxy, who started laughing at him. 
 
    "I'm not sure if that was a joke." 
 
    "I always enjoy that 'deer in the headlights' look," Roxy said, still chuckling. "Now, let's meet Claudia." 
 
    'Rule one," Carl thought to himself, 'don't piss off the lion.' 
 
    'I second that,' his wolf told him, 'because I don't think she was joking.' 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean stretched and leaned back, listening to his back crack and pop as he yawned. The clock on the wall said it was after three; he'd been working here non-stop since eight. But the second necklace machine was done, and he was definitely feeling just a little tense after being bent over the machine casting spells into it all day.  
 
    He needed to touch bases with Chad at some point, probably Maitland as well, to see how they were doing. He also needed to talk to Deidre to find out just how they were doing money-wise. Since he'd turned the finances over to her, he hadn't the slightest idea what was going on there. 
 
    Looking around, he wondered where his clothes had gotten to, but he was in his hybrid form, and everyone around were lycans, so he just said 'screw it' and padded out the door and over to the house.  
 
    "Does this mean the next machine is done?" Silver, Hunter's mate, asked as he entered the back of the house. 
 
    Sean nodded. "Yup, get a couple of people to move it over with the other ones and start using it." 
 
    "Okay, I'll let Oak know." 
 
    Sean nodded and went down to Deidre's room. Opening the door ,he stepped in to find her going over some papers and doing something with an Excel spreadsheet. 
 
    "Master Sean! What brings you to my most humble abode?" Deidre asked with a smile, looking up at him. She didn't miss the fact that he was naked; she also didn't miss the fact that he was looking tired. 
 
    "I thought I'd find out just where we were financially." Sean yawned and stretched again, then spying Deidre's bed, he shifted back into human form and spread out on it, face down. 
 
    "Worried about those helicopters you promised Chad, Master Sean?" Deidre teased. 
 
    Sean nodded. "Just a bit." 
 
    "Well, we've got just a bit over two million in the accounts right now." 
 
    "Ugh, I think those helicopters are like seven million apiece," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "Actually, Master Sean," Deidre said getting up from her seat and coming over to him, "they're only four to five million." 
 
    "Only?" Sean chuckled. 
 
    "Well, the GSA is auctioning one for under a million, and we're making a bid on it, but Terri has told me it will probably need at least a couple million dollars worth of work to bring it up to airworthiness."  
 
    Deidre put a hand on his back. "You feel rather tense." 
 
    "I've been bent over a workbench for the last seven hours," Sean grumbled. "I think I ate lunch, but I honestly don't even remember." 
 
    Deidre ran her hands over his back; Sean really was an extremely well-built young man, but then again, he was a lion, so she wasn't all that surprised. Climbing up onto the bed, she straddled his butt and started to give him a backrub. 
 
    "Oh, that feels good," Sean sighed. "So just how are we set financially?" 
 
    "Well, the necklace machines are putting out almost two hundred and fifty units a day, each. If you just finished another one, that means we're looking at thirty-three hundred units a week, or three point three million dollars." 
 
    "Whoa, that much... wait, how much are they going for now? That's only like a grand each?" 
 
    "Sawyer is holding the price steady at two thousand dollars," Deidre said as she started in on his neck muscles; they were definitely tight. 
 
    "Why do we only get half?" 
 
    "Because that's the deal you made with him, and he is fronting us the money." 
 
    "Sawyer has that much cash?" Sean asked and then all but purred as she hit a tight spot. 
 
    "Apparently. Though I'm sure we won't be giving him all our necklaces, right Master Sean?" 
 
    Sean nodded, there were going to be a lot given away to those they freed. 
 
    "What are the tags selling for now?" 
 
    "About five thousand." 
 
    "And Sawyer gets half?" 
 
    "Yes, Master Sean." 
 
    "I'd say we may have to renegotiate with him eventually, but he's been a solid ally in all this. How many tags are we selling?" 
 
    "Out of the six hundred or so we make a week, only half, so a hair under eight hundred thousand a week." 
 
    Sean gave a small nod and thought about it, enjoying the effect of Deidre's hands as she worked her way down his body. She really was quite skilled, and it felt incredibly nice. 
 
    "So, we're making three million a week now?" 
 
    "Not including the money from the rhodium sales, Master Sean," Deidre said, and leaning forward, she started kissing him on the back. "That money takes longer to come in, but it's looking like three hundred thousand a month." 
 
    "So it sounds like I really need to build some more tag machines." Sean was feeling a lot better now that he knew their financial situation wasn't as dire as he'd feared. Also Deidre's kisses on his back, along with her talented hands, were definitely giving him other ideas. 
 
    "What you really need to do, Master Sean, is roll over," Deidre teased in a husky voice. 
 
    Smiling, Sean decided to do just that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 I Have Seen 
 
      
 
    "Ah, there you are," Sean's friend John said to him as he came out of the master bedroom, wearing a pair of shorts and toweling his hair dry. "Isn't it a bit late for a shower?" 
 
    "Eh, been working all day," Sean said with a grin. "What brings you by?" 
 
    "Working? Is that what they're calling it now?" John teased, "Actually, I came by to invite you to a sweat. I talked to my cousin, the one I told you about that's one of our medicine men, or shamans, if you prefer. He told me to bring you by." 
 
    Sean stopped drying his hair and looked at John. "When?" 
 
    "Now." 
 
    "Now?" Sean asked, surprised. 
 
    "Yup. So grab a shirt and some shoes if you want, and let's go." 
 
    "Damn, hold on, I need to let the girls know where I'm going!" 
 
    'Comments?' Sean prompted the First as he went and found Jolene; Roxy was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    'Be polite. It's bad luck to piss off a Mystic.' 
 
    "Where's Roxy?" he asked, looking around. 
 
    "Oh, she's dragging that secret service guy all over and introducing him to the different lycan leaders. I think her dad is actually flying up for dinner tonight." 
 
    "Damn, talk about throwing him into the deep end!" John laughed. "I've heard stories about her dad." 
 
    "Really?" Sean asked. "From who?" 
 
    "You mostly." John grinned. "But Sawyer is deathly afraid of him, even Claudia minds her P's and Q's when he's in the room." 
 
    Sean shook his head, "I keep forgetting you've known all these people for a lot longer than I have." 
 
    "So, what's up?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "I'm borrowing your hubby, here," John said. 
 
    "Hmm?" Jolene asked, looking between the two of them. 
 
    "John wants me to meet his cousin, he's a shaman?" 
 
    John nodded. "When I told him I was friends with Sean, he asked me to bring him out tonight." 
 
    "Well, just don't keep him out too late." Jolene smiled and gave Sean a hug and a kiss. "We've got plans for him tonight." 
 
    " I guess that's why he looks so tired," John said with a smirk. 
 
    Sean just shook his head and sighed. 
 
    "Well, let's go," John said and grabbed Sean's arm. 
 
    "Wait, can't I get dressed first?" 
 
    "We're going to a sweat, trust me, the shorts are more than enough." 
 
    Sean shrugged and let John drag him outside to his van. 
 
    "Where's Cenna?" Sean asked, looking around as he got in 
 
    "Meeting the parents. Oddly enough, they like her." 
 
    "Why is that odd?" 
 
    "'Cause they've hated every one of my girlfriends I've introduced them to before." John shrugged and started up the van. 
 
    "Well, two points for her I guess. So just what is a sweat?" 
 
    "We all sit around in a sweat lodge and do just that, sweat." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because it's where things happen." 
 
    "What kinds of things?" Sean asked, curious. 
 
    "Visions mostly. I would never have told you this before, because you would never have believed it, but my cousin is quite gifted." 
 
    "Is this the same one that married Jane?" 
 
    John laughed then. "Oh no! That's Pad." 
 
    "Pad?"  
 
    "His real name is 'Walking Bear', but we just call him Pad for short; 'padooa' means bear." 
 
    "Oh." Sean nodded and thought about that a moment. "So what's your real name?" 
 
    "John." 
 
    Sean looked over at him, and John just shrugged. "My dad isn't much for traditional names. Not everyone on the res is, you know." 
 
    "Seeing as I've never been there, I wouldn't know," Sean said with a shrug. "Like you said, I was about as mundane as they come. All I wanted was a good job and a nice income so my mom and I could move out of that damn trailer and live someplace nice for a change." 
 
    "Well you got all that now, right?" 
 
    "Yeah, I guess I do," Sean agreed. "But some of the baggage that's come with all of this?" Sean shook his head and snorted. "Can you imagine it? Me of all people, leading a revolution?" 
 
    John nodded. "Actually, yeah, I can." 
 
    "Seriously?" Sean asked him. 
 
    "Yeah, you always had this vibe going on that you were this bunched up wild animal, just waiting to break free and pounce. I thought it was just because of all the crap you had to put up with to help your mom put food on the table and keep a roof over both your heads. But now, now I'm starting to think it was just staring me in the face the whole time, but I just couldn't believe a guy like you actually had something spiritually powerful going on inside." 
 
    "Gee, thanks," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "Don't mention it," John said, grinning. "Now, let's see what my cousin wants with a lion." 
 
    "Hopefully nothing that makes me miss dinner," Sean said and stretched, yawning. 
 
    "Don't they let you sleep?" John teased as they pulled onto the reservation. 
 
    "It's not just them; it's all the other people who want a piece of my time." 
 
    "Well, don't fall asleep on us, Kweeda will not take it lightly." 
 
    "Kweeda?" 
 
    "My cousin. It means 'smoke'." 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    Sean looked at the small domed hut they'd pulled up in front of. There was smoke coming out of a small chimney on the far side, and an older sedan parked next to them.  
 
    Getting out, he followed John over to the entrance, where they were met by a man who really didn't look all that much older than Sean or John. 
 
    "So, you would be Sean?" Kweeda asked. 
 
    "Yes, and you're Kweeda?" 
 
    "Call me Ken, I know it makes it easier." 
 
    Sean shrugged. "So what do you want me to do?" 
 
    "Come inside and sit. We'll talk, discuss things, and see what we learn." Kweeda looked at John. "You too, Kosse." 
 
    "Kosse?" Sean asked, looking over at John. "I thought you said you didn't have a name beyond 'John'." 
 
    "It means 'dust'," Kweeda laughed, "and seeing as his job is often about obscuring things, I thought it was fitting to give it to him." 
 
    "See? This is why I don't hang out with you anymore, Kweeda," John grumbled. 
 
    Sean grinned. "Now now, John. Don't go pissing off the shaman, it's bad luck!" 
 
    "Ah! See that, Kosse? Your friend is already proving wiser than you thought! Come, let's go inside and get comfortable. I scored some nice dwarven ale so we can relax." 
 
    Sean nodded and followed Kweeda inside. It was a rather small room, with a bench built into the walls. The only light in the lodge came from a small, glowing fire that vented out from the far side of the door. John came in a moment later, after Sean had gotten comfortable. He'd stripped down to his boxers, and he pulled a cloth curtain over the opening and sat down across from Sean. 
 
    "Now, let us begin. Sean, Kosse tells me that you know nothing of our traditions, so don't worry about what your role is. Kosse and I will say the blessings and make the prayers. Then, we can talk." 
 
    Sean just nodded, and as he watched, the two of them went through a number of prayers or something. Sean couldn't tell, as they weren't speaking any language he'd ever heard before. But it was low and rhythmic, and he found it rather relaxing to follow along. By the time they were done, it had gotten quite warm inside the small lodge they were in, and he was covered in sweat. 
 
    "So, Kosse and Cenna have both told me a great deal about your struggle; what's it like being the savior of your people?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "I'm not really their savior, I'm just a guy with a job to do. Hell, six months ago I wasn't even one of them." 
 
    "You were always one of them, Sean. You just didn't know it. You were born a lion, you will die a lion." 
 
    "I don't know about that," Sean chuckled, "I had to be bitten, infected, to become one." 
 
    "Physically, perhaps, but ask your soul. The other lions, do they accept you as one of their own? Is your soul one of theirs?" 
 
    Sean blinked. "Yeah, they do. They were all very surprised that I became one of them. They didn't expect it." 
 
    "As I said, you were born to this; the spirits that move the world, the gods, they saw a need, and they created you to fill it." 
 
    "Well," Sean said, thinking about it, "I guess so far I've done what they sent me here to do. We're freeing everyone; with any luck, by the end of the summer, there won't be a lycan in bondage anywhere in North America." 
 
    "Are you sure that's your job?" Kweeda asked and handed Sean a mug with ale in it. It was warm, but it was wet, and it tasted good. 
 
    Sean took a drink and then, lowering his mug, he looked into the glowing embers of the fire. 
 
    "Well, yeah. You said it yourself; I'm the savior of my people. The lycans are my people, and I've been saving them." 
 
    "No, Sean. The people of this country, of this land, of this continent, even those of the world, are your people. Those are the people you have come to save." 
 
    Sean looked up at Kweeda, but he was gone, the lodge was gone, John was gone. He was sitting at a fire, a weakly burning one. It was dark outside, though he had the feeling it was always dark here, wherever 'here' was. 
 
    Standing up, he looked around. The trees were all black, so too were the grass and the bushes. There was a soft breeze blowing, carrying the scents of things he didn't recognize. He heard the sound of a soft footstep and, putting his hand on the pommel of his sword, he turned towards the sound as a demon charged out of the trees at him. It looked like a raseri djevel, the same as the one he'd fought in Eugene.  
 
    Drawing his sword, he spun it around and thrust at the demon, who dodged at the last minute, drawing a weapon of its own.  
 
    They fenced then for several minutes as Sean started to realize he was wearing armor and holding a large faerie sword, and he was in his hybrid form. The demon feinted at him, tried to slip past his guard, and Sean made a move that he'd never done before and ran his sword through the demon, which suddenly spewed black blood everywhere. 
 
    "We will have you, lion, one of us will have you, I swear it!" the demon gasped as it fell dead at his feet. Only those weren't the sounds that had come from its mouth. How had known what it said? 
 
    "Sean! Sean!"  
 
    Sean blinked; he was standing in the lodge, bent over slightly, swaying on his feet. 
 
    "You okay, buddy?" John was asking him. 
 
    "Yeah, I think I am," Sean said and slowly started to sit back down. 
 
    "What did you see?" Kweeda asked. 
 
    'Yes, what did you see?' 
 
    'Didn't you see it?' Sean asked, surprised. The First always saw what he saw and knew what he knew. 
 
    'No.' 
 
    "I was in a forest, a black forest. It was dark, and a demon attacked me. I killed it with a sword." 
 
    "What else?" 
 
    "Isn't that enough?" Sean blinked. 
 
    "You were out of it for an hour," John told him, "maybe longer." 
 
    "Whoa, an hour?" Sean shook his head and looked at his small cup. It was empty, so he held it out to Kweeda, who filled it. "It only seemed like a few minutes…" 
 
    "Such is the way of visions," Kweeda said. 
 
    "You didn't put anything in this, did you?" Sean asked. 
 
    "The ground we're sitting on is known for its mystical properties," Kweeda said.  
 
    "So what did I see?" 
 
    "Kosse has told me that you fought a demon not that long ago, is that right?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "And this looked to be the same." 
 
    "Only this time you had the weapons you needed to kill it, so you did." 
 
    "Yeah," Sean said slowly, "but this time I wasn't in Eugene. In fact, I don't think I was anywhere on Earth at all." 
 
    "Where else could you be?" Kweeda asked him. 
 
    "I don't know," Sean admitted softly as he continued to think about what he'd just seen. 
 
    "Then perhaps you should meditate on that. But I want you to consider this when you do: I have seen you standing on the hill with an army at your back, facing an unknown enemy. You have a destiny beyond your current one; you would be wise to consider just what it might be." 
 
    "I think I have enough on my plate already," Sean laughed weakly and shook his head. It had all seemed so real. 
 
    "I think we've sweated enough. Let's call it a night," Kweeda said and motioned for John to open the door. 
 
    "Just think about what you saw," Kweeda said as Sean got to his feet a little shakily and followed John out into the cold night air. 
 
    "Oh damn, I missed supper, didn't I?" Sean grumbled. 
 
    "I'll hit the Jack in the Box on the way back," John told him. 
 
    "I don't have my wallet; I'm wearing shorts, remember?" 
 
    "Don't worry, I'll just add it to your bill," John said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    "Ah, good, you showed up!" Keairra smiled. "I thought I was going to have to go bother First to drag you here!" 
 
    Sean shook his head, thinking about the fight he'd had in the vision. "I need to learn this, and I need to learn it as fast as you can teach me." 
 
    "Oh? Why?" Keairra asked, looking at him questioningly. 
 
    "Because I had a vision of me fighting a demon, and I had to use moves I don't yet know in order to win." 
 
    "But you did win, did you not?" 
 
    "Yes, but the demon said they'd get me next time, that someone would get me next time. So I don't think that'll be the only fight I'll be having with them." 
 
    "How come you didn't say that in the lodge?" the First said, making Sean jump as he was now standing behind him. 
 
    "Don't do that!" Sean growled. "I didn't tell you because I didn't want to tell them, and I was a bit too disoriented after it happened to tell it just to you." 
 
    "What exactly happened?" the First asked, looking at him. 
 
    Sean recounted the entire episode as best he could remember. He didn't miss the look that passed between the First and Keairra, his old mate. 
 
    "What?" Sean asked. 
 
    "It's nothing." 
 
    "Bullshit. Don't hold out on me, Dad," Sean growled. 
 
    The First smiled at him. "Okay, yes, it is something, but it isn't something you need to know about or think about right now. You've got your job to do, and I don't want you to worry about anything else until it's done. Things are getting complicated now. You can't afford to be distracted." 
 
    "But you will tell me, right?" Sean asked, eyes narrowing. 
 
    "When the time comes, yes, I'll tell you. Now pay attention to Keairra, she's a far better teacher than I am, and maybe even a better swordsman." 
 
    Sean nodded and thought about wearing the armor and holding the sword he'd had last night, and just like that, he was. 
 
    "Good!" Keairra smiled and suddenly she was armed and armored as well. 
 
    "Now, where did we leave off?" 
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    Sean grumbled and pulled himself out of bed. While his body was feeling quite refreshed, mentally he was feeling weary. He must have spent a good six hours learning swordplay from Keairra, and when she'd wanted to stop, he'd been the one to tell her to press on. Eventually she'd refused to continue, even with his prodding, and he'd fallen asleep. Now he was seeing why she'd refused to keep teaching. While his body might be getting rest, his mind was not. 
 
    Still, the more he thought about the vision, the more he worried. He was even thinking of getting Chad to teach him unarmed fighting again. Only this time, he planned to pay attention. 
 
    "Why do you look so tired?" Roberta asked as he joined her, Jolene, and Peg in the kitchen. He dropped his butt into a chair at the table and the twins immediately started to put food in front of him. 
 
    "Because I was in lion dreamland all night learning sword fighting," Sean said and yawned. "Apparently being there doesn't count as 'sleeping' as far as my mind is concerned." 
 
    "'Lion dreamland'?" Roberta asked, looking at him a little strange. 
 
    Sean nodded. "It's a lion thing. We have a place we can all go and talk. Normally I'm sleeping when I do it, and normally I don't stay there all that long, but last night I was there the entire time I was asleep." 
 
    "Well, now we know the secret behind 'what one knows, all know'!" Peg laughed. 
 
    Sean grinned and picked up his fork. "Actually, I think that's more of a side effect." 
 
    "So you can actually learn stuff there? Physical stuff?" Jolene asked. 
 
    Sean nodded. "As I told Carl, it's an alternate reality that the lions created. Well, that or they took it over," Sean said with a laugh. "When I started showing up there on my own is when I discovered I really was a lion. Apparently most folks who get infected can't do that." 
 
    "Lions are weird," Peg laughed. 
 
    "And they aren't supposed to leave the bedroom until I've had my way with them," Roxy grumbled, joining them in the kitchen. 
 
    "Sorry, Hon," Sean said and, standing up, he gave her a hug. "How'd things work out with Carl?" 
 
    "Eh, my dad tried to put the fear of god into him, then discovered that Carl is immune to threats of pain, torture, death, and disfigurement." 
 
    "Oh? How'd he take it?" 
 
    "Told Carl if he ever gets tired of DC, he could use a man like that in Vegas." 
 
    Jolene chuckled. "So, in short, your dad likes him." 
 
    "Pretty much," Roxy agreed. "I think Claudia's all jealous now." 
 
    "Well, yeah, she's afraid of your dad," Peg said, grinning. 
 
    "Everyone's afraid of Roxy's dad," Sean said, sitting back down and returning to his breakfast. 
 
    "Except for you." Roxy smiled and, sitting down on his lap, took his fork and started to eat his food. 
 
    "And you, I suspect," Sean sighed and waved to one of the twins to bring him another fork. 
 
    Sean noticed that Peg and Jolene were both staring at his plate. 
 
    "If you want to eat off my plate, please do," he sighed. 
 
    "Aren't you hungry?" Roberta asked. 
 
    "His stomach is growling, he's so hungry," Roxy chuckled as she ate. 
 
    Sean almost laughed as Peg and Jolene both started to eat off of his plate. 
 
    "Then why are you all doing it?" 
 
    "Because if anyone but one of my wives gets between me and my food, they die," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "But in our case, it just proves how much he loves us," Jolene giggled. 
 
    "It's a lycan thing," Peg agreed, "so grab your fork. Trust me when I say that, for me and Roxy, this is almost as good as sex." 
 
    Roberta nodded, recalling what Sean had said about the whole 'food' thing, and started to pick some of the food off of his plate as well. She could hear his stomach growling, alright. She could also see that both Roxy and Peg were in bliss, and even Jolene looked happy. 
 
    Sean didn't start eating again until the others had all had their fill, not that they ate much. Except for Roxy, they were all apparently just exercising their pecking rights. 
 
    Acting on what he'd told her that one time, Roberta then got up, took the plates of food from one of the twins, Dania she guessed, and set it down in front of Sean. 
 
    He purred so loudly while looking up at her that she blushed. 
 
    "Someone's learning," Roxy said with a giggle, and helped Sean eat everything on the new plates. 
 
    "I think I could learn to like this," Roberta said, smiling. Sean wasn't afraid to show his feelings towards them, which were pretty intense at times. And just like the others, she wasn't shy about triggering those displays when she could. For a man with six wives, Sean seemed to have mastered the trick of how to make each one of them feel like the center of his universe. Roberta really had no idea how he did it, she was just happy that he did. 
 
    Cali and Daelyn both joined them not much longer after that, each giving Sean a hug and stealing a bite off of his plate before going and sitting down. 
 
    "So what's on your agenda today?" Daelyn asked him. 
 
    "Well, I guess I need to start in on another tag machine," Sean sighed. "If I bust ass, I should have it done tomorrow." 
 
    "You know, I've been thinking," Daelyn said. "We should move one set of those machines to another location. So if anything happens, like another bomb attack, we don't lose both of them." 
 
    "Where were you thinking?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Well, we could put them in my family's place in the dwarven town. Now that I own it, we could have our own people live there to protect them. As long as Sean keeps it to a small team, and the same folks, I don't think anyone would have a problem with it." 
 
    "I don't know," Sean said. "Maybe when we have more of them, but I'd rather put a set in the bunker. We could stick them in the machine spaces in the basement; it's already restricted access down there. Then at least we can keep it a secret. If we put them in your hometown hall, well, sooner or later everyone there will know about it." 
 
    "True, but they'd be a lot safer. If you're not a dwarf, getting into our halls is almost impossible. Besides, my home is pretty deep inside; my great-great-grandparents dug out those rooms originally, back when the hall was still pretty new. So you're not going to find a much more secure place, and on top of that, you can trade the rhodium right there with my cousin, as well as purchase silver." 
 
    "She has a point, Hon," Roxy agreed. "I say we put the second set there, and the third one can go in the bunker." 
 
    "Well, anything the two of you agree on is definitely the right decision," Sean said and, standing up, he stretched. "Well, I'm off to work; if someone would be nice enough to make sure I eat lunch, that'd be nice!" 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Mr. President," Kensington said as he came into the oval office. Looking around, he saw that the Secretary for Homeland was there, along with Peter from the U.S. Marshal's office, George from the CIA, and Tom from the NSA. There were also a couple of generals from the Joint Chiefs, the president's chief of Staff, as well as the chief justice from the Supreme Court. 
 
    And of course the ever-present Secret Service security detail. All of whom he knew personally, of course. 
 
    "Thank you for showing up today, Vincent," the president said and shook hands with each of them. "Where's Carl?" 
 
    "Carl is still meeting with Mr. Valens. Apparently Mr. Valens is rather interested in meeting with you, however he's still resistant to coming here, and is hoping you'll visit him in Reno instead." 
 
    "Any idea why that is?" 
 
    "I think it might be because the east coast is still 'enemy territory', as it were, because there are many lycans here still in bondage. But that's purely speculation." 
 
    "Considering the young man's access to nuclear weapons," one of the generals said, "it may be wise to keep him away from here." 
 
    "If I may interrupt?" Kensington said. 
 
    "Go ahead, Vincent." 
 
    "According to the reports Carl has been sending me, the explosion that was set off outside LA was not a nuclear device." 
 
    "But our people clearly said it was!" the Secretary of Homeland spoke up as the others all looked at Vincent in surprise. 
 
    "Didn't anybody find it strange that there was no fallout from the explosion?" he asked, looking around the room. "I know the explosion looked like a nuclear device, but so do those mining explosions in the Midwest, to some of our sensors. We might want to have our experts go back and look at the data again. It was also suggested that what happened was a 'special case' and not likely to happen again." 
 
    "What made it a 'special case'?" the president asked. 
 
    "Carl said Valens claimed the lions lost their temper." 
 
    "They lost their temper?" the Secretary said disbelievingly. 
 
    Kensington nodded. "He suspects that there were other things going on with the Gradatim as well, things the magic users haven't been forthcoming with. Things beyond what they were doing with the lycans. If you've noticed, none of the other councils really seem to be all that upset with Valens for what he did." 
 
    "But you have no idea what they did?" the president asked. 
 
    "No, Sir. None. They're all keeping it very quiet. But it does appear that something happened. We know all of the national heads of the main five councils recently traveled to a meeting someplace in Kansas. Tom was able to help us pull up their flight records." 
 
    "What's been going on overseas, George?" the president asked, turning to look at him. 
 
    "There's still a political struggle going on over who's in charge," George said, looking around the room. "While it appears that the council of Sapientia has taken the lead here in the States, in Europe it's by no means clear cut yet. The council of Gradatim has all but ceased to exist, with a fair number of their leadership having been assassinated by parties unknown, though I think we can guess," George said and looked at Vincent, who just shrugged.  
 
    "What's your department's analysis?" the president prompted George. 
 
    "That it's going to be a while before things truly settle out. A lot of the Europeans believe the lycans are incapable of self-rule, or any restraint really, at all. That's why they made them into their slaves, so they'll be a lot slower to adopt these new ways. The council of the Vestibulum is probably about the equal of the combined resources of the council of Sapientia and the council of Eruditio, so a lot of this will depend on who the council of the Ascendance decides to back, and who rises up to replace the now defunct council of Gradatim." 
 
    "The council of the Ascendance," Kensington interjected, "really hates the Vestibulum, and the reverse is true as well." 
 
    "True," George agreed, "however, they're not big fans of Sapientia, and they definitely do not appreciate the new ruling on slavery." 
 
    "Speaking of slavery, Justice Clayton, where does the court stand on my proposal?" the president asked. 
 
    "Undecided, Mr. President." 
 
    "Undecided? On the issue of slavery they're undecided?"  
 
    The look of surprise and disappointment on the president's face was clear to everyone in the room. 
 
    "They've gotten bogged down in the debate on whether or not the lycans are humans or animals," Justice Clayton said with a wave of his hand. 
 
    "I would think their intelligence and ability to think and reason would clearly define them as human." 
 
    "Well, Mr. President, we know that they are not, in fact, human; they may have once been human, but they're certainly anything but now. Especially with the amount of magic tied up in their being. If you were looking for any sort of fast turnaround on this decision, I'm afraid I'm going to have to disappoint you." 
 
    Kensington watched as the president sighed heavily, looking genuinely upset. 
 
    "I guess I'm going to have to write an executive order then." 
 
    "Congress may not like that, Mr. President," the Secretary for Homeland said. 
 
    "Well, they'll like the idea of a public debate and an actual bill even less! Understand, this is happening, people. If I have to go public, I'll most certainly do so. I will not tolerate slavery in this day and age. Especially not under my administration." 
 
    "You know, maybe you should fly out to Reno to meet him," George said, speaking up suddenly. 
 
    Kensington looked at George, surprised. "I thought you were the one who said he needs to come here so we can show him the full power and might of the United States?" 
 
    George shrugged. "It would send a very strong message of support, and you did say that the Gradatim were up to more than we realized and the magical community is hiding that from us. Perhaps we can get Mr. Valens to tell us what really happened? And if what the lions did was backed by the magic users, I'd think it would behoove us to gain some level of control over Mr. Valens before they encourage him to do that sort of thing to us." 
 
    "Vincent," the president said, turning to him, "how long would it take your department to prepare for that?" 
 
    "We already sent an advance team out, Mr. President. You could go there tomorrow if you wanted, but we'd prefer at least a two-day window." 
 
    "You already sent people there?" the president said, looking impressed. 
 
    Kensington shrugged. "It's our job to be ready for any eventuality. We like to keep our bases covered, Sir." 
 
    The president nodded. "General Baker, I want you to talk to your experts, review all the data, and see if in fact that really was a nuclear device. Tom, have the NSA go over all the Gradatim records you have and see if there was any discussion about something that might spark our attention. George, do the same with your European contacts. Bill," the president turned towards his chief of staff, "where am I going for the 4th? Maybe we should pick someplace that a layover in Reno for a few hours wouldn't look too suspicious. Vincent, have your man feel out Mr. Valens on just what he's expecting to get out of a meeting. Does anyone have anything else?" 
 
    Everyone shook their heads. 
 
    "All right, thank you everyone, enjoy the rest of your day. Justice Clayton, if you could stay a few more minutes please?" 
 
    Getting up, they all filed out of the room. Kensington had no doubt that the president was planning on playing a little hardball with the Chief Justice. Presidents did not like being thwarted in their plans. 
 
    "So," Jeff Turnbull said softly as he escorted Kensington to his car, "am I the only one from that meeting who finds it strange that George flipped?" 
 
    "No," Kensington said, shaking his head. "I find it a little strange as well. I wonder if I could get his phones tapped without him finding out about it." 
 
    "I doubt he's stupid enough to say anything incriminating on his phone in this town," Jeff laughed. 
 
    "No, but I would still very much like to know who he talks to and who he's spending his time with." 
 
    "I'll keep an eye on the records; I've already passed on your order to tighten down on security in the Whitehouse. I told Bill that even if it was meant as a joke, you'd decided to take things up a notch for a while until this whole affair settled out. So he hasn't complained about the extra security. In fact, he thought it was a good idea." 
 
    "You guys are all but invisible; I'm not surprised he didn't mind. What did the president say?" 
 
    "Nothing really, just said it's our job to provide security and he wasn't about to gainsay us. But I will tell you one thing; yesterday George wanted to meet with him in private, and when the president wouldn't send my men out of the room, he balked. Claimed we didn't have the security to hear what he had to say." 
 
    "What did the president say?" 
 
    "Nothing until after he left. Then he asked us to make sure our security clearances were high enough so 'Mr. Walker' wouldn't complain next time." 
 
    "What did the chief of Staff say?" 
 
    "That George isn't allowed to be by himself in the building, he's to be escorted at all times from now on. I think he felt very insulted on our behalf." 
 
    Kensington nodded. "Just keep an eye on him." 
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    Sean stretched and yawned; looking up at the clock on the wall, it was after five. He'd gotten a lot done on the second tag machine, so he felt pretty good about things. But right now, he needed to get out and stretch his legs. His own lion had been starting to bug him about an hour ago; it had been days since he'd been out for a run with all the time he'd been spending in his shop, and now that he was at a good place to stop, this was definitely the time to go have one. 
 
    Looking around as he got dressed, he noticed that the watch he'd enchanted for Stewart was still sitting on his workbench, so scooping that up, he headed outside to go track Stewart down, and ran into Carl, who was sitting on the steps to his shop. 
 
    "Let me guess," Sean said with a grin, "you want to talk?" 
 
    "Well, I'm supposed to fly back out late tonight." 
 
    "Commercial or private?" 
 
    "Private, though government air isn't always the most enjoyable way to go when you're not a bigwig." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Well, come with me, I need to give this to somebody, then we can go for a run and talk a bit." 
 
    "Go for a run? Damn, seems like all I've been doing the last two days is run!" 
 
    Sean chuckled. "Yeah, well, you're a wolf now, get used to it!"  
 
    "Do lions like to run as well?" Carl asked as he followed Sean over to the barracks, where Sean knew Stewart was living with his two girlfriends, or maybe they were mates now? He really did need to keep up with what was going on around here. 
 
    "We like to run some, though a trot is normally more our speed. But when you're married to a cheetah, well, you learn to run." 
 
    Opening the door, Sean went inside, down the hallway, knocked on the door, then opened it. 
 
    "Hey! What are you…" 
 
    Sean blushed, they were definitely 'indisposed'. 
 
    "Oh! It's you, Sean, I'm sorry," Stewart said while scrambling with the covers; the two fox girls, Rachel and April as he recalled, just looked annoyed. 
 
    "Sorry, here, catch," Sean said and tossed him the watch. 
 
    "What's this?" Stewart asked. 
 
    "Wear it tonight when you sleep; you should be able to figure it out, it's the training I promised you. Sorry, girls!" Sean said and, stepping out of the doorway, he pulled the door closed. 
 
    "Well, that was embarrassing!" Carl laughed. 
 
    Sean sighed. "I've been caught doing worse. Lycans are a lot less worried about their bodies and physical privacy. Course, I'm still getting used to that." 
 
    "Why is that?" 
 
    "Because before these necklaces, they walked around naked a lot, both before and after shifting. Plus, for those raised as slaves, they often ended up as magic users' playthings, and not many of the magic users really cared for the sensibilities of their property." 
 
    "Ah, okay." 
 
    "Come on, let's go for a run before somebody comes up with something for me to do!" Sean said with a grin and, shifting into full lion, he took off at a fast lope across the compound and out towards the perimeter fence. 
 
    "Damn! You're big!" Carl said, trotting next to him, a fairly good-sized black wolf. 
 
    "Yup," Sean said, and when they got to the fence, he slowed a moment to leap over it, then took off running flat out. He was sure that Carl could probably run him into the ground; lions were built more for bursts of speed rather than long runs. 
 
    Of course, as a lycan, Sean could run a lot longer than a normal lion, but the same could be said of Carl as well, he was sure. 
 
    Sean normally didn't go running in the daylight, he was a pretty big lion after all. But he knew the area well enough now to know how to stay out of sight of any locals. While the airport to the north did mean there were planes flying over, and some could end up flying over him, the tawny parts of his body tended to blend in rather well with the landscape. 
 
    He'd need to remember to get Peg to teach him some of her spells. Sometimes he got the distinct feeling that she really didn't want him to know. He suspected she was afraid that if he could do it himself, he might not need her anymore, and considering who she'd been raised by, it really wasn't all that strange for her to have those kinds of fears. 
 
    Looking around, Sean wandered down into a shallow gully, then plopped down on his butt. "So, what do you want to talk about?" 
 
    "The president is thinking of coming here to see you." 
 
    Sean blinked, 'You have anything to do with this, dad?' 
 
    'Nope. Not that we didn't have some plans, but this isn't anything we arranged.' 
 
    "I thought he wanted me to come to him?" 
 
    "They're worried about what the Gradatim were up to that the magic users all seem to not be telling us." 
 
    Sean laughed, "How'd they figure that one out?" 
 
    "Because the magic users didn't all band together to try and kill you after you wiped out Gradatim?" 
 
    Sean chuckled and shook his head again. "If they tried to kill me, they'd all end up dead, and they know it. The real reason we killed them off was they went too far. If anyone else were to go as far as the Gradatim did, we'd wipe them out as well." 
 
    "You'd blow them up?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "No, I don't think we'll be resorting to something like that again; you have to understand that lions have a bit of a temper and well, we wanted to make a very big example and sound a very loud warning. You know, drive the point home of just what kind of shit we're capable of if we have to do it, and we had to do it immediately, before anybody else got any ideas. If someone was to try that kind of a thing again, we're big enough now and organized enough, we'd just show up with a couple thousand lycans and wipe them out." 
 
    "Well, you do seem to have the numbers for it," Carl admitted. "But just what exactly did they do?" 
 
    "They were going to kill all the lycans in the world. They were going to try and exterminate all of us. Ask Travis, or anyone else for that matter, about the 'Night of the Silver Death'. They wanted to recreate that." 
 
    Carl shook his head. "I meant, what was the other thing they did?" 
 
    Sean looked at him. "If I tell you, who else are you going to tell?" 
 
    "Umm, my boss? I'll have to file a report." 
 
    Sean shook his head. "No, you can't write this one down. I want you to only tell your boss, and no one else, and he has to understand he can't tell anyone. Well, you can tell the president, but he also has to swear not to tell anyone else, and you have to believe him." 
 
    "I don't know if I can do that." 
 
    "Of course you can. I could just compel you to do it, but I don't want our relationship to be based on that kind of behavior." 
 
    "Can you really compel lycans?" 
 
    "Jump!" Sean growled, putting his lion essence into it.  
 
    Carl jumped a good twelve feet up in the air. 
 
    "Shit! How the hell did you do that!" he laughed as he landed on his feet and sat back down. 
 
    "We created all of the lycans, so we have power over them. The god thing may seem to be a bit of a stretch at times, but it's still true." 
 
    "So why don't you want anyone to know about what happened?" 
 
    "Because I'm worried about the fallout. The Gradatim don't exist anymore, and as I understand it, all the other councils are still actively looking into this. They have some pretty serious rules about what the Grads were doing. It's one of those 'punishable by death with no appeal' kind of things." 
 
    "Sounds bad." 
 
    "It was. So, will you agree?" 
 
    "What if my boss refuses to honor the agreement?" 
 
    "Then don't tell him. I'd think he's dealt with all this magical shit long enough to know that there are some things you just don't talk about." 
 
    "Then why tell us at all?" 
 
    "Because, while you may have figured it out for the wrong reasons, you still figured it out." Sean grinned. 
 
    Carl gave a heavy sigh. "Okay, I'll follow your instructions." 
 
    "Great. They were summoning demons." 
 
    "Demons? They exist?" 
 
    "Hell yeah, I fought one and was getting my ass handed to me. You need special weapons to kill the bastards, and we didn't have any with us at the time." 
 
    "And summoning them is a death sentence?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "It's one of the most proscribed things there are to the magic users, they even have some big treaty about it that goes back thousands of years. They don't just kill those doing it; they kill anybody who even knew about it for not warning the others about what was going on. They sent people into the place we'd killed it and killed all the survivors, then burned everything to the ground. Hell, for all I know, they salted the earth too." 
 
    "Huh, I had no idea." 
 
    "Neither did I," Sean shook his head, "but at least it's not easy. Best we can figure it out, only one guy survived the attempt, the guy controlling the one I fought. Demons are pretty nasty, and because all the knowledge has been destroyed, no one knows how to control them. So the demon often kills the summoner, and that automatically unsummons it." 
 
    "Can I bite my wife, err, I mean infect her?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "'Cause I may kill you for it?" Sean said and looked back at Carl. "Not infecting the mundanes is one of our biggest rules. Doing it can get you killed." 
 
    "But you had them bite me." 
 
    "Yeah, but I'm a lion and we make the rules. I'd want to get to know her first, or at least some lion would have to pass on it. Understand that if you bite someone, you're going to be judged for it, and the penalty for not having a reason we think is good enough is death. Not just for you, mind you, but the others may end up dead as well." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "I don't know, I didn't make the rule. I could ask if you really want to know." 
 
    "You could ask?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Sure, we're immortal, so the ones who came up with the rule are still around. I could just ask 'em." 
 
    "Whoa, you're immortal?" Carl said, staring at him. 
 
    "Yeah, I'm still getting used to that idea too," Sean sighed.  
 
    Carl was a bit surprised at how melancholy Sean suddenly got and decided not to pursue it. 
 
    "So, if I bite someone, you'll kill me?" 
 
    "Maybe. Understand, you're gonna be judged on it. If you don't have a damned good reason, and that's by our standards, not yours, yeah, we'll kill you. But I wouldn't worry about it too much yet." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "You can't infect anybody until you've mastered your hybrid form, and you haven't achieved yours yet." 
 
    "How hard is that, anyway?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "No idea, I was in a bad situation and I needed mine. Fear is a great motivator for getting your two halves to work together." 
 
    "Yeah, I'm still getting used to it. Sitting here and talking to you, I'm very much aware that my wolf could at any moment decide he wanted to go for a run." 
 
    "Why would he do that?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Umm, I don't know?" 
 
    Sean laughed and shook his head. "He's you, Carl. You want to talk to me; he wants to talk to me. It's just a bit disconnected on the conscious side. Don't fear him; put your faith in him. Don't be afraid to let him have control, either; again, he wants what you want, because he's you. Just trust him. No matter what, just do that one thing, and you'll be fine." 
 
    "Okay." Carl nodded. "So, after you free all the lycans in the U.S., then what?" 
 
    "Canada probably, then I guess Mexico." Sean shrugged. "I'll burn that bridge when I get to it." 
 
    "Then what, Europe?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "I was told to free North America. That's it." 
 
    "So are there other lions doing this elsewhere?" 
 
    "Not yet." 
 
    "Don't you know?" 
 
    "Nope. They've made it pretty clear that they want me to focus on my job and nothing else, and when I look at how much shit they've given me to do, by myself I might add, I agree wholeheartedly." 
 
    "That sounds like a lot of trust," Carl said with a laugh. 
 
    "I'm just finishing my father's work," Sean said and shrugged his shoulders. "Just being able to do that is all I need. Actually, I'm pretty damned pleased that I'm getting to do it. I know it'd make him proud." 
 
    "So what happens after all the lycans are freed? Then what?" 
 
    "I've got six wives!" Sean said, laughing. "Six pregnant wives! I'd think that would be enough to keep any man occupied for the rest of his life, don't you?" 
 
    "So that's it? Just go back to being a regular man? Live the domestic life?" 
 
    "Well, it is all I ever wanted," Sean admitted. "So, yeah. Raise kids, have a family, let them do all those things I didn't get to do as a child. Oh, I'm sure I'll get called in to deal with any lycan disputes or other issues that come up. But I'll probably get rid of most of my little army here, farm them out to the other packs, or maybe have them start their own." Sean stood up on all fours and shook. "What are your plans for the future?" 
 
    "Put in thirty, retire, buy a nice house by a lake, and fish." 
 
    "But you're a werewolf now, are you sure?" 
 
    Carl blinked. "You know, I hadn't really considered that!" 
 
    "You don't feel any different, right?" 
 
    Carl nodded. 
 
    "That's because you're not really any different. Come on, let's head back before Rox comes out here and boxes my ears for missing dinner." 
 
    "So why do you want to talk to the president, anyway?" Carl asked as they padded back towards the house. 
 
    Sean laughed. "Ah! So finally! The real reason you wanted to talk to me!" 
 
    "Oh, I wanted to talk to you about those other things too, just saving the best for last!" 
 
    "I want the president to realize that we're all citizens, we're a part of this country, and we want the same protections, the same rights, the same privileges that any other citizen is entitled to. No more, no less." 
 
    "Does that include lions?" 
 
    Sean snorted. "Seems I've heard that line before. No, we're gods, and while we tend to be law and order types, we're still gods, so that'll be a separate negotiation." 
 
    "I think everyone finds it a bit suspicious that you don't want special treatment like the magic users all get." 
 
    "Yeah, well, maybe if the magic users had a bunch of gods with temper issues watching over them, they wouldn't all be such fuckups, now would they?" Sean grumbled. 
 
    Carl laughed at that. 
 
    "Oh, there is one other thing," Sean added as he felt the First prompting him. 
 
    "And that is?" 
 
    "We're going to want access to the president, just like any head of state would be entitled to." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because if we keep having to beat your security in order to leave him messages, I'm sure someone in your office is going to have a heart attack," Sean purred. 
 
    "Wait! You told us how to stop it!" 
 
    "We told you how to stop that one," Sean said and, laughing, he took off running for the house; he thought he could smell dinner. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 West of Denver  
 
      
 
    Chad sighed and smiled while shaking his head. He'd sent all of Sean's people home after he'd dealt with Bend, not because they weren't any good, but because he just had too many people! He had an army of eight hundred now, definitely a company-sized group, and moving that many around wasn't something that could escape attention, not to mention the logistical nightmares. He'd had to rent, buy, beg, or borrow nine buses, plus the numerous vehicles he'd started out with, in order to haul everyone. 
 
    He'd also sent off, either to Steven's pack in Portland or Jonas' pack by Seattle, all those who really weren't soldiers or weren't equipped to help him. Best he could figure it, there were about a hundred or so lycans in Denver that he'd need to free, all of them at the Vestibulum. The Ascendance didn't have a council there, and the Gradatim had of course executed all of theirs. 
 
    He'd sent a small detail ahead to gather intelligence for him and was pretty much planning to just blitzkrieg the Vestibulum the moment he rolled into town. After that, the Gradatim would be given ten minutes to surrender their leaders for execution or face the unpleasant consequences. 
 
    Secretly he hoped they'd switched over to another council and had kicked out the folks who'd killed their lycans. But Chad wasn't too optimistic. He'd have his people contact the local Sapientia an hour before he hit the Vestibulum. Then he'd question them about who was in charge over at the Gradatim, who the most likely guilty parties were, and where to find them. 
 
    Sean may have backed off on the massive killing sprees, but he hadn't backed off on killing those responsible.  
 
    Looking at his watch, he could see that it was a couple of minutes after six. Picking up his phone, he called Maitland. It was time to touch bases with his other commander. 
 
    "Chad?" Maitland answered the phone. 
 
    "Yup, how's it going?" 
 
    "We're just finishing up with getting everyone sorted for the move to Denver." 
 
    "How did things go at the Gradatim?" 
 
    Maitland sighed into the phone. "It was pretty messy. We're pretty sure we got the responsible parties, but we burned their place to the ground and, well, they lost a lot of their people." 
 
    Chad nodded absently. "Unfortunately it can't be helped. How'd the Ascendance and the Vestibulum work out?" 
 
    "The Ascendance rolled over the moment we showed up at their gate. I think Gerold from LA called them and asked them to play nice because we saved their butts and let them wreak a little havoc of their own on the Vestibulum there." 
 
    "What about the Vestibulum?" 
 
    "They put up a fight," Maitland sighed. "We lost a few of ours, and over a dozen of their lycans in the fighting. Honestly, I don't know why they fought so hard; they had a couple of articulated lorries there, it was obvious they were about to ship them all out anyway." 
 
    "Articulated lorries?" Chad asked. 
 
    "Those big road trucks you ship stuff in," Maitland supplied. 
 
    "Oh! Tractor trailers," Chad said. 
 
    "Yes, those." 
 
    "Was there a company name on any of them?" 
 
    "No, but at least they were all refrigerated ones. I guess they were planning on sending them someplace hot." 
 
    "I'm surprised they even cared," Chad grumbled. 
 
    "Well, it is pretty hot out here during the day now; what's the point of shipping them if they're going to show up half dead, or worse?" 
 
    "Still, I'm surprised that they cared. When can I expect you to make it to Denver?" 
 
    "We'll be on the road in a couple of hours, so fourteen, fifteen hours after that, say eleven, noon at the latest." 
 
    "I'm sitting about a three hour drive out of town right now," Chad told him. "We're going to hit them tonight and try to wrap everything up by morning." 
 
    "How in the world did you get there so fast?"  
 
    "I split my forces to take on all of the minors we had to deal with. Look, I want you to go through Albuquerque and clean up the minors there." 
 
    "Are we still going to join forces in Denver?" 
 
    "I'm not sure," Chad said. "I'm worried about the size of our forces. Sooner or later, somebody at the government level is going to complain if we get too large. Sean's trying to open up a dialogue with the president apparently, so I may just send you on to Dallas while I go deal with Saint Louis." 
 
    "Well, Albuquerque is a lot closer, but do we have any friends there?" 
 
    "There's a Sorceress Guild there, I'll call Reno and see if I can't get someone back there to send you their contact info." 
 
    "You realize I may just lose some of my men to them, don't you?" 
 
    Chad laughed at that. "Yeah, I've lost a fair deal to them myself. But don't sweat it; I'm sure you'll pick up enough to cover any losses. Besides, I'm running at eight hundred and I can always send some down to you." 
 
    "I may need them when we get to Dallas," Maitland sighed. 
 
    "Oh, what did you do with those trucks?" 
 
    "Took them, of course," Maitland said with a chuckle. "Makes it easier to hide our own people." 
 
    "What about weigh stations?" 
 
    "Oh, my daughter Ruthelma can glamour the mortals at them, they'll never ask to look in the back. Plus they were loaded up with a fair deal of weapons and all their lycan's other gear, so I wasn't about to leave it behind." 
 
    "Good point. Call me when you hit Albuquerque." 
 
    "Right-o." 
 
    Chad hung up and looked over at Ryan, who was looking rather comfortable with his girlfriend Shia sitting in his lap. From the way they were looking at each other, Chad suspected they would probably end up married in fairly short order. The only reason he and Max were waiting was for his friend Steven to get his wedding out of the way first. 
 
    "We're definitely on for tonight then?" Ryan asked him. 
 
    Chad nodded. "Let's get the group leaders together and go over everything one last time. I want this to go quickly so we can hit the Gradatim before daylight." 
 
    "That's a pretty tall order, Chad." 
 
    Chad nodded. "Yeah, I know. But I don't want to give the bastards time to hide their guilty on us. By morning they're going to know we're in town, so better to deal with them while they're still in bed." 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Observer one, whatcha' got for me?" Chad called over the radio as they rolled into the outskirts of Denver. 
 
    "It's quiet boss, real quiet. Most of the lights are out, there's hardly anyone about." 
 
    "Maybe they think we're still on the road from Phoenix?" Ryan suggested. 
 
    "They have to know we've got two armies out here," Max countered. "After all, we hit LA and Seattle at the same time." 
 
    "So what then, a trap?" 
 
    "We can't afford to take any chances," Chad said. "Get the maps out, we'll drop everyone off a mile from the target and proceed in on foot with a squad of scouts running before each group." 
 
    Chad keyed his radio, "Everyone, pull over and stop. New orders coming." 
 
    Chad listened as all the vehicles called in their acknowledgements. 
 
    Max and Ryan were already spreading the battle plans out on the floor of the van, looking for good locations further away from the Vestibulum compound and marking them. 
 
    Chad started calling out the new spots to each of the units assigned as they were marked on the map. 
 
    "Okay, I want each of you to disembark at the new points, send out a squad of scouts in full wolf form to make sure we're not walking into an ambush. Got it?" 
 
    "What time are we striking?" one of the unit leads asked. 
 
    "Ten minutes after the original planned time, so update your schedules." 
 
    "Ten minutes?" 
 
    "Yeah, so don't be tardy. If anyone comes across anything, call it out, and we'll adjust." 
 
    Chad waited for all the units to acknowledge. 
 
    "Move it out! Let's go!" 
 
    "What do you think it is?" Max asked him. 
 
    Chad shook his head. "Don't know, and I'm not willing to make any guesses with no information. I'd rather keep an open mind so I can react correctly to whatever we find." 
 
    "Well, we're here," Ryan said as the van pulled over to the side of the road. 
 
    "Let's go see what fortune has in store for us today," Chad said and, shifting into his hybrid form, he grabbed his rifle and followed the others out of the van. They were on a side road in an industrial park. At this hour of the night, there really wasn't anyone around to see them. Looking at the bus disgorging fighters behind them, Chad watched as a dozen shifted into wolf form and streaked off into the night. 
 
    "Keep it loose, people!" Chad called out. "No bunching up. If they're waiting for us, let's not make it easy on them!" 
 
    Everyone nodded, then they all trotted off in the same direction the scouts had gone, making sure to stay spread out and not bunch up.  
 
    The next ten minutes were nail biting for Chad. He knew something was up, but he didn't know what, and he had to make sure he looked calm and collected so the others wouldn't start to worry. Worrying was his job, not theirs. 
 
    Three times the scouts reported contacts, and each of those three times turned out to be just harmless individuals going about their own business. When they finally got to their attack positions, Chad checked the time. Ten minutes to go, so they were on schedule. Taking out his phone, he called the Sapientia people, who were waiting about a minute away in their cars. 
 
    "I was starting to wonder if you were going to call us," said Steven Fry, the local Sapientia head. 
 
    "We ran into a possible issue so we decided to play it safe. But we're here now, so let's get your people into position. We're attacking in," Chad looked at his watch, "nine minutes, thirty seconds." 
 
    "Then I guess we better get going!" Steven said and hung up. 
 
    "What's the status on the sentries and the guards?" Chad asked as he put his phone away. Unlike Sean, he put his phone in a bag and left it here at the staging point. Last thing he wanted to do was ruin it with his silver shield. At least the radios used gold, so they weren't affected. 
 
    "They're all young kids," Ryan said, looking back at him. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Take a look!" 
 
    Chad got out his binoculars and zoomed in on the guards; all of them looked to be teenagers, seventeen or eighteen. Same for the sentries on the wall. They looked bored, like they were going to fall asleep at any minute, and they definitely did not look like lycans. Some of them were even fat! 
 
    "Shit, something's not right," Chad growled, "there isn't a buff looking one among them. In fact, they all look kinda weak." Keying his radio, Chad spoke to his troops. "We might be fighting mundanes, pass the word to be careful. You kill any kids, and I will hand you over to Sean myself, after I skin you alive." 
 
    "So much for opsec," Max sighed. 
 
    "Shit happens," Chad replied, "I just want to make sure we don't step in it. Now, first squad, follow me." 
 
    "The attack doesn't start for another two minutes!" Ryan said. 
 
    "Yeah, change in plans. We're going in first. Shut up and follow my lead." 
 
    Chad trotted up to the gates with his command squad trailing behind him. He'd gotten about ten feet away when the guards at the gate noticed him and suddenly their heads came up and they started in on casting something. 
 
    "I wouldn't do that," Chad said and pointed his gun at the head of one of them as all of the other members of the squad raised their weapons. 
 
    Both of the young men froze. 
 
    "Now let's just open the gates, and no one gets killed, okay?" 
 
    "I can't do that! You're gonna kill everyone!" 
 
    "We're only here for our brothers. Then we're gone. Cooperate, and no one dies." 
 
    "But they're not here!" the other kid blurted out. 
 
    "What?!" Chad said, looking at him. 
 
    "They left last night! All of them!" 
 
    "All units, hold in place," Chad said on the radio, then turned back to the first kid, putting the barrel of his rifle under the kid's chin. "Talk, tell me what happened, or you'll be the first to die." 
 
    Chad could smell it as the kid's bladder emptied. 
 
    "The council leaders had them all loaded in trucks late last night! They said we were gonna lose them if they stayed here! So they sent them someplace else!" 
 
    "Where?" 
 
    "I…I don't know! Honest! I don't know! Don't shoot me!" 
 
    Chad keyed his radio. "I need some of the scouts to go over the wall, make a quick circuit, then get the hell out of here. I don't think there are any lycans here anymore." Unkeying the radio, Chad looked back at the kid. "Tell your buddies on the wall to stand down. If there aren't any lycans here, we'll be gone in a minute." 
 
    The kid gulped and nodded, then picked up a radio and told all the sentries to put their guns down and keep their mouths shut. 
 
    The next minute was excruciating as Chad waited for the scouts to report. He could see several of them streaking around the compound, checking things out. Then they all disappeared, and he got the call back from the units confirming that there weren't any lycans in the compound anymore. 
 
    "I was told they were shipped out in a truck last night. Did any of you see any signs of that?" 
 
    There was a moment's silence, then one of the scouts he didn't know replied. 
 
    "There were definitely a couple of big trucks here, there's still tire prints in the dirt. I'd say it's highly likely that they were moved out of here within the last ten or twenty hours." 
 
    Chad swore and pulled the gun away from the kid's neck. 
 
    "Everyone, back to your mounts, we're outta here." He looked at the kid. "Go change your pants," he said, then pointed at the other one, "and don't laugh, it coulda' been you." 
 
    Turning, Chad ran for his bag with the phone in it so he could call off the Sapientia folks. 
 
    "Now what?" Max asked. 
 
    "Gradatim of course, and we even get an early start!" 
 
    "I mean, what do we do about the missing lycans?" 
 
    Chad shook his head. "I don't know. I'll call Sean after we deal with the Grads and let him worry about it." 
 
    "Maybe we should grab a couple of their people and see if any of them know." 
 
    Chad nodded as he dialed the Sapientia. "We just may do that, but it can wait until tomorrow." 
 
    "You're leaving already?" Steven asked. 
 
    "How'd you know?" 
 
    "I saw everyone pack up and run. What happened?" 
 
    "They shipped everyone out last night; we didn't get here soon enough." 
 
    "Damn, that sucks. Now what?" 
 
    "Now we deal with the Gradatim. They change sides here?" 
 
    "Yeah, they signed up with Solidad. I think finding out about Eugene upset them more than what happened in Los Angeles." 
 
    "Great, well here's hoping they'll turn over the guilty to us so we can deal with them and move on." 
 
    "Good luck with that; from what we've heard all their old council leaders have disappeared. Rumor has it even the ones who didn't kill their lycans left town." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Best Laid Plans  
 
      
 
    "What do you mean we have to wait? I've got almost two thousand lycans here, and you want me to sit on them? In a bunch of tractor-trailers in Utah of all places?" 
 
    Lucas couldn't believe what he was hearing over the phone. First they'd called him in Dallas and told him to continue on with others instead of going to Mexico with the Primes. Todd had told them they had a new plan to take out that lion, and as he was the one in charge, he had to teach it to all the others.  
 
    Which he had done, as instructed. 
 
    And now this. 
 
    "I told you," Adams said, repeating himself, "you're not to move on to your target yet." 
 
    "Well what the hell am I supposed to do?" 
 
    "Figure something out, you're a resourceful guy." 
 
    "And just how long am I supposed to 'figure' something out for? It's July first! In three more days it's gonna be the Fourth! There'll be tourists all over the place! Even here in god-forsaken Utah!" 
 
    "Don't let the Mormon's hear you say that," the other magic user in the van with Lucas said, laughing. "They'll do you for that! This is god's country." 
 
    Lucas just glared at him. 
 
    "Well, at least transfer me a couple grand, I'm gonna have to go shopping for all these animals! We didn't pack that much food." 
 
    "Sure, I can do that; we can't have them showing up dead, after all. Oh, and buy something extra nice for our Prime team, I think we have one last special job for them." 
 
    Lucas sighed, "Fine, I'll buy them some hookers or something. Do you have any idea how long we'll have to wait here, Mr. Adams?" 
 
    "Two, three days, tops." 
 
    "I'll be awaiting your orders, Sir," Lucas said and hung up the phone. 
 
    "So, we gotta sit on them?" asked Jake, the one who had been laughing. 
 
    "Yeah, which means we need more food now, too. At least we brought a couple of vans. Grab a couple animals from each of the trucks, find a food store, buy enough to feed the truck, drop it off, then do another truck. 
 
    "Lucas, we've got twenty trucks!" 
 
    "And we've got three vans. Tell the other guys to get a move on." 
 
    "What are you going to do?" 
 
    "Drive across the border in that nice tour bus the Prime team is in and wine and dine them. Adams told me to show them a good time. I guess he wants to make sure the last few days hasn't bruised their loyalty any." 
 
    "If we sit here for days with this many trucks, someone's bound to notice." 
 
    "We'll just break everybody back up into their original groups after you get them all fed. Sit here until morning, then drive up to Highway 50and head west when you get to it. Stop at the first truck stop you come to and don't leave until it's dark again. Then stop at the next one and waste the day. I'll probably catch up with you before then. If worse comes to worst, turn around and drive east for a few hours. As long as the trucks are moving, no one's gonna pay them any heed." 
 
    Jake nodded. 
 
    "Now go tell the others. Call me if you have any problems, and I'll call you went I get the word to attack. Now, I need to go take care of our 'superstars'." 
 
    Getting out of the van, Lucas headed over to the tour bus. It was actually a pretty nice ride, and as the leader of this expedition, he'd ridden in it for most of the trip. It was the Prime team's personal vehicle, just one of the many perks they got for doing their job. Lucas wasn't a big fan of the Primes, not that he'd tell them that of course. He didn't like the idea of blowing all that money on a bunch of lycans, no matter how skilled or loyal. But they did do their jobs well, and again, they'd been bred and raised into their elite status, that was why they didn't have implanted silver pellets. They were trusted. 
 
    "Lucas! What's up?" Tank, one of the Primes, asked as he climbed onto the bus. 
 
    "Who's up for finding a nice steakhouse and having a few beers?" Lucas asked, and looking around the bus, noticed all the Prime team members were suddenly smiling. 
 
    "Change in orders?" 
 
    "Isn't there always?" Lucas sighed. "So I figured while the others spin their wheels, why don't we go relax someplace a little nicer than this bus?" 
 
    The statement was met by more than a few cheers. 
 
    "Hey! Aren't whorehouses legal in Nevada?" one of the wolves in the back yelled. 
 
    "Yup, and if you can find us one, I'll be sure to stiff Adams with the bill," Lucas said and grinned. It would serve the old bastard right for making him waste even more of his time with these animals. 
 
    "Go, Lucas!" a bunch of them cheered. 
 
    "Pick out where you want to go, and tell the driver," Lucas said, dropping into a seat up front. "With the way this mission is going, this might be the most exciting part." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Todd Adams sighed and looked at the others at the council table as he set down the secure magical phone he'd used to call Lucas. 
 
    "Do you think he'll be able to hold them together that long?" Roland asked. 
 
    "Between the pellets and the new collars we gave him, I don't see why not. But then, he only has to hold enough of them together to make the attack. If they stir up more problems along the way, it still works in our favor." 
 
    "I don't know," Edward said. "Do we really want to attack a city when the president of the United States is there?" 
 
    "Jeremy Mays was quite clear. We hit when the president is in town. If that doesn't change his mind, nothing will." 
 
    "Aren't you worried about them connecting this to us? I don't think anyone is going to have that hard a time figuring out where all these lycans came from." 
 
    Todd smiled reassuringly. "Don't worry; I've already got that angle covered." 
 
    "How do they even know he'll be there?" Kevin asked. 
 
    Todd shrugged. "Obviously he's got someone in the Whitehouse." 
 
    "And the little bastard's been keeping that to himself all this time?" Edward bitched. 
 
    "Hey, they're our leadership. We have to expect them to have some secrets." 
 
    "Still, the president?" Roland said and shook his head. "I don't think they've thought this through. If he thinks it's an attempt on him, well, I don't think it'll take them long to figure out who was behind this." 
 
    "Don't worry," Todd said, with a smile that showed more confidence than he felt, "the president is the least of our concerns." 
 
    'Because,' Todd thought to himself, 'he's going to be assassinated.' 
 
    Jeremy's additional private orders had been quite clear to Todd as well. If they took out the president, not only would the most important person pushing for emancipation be dead, but he'd be dead at the hands of the very people he was trying to help, and their source in the government had made it very clear where the blame would fall. 
 
    It really was the perfect plan, and with an inside man to help them, nothing could possibly go wrong. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Sean grumbled as his phone rang and, reaching over Jolene, who was cuddled up against him in bed, he grabbed it off the nightstand and hit the green button. 
 
    "This had better be good," he growled. 
 
    "Morning to you too, sleepyhead!" Chad chuckled on the other end of the phone. 
 
    "Don't think just because you're on a phone I can't order you to do something ridiculous and embarrassing," Sean grumbled. "Why are you calling me at," Sean looked at the clock, it was almost six, "this ungodly hour in the morning?" 
 
    "There weren't any lycans at the Vesti compound in Denver." 
 
    "What?" Sean said, trying to wake up and understand what Chad was telling him. "They kill them or something?" 
 
    "No, they shipped them out the night before we got there." 
 
    Sean dropped back onto the bed, looking up at the ceiling. "They did what?" 
 
    "Put them into a pair of tractor-trailers, like the ones that were shipped in to help the Vestis when they attacked you last month." 
 
    Sean swore. "Where'd they send them to?" 
 
    "Not a clue." 
 
    "I guess we should have expected this," Sean sighed, "we knew they were trying to ship the ones from LA off before we got there." 
 
    "After they attacked Sapientia," Chad reminded him. 
 
    "Oh, shit. I better call Troy. They might be fixing to attack them someplace else." 
 
    "It's a possibility; I've already talked to the local Sapientia council about it, so you don't have to wake Troy up. By the way, we're going to see if we can't 'borrow' a few of the Vestis' members later today and maybe find out where they went." 
 
    "It's only borrowing if you ask first," Sean. 
 
    "Well, you know what my mom always said?" 
 
    "If you borrow something without asking, it's stealing?" 
 
    "No, 'Don't get caught'," Chad said and laughed. 
 
    Sean snorted. "When's Maitland getting there?" 
 
    "He's not, I sent him on to Albuquerque. I might send him to Dallas after he's done there." 
 
    "Damn," Sean sighed. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I need him back here for a few days. I need him to teach the dwarves how to make those faerie swords and armor he and Ruth use." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "'Cause it's hell on demons, that's why." 
 
    "I'll see if I can't free him up or something," Chad replied. "Now go back to sleep." 
 
    "Too late," Sean sighed and noticed Jolene smiling at him, and one of her hands was starting to stroke his thigh, "you woke up the girls." 
 
    "Oh! Maybe I should call more often?" 
 
    Sean pushed the red button and hung up on Chad. 
 
    'Do you have any idea where they're sending them?' he asked the First as Jolene rolled over onto her hands and knees and slowly kissed her way up his body. 
 
    'They might be shipping them out of the country.' 
 
    'So that's a no.' 
 
    'Sorry.' 
 
    Sean sighed and then smiled at Jolene; pulling her close, he kissed her. He'd worry about it later. A lot later. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "I think I've found the perfect excuse." 
 
    The president looked up at his chief of staff as he came into the Oval Office. "Excuse for what?" 
 
    "A stop over in Reno." 
 
    "Oh! What'd you come up with, Bill?" 
 
    "You fly out to Hawaii on the second. Remember how we were planning to bring a bunch of wounded sailors from that incident last month here for the medal ceremony on the Fourth?" 
 
    The president nodded. 
 
    "We fly out in Air Force One, you can do a little unannounced appearance, spend some time with the rest of the crew, invite them all back personally. On the way back, we stop in Reno to refuel." 
 
    "Won't they ask why we're stopping in Reno instead of a larger airport?" 
 
    Bill smiled. "It's going to be the third of July; air traffic will be a mess. We'll just say we're doing it to keep from messing up the airspace in California. Trust me, the guys at ATC will love you for it." 
 
    The president nodded. "Sounds good, let's do that. Let my Cabinet know, find out who needs to come along." The president thought a moment. "Tell Kensington to send his lycan expert, Carl was his name, right?" 
 
    "Will do. What about George Walker?" 
 
    "What about him?" 
 
    "Well, his office was pretty heavily involved in the whole affair, and they did provide the warning that saved a lot of those sailor's lives." 
 
    The president nodded. "Good point, he deserves to be there. Tell him to bring that analyst along who tripped to the whole plot. They should get some kudos, too." 
 
    "Great, I'll get right on it." 
 
    The president turned to one of the men on his detail. 
 
    "Ever been to Hawaii, Jeff?" 
 
    "Lots of times, Mr. President." 
 
    "Ever actually seen any of it?" the president asked with a smile. 
 
    Jeff Turnbull smiled back. "Actually, Sir, they were all business trips, so no." 
 
    "You and me both, Jeff," the president laughed, "you and me both." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 All Apologies 
 
      
 
    Sean stretched and looked at the time; it was only a few minutes past three. Even with the late start, he'd still managed to get finished quickly. Peg was snoozing in the easy chair in the corner she'd apparently gotten one of the wolves to bring in.  
 
    Sheila had stopped in for a while earlier, given him a kiss when he'd taken a short break, then proceeded to abuse Peg for a few minutes before leaving the young woman panting, and then swearing as Sheila left. Peg had then disappeared for several hours, leaving Sean shaking his head and snickering when she came back looking quite exhausted. 
 
    "Wake up, sleepyhead!" Sean called as he got dressed. 
 
    Peg started and looked at the clock as she woke up. "Done already?" 
 
    "Amazingly, yes. You and Sheila have fun?" he teased. 
 
    "That girl is evil," Peg sighed and smiled. 
 
    "And that's why you love her, I bet," Sean said, chuckling. 
 
    "You know she's terrified of you, right?" 
 
    "Really? She sure doesn't seem to be all that scared to me." 
 
    "Oh, she's completely smitten by you as well. 'The big godly lion who may one day dispassionately order her to her death, a death which she'll willingly go to, because you don't say no to a lion'." 
 
    Sean looked at Peg, who was grinning. 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    Peg nodded. "Yup." 
 
    "Then why does she sleep with me? Hell, why did she beg me to put my child in her?" 
 
    "A combination of kink, need, and jealousy," Peg said with a wry smile. "I have your child, she was jealous, and I could see she wanted that as well, so I encouraged her. She has a fear/worship thing going on with you, Sean. That you obviously care about her and possibly love her," Peg laughed, "yeah, she's just a bit conflicted." 
 
    "I'm surprised she's still here if she's that worried, conflicted or not," Sean said as he put on his shoes. 
 
    "Well, first," Peg came over and kissed him, "I'm here, and if you hadn't noticed, she really loves me, probably as much as you do." 
 
    "Uh oh, competition!" Sean said with a mock growl. 
 
    Peg snorted and bopped him on the head. "Hardly. And second, I've told her if it ever comes to that, I'll stand between you and her and protect her." 
 
    Sean blinked, even his lion sat up at that. "You'd do that?" 
 
    "Course I would! I own you, 'Lion-boy'," Peg teased. "Just like the others! And don't you forget it!" 
 
    Sean sighed heavily and let his head droop. "Oh, the abuse I take." 
 
    "And you love every minute of it, too!" Peg said, giggling. "So, is that done?" she asked, pointing to the machine. 
 
    "Yup, it's finished." 
 
    "Gonna send it to the dwarven town like Dae wants?" 
 
    "Yeah, I guess so." 
 
    "When are you starting on the third one?" 
 
    "What makes you think there'll be a third one?" 
 
    "The fact that there's two more under that tarp along the back wall?" 
 
    "Have you no respect for the secrecy of things covered in tarps?" Sean asked, feigning shock. 
 
    "Hey, I'm the kid who always found where mom hid the Christmas presents!" 
 
    Sean smiled and, pulling Peg close, he kissed her and enjoyed just how soft and cuddly she was. 
 
    "Well, let's go find the others. I want to pay a visit to Sawyer's, then I think the seven of us could all use a nice dinner at the steakhouse in town." 
 
    "Why Sawyer's?" 
 
    "I want to see if he knows anything about where the Vestibulum are shipping their lycans off to." 
 
    "Do you think it involves us?" 
 
    "Only in that they don't want us to have them. Let's go collect the others; Oak can get someone in here to run the machine until we ship it out." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, they all walked into Sawyer's shop. The only thing that had changed was, for the first time ever, there were other people inside and they were all lycans buying necklaces. Some were even buying tags. 
 
    "Damn, I've never seen it this busy," Jolene remarked to Marx in a low voice. 
 
    "Yeah, the boss has been raking it in. Not sure if he's happy or not about the crowds, though." 
 
    "I'd think he'd be happy, he's making money, isn't he?" 
 
    "Yeah, but he's had to hire more help, and you know how the boss hates spending money!" Marx laughed. 
 
    They watched and waited as the last customer settled up, apparently buying a dozen tags and necklaces and turning over what looked like the title to their car. 
 
    "Okay, that's it for now!" Sawyer said as the last one left. "Marx, bar the door and put a 'back in twenty' sign on it." 
 
    "You're taking trade now?" Jolene asked as they all walked up to the counter. 
 
    "I've always taken trades, you know that." Sawyer scowled at Jolene. "You were just never trading anything I wanted." 
 
    "Yeah, but that was what, fifty grand worth of merch, and you got a used car?" 
 
    Sawyer sighed, "Chollo's been a good customer and has helped me out when I've needed it, so I cut him and his crew a bit of a break. Then again, knowing him, that car might be worth it. Nobody can paint a car like him and his crew." 
 
    Sawyer turned at Sean and smiled. "Sean! Long time, no see! It's been what, two weeks?" 
 
    Sean smiled and shook his head. "Damned if I know, feels like a year. So business is good?" 
 
    "Business is great! If you can send me more tags, I can start shipping them out to Europe." 
 
    "Really? Europe?" 
 
    "Yeah, I got family who're bugging the hell out of me for necklaces and tags. There are some very rich lycans in the old country who are willing to pay top dollar." 
 
    "And you're willing to let them," Sean said with a laugh. 
 
    "Damn right! Marx said if they can afford it, he won't get on my case. Ain't that right, Marx?" Sawyer said looking over at his doorman. 
 
    "That's right, boss, it's not gouging if they can afford it," Marx said with a nod. 
 
    "So," Sawyer turned back to Sean, "what brings you here? I don't see a bag, so I know it's not a delivery." 
 
    "Chad hit the Vestis in Denver last night and all their Lycans had been shipped out by truck the night before." 
 
    "So you were hoping that good ol' Sawyer, with his connections, would know where to find them?" 
 
    Sean nodded. 
 
    "Well, rumor was they were going to attack all the other councils in Atlanta, to try and up their reputation…" 
 
    "And you didn't tell me?" Sean growled. 
 
    "Calm your whiskers, Sean," Sawyer said, giving him a look. "I didn't say anything because they abandoned the idea after Sapientia called a national meeting and pretty much rubbed the Vestis' nose in the new order." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Sorry." 
 
    Sawyer waved a hand. "Don't worry about it, Kid. Just remember, you've been good to ol' Sawyer, and I ain't gonna wreck it by not warning you when things require it.  
 
    "Anyway, they were going to ship the survivors of that off to Mexico by container ship out of Florida. I guess they figure they can turn Mexico, or maybe some other Central American dictatorship, into their new home." 
 
    "So, you think they're sending them to Mexico?" Roxy asked. 
 
    Sawyer shrugged. "That was the old plan. I don't know if it's the current one. I'll have some of my people ask around. But I can tell you there ain't a Vesti compound east of the Mississippi with a lycan in it." 
 
    "Damn."  
 
    "Success is its own reward. They know they can't keep Sean from taking them, and it looks like the president is gonna free 'em all, one way or the other. So move 'em or lose 'em." 
 
    "What about the other councils?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Well, the Ascendance looks like they're just going to bow to the inevitable." 
 
    "You're kidding!" Jolene said, surprised. 
 
    "Hey, no one wants to end up a smoking hole in the ground. Oh, they all talk a good game, about how it was a fluke and Sean just got lucky, but deep down, they're worried. They still don't know how he did it, and they're really afraid to piss him off again." 
 
    "Well it's nice to know it worked, at least," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "Boss went out and got stinking drunk when he heard about it," Marx whispered. 
 
    "You're kidding me?" Jolene said with a laugh. 
 
    "Course he's kidding, I don't stink when I get drunk," Sawyer laughed. 
 
    "Is there anything you got that we might need to know?" 
 
    "Well, with the president coming here on Tuesday, the Secret Service is going around locking things up tighter than a drum, course you knew that already." 
 
    "Wait, he's coming here Tuesday?" Sean said, surprised. 
 
    "You didn't know?"  
 
    Sean shook his head. "Oh, I knew he was coming, but I didn't know it was Tuesday! Hell, how in the world did you find out?" 
 
    "Oh please, kid. We got people working on the cleaning staffs of half the officials back there." 
 
    "Still, you'd think they'd keep it a secret that he's going to meet with me." 
 
    "Oh, officially he's just stopping here to refuel and is going to press the flesh with a few supporters before continuing on. But you and me, Kid, we know better." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Well, thanks for the heads up, and if you can find out how they're planning on sending all those lycans out of the country, let me know and we'll arrange a nice surprise for 'em." 
 
    "You got it, Kid! Girls, it was nice to see you all again, and Jo, I sure do hope you're focusing all your former misbegotten skills on keeping the kid here happy and tired. Of course, seeing as you're no longer entertaining so many of Reno's finest establishment members, I'm sure you've had more than sufficient energy and opportunities." 
 
    "I think I've just been insulted," Jolene said, looking at Sawyer, "but I'm not sure how." 
 
    "Just because the rules have changed doesn't mean I can't still  play the game!" Sawyer cackled happily. 
 
    "Come on, let's leave him to count his cash," Roxy said grabbing Jolene and Sean's hands.  
 
    Sean just shook his head and grinned as Cali and Sawyer had a short exchange in Goblin and he handed her something. She then followed the rest of them out of the shop. 
 
    "So, steaks?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Definitely steaks!" Roberta and the others all agreed as they got into the van. 
 
    "I can't believe the president is actually coming here to talk to you, Sean!" Daelyn said from the driver's seat as they pulled out of Sawyer's. 
 
    "Yeah, I think I may just let the First do all the talking for me," Sean said with a laugh. "At least he won't be impressed. I think I'll be way too far out of my depth." 
 
    "You know what this means of course, don't you, girls?" Roberta said with a large grin. 
 
    "Shopping!" they all chorused together. Sean could see they'd even corrupted Cali, who was grinning as eagerly as the rest of them. 
 
    "Just remember, those helicopters I have to buy Chad are seven million apiece," Sean warned, then laughed as they all started slapping and poking him. 
 
    "You're not going to spoil our fun!" Roxy warned. 
 
    "Far be it for me to get between a woman and her clothes!" Sean laughed as they started beating him with some of the pillows they kept in the van. 
 
    "Oh, you get between them more than enough, Lion-boy!" Daelyn laughed from up front. "It's the buying them you're not allowed to get involved with." 
 
    "Oh, I don't know, I enjoy some of it." 
 
    "We're not going to meet the president wearing outfits from Victoria's Secret!" Roberta and Roxy yelled and started to beat him with the pillows again. 
 
    "Aww! It would cement my guy status for decades! Centuries even!" 
 
    They relented by the time they got to the Steakhouse, but he suspected Daelyn may have gone around the block a few extra times from the length of the ride. 
 
    Roxy led the way inside and told the greeter how many there were, and Sean noticed she discretely slipped the woman a twenty. Then they all went and sat down to wait for a table, with Roberta claiming his lap as Roxy sat next to him. 
 
    "The place isn't crowded, why the tip?" Sean asked. 
 
    "I wanted a seat in the back; like it or not, people are starting to know who we are, and I just don't want the attention." 
 
    Sean nodded and put an arm around her, his other one was currently around Roberta, and just relaxed. When they got seated ten minutes later, it was a nice, large table near the kitchen with a good view, but not overly visible by itself. 
 
    "Roxy, is that you?"  
 
    Looking up, Sean saw Miles, one of the linebackers from the University of Reno's football team. 
 
    "Miles? What are you doing here?" Sean asked, surprised. 
 
    "Working, of course." 
 
    "I thought you were on scholarship?" Roxy asked him. 
 
    "Yeah, I am, but if you all hadn't noticed, school's out, and if I want to cover rent while we're not in school, I gotta work a job. Plus I like having my own money. NCAA has some strict rules on making money as a college jock, but working here as a waiter? No one complains," Miles finished with a grin. 
 
    "Well, that makes sense." 
 
    "So I hear you two dropped out?" Miles said, looking at Sean and Roxy, and then the rest of the girls. 
 
    "Sean's a lion," Roxy said smiling. 
 
    "Wait, what?" Miles blinked. "But there's only one..." Miles stopped and slapped his forehead. "Aw, shit man! I had no idea!"  
 
    Sean tried not to laugh. "It's okay, not like I've been around all that much since I got infected. Things have been kind of hectic." 
 
    "Yeah, I've heard the rumors." Miles stopped then and snapped his fingers. "You got infected just before you tried to kill Dean, didn't you?" 
 
    "Yup," Roxy said, "thankfully I was there to stop that." 
 
    "How's he doing, anyway?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Dean? He's on probation. Seems he didn't learn his lesson and started in on another kid. But this kid turned out to be a nerd with money. Coach came down on Dean like a ton of bricks and well, after what happened with you, a lot of us were already giving him grief. Coach is hoping he'll learn; Dean's got a good arm and decent play sense on the field. He just turns into an ass when he's off of it. 
 
    "But, that's neither here nor there, what can I get you all to drink?" 
 
    They all placed their orders and Sean watched as Miles went back to the kitchen. 
 
    "Small world," he said. 
 
    "Well, it is Reno," Jolene said, "it doesn't get much smaller." 
 
    "Was he a wolf?" Peg asked. "With the AC and all the steak scents, I couldn't tell." 
 
    Roxy nodded. "Yeah, he's from Vegas, we actually went to high school together." 
 
    "Old flame?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Umm, I'd rather not say," Roxy said, blushing. 
 
    "Well, before my time, so as long as you don't smile at him, wink, or try to kiss him, I won't kill him," Sean teased. 
 
    "Oh, I think it's safe to say my wolf phase is loooong behind me," Roxy purred, smiling at Sean. 
 
    Diner was nice, and of course Sean ate a lot, but then so did Roxy and Peg, who commented more than once how nice it was that she didn't have to worry about it all going to her ass. 
 
    Sean noticed more than a few guys checking out the girls, but Miles was apparently playing defense for him on the floor, because several times Sean saw him bending over and saying something to the few tables that were guys only, so their meal wasn't interrupted. 
 
    "Dude, stop up by the compound one of these days and I'll give you a lycan necklace," Sean told him when they were settling up the bill. 
 
    "Seriously?" 
 
    "What kind of a Wolf Pack fan would I be if I didn't help out the team?" Sean said with a chuckle. 
 
    "You know I'm not the only lycan on the team, Sean." Miles said, looking a little hopeful. 
 
    "Yeah, bring 'em all by. I think we can hook 'em up." 
 
    "Thanks, man! Are you two ever coming back?" Miles asked, looking at Roxy. 
 
    "I don't think so," Roxy told him, "we both have much more important careers now." 
 
    "Yeah, well, if I decide not to go pro, I just may come by and hit you up for a job myself." 
 
    Sean nodded. "I'll keep that in mind." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "So you haven't been able to find a single Vesti magic user to grab?" Chad asked Jace. 
 
    Jace sighed and shook his head. "Red, Gray, and Beck have been watching the place, and no one of any importance has set foot out of their compound at all today." 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    "Yeah, that Fry guy, the one in charge of the local Sapientia, hooked me up with the head of his security, a wolf named Runner, and he's got pictures and descriptions on everybody. Guy's a bit of an overachiever. He even loaned us a couple of his folks to help with the spotting. 
 
    "Well, just who has been going out?" 
 
    "Mostly the low rankers and some of the bosses' wives." 
 
    "Their wives are still going out?" 
 
    Jace nodded. "You think maybe we should grab someone's wife and hold her until the husband comes and bails her out?" 
 
    Chad shook his head. "I'm not sure that'll send the kind of message we're looking for here. Keep an eye on things, but let me try something else." 
 
    Heading back to the van, Chad pondered his options, then getting his phone out, he called Steven Fry. 
 
    "Yes, Chad?" 
 
    "Hey, are any of the women in Sapientia friends with any of the women from Vestibulum?" 
 
    "We're not going to be party to any kidnappings or reprisals, Chad," Steven warned. 
 
    "Actually I was thinking if someone could go out for a get together or lunch tomorrow, or whatever, and just share some gossip over what happened." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because we want to see if we can't get some leads on where they're sending their lycans. If we knew how they were going to ship them out of the country, maybe we could stage a reception for them." 
 
    "So you're not looking to kidnap or question anyone?" 
 
    "Not anymore. I think what happened with us showing up last night and then the raid on the former Gradatim council has them a bit spooked. None of the leadership is setting foot off of the premises, and honestly it's not worth going to war over. But maybe if we're lucky enough and some people have talked to each other about it, maybe a few hints might come up in a casual conversation between girlfriends?" 
 
    "Ah, I get your point. I'll talk to my wife and let her handle it. It's kind of late though, so I don't think you'll be getting any kind of a response before tomorrow." 
 
    "Well, I'll take whatever I can get. If we can't catch them before they leave, maybe we can have someone there when they show up at least." 
 
    "Okay, Chad. I'll do what I can." 
 
    Max looked at Chad. "Are you implying that all women are gossips, dear?" 
 
    "Everyone gossips, Max. But as you constantly remind me, Dear," Chad said with a smile, "women are just better at everything than men are!" 
 
    Max snorted. "Very funny. But I think you might be right. You know what might help those tongues wag even more?" 
 
    Chad shook his head. 
 
    "If we very obviously left town. You know, moved on to Saint Louis." 
 
    Chad smiled and, bending over, he gave Max a kiss, causing her to smile as well. "That's a great idea! 
 
    "Ryan!" 
 
    "Let me guess," Ryan sighed, "pack everyone up and move 'em out." 
 
    Chad nodded. "Look for someplace nice to stop between here and Saint Louis so everyone can take a break. I want to know how things are going for Maitland before we tackle our next target." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Tuesday Late Morning 
 
      
 
    Sean stretched and looked around his workshop; he'd just finished up the third tag machine. Tomorrow he'd start on a fourth one, then he'd make two more necklace machines to get caught up on those as well. 
 
    "Hey, Lion-boy! Time to start getting ready for the president!" Daelyn said, coming into his shop. 
 
    Smiling, Sean walked over and, pulling her close, gave her a kiss. 
 
    "So, finished another one?" Daelyn asked, looking over at the machine. 
 
    Sean nodded. "How'd the move go?" 
 
    "Fine. Got both of the machines set up in my old room." 
 
    "Why there?" 
 
    "Well, my parents' old room is now our room," she said with a grin, "so it's off limits. The other bedrooms are for the operators; Oak said he'll switch them out once a week. My bedroom was a big one, and I didn't want to set the machines up in the living room or the den." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Well let's get the others and get ready. The invite said three o'clock and it's," Sean looked at his watch, "almost twelve now." 
 
    "I just can't believe you got out of bed before the sun came up!" Daelyn laughed. 
 
    Sean shrugged. "I figure the rest of the day is gonna be shot, and I want to get these machines done now. I just realized that I've been putting off a lot of things for way too long." 
 
    "Well, ya' have been rather busy, fighting a war and all that." 
 
    "Still, the tags and the necklaces are our biggest weapon in this fight, and we never seem to have enough. Now maybe we will." 
 
    "Any word from Chad?" Sean asked Roxy when they got to the main house. 
 
    Roxy shook her head. "He said Fry's people have tapped into all the gossip they could since they left town on Sunday. All they've heard is the bitching from the women about them losing their maids and servants. They don't know where they've gone, just that it was all done in a big rush with lots of secrecy." 
 
    "Any word from Sawyer?" 
 
    "Nope, he's just as stumped as the rest of us. Though he'll swear up and down they're not getting on a boat anywhere. He's got his people checking out all the ports. Apparently Sawyer and all the other goblins have a pretty serious smuggling operation at a lot of ship ports, and he's been using that to try to find out how they're getting out of the country." 
 
    Sean blinked. "Sawyer's doing all of that, for us?" 
 
    "Well, we are House Valens," Cali said with a giggle, "and I sort of hinted that we'd be in his debt if he could do us this little favor." 
 
    "Damn! All these years I wondered if there was anything other than money that could motivate Sawyer, and it turns out vague promises were all it took!" Jolene laughed. 
 
    "Being a dark elf household is what it took," Sean corrected her. 
 
    "I'm just a little surprised it's such a big deal for Sawyer that we are one now," Roxy admitted. 
 
    "Well, Sawyer is a prince," Cali said. 
 
    Sean noticed the shocked looks on all of the other's faces. He suspected his own was just as bad. 
 
    "Sawyer…" Roxy began. 
 
    "…is a prince?" Daelyn finished. 
 
    "What, among crooks?" Peg snickered. 
 
    Sean looked over at Jolene, who was apparently having trouble breathing all of a sudden. He started to move towards her to see what was wrong, when she suddenly broke out laughing. 
 
    "Sawyer's a PRINCE!" Jolene said between bouts of laughter. 
 
    Cali nodded. "Yes, an important one too. Why's that funny?" 
 
    "Oh, am I gonna get him!" Jolene said, continuing to laugh. Sean grabbed her as she was starting to sway back and forth a little unsteadily on her feet. 
 
    "How the hell does the likes of someone like Sawyer end up a prince?" Roberta wanted to know. 
 
    Cali smiled. "He's crafty, resourceful, and has ties to some of the most powerful people around. For a goblin, he's really quite the overachiever and highly respected. He came to this country with nothing, yet he's risen to the top of goblin society. His allying with us was quite an accomplishment too; we are the most powerful dark elven household in North America." 
 
    "Aren't we the only household?" Sean asked. 
 
    Cali shook her head. "No. There are two in Vancouver, one in Seattle, and two more in New York City. While they may be larger than us in numbers, we are by far the most powerful." 
 
    "Why's that?" Roxy wanted to know. She was helping Sean with Jolene, who was now just giggling uncontrollably. Roxy suspected Sawyer was going to be in for a hell of a lot of ribbing the next time the two of them met. 
 
    "Because," Cali grinned widely, "Sean is a lion!" 
 
    Sean just rolled his eyes. "Let's hit the shower, maybe we can get Jolene to come back to her senses." 
 
    "A prince! A small green prince! Hey! If I kiss him, will he turn into a frog? Maybe that's why he's afraid of me!" Jolene said, still giggling. 
 
    "Think we should warn Sawyer?" Peg asked as she followed them to the shower. 
 
    "Oh hell no," Roxy said with a laugh, "watching the two of them go at it is my favorite pastime!" 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Here's your coffee," Jared sighed and passed Tate a styrofoam cup. "Damn, this job is boring." 
 
    "Then why did you volunteer?" Tate asked. 
 
    "Claudia volunteered me," Jared grumbled. "Apparently there weren't enough people signing up from our pack, so she just started appointing us." 
 
    "She does that?" Tate asked, surprised. 
 
    Jared nodded. "There are no free rides in our pack. You pull your weight, or she'll teach you a lesson you'll  never forget." 
 
    "Sounds harsh." 
 
    Jared shrugged. "Life's harsh. At least if something bad happens, she's always the first one there to help you get by it. Besides, we've got the biggest and most successful wolf pack in the country. Can't argue with results." 
 
    "I wonder how well she's taking Sean giving her orders?" Tate asked. 
 
    "He's a lion. She's taking it the same as Clyde, the leader of your," Jared paused a moment, "what do you horses call it anyway? A herd?" 
 
    Tate laughed. "We call it a family. Original, I know…" Tate paused a moment. "Uh oh, look at that!" 
 
    Jared looked up and saw that a reefer truck had just pulled off the scales. The scales were blinking, but the guys at the weighing house just waved it by. Looking closer, he could see there was a man standing there, obviously doing some sort of incantation. 
 
    "What the hell?"  
 
    "Our medallions are protecting us," Tate told him. "They stop all mind spells. Watch that guy, see where he goes. I'm going to go get the plates off that truck." 
 
    "Be careful, it looks like there are a few more lined up behind it!" 
 
    "Call the office; let them know we've got a live one!" Tate said and left the small construction shed they'd been using to watch the trucks coming through the weigh station for the last few months. It was supposed to be part of an upgrade project, but by this point, everyone had just learned to ignore it. 
 
    Jared got out his phone and called the watch commander back at the office in Reno. 
 
    "No, you can't come home early," was the first words out of the girl manning the phones. Jared sighed, Marsha was an ex-girlfriend he still got on rather well with. 
 
    "Hi, Marsha. I think we got a live one." 
 
    "A live what?" 
 
    Jared explained what they'd just witnessed. As he watched, three more tractor-trailers drove through the weighing platform. The last one caused the display to blink again, but it was also waved on as the magic user was still doing his thing. 
 
    "Damn, that's at least four of them, there may be more." 
 
    "Shit," Marsha swore in a very typical manner for her. "I better call Oak and Claudia and tell them we've got a problem." 
 
    "Seeing as there's about a dozen trucks that all look the same, I think we've got a very big problem." 
 
    "I'll keep this line open so Tate can give us some plate numbers when he gets back." 
 
    "I just hope he doesn't do anything stupid," Jared said and started to uncase his rifle. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "'Cause I'm the one who's going to have to save his ass if he does." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Sean!" Oak said, running into the bathroom. 
 
    "Damn, man! Can't you wait until we're dressed?" Daelyn grumbled. 
 
    "No! Sean!" 
 
    "What?" Sean said. Looking over at Oak, he saw the panicked expression on the man's face. Suddenly the fact that he was in a very compromising position didn't seem to matter. 
 
    "We've got twenty, twenty tractor-trailers coming down interstate 80 from the east! And they're being driven by magic users! Our sentries picked them up at the weigh station in Fernly!" 
 
    "Shit!" Sean swore, all ideas of having fun in the shower suddenly quashed. "That's only thirty miles from here! Get everyone geared up! Get the choppers going! Have the other leaders been alerted yet?" 
 
    "Minnie is calling them." 
 
    "Get Troy on the phone, and find me when you do," Sean said and let go of Roxy, who'd put her feet back on the floor of the shower as he ran out of the bathroom. 
 
    "Where are you going?" 
 
    "To find a map! We need to try and block the highway before they get into Reno!" 
 
    Sean looked at the clock as he ran into his office and dropped into the chair at his computer; it was almost two. Maybe he shouldn't have gotten so carried away in the shower. 
 
    "Going to be putting any clothes on?" Deidre purred from the other chair in his office. 
 
    "Be a dear and call Sawyer, tell him we found those missing lycans," Sean said as he called up Google Earth and started looking at highway to the east. 
 
    "Oh? Where were they?" 
 
    "They're about twenty miles east of us and will be hitting us any minute," Sean growled and realized he was dripping onto the keyboard. At least it was waterproof. 
 
    "Oak!" he called and Oak stepped into the room. "I've got Mr. Troy on the phone." 
 
    "Great." Sean pointed to a spot on the map. "Get the helicopters off with armed troops in them. I want those trucks stopped before they get to Lockwood. If they have to open fire in broad daylight in front of everyone, they're to do it! Understand?" 
 
    "Yes, Sean," Oak said and handed him the phone. 
 
    "Arthur!" 
 
    "Sean, what in the world is going on?"  
 
    "We found those missing lycans the Vestibulum were shipping out." 
 
    "That doesn't sound good. Lockwood is just outside of Reno! How many of them are there?" 
 
    "Twenty tractor-trailers' worth," Sean told him. "And it gets worse." 
 
    "How can it get worse than that?" 
 
    "Guess who's coming to visit?"  
 
    "Won't they be gone by nightfall?" 
 
    "What's that got to do with it?" 
 
    "Surely Adams and the Vestibulum can't be planning an attack in the middle of town in broad daylight? They're not that stupid!" 
 
    "Desperate men do desperate things, Arthur, and I can't take that chance." 
 
    Arthur paused a moment before continuing, "I agree with trying to keep them from coming into town, but it's a holiday weekend. The roads are going to be crowded, please Sean! Try to maintain some sort of decorum here! Send one of your helicopters over here, I'll have a bunch of our people ready to go to help with the silence." 
 
    Sean blew out his breath. "Fine, I'll do what I can." He turned towards Oak. "Ask Claudia to send a helicopter to Arthur's place." 
 
    Oak nodded, grabbed the phone and left. 
 
    'What do you think?' Sean asked the First. 
 
    'Hell of a coincidence, don't you think?' 
 
    'You don't think it is, do you?' 
 
    'Do you?' 
 
    'Hell no, but then I'm a very suspicious person with trust issues. Something I have both you and the Ascendance to thank for.' 
 
    'It's always nice to see you're paying attention.' 
 
    'So attack?' 
 
    'Obviously.' 
 
    'But what about the silence and all that?' 
 
    'Let the mages worry about it. Right now, you have more important things to deal with. Namely a couple thousand lycans who are probably not going to wait for nightfall. I'm guessing the Vestibulum definitely does not want the president on your side.' 
 
    Sean sighed and looked at the map again. 
 
    "Oak!" he called out again. 
 
    "Yes, Sean?" 
 
    "Load the choppers up with rockets and tell them not to be afraid to use them!" 
 
    Sean was sure he heard Oak gulp. 
 
    "Yessir, Sean." 
 
      
 
    George and his team were the first on the scene, and he started to orbit the area, looking for the tractor-trailers that had been reported. 
 
    "Anybody got a visual?" George called out to the rest of the men in the helicopter. 
 
    "On what? There's lots of trucks down there today! Couldn't they have marked them, or something?" 
 
    "We got license plate numbers, for all the good that'll do us up here," George told them. 
 
    "Over there at five o'clock," said Jon, who was sitting in the copilot's seat, pointing. 
 
    George spun them around. There was a line of trucks, and they were all pulling off the highway at the McCarran exit. 
 
    "What the hell are they doing? There's nothing up there but the motor sports park!" Gray asked 
 
    "Making it easy for us?" Dirk laughed. 
 
    "Wait, they're splitting up," Jon said as the trucks continued up into the hills. "Shit! I only count fourteen of them!" 
 
    "Damn, follow the highway and see if we can find the other six!" George said. 
 
    "I see 'em! They're pulling off into Lockwood!" Kev called. 
 
    George got on the radio to Wilma Two, who had just shown up with the magic users from Sapientia. 
 
    "Go watch the ones up on the hills by the concrete plant!" he ordered them. 
 
    "The ones in Lockwood have stopped," Jon told him, "and the drivers are all bailing and running for a van. What the hell?" 
 
    As they watched, the backs on all the trailers opened and troops started to disgorge out of the back. 
 
    The two helicopters from Sean's compound showed up at that point, and they started immediately shooting up the trucks that were heading up the two roads by the concrete plant. Apparently Sean's people had a couple of rockets, too, which surprised the hell out of George and Jon when they hit the lead trucks in the two convoys now heading up the hill, destroying the tractors and bringing all the trucks behind to an immediate halt. 
 
    "The drivers are bailing and running for the vans following them," Jon said, "and the backs are opening and lycans are just pouring out." 
 
    "How many do you think we have down there in Lockwood?" Jon called out on the intercom. 
 
    "Five or six hundred," Dirk called from the back. 
 
    "Drop us off over there, on the high ground," Jon said to George and pointed to a spot. "Then start shuttling people up here to support us." 
 
    "What about the other group?" George asked. 
 
    "They're probably headed to Sean's. These are either headed to Claudia's, or worse yet, Reno." 
 
    George swore. "If they get into Reno, we're all in trouble." 
 
    "What the hell was with that van? And who were those people who ran off?" Kev asked. 
 
    "Maybe they pulled out their magic users?" 
 
    "Dear lord, I hope so!" Brandt called. 
 
    "Wilma Two, drop your magic users with us," Jon called over the radio. "We need to deal with this bunch NOW!" 
 
    George came down fast to a hover and they all jumped out, and Jon closed the door behind him as he leapt down to join his men. They had the high ground, but there were only twenty of them against a force thirty times that. 
 
    Wilma Two came in a lot more carefully. It took the magic users a couple of minutes to get out, then it took off, also racing back to their base to start getting troops.  
 
    "Who's in charge here?" an older gray-haired man asked. Jon recognized him immediately. 
 
    "I am, Arthur!"  
 
    "Is that all of them?" 
 
    Just then another small explosion went off in the distance, over by the concrete plant where the rest of the trucks were. 
 
    "No, but these are the ones we're most worried about. Can you tell if they have any magical support?" 
 
    Arthur looked down into the small community. The sounds of shooting were starting to filter up.  
 
    "And please, Sir, take cover?" 
 
    Arthur and the others quickly dropped down to their knees as Arthur started to order his people, one of whom immediately started to cast something. 
 
    "What are they shooting at down there?" one of the mages asked. 
 
    "Locals," Brandt said as his squad got set up. "Apparently the locals got spooked by a couple hundred armed men and women showing up in town. So if you can do anything to slow 'em down until more of us get here, we'd appreciate it." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Sean looked down at the map as he listened to the reports of the helicopters coming in over the radio. He'd wanted to go out and lead the attack, but both Roxy and the First had warned him that it wasn't his place and there'd be consequences if he didn't listen. 
 
    He wasn't sure whose threats worried him more. Probably Roxy's, as the First could only kill him once, while Roxy's anger could last a hell of a lot longer. 
 
    "They're fanning out and shifting into wolf form!" Granite called on the radio, his team was one of the first that had been deployed. 
 
    "Falcon One, where are they headed?" Sean called on the radio. 
 
    "Northwest, and they're really legging it! I think you're gonna have company here real soon!" 
 
    "How many?" 
 
    "Damn, I dunno! A thousand? More?" 
 
    Sean swore and looked at the map. There were a lot of terrain features between here and there that would help to slow them down. That was a good thing. 
 
    There was also a rather large neighborhood and a couple of smaller ones. That wasn't such a good thing. 
 
    "Oak!" 
 
    "Yes, Sean?" Oak asked, poking his head back into the office. 
 
    "Get the artillery uncovered, break out the machine guns." Sean looked at the map. "I want machine gun crews here, here, and here," he said, pointing to a few of the hilltops to the southwest of their expected line of advance, "along with all the snipers we got. Get them running out there now, we need to try and herd them towards us and keep them out of Sun Valley, or there's gonna be hell to pay. Go!" 
 
    "What are we going to do when they get here?" Roxy asked. 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Let's worry about getting them here first." Sean keyed the radio, "Falcon One, Falcon Two, do you think you can keep them from getting too spread out and herd them here?" 
 
    "I don't know, there's a lot of 'em, Sean." 
 
    "Do what you can! Don't let them get into Sun Valley. See if you can't steer them around any of the larger neighborhoods. Granite!" 
 
    "Yes, Sean?" Granite came back on the radio. 
 
    "Where are their magic users?" 
 
    "There aren't any!" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I checked with Claudia's people, they all pulled out as soon as they dumped their wolves!" 
 
    "Where are Claudia's people?" 
 
    "Lockwood, about a third of the attackers got dumped there. They got Sapientia's magic users working some kind of big-ass sleep spell. They're trying to put everyone on the edge of town to sleep or something. I didn't quite catch it, but they think they can take out the majority of them before they get into Reno." 
 
    Daelyn looked up from the phone she was using to talk to the other lycan leaders. "Chad's wolves, Jorge's boars, and the rest of Claudia's forces are racing there as we speak to block them off from town." 
 
    "Roxy, better call your father and give him a heads up," Sean said and went back to looking at the maps. "How the hell do we stop a thousand wolves without killing all of them?" 
 
    "Hell, how do you kill a thousand wolves?" Roberta asked. 
 
    "Artillery, of course," Sean sighed and shook his head. "We're not going to be able to keep this quiet." 
 
    "Why are they attacking us?" Cali asked. 
 
    "Huh?" Sean asked, looking at Cali. 
 
    "Why are they attacking us?" she asked again with a smile. 
 
    "Because they were ordered to! Why else?" 
 
    "But don't lycans have to be forced to do something like this? And didn't Granite just say their magic users all left? Who's forcing them now?" 
 
    Sean blinked. "It couldn't be that easy." 
 
    "I'm sure it won't be," Cali smiled, "but you're a god, right?" 
 
    'Dad?' 
 
    'You won't get all of them, but you may get most of them.' 
 
    "Might as well give it a shot." Sean keyed the radio again, "Falcon One and Two, see if you can't herd them here without killing any of them. Granite and Roy," he called to the two strike teams that had been dropped by the helicopters, "try and use your teams to pick up the stragglers. If you can, let them know we got rid of their mages, they're on their own now." 
 
    All four of them acknowledged his orders. 
 
    "Someone make sure our teams out on the hilltops know about that. Peg, Jo, Rob, I'm gonna need your help. Philo!" Sean called out, "I need you too! And find Markey and see if he wants to help." 
 
    "What are you gonna do?" Roxy asked, looking up from the phone she was now talking to her father on. 
 
    "See if we can't get them to surrender. Not like anyone's cracking the whip on them now, right?" 
 
    "But they don't know that!" 
 
    "Yup, and it's our job to tell them," Sean said, nodding his head. 
 
    "And just how do you plan on doing that?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "One thing at a time, Rox, one thing at a time." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Lucas sat behind the driver of the tour bus. The others had messaged him that they'd dumped the wolves, gotten in the vans, and were hightailing it out of here as fast as they could. Apparently Valens had discovered them and had opened fire on their trucks, killing Jake and Henry, who'd been in the lead vehicles. So they were getting away while Valens' people were now occupied with the lycans they'd released. 
 
    According to the revised plan he'd been given by Adams a few days ago, which he'd had to pass on to the others, the wolves they were releasing were all now just a diversion. The Prime team was going to be the ones to ambush Valens from behind, while all of his forces were dealing with the wolves' attack on Reno and his home. This was why they were being let go so far from the actual target location: to create mayhem and to draw off as many defenders as possible. 
 
    That was all a lie, of course. Adams had called him on the secure magical phone they'd been using early this morning. The wolves were a diversion, but they weren't there to let the Primes ambush Valens. No, they had a more important target: the president of the United States.  
 
    Adams had it on the highest level that the president's jet would be landing in Reno, at a National Guard airport to the north. All the wolves had been ordered to infiltrate Reno and the area surrounding the airport. The president was due to land at exactly two-thirty. At three-ten, all the wolves on the 'diversion' team were to shift into their hybrid forms just outside the base and start their attack. 
 
    The Primes would have already spread out to several key areas around the base before this, and once the others attacked, they'd use that diversion to go after the president. Only Lucas and the Primes knew the president was going to be there. The others had all been told that their target was in a house just to the north of the airfield. Lucas was a little worried about the timing; if those idiot wolves showed themselves too early, the president might not land.  
 
    And then there was his own personal survival to worry about. Adams had promised him a large reward if he pulled this off successfully, getting the Primes in position and at the very least making it 'look good', as Adams had put it. To do that, Lucas had to be here on the bus right up until they deployed. The bus would have to stay here, just to the west of the airfield, as it housed the repeater for the team's radios.  
 
    So this meant he'd have to walk out of here on his own two feet. Lucas had no doubt that everyone in the area would be rounded up and questioned after the assassination of the president, even if it failed. He'd have to find a ride out of the area the moment the attack started so he could be well away when the aftermath hit.  
 
    "We're here!" Wals, the driver, called out. 
 
    Lucas looked at his watch; it was a quarter after two. He gave a sigh of relief and looked around the bus as the team members all got out of their seats and prepared to file out the front door. Their clothing was varied, and some carried backpacks, while others had messenger bags. No two looked the same. None of them appeared to be carrying any weapons at all. 
 
    "Before you go," Lucas said and picked up the heavy box that was sitting on the seat besides him, "I thought it only fair to pass these out beforehand, as you won't be returning to the bus." 
 
    "What's that?" Streak, who was first in line, asked. 
 
    "A small token of appreciation from Mr. Adams himself," Lucas smiled despite his own personal feelings. To be wasting this kind of money on these pampered animals was a crime, but orders were orders, and Adams had been quite clear. Pulling out one of the bars, he handed it to Streak. 
 
    "Is that gold?" Streak said, looking up at him. 
 
    Lucas nodded. "Five ounces. They're small, so they're easy to carry, but each bar is worth over five grand. Mr. Adams didn't want any of you to think that your years of service weren't appreciated by him." 
 
    "Wow! Thank him for us when you see him next," Streak said and, taking off his pack, he stuck the bar in it, shook hands with Lucas, and headed out the door. 
 
    Lucas was surprised that each member of the team shook hands with him and thanked him when he handed them their bars. 
 
    Lucas turned to Quick and his second in command, Tank, as they came even with his seat. They were the last two off the bus. 
 
    "Good luck," Lucas said to Quick as he stopped and turned to him. 
 
    "We don't need luck," Quick snorted, and Tank laughed. "We've got skill. But there's one thing I wanted you to know before we left." 
 
    "Oh?" Lucas asked, curious despite his low opinion of these animals. 
 
    Quick moved quickly, as his name implied, grabbing Lucas' right hand with his left as Tank seized Lucas' left with one hand and his neck with the other. Using his thumb, Tank pressed down hard on Lucas' Adam's apple to keep him from speaking. 
 
    "I've never liked you, and well, Adams told me this morning that he'd need someone to take the fall for him, and guess what?" Quick smiled at him. "That's you!" 
 
    Pulling out a revolver with his right hand, Quick pressed it into Lucas' hand, and then slowly forced the barrel of the gun up until it was under Lucas' chin, keeping Lucas' hand wrapped around the pistol's grips. 
 
    Lucas struggled, eyes wide with fear. But there was no way he could fight off one of these animals, much less two; physically he was no match for either lycan. His magic was his only weapon, but with his hands and voice restrained, there wasn't a damn thing he could do. 
 
    "Don't worry, it'll be fast, you won't feel a thing," Quick said as he pressed the barrel hard under Lucas' chin, and both he and Tank leaned away as Quick forced Lucas' finger onto the trigger and then pressed down on it, the loud sound of the pistol discharging making their ears ring. 
 
    "Damn, give me a wet-nap," Tank bitched, having released his grip just as the gun went off. "I got his blood all over my left hand. 
 
    "Just don't leave any prints," Quick warned, "or evidence." 
 
    Tank snorted. "Please, this isn't my first time, you know that." 
 
    Quick laughed and pulled out a package of towelettes. "No, it isn't. I'll meet you outside." 
 
    Tank nodded, took the package, and carefully cleaned his hand off, making sure not to leave any bloody fingerprints behind.  
 
    "Oh, don't want to forget these!" Tank said as he stopped to grab one of the two remaining bars out of the box Lucas had dropped. 
 
    "Grab mine too; I'll get it from you later."  
 
    "Sure thing, Quick," Tank said and, picking up the second bar, he tossed them in his pack and left the bus. 
 
    Quick took a small magical device out of his pocket and, pressing the button on the end, he pointed it at Lucas' still twitching corpse, blood flowing from both the entry and exit wounds. The corpse and everything around it suddenly went still. The spell would last about two hours, so when the body was finally found, it would look like Lucas killed himself shortly after the attack when he realized he couldn't get away. 
 
    Smiling, Quick pocketed the device and followed Tank outside, stopping to lock the doors of the bus. They wouldn't be coming back here. Adams had told him personally when he'd spoken to him this morning that if they did this, their reward would be their freedom, that they'd never be called on again. Quick knew a lot of them would probably die today; taking down the president wasn't going to be an easy mission. But the prospect of being free once they'd completed this final task had all of them more than willing to take the risk.  
 
    Some would live, some would die, but the pack would go on, and it was all about the pack, after all. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "So, what are we going to do?" Roberta asked as they looked out to the southeast. Off in the distance you could see the helicopters doing their best to try and herd the mass of wolves heading their way and drawing quickly closer. 
 
    "Still thinking," Sean said and looked around at what he had to work with. Roxy and Oak were organizing a skirmish line to either side of him and the others. They were all standing at the top of the hill, so the wolves would be coming up at them from below. 
 
    Roxy stopped what she was doing and came up to him. 
 
    "Granite just called on the radio," she said with a worried look. 
 
    "What's wrong?" 
 
    "They managed to stop a couple of the wolves and told them about their mages being gone, but it doesn't matter." 
 
    "Why not?" Sean growled. 
 
    "Because they're all wearing bomb collars!" 
 
    "What the fuck?" Sean swore. "Bomb collars?" 
 
    "Yup. They have to get to your place, then attack when given the signal. If they don't, their collars go off. If they don't get to your place fast enough? The collars go off. If they head in the wrong direction, the collars go off, and so on and so on." 
 
    "But there's no mages here! Who's going to trigger them?" 
 
    "They said the Primes would do it." 
 
    "Who the hell are they?" 
 
    Roxy shrugged. "No idea, but they are wearing collars and there's a little flashing light on them as well." 
 
    "Contact Claudia's people, let them know." Sean turned to the mass of people forming up. "Anyone here know anything about bombs and explosives?" 
 
    Daelyn raised her hand. 
 
    "You do?" 
 
    "Well, duh! I'm a dwarf. You think we just used pickaxes to make those tunnels?" 
 
    "Call your uncle, ask him for help, then get over here and let's see what we can do." 
 
    "What about their silver pellets?" Peg asked. 
 
    "Anybody got an inventory on how many extra collars and tags we got?" Sean asked, looking around. 
 
    "Eighty-six," Roxy said. "I told Minnie to gather them up, and I've got Tracer and the other Vesti wolves we picked up forming teams to handle processing." 
 
    "Why them?" 
 
    "Cause they're all from the places these wolves came from. Maybe they'll know enough of them to calm them down," Roxy said. 
 
    "She's got a point," Peg pointed out, "I can't think of anything scarier than a blinking light on a bomb wrapped around my neck." 
 
    "Why the hell did they put bomb collars on them?" Sean grumbled and turned to look at the approaching dust cloud. 
 
    "Because silver's no longer a threat, obviously," Daelyn said, rolling her eyes. "Now, what do we do about that?" she asked, and pointed down the hill. 
 
    "I need to make them all stop and listen to me so I can try and influence them." Sean noticed the leading edge had reached the bottom of the rise. "I'm totally open to suggestions." 
 
    "Oh, well then!" Markey said. "Do you think a fifty-foot tall glowing lion in a sea of darkness just might slow them down?" 
 
    Sean blinked and looked over at Markey, who was standing there in his fedora, smiling.  
 
    "Go for it," Sean said and shifted into his full lion form. 
 
    "Peg, if you would be a dear?" Markey asked and held out a hand to her. 
 
    Peg smiled at the big rabbit. "Always a pleasure!" she said and took his hand, grabbed Roberta's with her other hand, who then grabbed Jolene's, who put a hand on Sean's back. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Ogg was panting heavily. It wasn't the running, he loved running! They all did! Especially being able to run this far in a new place he'd never seen before. But there had been hills in the way; some of them had been bigger than anything he'd ever seen before! Dallas wasn't exactly known for its hills and mountains, after all.  
 
    So they'd had to either skirt them or go over them. The helicopters buzzing around them were annoying, steering them from the neighborhoods and keeping them off the roads. But they weren't trying to turn them away from where they were trying to go, and time was running out, he was sure. Time was always running out. 
 
    He could see the little red LED blinking on the collars of the others around him, just like the one on his was blinking. He had his rifle strapped to his back; thankfully it hadn't come off yet. Several others were carrying theirs in their mouths. That had to suck, because just how well could you breathe with that between your teeth? 
 
    They'd been told they had twenty-five minutes to get where they were going, or collars would start to pop. They were then supposed to wait until the others had caused enough of a commotion in Reno that 'the lion' would have sent most of his people off to deal with it. 
 
    To Ogg, all of this seemed like a bad joke, with him and the others as the punch line. By now everyone knew that when they sent six hundred of their people after the lion the last time, none had come back. Ogg didn't really think sending twice that many was going to work any better, and if the magic users had, they wouldn't have put this damn bomb around his neck. 
 
    Nobody had been pleased when they'd handed the collars out this morning, and the only thing that had stopped an all-out revolt after spending days cooped up in that trailer was the magic users' willingness to pop pellets. Several of Ogg's packmates had died this morning when they balked at putting on the collars. Then of course, the bastards had to go one step further and set one off at random just to show everyone they were serious. 
 
    Then the trucks had started to blow up! No one had told them the lion had missiles! Ogg wasn't sure what was motivating him more, the threat of the collar around his neck, the silver pellet in his body, or the damn helicopters with their missiles and machine guns. He was angry, and he was scared. They all knew those other lycans had disappeared without a trace. Sooner or later, everyone knew that a magic user was going to get you. But this? All of this was just getting to be too much. 
 
    They started up another rise; apparently the alphas had GPS units on their collars as well, or something telling them where to go. Everyone was starting to tire and slow down; it was a steep rise, and they'd already climbed half a dozen of them. Plus it was hot, the sun was beating down, and those damn helicopters were buzzing around and taking pot shots at them again… 
 
    Ogg almost tripped and went down. He was blind! Everything had gone absolutely black! He couldn't see anything, not even Cherise, who had been running beside him. He heard her trip and fall as he stumbled again, and more than a few wolves started to whine. Obviously he wasn't he only one who suddenly couldn't see anymore.  
 
    He ran into the wolf in front of him, who had stopped, and then got plowed into by the wolf behind him, who hadn't. They went down in a tangle of paws and legs, and a lot of growls and swearing. 
 
    "Look at me." 
 
    Ogg froze in place as all the fur on his back stood up.  
 
    "Look at me!" came the very loud command, growled from up above them. 
 
    Looking up, Ogg saw him, it was the lion! 
 
    Only he was gigantic! He could feel his tail tucking involuntarily between his legs. 
 
    "Sit!" 
 
    Ogg sat. He couldn't see the others, but from the sound of it, they were all sitting down as well. 
 
    The lion smiled. "Good. Now. You will all shift into your human forms. You will be processed one at a time; we will remove your silver." 
 
    "But our collars are going to explode!" Someone whined. 
 
    "Do you doubt me?" the lion growled, his mane standing up. 
 
    "No…no, my lord!" Several wolves whined loudly. 
 
    "Everything will be fine. The magic users are gone. It's just us; you, me, and mine. You will be taken care of, you belong to me now, all of you. Just sit down, and wait quietly." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
     Sean staggered a bit as Markey and the others dropped the spell. He was panting. 
 
    'Damn.' 
 
    'Sorry, had to borrow a bit there,' the First apologized. 
 
    'Obviously.' 
 
    "You okay, Hon?" Jolene asked, looking at him. 
 
    "Yeah, I will be. Just doing that took a lot out of me." 
 
    "You got most of them," Oak said, coming over to him. Sean could see that the teams Roxy had set up were starting to work their way through the incredibly large number of naked people sitting on the ground, all of whom were now looking around, confused. 
 
    "How many got thru?"  
 
    "Less than a hundred?" 
 
    Sean sighed. "You're not giving me a lot of confidence here, Oak." 
 
    "Oh, leave him alone," Roxy said. "They're spread out all over the place. Once we have these under control, we'll send out a few squads to round up the strays." 
 
    "We can worry about that later," Cali said and pointed off to the west, where a rather large airplane was starting its descent into the Reno-Stead airport. "I think the president is here." 
 
    Sean looked at Daelyn. "What about their collars?" 
 
    "I sent the helicopters off to pick up my uncle and his men. They should be here in twenty minutes. He's positive that they can get them all off before they start exploding." 
 
    "Are we sure they're real?" 
 
    "Roy checked out the trailers; yeah, they're real. Each one had an 'example' in it." 
 
    Sean just sighed and shook his head. "Tell them to hurry." 
 
    "We better hurry, or we're going to be late," Roxy said as she and Cali each grabbed one of his arms and steered him back towards the main house. "If you're going to meet the president, you need to put some clothes on." 
 
    Sean looked down at himself and blushed. "Oh yeah, clothes."  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Big Wheels 
 
      
 
    "Sir," Jeff Turnbull said, "Mr. Valens is here." 
 
    "Tell them to show him in," the president said, coming around the conference table. 
 
    Jeff opened the door. "Come in please, Mr. Valens." 
 
    "Mr. President," Sean said, walking over and shaking hands with him, "I must say, it is a pleasure to be able to meet with you." 
 
    "You know, you're a lot smaller than I thought you'd be," the president replied with a smile, looking Sean's human form up and down. 
 
    "We all thought it would be a lot less shocking, and easier to conceal, if I came here in my human form. I also thought it would be best not to scare anyone by shifting without warning everyone first." 
 
    The president nodded. "Sounds prudent. So, how about we see the 'real you' then?" 
 
    Sean chuckled. "They're all the 'real me', but of course, it's only fair to let you see exactly who and what you're dealing with," and so saying, Sean shifted into his hybrid form. 
 
    There were a couple of sharp intakes of breath by some of the people in the room. Also several members of the president's protective detail had drawn their weapons.  
 
    The president, however, hadn't flinched; he didn't even look surprised, Sean noted. In fact, he stuck out his hand again, and Sean shook hands again with him. 
 
    "Ah, this is a better way to start our meeting, don't you think?" the president said with a smile. "Everything out in the open. Now, let's get seated and we can begin our talks. Jeff, if you could tell everyone to put their guns away please?" 
 
    Sean smiled and went over to the large conference table; someone had put a much larger than normal seat on one side, and the president sat down across from it while motioning for Sean to take it. 
 
    "Now the first order of business has to do with what went on in Los Angeles. We really can't have those kinds of things going on inside our borders. We're supposed to be a nation of laws, and while I know the magic users have been allowed to run amuck outside the law, things of that magnitude really have us reconsidering our agreement with them." 
 
    Sean blinked, surprised. "You're going to change the York Treaty?" 
 
    The president nodded. "My advisors and I are considering it. Some of their actions of late have really gotten to the point where they're making the national news. If magic users are going to break this precious 'silence' of theirs, those breaking it need to suffer the consequences, namely our laws and our justice system." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Well, I think I can promise we won't be doing anything like that again; it was an extreme response to an extreme provocation. Have your experts realized that it wasn't a nuclear weapon?" 
 
    Now it was the president's turn to nod. "On reviewing the data, they said the explosion wasn't as fast as a nuclear bomb, whatever that means. Also they told me that it had less energy, and unlike a nuclear device, there was no fallout. They're all curious as hell, though, as to what it really was." 
 
    "Godly wrath," Sean said, grinning. 
 
    "Yes, Carl over there mentioned something along those lines in his report," the president said with a gesture towards where Carl was sitting. "Of course, the experts aren't buying it." 
 
    Sean shrugged. "Thankfully that's not my problem." 
 
    The president laughed at that. "Now, as I've been led to understand," the president said, moving on, "all you really want is for lycans to be considered regular citizens, with the full rights and responsibilities of any normal citizen?" 
 
    "Exactly, Mr. president. We want the United States to recognize that lycans are citizens, and to outlaw any and all slavery of lycans in the US and all of its territories." 
 
    "Well, that sounds simple enough." The president looked at the other people in the room. "Questions?" 
 
    "What about our allies?" George Walker asked. 
 
    Sean shrugged. "What about them?" 
 
    "Would you expect us to pressure them into emancipating their lycans as well?" 
 
    "Pressure? No. Encourage? Yes. However, we feel that when the others see what has happened here in the US, they'll all start to follow along." 
 
    "Still, after a thousand years in bondage, how can you guarantee their behavior once they become free?" 
 
    Sean smiled at him. "There have always been far more 'free' lycans than 'enslaved' lycans in this country. Have there been problems before this?" 
 
    "He's got you there, George," the president said. "However, we would want guarantees of help, and we would need to start training some of your people for jobs in law enforcement, should something ever occur," the president continued. "After all, a regular human isn't going to be able to stand up to one of you, should there ever be any sort of criminal issue." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Of course, and I understand. It would be in our best interests to get as many of our people 'integrated' into the government as possible, especially law enforcement, so there would be those capable of dealing with any problems. We're not all saints; we have bad lycans as well as good ones, it's just the bad ones are in the minority, as with humans." 
 
    "See, that's what bothers me," George spoke up again. "The bad ones. How can you guarantee that there are only a minority of bad actors in the lycan communities? And then there are you lions! I've heard that you want lions to be excluded from this deal, to be treated like 'heads of state'!" 
 
    'Allow me,' the First said, and Sean let him take over. 
 
    "And you are?" the First asked. 
 
    "George Walker, I'm the head of the CIA, and I've been dealing with lycans in other countries for a good many years now. I know all about you." 
 
    The First snorted, but smiled. "You've never dealt with lions, so you don't know all about us. As for the lycans you have dealt with, were they lycans owned by one of the councils, or free ones?" 
 
    "What difference does that make?" 
 
    "Slaves have never acted the same as a free man when their masters are about. Especially when that master is fast with the whip." 
 
    Sean noticed the president was looking very thoughtful after the First said that. 
 
    George frowned. "Still, my original question stands." 
 
    "Which one?" the First inquired pleasantly. 
 
    "Why should we give lions special treatment? What makes you so much better than all the rest?" 
 
    "We're gods." 
 
    "You're just a twenty-one-year-old kid!" George exclaimed. 
 
    "But you're not talking to just a twenty-one-year-old, you're talking to those who are in charge of all the lions, and yes, all of the lycans as well. I'm their representative, but I am by no means in charge." 
 
    "And why aren't they here!" 
 
    "I'm here, isn't that enough?" the First said with a smile.  
 
    Just then the faint sound of gunfire was heard outside the room.  
 
    "See! I warned you! This is all a ruse! They just wanted to get you here so they could kill you!" George yelled. 
 
    Sean's head quickly turned to the side and his ears perked as he heard it as well, it sounded far enough away to be outside the building the meeting was in. 
 
    "What's going on, Sean?" the president asked. 
 
    "We stopped an ambush about ten miles southeast of here," Sean said, slowly getting up, "but they were coming here to attack me, not you. I better head out there to draw them off; unlike me, you're not immortal." 
 
    "Sit down!" Jeff ordered, and the other agents had their guns pointed at Sean. 
 
    "Don't waste your ammo," Sean told them, "you really can't hurt me." Sean turned and looked at Carl. "Protect the president with your life." 
 
    Several shots rang out as Sean quickly strode over to the door, opened it, and then left, closing it behind him. He stopped for a moment to let the wounds close; the one that had hit him in the head had been annoying. Now outside, he could hear the gunfire, and it was quickly moving closer. The guards outside the door started to point their guns at him, then stopped as they apparently got their orders. 
 
    "Where is the attack coming from?" Sean asked. 
 
    One of the guards motioned down the hall to the left.  
 
    "Stay here. If you've got silver bullets, use 'em." 
 
    "But that's what they shot you with!" one of them blurted out. 
 
    "Yeah, I'm immune. Now let me put an end to this." 
 
    Running down the hallway, Sean came to the front door just as a small explosion went off someplace outside. He could hear the sound of shrapnel hitting the door, which quickly scarred with cracks and fractures as the heavy glass stopped any from coming through. 
 
    Looking around, he saw no sign of the girls, who'd been waiting out here to be introduced to the president after the meeting was over. Having been forced to leave his phone outside the meeting, Sean was totally out of contact with the rest of his people as the attack picked up in intensity. He needed to get involved, but he also needed to find out just what he was dealing with first. 
 
    Fortunately there were several Secret Service officers here, and while he didn't recognize them, there were definitely armed and armored for the situation. 
 
    "What's going on and where the hell are my wives?" Sean asked the nearest one as he brought up his combat framework spells. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
     "Do you have contact yet?" Roxy asked Travis, the head of Sean's personal security team. She'd called them up the moment she'd heard the first shot; they'd been waiting outside the security perimeter. 
 
    "Affirmative, Rox! They're approaching from the buildings to the northwest and the east of the airport. They're definitely inside the base perimeter." 
 
    "Who are they?" 
 
    "Werewolves, all in hybrid form. They're not hiding anything." 
 
    Roxy swore and turned to one of the Secret Service agents. "Where are your snipers?" 
 
    "On the roof." 
 
    "Well, tell them not to shoot my people, got that?" 
 
    "Your people?" 
 
    "The wolves that are running around out there, and the shitload of soldiers who are about to come over the hill from the south." She turned to Daelyn, "Dae, call Oak, get him rolling." 
 
    "Already on it," Daelyn replied with her phone to her ear. 
 
    "What is it, Daelyn?" Oak asked. 
 
    "We're being attacked from the north and the east. Load everyone who isn't busy up, full combat deployment, and get here immediately!" 
 
    "I'll order our choppers to head over there as well; Claudia says they've got Lockwood under control." 
 
    "Okay," Daelyn said, turning to the agent Roxy was coordinating with, "our helicopters will be here soon, they were off to the south helping with a problem, but this is more important. I've also ordered everyone at our house, which is just over that ridge," she pointed south, "to get their asses over here now." 
 
    "I heard that." The agent nodded. 
 
    "Great." Roxy said. "Now, do you think they're coming for this building or the airplane?" 
 
    "I know one way to find out," the agent said, and lifting his wrist, he spoke into his radio. "Colonel, taxi Air Force One to the west side of the airport. Thank you." 
 
    Roxy heard the sound of one of the engines throttle up, she'd wondered why they'd left one running, and as she watched, the aircraft started to move slowly away from their position. 
 
    "They're repositioning!" Travis called on the radio. "They're going for the plane." 
 
    "They're going for the plane," the agent said a moment later, obviously getting the same information as well. 
 
    "Great, let's move to intercept." 
 
    "Shouldn't we stay here?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "If we stay here, they'll know there's something here to protect," Roxy said. "Peg, Daelyn, Cali, you all come with me. Roberta, Jolene, head over to that hanger and take cover for now. If anyone does head over here, use whatever spells you've got and let us know." 
 
    "Umm," the agent said, looking down at Roxy's waist, then pointedly at Roberta's as well. "Aren't you pregnant?" 
 
    "What's that got to do with anything?" Roxy demanded. 
 
    "If I let you go into combat, my boss will have my ass." The agent held his hand up as Roxy opened her mouth. "And I don't even want to think about what your husband will do to me. You're all going over to the hanger to take cover. You've already called in the cavalry; you don't need to be in this fight." 
 
    Roxy shifted into her hybrid form then, and standing up, she stood nose to nose with the agent.  
 
    "Do you have any idea what I am?" she growled loudly. 
 
    "Yeah," the agent nodded, "pregnant. And you're not going to join this fight! Understand?" 
 
    Roxy growled, but Jolene put her hand on Roxy's shoulder. 
 
    "Rox, he's right. And Sean probably would tear him to pieces if anything happened to one of us." 
 
    "Besides, that airplane is built like a tank," the agent continued, "and it's only an airplane, we've got more. But there's only one of you." The agent paused and looked around, then smiled, "I'd say six, but I'm afraid of what you all would do to me. Now let's get out of here! We'll leave a team under cover inside here, as well as the snipers on the roof." 
 
    Roxy shifted back and sighed, "Okay, let's go." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "They're buying the diversion!" Tank whispered into his radio. "I can see they're all withdrawing to protect Air Force One as it moves off." 
 
    "Okay," responded Quick, the Prime team leader. "Take your team and keep selling them on the idea that you're after someone in the jet." 
 
    "Roger that, Quick!" Tank said and, signaling his squad and the dozen lycans they'd commandeered from those who'd actually made it here, they pressed their attack. He was letting the no-names go first; if they got killed, he really didn't care. They weren't Primes, after all. He was a little upset that so few had made it this far, but well, you worked with what you had, not what you wanted. 
 
    Tank was going to kill them all once the job was done anyway, so there'd be some evidence left behind that this assassination had been carried off by a group of lycans. So it really didn't matter in the long run. They were just being used for a diversion, after all.  
 
      
 
    Quick looked around at the rest of the team; except for Tank and the other five that made up his small squad, they were all here. Eighteen of the finest lycan warriors that any council had ever had. 
 
    "You know, I'm almost sorry they're setting us free," Fist, one of his better hand-to-hand fighters, said with a chuckle. "Can you imagine the kind of reward they'd have given us for killing a president?" 
 
    "I hear ya'!" replied Slice, one of their knife experts. "We'd be knee deep in bitches!" 
 
    "Let's worry about the rewards we might have had after we've finished the job," Quick growled. "Otherwise we won't be here to collect any of them!" 
 
    "Right, Quick," Fist said, and they all nodded. 
 
    "Are we sure the target's in that building?" asked Shaft, another of the wolves. 
 
    "We got a man inside; he's wearing a magical beacon, just go where I say." 
 
    "Do we know who he is?" 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    "Then how do we know who to spare?" 
 
    "We're not sparing anyone. If he's still in there when we arrive, he dies. Everybody dies, got that?" 
 
    All of the wolves nodded and smiled at each other. It always made the job easier when you didn't have to worry about shooting the wrong human. 
 
    "Good. Now, let's go!" 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Sir, we're going to have to ask you to leave the building," the agent in charge told Sean. 
 
    "Tell me where my wives are first," Sean said, looking around. Other than the four agents in the room, the area appeared to be deserted. "And are you sure just the four of you can hold this building?" 
 
    "Quite sure, Sir. All civilians are being evacuated to the gatehouse. Your wives should be there by now." 
 
    Sean's nostrils flared suddenly as he took in the unique scent of blood; looking down the corridor across from the one he'd come in, he could see what looked like a liquid spill on the floor. Turning his attention to the agent nearest him, Sean noticed there were a few small flecks on his combat armor.  
 
    Which he couldn't smell. 
 
    He suddenly realized he couldn't smell any of the agents. 
 
    "Good dog!" Sean said with a smile and for a brief instant the agent by him grinned. 
 
    "Gotcha!" Sean growled, grabbed the 'agent', and pulled him close as the others raised their weapons and opened fire. Two things were immediately apparent; the first was that the 'agent' was actually a werewolf. 
 
    The second was that he was wearing a collar and a tag! 
 
    Backing into the corridor he'd just vacated, Sean used the body of the struggling werewolf as a shield. His buddies apparently didn't have any problems with shooting him in the back, and from the way he was starting to jerk, Sean had a suspicion that the body armor he was wearing wasn't soaking up the damage anymore.  
 
    The werewolf started to shift then, so Sean just lifted him up a little higher and ripped his throat out with his teeth. He'd already taken enough damage from his buddies that the bite took him out of the fight, even if it didn't kill him. Ripping the rifle out of the werewolf's grasp, Sean ducked back behind the doorframe into cover. Dropping the body, he started to take shots at the other werewolves, causing all of them to dive for cover. Sean got shot in the back then, twice. Turning around, he saw the two agents outside the door down the hall were shooting at him. 
 
    "They're imposters, you assholes!" Sean growled. "Knock it off!" 
 
    One of them took another shot, so dropping to his knees, Sean grabbed the body and flung it down the hall at them. The werewolf had been shifting when Sean ripped his throat out, so he was still shifting, if slowly, and his throat was healing as well. 
 
    One look at that, and the agent who'd been shooting at him emptied his entire magazine into the werewolf's head, no doubt killing him. Then they both dropped prone and took cover as well. 
 
    Sean turned back to the attackers just in time to see a grenade coming his way. Reaching out, he batted it back and then followed it up with a couple of shots from his rifle as the grenade went off with a loud bang, making his ears ring briefly as he was peppered with shrapnel. 
 
    The werewolves got it worse than he did, but they were also wearing armor, and Sean's healing abilities were currently at their limit after the shots he hadn't been able to block with the body he'd been holding. Unfortunately his power levels were still low from dealing with the earlier attack, the First having been forced to drain a good deal of Sean's power to deal with all those wolves. 
 
    Moving back, Sean ducked into a doorway and got himself further out of the line of fire. 
 
    "Call backup!" he yelled down the hallway. 
 
    "Our radios are being jammed!" one of the agents yelled back. 
 
    Sean swore again, then leaning out of the doorway, he fired a volley of shots at one of the werewolves who was advancing. They'd given up all pretense of being agents at this point and were in their hybrid forms, and because they had necklaces and tags, their body armor had resized to fit them! 
 
    Sean swore at that; they were using his own creations against him! 
 
    'Can't you turn it all off?' the First asked him. 
 
    "I have to be touching them," Sean mumbled as he raised the rifle he was holding. They had to get by him to get to the president, and they had to do it now while they had the chance. He expected a charge at any moment, and he wasn't disappointed when two grenades came flying down the hallway. 
 
    Ducking back behind the wall, Sean waited for the grenades to go off, then moving back to the doorway, he started shooting immediately. Sure enough, the three werewolves were there, and as the slide on his rifle locked open, Sean was left with no option other than to fight them hand-to-hand. 
 
    Using the rifle as a pike, Sean ran it through the eye and out the back of the head of one of the werewolves, causing him to spasm and drop to the floor as Sean let go of the rifle. Grabbing the next one, Sean unlocked the encryption on his tag, then erased the program that converted silver on it as the werewolf drew his pistol and shot Sean in the chest. 
 
    Grunting, Sean grabbed the gun with the pistol and spun the two of them around, causing the werewolf he was grappling with to get shot in the back. From the scream of pain and the sudden look of surprise, it was obvious that the other werewolf had been using silver bullets. 
 
    "I made those tags, assholes!" Sean growled and threw the dying wolf at his partner, who was talking into his radio and still trying to shoot Sean. Sean then attacked the one on the radio and grappled with him just long enough to 'fix' his tag as well. Sean then pushed him away and kicked the one on the floor, who had finally managed to pull the rifle barrel out of his head.  
 
    The agents down at the other end of the hall must have still been shooting, because the one Sean had just fixed the tag on suddenly screamed as he got hit with a silver bullet and fell to the floor, convulsing. That gave Sean time to pick up one of the rifles on the floor, stick it in the other wolf's face, and empty the entire magazine. 
 
    Just then someone opened fire down the hallway from the lobby, and four hand grenades came flying down the hallway. 
 
    Swearing, Sean dove into an open doorway for cover. Just how many of these assholes were there? 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "What's going on out there, Jeff?" the president asked his lead bodyguard. 
 
    "It sounds like werewolves are attacking us, Sir!" Jeff said, looking back at the president apprehensively. "They're having a hard time taking them down, too. The silver ammunition doesn't seem to be working." 
 
    "Tell them to concentrate their fire on one at a time," Carl spoke up from where he was now standing by the conference table, facing the door. 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Most lycans can only take so much damage before they go unconscious or die." 
 
    "Where'd you learn that?" the president asked. 
 
    "Sean's people taught me," Carl said. 
 
    "Do you really think they're after him?" Jeff asked. 
 
    "No, they're after the president," George said. 
 
    "How do you know that?" 
 
    "Because," George said, and drawing out a pistol he shot Jeff, Bill, the other two agents in the room, and Carl in quick succession. "I ordered it." 
 
    The president ducked under the table, and George's gun continued to fire as the three Secret Service agents and Carl struggled, trying to return fire as they fell to the floor. 
 
    "Don't bother, boys. These bullets are enchanted and you'll all be dead soon enough. I'm just making sure it looks like there was a big firefight in here." George laughed and shot Bill and the other two agents again. 
 
    "What the hell are you doing!" the president yelled from under the table. 
 
    "Making sure the lycans not only aren't freed, but that they're hunted down until there aren't any left alive," George said as he paused to reload.  
 
    "Now hold still and I'll make it quick with a single shot to the head," George said as he released the slide on his pistol and it slid home, chambering another bullet. 
 
    Carl lay on the floor, in pain. Whatever was in those bullets, it sure hurt like hell, and he'd been shot three times, twice in the back. But at least he wasn't dying. Bill, the president's chief of staff, was already dead; his brains were splattered all over the wall behind where he'd been sitting. Two of the three Secret Service agents looked to be dead, and Jeff, the third, was bleeding out fairly quickly. 
 
    What he needed to do was to kill George, but he couldn't move! 
 
    'I think I can move.' 
 
    Carl heard his wolf, and he didn't think twice about it, he had a job to do—he'd taken an oath after all. Shifting into his wolf form, he used his front legs to slowly drag himself towards the president, who was staring at him under the table. While his wolf was able to move, slowly, the effects of the enchantments on the bullets didn't seem to be weakening. 
 
    "Hiding under the table isn't going to save you!" George laughed. 
 
    Pulling himself over the president, Carl flinched as he got shot three more times, but for some reason these bullets didn't seem to affect him the same as the others. 
 
    "Dammit! Come out of there!"  
 
    Carl pulled himself further up and flinched as George shot him again. 
 
    "Son-of-a-bitch! You're a wolf!" Carl heard George swear, and looking up, he saw George point the gun at his head as he moved around the table. 
 
    'Time to go big or go home,' Carl thought to his wolf, and taking a deep breath, he threw all caution to the wind. Surrendering to his other half, he tried to shift into his hybrid form. 
 
    Surprisingly, it worked! Springing up, he hit the conference table with his arm, throwing it into George and knocking his aim off as he fired several more shots. 
 
    Landing on top of him, Carl flailed about a moment, his entire body feeling like one massive attack of pins and needles, until he managed to grab George's neck in one hand and his gun in the other, then squeezed with both hands, applying all of his might as he concentrated on closing his hands into fists.  
 
    George tried to throw Carl off, but it no longer mattered, Carl had a hold of him now and he wasn't letting go. As his grip on George's neck tightened, George started to weaken. It wasn't long before George's now mangled hand released the pistol to fall on the floor, while Carl's other hand completely crushed George's neck. 
 
    "Quick! Get a doctor!" the president yelled, looking at the four bodies on the floor. 
 
    Carl looked around as he tried to gather his wits and get to his feet.  
 
    "They're all dead." He was still feeling the after effects of those bullets, but it seemed to be fading.  
 
    "Jeff's not!" the president said and pointed to him. 
 
    "He will be soon," Carl said, shaking his head, "and I don't dare leave you here alone." They could both hear the sounds of gunfire going off in the hallway; the fight was drawing near. 
 
    "Can't you bite him or something?" 
 
    "If I bite him, Sean will have my ass!" Carl growled. "We're not allowed to bite people." 
 
    "Bullshit! I'm the president, and I'm your boss! I'm ordering you! Bite that man and save his life! I'll deal with Sean! Hell! Bite them all! Maybe we'll get lucky!" 
 
    'Technically he is our alpha,' Carl's wolf chuckled in the back of his head. 
 
    Sighing, Carl quickly did as he was told and bit all four of them. Jeff responded almost immediately. Surprisingly, one of the other Secret Service agents flinched and started to slowly heal as well. But the president's chief of staff and the other agent were both too far gone. 
 
    "To be clear, just what is the penalty for biting someone?" the president asked as Carl took the table and used it to barricade the door as the room shook from a nearby explosion. 
 
    "Death, I think." 
 
    "Well, looks like I got another thing to put on the bargaining table then," the president said with a sad smile. "Too bad you couldn't save Bill. His family will be devastated." 
 
    "What about George?" Carl asked, looking over at the dead body. George's head was barely attached at this point. 
 
    "We'll deal with him later. I daresay your boss is going to be asking you a lot of questions. How long have you been a werewolf, Carl?" 
 
    Carl snorted. "Not even a week. They offered it to me because I was put in charge of the lycans for the government. They figured I'd understand them better if I was one." 
 
    "Offered? They gave you a choice?" 
 
    Carl nodded and, grabbing the chairs that had been around the conference table, he started adding them to the table now barricading the door. Another, louder explosion rocked the room as Carl worked; he wondered if the two agents outside the door were still alive? 
 
    "I'm surprised you said yes." 
 
    Carl shrugged and then laughed. The conversation was too surreal. They were in the middle of a firefight, and the man everyone was trying to kill wanted to know about his becoming a werewolf!  
 
    "Too many horror movies as a kid. Besides, they were right, what lycan is going to listen to a human bureaucrat? But a lycan one? Who knows both the president and a lion? Yeah, they'll listen alright." 
 
    "And the god thing?" the president asked Carl while picking up George's pistol. As Carl watched, the president quickly went through George's pockets, checking him for any more ammunition. As it was magical, Carl thought that was a pretty slick decision. 
 
    "Yeah, I can feel it in my bones when Sean flexes it," Carl said as he grabbed more furniture to stack behind the table and chairs now blocking the door. "They're the gods of the lycans, even the ones they've ordered others to infect." 
 
    "And George's claim about him only being a kid?" 
 
    "Sean's not a kid anymore, Sir. Don't make that mistake. He's a lion now, and I wouldn't confuse the lions with the lycans. They're obviously something more; all the other lycans know it, they just don't know how to express it." 
 
    The president nodded as the sounds of gunfire from outside got both louder and closer. 
 
    "I think we should get ready," the president said, then noticed that there were two large wolves sitting on the floor and panting on a pile of ripped clothing and weapons. 
 
    "Jeff, and whoever you are," Carl said and then pointed at the president, "that's our alpha. You will protect him. Understand?" 
 
    Both of the wolves ducked their heads in a nod and then shakily got to their feet. 
 
    "Wouldn't they be better as humans right now?" the president asked. 
 
    "Their human side is still down for the count. Be happy we got this much." 
 
    The president nodded and, turning the chair they'd brought in for Sean around, he took cover behind it. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "They're in the building!" the agent in charge yelled, looking surprised. "The attack on Air Force One is just a diversion! And they're dressed as agents!" 
 
    "What?" Roxy growled, looking at the man. 
 
    "They're slaughtering the team I left behind! They came in through the back door before it could be secured. The men inside thought they were reinforcements until they opened fire!" 
 
    "Come on, girls," Roxy growled, "Sean needs us!" 
 
    "Hold on!" the agent said and grabbed Roxy's arm. "You can't… 
 
    Roxy had him by the throat, cutting him off. "You can either come with us, stay here, or die. I'm not all that particular as to what you chose, but you had damn well better choose it now. We're going." 
 
    The agent looked at the werecheetah who now had him by the throat. Yeah, he'd been told to protect them, but it was obvious they didn't need protecting. Or if they did, he wouldn't be able to provide it. But the president was in that building, and if he wasn't going to protect these women, then his own job was clear. 
 
    "Come!" the agent gasped as Roxy released her grip. "I'll come." He handed Roxy his assault rifle and drew his pistol. "Drew, Harris, give the others whatever of your weapons they need." 
 
    "Better," Roxy growled. "Jo, Rob, if you got any shield spells, put 'em up. Peg, I want you up here with me on offense, casting whatever nastiness you got. Cali, Dae, grab a gun and let's move!" 
 
    Roxy and Peg formed up in front as Jolene and Roberta went to work on a shield spell to cover all of them, while Cali and Daelyn each relieved one of the agents of his assault rifle and took partial cover between the front two. 
 
    "If I get shot, I expect some extra pampering when this is done, you two!" Peg grumbled at Jolene and Roberta. 
 
    "If you get shot, you'll get better," Roxy told her. "They won't, so stop bitching." 
 
    "Hey! I'm already expecting it from you for making me go first with you!" Peg said. "Anyone else, I wouldn't be doing this!" 
 
    Roxy let her grumble; getting shot did hurt, and as far as she knew, Peg never had been. The Secret Service agents formed up as flankers as they moved forward. While they had body armor, Roxy and the others were still impressed; they didn't have any magical protections after all, and the enemy definitely was not human. 
 
    "Where are the rooftop snipers?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Dead or wounded," the agent replied. 
 
    "What's going on inside?" 
 
    "I don't know, their radios got jammed while I was getting that last report." 
 
    A fireball went off on the left side of the building, and Roxy noticed Peg was holding a wand. 
 
    "Where'd that come from?" 
 
    "Oh, I always keep a few around now." Peg grinned and then flicked off another one at the same spot. 
 
    "Yeah, I think he's dead," Daelyn said from behind Peg. 
 
    "Just making sure!" 
 
    "Cali, you see anyone on the other side?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Nope! It's clear." 
 
    "Forward," Roxy said and they all moved at a fast walk across the open ground towards the main building. Shots rang out as Cali engaged someone who returned fire, right up until Peg hit him with a lightning bolt." 
 
    "What happened to the fireballs?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Two to a wand, I'm on lightning now," Peg said with a chuckle. 
 
    "Just how many wands did you bring?" Roberta asked. 
 
    "I'm afraid to ask where she's been hiding them in that outfit!" Daelyn said with a snicker. 
 
    "I showed her how I hide my knives," Cali said with a giggle. 
 
    "TMI!" Daelyn groaned, then started shooting. 
 
    "I don't see anything over there," Peg said. 
 
    "Better safe than sorry!" 
 
    They made it to the door then, and they could see several armored werewolves engaging in a firefight down the hallway through the heavily-scarred glass. 
 
    "Open the door, I got this!" Roberta yelled. "Everyone, get DOWN!" 
 
    Roxy kicked the door with all her might, knocking it off its hinges and sending it flying, then dropped to the ground below as she picked out one werewolf and shot him repeatedly in the head. Just then, something that looked like a butterfly flickered slowly over her head and floated into the room. It looked completely innocuous, and Roxy was about to ask Roberta what the hell she was doing, when it landed on one of the werewolves, who immediately screamed as his body quickly started to swell, then suddenly exploded into an entire swarm of butterflies, which immediately started to fly around the room and land on the others. Only instead of exploding this time, they stuck to the werewolves, quickly covering them head to toe, then they started to dissolve, taking the screaming werewolves with them. 
 
    "Remind me never to piss her off," Peg whispered to Roxy. 
 
    "I heard that!" Roberta said. 
 
    Roxy could still hear the sounds of fighting going on inside. 
 
    "Can it! Sean's still fighting in there!"  
 
    Jumping to her feet, Roxy ran inside to find a bloody and tired-looking Sean fighting with two wolves who didn't look half as bad as he did. One of them suddenly got hit by a lighting bolt and fell down dead. 
 
    The other got hit by Roxy, who didn't hesitate at all to pull out a knife and sever his spine. Daelyn came over and hit him on the head then several times with Maxwell until his head was only a pulped mess on the floor. 
 
    "Is that all of them?" Roxy asked, looking up at Sean, who was panting and bleeding slowly. 
 
    Sean looked down the hallway. There were dead bodies, blood, and the pieces of dead bodies everywhere. Sadly, the two agents were also among the dead now, their bodies ripped apart by the explosions and gun fire.  
 
    "Yeah, I think so…"  
 
      
 
    Carl first started to realize that something was wrong when he heard one of the wolves growling. 
 
    "What's happening back there?"  
 
    "Did you bite George?" the president asked. 
 
    "No, of course not!" 
 
    "Well, he's healing! And it looks like, like he's turning into something…" 
 
    Swearing, Carl ran over to look at George's body. Sure enough, the head was now solidly on the body, and it was starting to twitch! Pointing Jeff's Uzi at it, Carl unloaded the entire magazine into the head. The bullets passed right through it, and to make matters worse, the eyes opened. 
 
    "Kill it!" Carl ordered the two wolves and, grabbing the president, he dragged him over to the barricade and started to shove everything aside as fast as he could. 
 
    "What's going on?" the president asked. The sounds of the two wolves fighting with whatever George had become filled the room. 
 
    "I don't know, I just know we're safer out there than in here." 
 
    Pushing the table away, Carl yanked the door open just as one of the wolves gave a loud yelp and went silent. Grabbing the president, he dragged him out into the hallway. A very bloody Sean was standing there panting with his wives. Even dirty and slightly bloody, Carl had to admit they looked good. 
 
    "Carl?" Sean said, blinking at the black werewolf. 
 
    "No time to explain! George was a traitor and he's turning into some kind of monster! Run!" 
 
    Picking up the president, Carl proceeded to do just that. 
 
    "This way!" the agent who'd been with the girls said. "We'll get him out of here." 
 
    "Take him to our house, Carl," Sean sighed wearily. "It's the safest place around here." 
 
    "Take one of the helicopters!" Roxy yelled as they left the room. 
 
    Panting, Sean looked down the hallway as a wolf came flying out the door, hit the far wall, and slid down to the floor, stunned. 
 
    "Great, just great. Now what?" Sean sighed, as a demon stepped out of the room holding a wolf's head in one hand, and threw it at them. 
 
    Sean looked it over; it was black, all black, just like the other demon had been, and was blatantly male, grotesquely so. Sean had to wonder what kind of reality produced such caricatures of ours. It stood about six feet tall, but its legs were shorter than normal, while its arms were almost dragging on the floor. 
 
    "What the hell is that thing?" Sean asked. 
 
    'It's a forræderen djevel,' the First supplied. 
 
    "What the hell is a forræderen djevel?" Sean asked out loud as he slowly backed down the hallway towards the lobby. With its shorter legs, this one at least looked like it was slow. 
 
    "Who are you talking to?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "The First, obviously," Sean muttered. "Damn, somebody call Oak and have him fly one of those iron swords out here, I think we're gonna need it. Unless we can find the summoner." 
 
    'It's a betrayer demon, and it wasn't summoned, it's a possessor.' 
 
    'What does that mean?' 
 
    'You're gonna have to kill it. Yourself.' 
 
    "The First says we have to kill it," Sean growled. "Let's draw it into the lobby where there's more room to fight." 
 
    Sean's ears picked up the sounds of a blade being drawn behind him. Looking behind him, he saw Cali had one of those iron darts in one hand and one of the iron swords in the other. 
 
    "Thanks, Cali," Sean said and held out his hand as he backed into the lobby. 
 
    Cali smiled at him and, coming over to him, she gave a flick of her wrist and the dagger went flying down the hallway and hit the demon in the left eye. Screaming, it stopped and pulled the dagger out. Standing up on her toes, Cali grabbed his mane, pulled his head down, and gave him a quick kiss. 
 
    "My husband needs to rest. This is woman's work." 
 
    Sean blinked. "What?" 
 
    "You're not going to… Jolene started as Cali skipped off down the hallway towards the demon. Snarling, it threw the dagger it had plucked from its eye back at her, and Cali not only dodged it, she caught it in her left hand. 
 
    "Cali!" Sean yelled. 
 
    "Oh, do not worry, this one shall be easy!" Cali giggled, and just then the demon charged her… 
 
    …and missed. Cali danced to the side and hit it at least three times with the sword as it went by, then stabbed it in the ass for good measure when it looked like it might continue on down the hallway towards the rest of them. 
 
    Sean just stood there, watching, a little dumbfounded and a lot impressed as Cali fought the demon. Or perhaps he should say 'danced' with it? Because that's what it was, a very fast and flowing dance as Cali circled first one way, then the other, then back again. The entire time the sword in her hand never stopped spinning, cutting, thrusting, and stabbing. Twice he saw her use the throwing dagger to slice one of its long arms as it made a grab for her. 
 
    The demon continued to scream its anger and its pain as Cali flowed and danced around it, always light on her feet as her body swayed and twisted, the long black evening dress she was wearing making her look more like a cloud of black ink than an elf. It was mesmerizing, and she wasn't showing it the slightest mercy as she first bled it, slowing it down, then started to cut chunks out of its body. 
 
    When it finally collapsed, Cali ran up its back and drove the short sword down through the base of its spine, actually jumping up in the air as she thrust, putting her weight behind the sword, which broke, but not before the demon's head separated from its body and the whole thing began to slowly dissolve into a noxious mist. 
 
    "You may be dangerous," Peg said to Roberta in an aside, "but she's scary!" 
 
    "You won't get any argument from me," Roberta whispered back. 
 
    Cali came skipping up to Sean, jumped up into his arms, and kissed him. 
 
    "Did my husband like?"  
 
    "Oh, yeah," Sean smiled and gave her a kiss back, "husband liked! I think your sister wives all liked it too!" 
 
    "Yeah," Roxy nodded, "I think tonight is definitely 'Cali' night." 
 
    Sean noticed Cali blushing, but she was smiling just as well. 
 
    "What do you say we go see if the president is still here?" Daelyn asked, then found the one Secret Service agent who was still with them, who looked at Cali and started to applaud. 
 
    "She's not scary," he said. "She's fucking awesome!" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 What Has Been Seen 
 
      
 
    "So, welcome to my humble home, Mr. President," Sean said as he came into the living room. There were a half dozen Secret Service agents, and of course Carl, who was standing there as a big black werewolf in a black, blood-spattered, suit—same as the others. 
 
    Sean found it rather fascinating that the agents weren't watching Carl, but they were watching everyone else. Obviously he was still 'one of them' as far as they were concerned. 
 
    "Did Agents Turnbull and Walters survive?" the president asked. 
 
    "Turnbull did, though he's probably going to be unconscious for a few hours. Walters, sadly, did not." 
 
    The president nodded. "Oh, just to make things clear, I ordered Carl there to bite the others to see if we could save their lives. So if you're going to blame anybody, blame me." 
 
    "Are you sure about that, Mr. President?" Sean asked, surprised. 
 
    "My people, my responsibility. I don't regret making the call; at least one of them survived, and Mr. Walker, or whatever the hell he was, is dead." 
 
    'I like this guy,' the First said, 'he's got a set. Definitely a leader.' 
 
    'Well, yeah. He's the president. He didn't get here by being a wimp.' 
 
    Sean nodded. "Well, just understand, we have reasons for that rule, but I agree that, given the circumstances, it was the right decision." 
 
    "So, just what exactly was George? I mean, obviously he wasn't human!" 
 
    Sean sighed and looked around. He wanted to take a shower, he was tired and covered in blood, but it was the president. 
 
    "Could someone throw a towel or something on the chair here, I need to take a load off," Sean said. 
 
    Rania rushed into the room and threw a large cloth of some kind on the chair, and with a smile Sean dropped onto it. Then of course he grabbed Cali and pulled her onto his lap while the others circled around him. 
 
    "Okay, George," Sean said while the president looked on expectantly. 
 
    'Just what the hell was George?' 
 
    'May I?' 
 
    'Be my guest.' 
 
    "Okay," the First said as Sean relaxed and gave Cali a hug. "George was as human as you are. Or rather, he was. You've all heard the stories of the kinds of things that happen when you make a deal with the devil, right?" 
 
    The president nodded. 
 
    "George made a deal with a demon, or several demons, I have no idea how or where." 
 
    "I thought there weren't any demons in the world," Carl said, speaking up, "that they had to be summoned?" 
 
    "It's complicated," the First said. "The powerful ones have to be summoned, but there are some places in the world, and some times, when things between the different underworlds and our world come into close contact. George must have been to one of those and made a deal." 
 
    "What kind of a deal?" the president asked. 
 
    "I have no idea," the First admitted. "Oh, I could make some guesses, power is usually the one most people go for. I'm sure they gave him some gifts that helped him and improved his life." 
 
    "What did they get out of it?" 
 
    "Again, no idea, but I'm sure we'll discover it in time. But the tricky thing about making deals with demons is that sooner or later, they either infect you with their own essence, or they just flat out take you over. George betrayed his oaths, his trusts, his office, so when he died, a forræderen djevel probably claimed his soul, then came and took his body for its own as well." 
 
    "A fora…?" 
 
    "Forræderen djevel, or a 'Betrayer devil'. As demons go, they're not physically the most powerful. Oh, they'd kill most people fairly easily and can be a very difficult or tough fight, but their main strength is in their abilities to subvert and decieve, then attack those who think they're friends or allies." 
 
    "Well, he definitely betrayed his office," the president said with a nod. "Any idea how long he was working with them?" 
 
    "I have no idea. It could have been a couple of years, it may have been decades. But for him to have been taken over like that, it was at least a couple of years." 
 
    The president nodded and looked like he was considering something for a few minutes, then he continued. 
 
    "And what about the werewolves who attacked us today?" 
 
    Sean took back over then. 
 
    "The Vestibulum set it up. Those were their wolves, and they sent them here. Most of the ones we questioned up front said they were sent here to attack me en masse in a diversion tactic. The general idea, I take it, was they'd send a group into town while attacking me, forcing me to commit most of my people in town to honor the silence. Then the rest of them would hammer my defenses from the south, while their Primes would sneak in from the north and ambush me from behind once my defenses were stretched thin enough." 
 
    "Primes?" 
 
    "Apparently the Primes were a group of wolves that had been indoctrinated into complete loyalty from the time they were born. Any who don't fit in, I suspect, were gotten rid of. They're also supposed to be the best of the best." 
 
    "And they were supposed to attack you, but didn't," the President concluded. 
 
    Carl spoke up again, "Mr. Walker was allied with them." 
 
    "Are you sure?" Sean asked. 
 
    "He said as much, right, Mr. President?" 
 
    The president nodded, looking thoughtful for a moment. "He did in fact say something to that effect. It would also explain how they knew when and where we were coming." 
 
    "So what are we going to do about the Vestibulum?" Sean asked. 
 
    "You mean, what am I going to do about the Vestibulum," the president said. "They didn't attack you, Sean. They attacked the United States and tried to assassinate the sitting president, namely me. This is something I will have to deal with, I don't see any need for you to involve yourselves." 
 
    "Are you sure that's wise?" Sean asked. "They have a lot of resources." 
 
    "Well, actually," the president smiled a bit slowly, "do you think I could borrow a dozen or so of your men? From what I saw on the way up here, they all seemed to be well trained." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Carl, find out who's interested. Get Travis to help you." Sean turned back to the president. "Anything else?" 
 
    The president turned to look at the agents with him. "Anybody here want to be a werewolf?" 
 
    Sean was shocked when all six of them raised their hands. 
 
      
 
    An hour had gone by, and a now clean- and human-looking Sean was shaking hands with the president at the foot of the stairs leading up to Air Force One. 
 
    "Thanks for the help, Sean. I appreciate your sincere desire to make your people citizens." 
 
    Sean smiled. "Well, I appreciate your help in freeing them, though I can't help but feel guilty for what happened today. Some of the blame for this has to fall on my shoulders." 
 
    "Nonsense. They're the ones who took this action, not you. They're the ones who are going to pay for it. Slavery is an ugly business, and if I'd known about it sooner, I'd have gone after it sooner. If the justices on the Supreme Court can't get their butts in gear, then I'll just have to write an executive order and start leaning on Congress to pass a law." 
 
    "I'm not sure the magic users are going to like that, Sir." 
 
    "Well, they brought it on themselves. Goodbye, Sean, ladies," the president said, then shook hands with each of Sean's wives.  
 
    Turning, he climbed up the stairs into the aircraft, with Carl and several other agents following.  
 
    "Let's get back to the house and talk to Oak," Sean told the others. "I really want to know where things stand." Pulling out his phone as he walked to the van they'd driven here in, he called Chad. 
 
    "Sean, what's up?" 
 
    "Put Maitland on the next airplane you can get him on, I need him back here now. Rent a jet if you have too." 
 
    "What about Dallas?" 
 
    "The only folks with lycans left at this point are the Ascendance, and it looks like they're rolling over. I'll have Sapientia call them and see if they can't work out a deal before we have to send in the army. If we still need to do someting, put Ruth or Ryan or someone else in charge." 
 
    "Okay, I'll get him shipped. I take it you found the Vestibulum's lycans?" 
 
    "Yeah, I did." 
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "I can't talk about it on the phone." 
 
    "What? These are secure, John fixed them!" 
 
    "I can't talk about it on the phone," Sean repeated with a hint of a growl. 
 
    "Ooookay. Got it. What do you want me to do next?" 
 
    Sean blew out his breath and thought about it a moment, just what did he want Chad to do next? 
 
    "Don't have any idea, do you?" Chad prompted. 
 
    "No, I have too many ideas. I'm split between sending you to DC, Boston, or York." 
 
    "What the hell is in York? And DC? That'd be a pretty bold move." 
 
    "Yeah, it would be a bold move," Sean agreed. "But I think it's time for bold moves. How soon do you think you could get there?" 
 
    "DC?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "I could be there tomorrow night." 
 
    "Great, be there." 
 
    "Sean, eight hundred lycans are going to stand out! Even in DC!" 
 
    "Yeah, well. That's kind of the idea." 
 
    "You know what? I'll come back as well. I think we need to talk strategy." 
 
    "Okay, later, Chad." 
 
    "Bye." 
 
    Sean put the phone away and sighed as Daelyn pulled up in front of the house. 
 
    "I think I could sleep for a week." 
 
    "If you think you're getting any sleep tonight, 'Lion-boy'," Roxy teased, "you have another think coming!" 
 
    "You know, it was bad enough when Peg started calling me that," Sean complained as he got out of the van. 
 
    "Well, do a good job tonight, and maybe we'll call you 'lion-man'!" Roxy laughed, and the others just snickered. 
 
    "Let's go talk to Oak and find out the bad news." 
 
    "How do you know he has bad news?" Peg asked. 
 
    "Because he's been avoiding me," Sean sighed and shook his head as they headed back to Oak's office. 
 
    "Okay, Oak," Sean said, coming in. "How bad is it?" 
 
    Oak winced. "At four pm, all the collars that hadn't been removed started exploding. They didn't go all at once, it was staggered. Four dwarves were injured, and sixty-three of the wolves were killed." 
 
    "What?" Sean said, looking at him in surprise. 
 
    "It was a terror attack. Only a third of the collars were real, by the way. I talked with the others; best we can guess, the collars were all timed to go off, there weren't any radio circuits in them at all. They just wanted everyone wearing one to go crazy." 
 
    "They were setting us up, weren't they?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "But why?" 
 
    "Think about it. If they can't have us, they set us up for assassinating the president of the United States. It's like the Night of the Silver Death, but instead of the magic users killing us off, they get the government and the mundanes to do it." 
 
    "That's evil!" Oak said. 
 
    Sean nodded his head slowly. "Yeah, it is." 
 
    "So what are we going to do about it?" Oak asked, and the others all looked at him. 
 
    "Nothing. The president said he'd deal with it." 
 
    "What? You're kidding, right?" 
 
    "No, I'm not," Sean said, looking around the room. "You're all citizens, you're all free, and if you want the president to side with us, we have to follow the laws like he said. We'll offer him whatever help he asks for, but the whole purpose of what the Vestis did was to get us in trouble. If we go off after them now, we'll be getting ourselves in trouble. 
 
    "Understand?" Sean asked and looked at Oak, who sighed and nodded after a moment. 
 
    "Now, what about the ones we didn't catch? What's being done about them?" 
 
    "I sent a couple of squads to track them down and bring them back here, whether they wanted to be brought back or not." 
 
    "And Claudia's people?" 
 
    "Well, they stopped the other group from making it into town, but they lost about a third when the collars blew up. They hadn't progressed to getting them off yet. I think they've got other problems as well." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "Claudia wants you to call her. Said it was important, and as soon as you were done with the president, she needed to talk to you." 
 
    Sean nodded and looked at his watch, it wasn't even six yet! 
 
    "Call her back, tell her we'll meet her at her place, or wherever the hell she is." Sean shook his head. "Back to the van, girls. Looks like it's going to be a long day." 
 
    They were halfway to Claudia's when his phone rang. Looking at it, he saw it was Claudia calling. 
 
    "Hi, Claudia. Where are you?" 
 
    "I'm at City Hall in the mayor's office," Claudia said in a low voice. 
 
    "Dae, mayor's office, City Hall." 
 
    "Okay!" Daelyn replied. 
 
    "No!" Claudia hissed. "Don't come here!" 
 
    "Why not? Hell, what are you doing there?" 
 
    "Your father-in-law and I are trying to tell the governor what the hell happened this afternoon." 
 
    "Not going well, is it?" Sean chuckled. 
 
    "No, it's not, and it's no laughing matter. 
 
    "Well hold the fort. Tell Bill I'll be there in a few minutes." 
 
    "Sean! You can't come here!" 
 
    Sean sighed heavily into the phone, "Claudia, it's been a long day. Just do as I've asked, and I won't yell at you. This is my problem, I'll deal with it." 
 
    Sean hung up the phone before she could reply. 
 
    "And just how do you intend to deal with it?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Bluntly. Text your father and warn him, and let him know this isn't negotiable." 
 
    "Oh, he's just going to love you for that!" Roxy grumbled. 
 
    "Yeah, well, today is 'how to win friends and influence people' day. After dealing with the president and getting shot and stabbed a couple dozen times, suddenly I'm not all that worried about the plebes anymore." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Five minutes later they were entering the building. "Peg, Rob, Jo, can one of you do something about that metal detector?" Sean asked in a soft voice. 
 
    "I'm tapped," Roberta admitted. 
 
    "I don't think you'd like me dealing with it," Jolene said with a smile. 
 
    "Sorry, Sean." Peg shrugged. 
 
    Roxy looked at them, sighed, and walked up to the man at the table. Pulling out her ID, she showed it to him. 
 
    "Are you?" 
 
    "Sheriff Channing's daughter. My husband there is a deputy. We're packing, and I don't want to set off the alarms." 
 
    Sean remembered the badge her father had given him back when he was in Vegas, and which was still taking up space in his wallet. Pulling it out, he flashed it at the guard. 
 
    "Oh! Go through that door over there!" the guard behind the desk said and pointed to a door which suddenly buzzed. 
 
    "Thanks!" Roxy said with a smile and led them all through a door, which took them to a hallway that came out behind the desk a bit farther down the hallway. 
 
    "That was easy," Roberta said. 
 
    "Not everything has to be done the hard way," Roxy said with a wink. "Now, let's go upstairs to the mayor's office." 
 
    They quickly found the elevator and headed up to the top floor. 
 
    "Nervous?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "Tired," Sean said and yawned. "And hungry. I think I could eat a cow." 
 
    The doors opened and they walked out into chaos. There were people rushing around everywhere. 
 
    "What's that all about?" Peg asked. 
 
    "Us," Sean said, and spotting the Mayor's door, he walked in that direction. No one seemed to be paying him or the girls much attention, which was fine with him. Opening the door, he held it for the girls as they went inside, then closing it behind him, he saw they were in a secretary's office and the woman behind the desk was staring at them. 
 
    "Do you have an appointment?" 
 
    "I'm expected," Sean said and walked over to the door. 
 
    "You can't go in there!"  
 
    "Sure I can," Sean said with a smile, and opening the door, he led the way in this time with the girls trailing behind. 
 
    The room was fairly large, about what Sean would have expected for someone who oversaw the operation of a city. It was also rather full. Roxy's dad was giving him a look that made it clear he wanted Sean to be anywhere but here. Sitting next to him was a man Sean immediately recognized as the Governor. The Mayor was sitting behind her desk, and the rest of the chairs were occupied by a man in a military uniform Sean vaguely recognized from earlier today, another one he recognized as the chief of police, one in a fireman's uniform, two more he had no idea what they did, Claudia who was carefully ignoring him, and a stenographer who was studiously taking notes. 
 
    "Who are you, young man, and what are you doing here?" Mayor Schiere asked. 
 
    "I'm the reason the president stopped by today, as I'm sure that gentleman," Sean pointed at the military officer as he recalled where he had seen him—when they'd been walking with the president out to Air Force One. Sean had gathered he was one of the senior National Guard commanders in the area. The president had taken him aside and had a brief, hushed conversation with the colonel, after which the officer had left. That was just before Sean and the others had walked out to the airplane with the president and seen him off. 
 
    "Is that true, Colonel?" the governor asked. 
 
    "Yes, Brian. It is, however, supposed to be classified," the Colonel said and gave Sean an unfriendly look. 
 
    Sean smiled, yeah, he was making friends today. "Just curious, do you know why the president met with me today?" 
 
    "No, but I saw some of the results." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Okay, who in your opinion needs to be in this room when I explain to them exactly what happened today?" 
 
    The Colonel looked around the room. "Governor Sandavol and no one else." 
 
    "This is my office! I will not be thrown out of it," Mayor Schiere stated simply. 
 
    "And this whole thing does involve your city," Sean agreed. "So I have no problem with you being here, or with the chief of police. Sheriff Channing also gets to stay. Now, who are the rest of you?" 
 
    "You sure seem to be taking on a lot of responsibility there, young man," the Governor said, looking up at Sean. 
 
    "Sorry, Governor Sandavol, but it's been a long day. I'm not who you think I am, obviously, or the president of the United States wouldn't have taken the time to visit me, right?" 
 
    The Mayor spoke up then, "Ben, Chris, Jerry, Debbie, and Claudia. Please leave the room." 
 
    Sean watched as they all got up, looked at him, and filed out the door. He snagged Claudia as she went by and pointed to a chair. Claudia frowned at him but sat down without a word. Sean noticed both the Mayor and the chief of police looked surprised at that. 
 
    "Peg, you got enough left to secure the room from eavesdroppers?" 
 
    Peg nodded and started making hand gestures while Sean walked over to the Mayor's desk and sat on the edge. 
 
    "Excuse me, it's been a long day, and I'm pretty tired. My name is Sean Valens, and I'm the reason for a lot of what's been going on around here lately, I'm sorry to say." Sean turned to the Colonel. "They get that building cleaned up yet, Colonel?" 
 
    "No, we're still recovering bodies from the surrounding area." 
 
    Sean nodded. "I'm sorry if you lost anybody. We were all caught by surprise today. These things are supposed to take place at night, the general public is not supposed to know about them, and they're definitely not supposed to involve civilians or the government. At least that's the rules the other side played by up until today." 
 
    "Sean," Bill spoke up, "are you sure you should be talking about this?" 
 
    "Dad, we had firefights in town, helicopters launching missiles, and an assassination attempt on the president of the United States. I'd go on TV and talk about it if I didn't think there'd be riots in the streets.  
 
    "Besides, I get to make the rules. Anyone who doesn't like it can go pound salt." 
 
    'You make the rules?' the First said with a laugh. 
 
    'I don't hear you complaining, and you had to know I was going to do this. The silence is breaking down, we need allies. Let's see about making a few.' 
 
    "Dad?" Governor Sandavol said, looking at Bill. 
 
    "He's my son-in-law," Bill sighed, "that's my daughter." Then he motioned towards Roxy, who smiled. 
 
    Mayor Schiere cleared her throat. "So, are you trying to tell us that there's some big conspiracy going on? That's been going on all around us? For months?" 
 
    "Not only that, but there's a war on, or perhaps you might call it a revolution. The president just signed on to our side, so I guess that was what prompted somebody on the other side to try and have him killed. But in such a way that they could blame it on my side." 
 
    "Your side?" Governor Sandavol asked. "Just who is 'your side'?" 
 
    "Why, the lycans, of course." 
 
    "Lycans?" 
 
    "Lycanthropes. You know, were creatures, like werewolves and all the rest." 
 
    The Governor looked at Sean like he was mental. 
 
    "Surely you don't expect me to believe that werewolves exist!" 
 
    Sean shifted then, moving to his feet as the Mayor's desk creaked in protest at the increase in weight. 
 
    "Welcome to Wonderland, Governor," Sean said in a soft voice as everyone in the room went silent. "Magic users, were creatures, all sorts of things exist. But there are few of us and many of you. So in order to keep the peace, the magic users had an idea. They call it 'the silence', and we're not supposed to let most mundanes know that we exist." 
 
    "What are you?" 
 
    "A werelion. We're the ones in charge of all the lycan races, and there are many. For millennia, lycans have been in thrall to the magic users. It was something we agreed to a long, long time ago. But they began to abuse it, so I'm here to put an end to it. Sadly, some groups didn't react very well to that idea." 
 
    "I remember you now! All that trouble we had back in March! You were a part of that!" the Reno Chief of Police, Sid, said, speaking for the first time. 
 
    Sean nodded. "That was the magic users starting this whole fight. There have been battles waged all over the country, even in other ones. What we saw today was hopefully the last of it, at least in our country." 
 
    "Okay, so now that we know what happened, why are you here?" Mayor Schiere asked. 
 
    "Simple," Sean said, shifting back. "To clean up the mess. Don't let anyone know what happened, come up with a good story, and field the issues and other problems with the people who saw something today." 
 
    "Oh, and why should we do that?" 
 
    "Umm, because keeping the peace is your job? Do you really think everyone is ready to know about this? Do you want panic in the streets? Hell, if you want, I can call the president and ask him to have a conversation with all of you about this, but I don't think any of you want to go down that road today after what he's been through, right?" 
 
    Sean smiled as they all looked at each other. 
 
    "Colonel, is he telling the truth?" Governor Sandavol asked. 
 
    "About the attack? Yes. Though we're under strict orders to keep it quiet. It's a matter of national security and I'll warn all of you, if you talk about it, you won't like what happens to you next." 
 
    The Governor nodded. "Well, I will be calling the president, but until then, what exactly do we need to do to get a handle on this?" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "Bill and Claudia will help you with that. If you need any financial support, call me." 
 
    "How much financial support are we talking about?" Mayor Schiere asked. "Lockwood has some significant damage." 
 
    Sean shrugged. "A couple million at least. If you need more, you'll get it. Same for you, Colonel; in fact, send me the bill for the damages to the building. I think it would be better if that didn't end up on the desk of some oversight committee. Talk to Claudia about getting a crew in there. They'll all be in the know and will keep their mouths shut." 
 
    "Thank you, Mr. Valens." 
 
    "Claudia, is everything in Lockwood under control now?" 
 
    Claudia sighed. "Some got away, but we've got teams tracking them down. My second thinks we'll have them all corralled by seven." 
 
    Sean smiled. "Excellent work. Please thank everyone for me." He looked around the room then. "If nobody has anything else, I guess I'll leave you all to it." 
 
    "What do we tell the people outside when they ask who you are?" Governor Sandavol said. 
 
    "Eccentric tech millionaire philanthropist who came to offer a large chunk of cash in support. Tell them I'm a big contributor to both your campaigns, so you have to put up with my boorish bullshit." 
 
    With that, Sean gave a small bow and, opening the door, he waved the girls out and followed them out the door, closing it behind him. 
 
    "The nerve of that guy!" Sid said. 
 
    "Yeah," Claudia sighed, "lions are nervy all right." 
 
    "So, what story can we come up with?" Governor Sandavol asked, looking around the room. 
 
    The colonel sat up, "As much as I hate it, we can just say that it was a training exercise from one of our units, someone accidentally loaded live ammunition in the guns on the helicopters, and we had an accident." 
 
    "But those helicopters don't even look like yours, Colonel!" 
 
    "Do you think anyone's going to make that connection, Brian?" 
 
    "I think that's a good start," Bill said, looking around the room. "And now that the cat's out of the bag, so to speak, maybe we need to bring in one of the magic users who's on our side to help us…" 
 
    "Hold on, a moment," Sid said, "you're just gonna do what that kid said?" 
 
    Both the Governor and Bill opened their mouths to say something, but the mayor held up her hand, "Sid, the president of the United States came to visit that young man today." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "So he didn't go to the president, the president came to him. Any young man the president thinks is important enough to create an excuse like that trip to Hawaii to visit isn't someone you want to ignore. Understand?" 
 
    "Oh. Yeah. You make a good point," Sid said, looking a little embarrassed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Taking Care of Business 
 
      
 
    Tank sat down on the ground, panting. They'd had to dodge several patrols to get here, and not human patrols, but lycan ones. He wasn't sure if they were looking for him in particular; they seemed mostly to be rounding up the lycans from the main group that had made it here.  
 
    What had happened to the main group he had no idea. When Air Force One had taken off, he'd realized their mission had been a failure; the president had survived. 
 
    "Think any of the others made it?" asked Streak, one of the two survivors from his squad. The other one, Card, just dropped to the ground with a grunt. 
 
    Tank shook his head. "I don't think so. The last comms I got from Quick said he was engaging that lion, and that he'd already killed Fist and Hammer." 
 
    "Missed the president and the lion," Card grumbled. "I'm glad we're not going back, they'd be pissed at us for sure." 
 
    "Maybe if the rest of our army had shown up and given us better support, we would have done it!" Streak growled. 
 
    "Yeah, the magic users really screwed up on that one," Card agreed. "Who knew the president's guards would have silver bullets? The others we drafted didn't last very long." 
 
    "Stop looking for excuses," Tank sighed. "We lost. We were outmatched. Obviously that lion's a lot tougher than any of us realized. 
 
    "But in any case, it doesn't matter. We're free now. That was the deal. We do this, and we're done." 
 
    "But we didn't exactly do it, did we?" Card said, sitting up. 
 
    "The mission was to try and kill them both. We tried." 
 
    "So now what?" Steak asked. 
 
    Card laughed. "I know what I'm gonna do." 
 
    "Oh? What?" 
 
    "Gonna go back to that cute whore I spent last night with, Cindy. Gonna drag her off, infect her ass, then spend the rest of my life putting my pups in her belly." 
 
    "Think she'll like that?" Steak asked, looking thoughtful. 
 
    Card snorted. "I'm not asking, I'm doing. What about the rest of you?" 
 
    "Canada," Tank said. "There was this cute she-wolf up there I met once. Gonna see if she's still available." 
 
    "Canada?" Streak said. 
 
    "Hey, we just tried to kill the president. I want to be long gone and far, far away from here. Go someplace where they don't know who or what I am." 
 
    Streak shifted back into human form. "Well, might as well start dumping…" 
 
    Streak's pack exploded, cutting his body in half and throwing both Tank and Card back as their bodies got peppered with shrapnel and bloody body parts. 
 
    "What the…?" Tank snarled and rolled to his paws. 
 
    "Something in his pack exploded," Card said. 
 
    "What? None of us were carrying explosives, and we used up all of our hand grenades!" Tank said as he padded over to nose through the remains. Streak was unconscious and dying. There was no surviving that kind of wound. 
 
    "I don't see anything missing," Tank said, nosing through the scattered remains of the torn backpack. 
 
    "I do," Card said, then growled deeply. "That son of a bitch!" 
 
    "What?" Tank said, looking up at him. 
 
    "What did Lucas pass out to each of us this morning after we got done with those whores?"  
 
    Tank's eyes narrowed. "The box of gold bars Adams gave him to pass out to us as a reward when we were done." 
 
    "Guess they're not exactly gold, are they?" 
 
    Tank swore. "If we shift to human or hybrid form, our packs come back, and we die. Shit, shit, shit, shit!" 
 
    "You know, for the first time I'm regretting we got these collars," Card said with a sarcastic laugh. 
 
    "Hey, at least we got a chance," Tank grumbled. 
 
    "I guess this means they never intended to let us go after all, huh, Tank?" 
 
    Tank shook his head angrily. "No. No, I guess not. Damn, now what? I wish Quick was here, he'd know what to do!" 
 
    Card turned around and looked off to the south.  
 
    "Well, you know the guy who made these things lives just to the south of here." Card snorted, and then grinned. "I'll go beg for mercy. If he doesn't give me any, I'll shift and take him with me when I blow up!" 
 
    "That might not be a bad idea," Tank said as the germ of an idea formed in his head. 
 
    "Join me?" 
 
    Tank shook his head. "I doubt he has enough mercy for two of us. Besides, I think I know of someone else who deserves a visit a lot more than that lion does." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    Tank ducked his head in a nod. "Good luck, Card. I don't think we'll be meeting again." 
 
    Card nodded. "Not in this life, at least." 
 
    Tank watched as Card loped off, heading southwards, then turned his own eyes to the east.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Todd Adams sighed and answered the special magical 'telephone' that connected him to Jeremy Mays, the Vestibulum council member in Brussels on the leadership council he answered to. 
 
    "Yes, Jeremy?" 
 
    "What happened, Todd? I haven't seen any reports anywhere that the president is dead, much less that he was attacked!" 
 
    Jeremy sighed. "Oh, he was attacked alright. I checked in with our council leader in Reno, Al Summers, you may remember him?" 
 
    "Vaguely," Jeremy admitted. 
 
    "He told me that there was some kind of attack on both the airport and Valens' place. Apparently it was pretty loud and fairly obvious to everyone." 
 
    "Then why haven't we heard anything here?" 
 
    "Because the press is reporting that the National Guard has claimed they were engaging in an exercise, and there was an accident." 
 
    "And people believe that? Didn't anyone see anything?" 
 
    "Well, I could ask Al to investigate further, but that would mean telling him that we tried to assassinate a sitting president and failed. I'm sure you'd rather not let that information get out, am I correct?" 
 
    Todd smiled as Jeremy sputtered on the other end of the line for a moment. 
 
    "Jeremy, why not ask your inside man what happened? The one who was supposed to have planted that magical beacon?" 
 
    "Because I can't reach him! I've tried to contact him twice now, and I've gotten no response! He wasn't even seen getting off of the president's airplane when it landed." 
 
    "If you already knew he wasn't dead," Todd retorted angrily, "why are you even bothering to call me?" 
 
    "Because I'm concerned, that's why! Just how many people knew about this?" 
 
    "Living or dead?" 
 
    "What do you mean by that?" 
 
    "What I mean is, I took precautions. Everyone who knew what we were planning is dead now. I made sure to arrange a scapegoat for after we'd succeeded. Well, that scapegoat works just the same even after we've failed.  
 
    "No one knows about this other than you, me, and whoever else on the leadership council agreed to it. And," Todd paused a moment to let that sink in, "I've taken a few precautions, just in case you've decided to hang me out to dry as well." 
 
    It took almost a full minute before Jeremy responded. 
 
    "Well, I'm glad to see you were thinking ahead. What about the wolves? You didn't kill them all, did you?" 
 
    Todd snorted. "Like you would care. I killed the ones who knew about it; quite a waste of talent, that. But as far as anyone will know, one Lucas Stokes thought this all up by himself. Everyone else knows what the original plan was, and they know that Lucas is the one who changed it in an obvious grab for glory. 
 
    "Trust me; I have a lot of witnesses." 
 
    Jeremy laughed then, surprising Todd. "You know, you are wasted over there in the States. Perhaps we'd all be better served if you were here in Brussels with the rest of us!" 
 
    "Why, thank you, Jeremy, I appreciate the sentiment." 
 
    "Sentiment? This isn't sentiment. You deflect this from us, Todd, and I promise you, you will have a seat on the leadership council! I must go and inform the others, but keep us informed." 
 
    "Of course," Todd agreed, then turned off the device as Jeremy closed the connection. He felt a brief moment of regret for the recriminations Lucas' parents would no doubt suffer before this was all over. But he didn't regret sacrificing the young man for a moment. Or his team of Primes. Sacrifices always had to be made to further one's career, and the best sacrifices were always those made by somebody else. 
 
    He'd have to call a council meeting soon. Inform them that Valens was still alive and their attack on him hadn't succeeded. He'd follow that up with an innocent question as to whether anyone had heard from Lucas and if the other young men who had gone had either checked in or their bodies had been accounted for. But nobody had seen Lucas for several days since he'd left them in Utah. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Finally," Sean said, and sliding back from the dinner table, he stood and stretched. "Dania, Rania, or whoever cooked that, it was delicious. Now," Sean smiled and looked over at Cali, who was looking back at him, "I seemed to recall somebody saying something about tonight being 'Cali' night?"  
 
    Cali blushed as Roxy and the others all laughed. 
 
    "Don't forget about the rest of us, Lion-boy!" Daelyn added. 
 
    "Oh, trust me, I won't, but you may have to wait until morning, otherwise it wouldn't be Cali night, now, would it?" 
 
    More chuckles and a few whispered jibes came from the girls around the table and Sean noticed that even his mother had joined in the teasing. Stepping over to her, Sean moved her seat back for her as she stood, then bending over, he kissed Cali, taking his time with her as he pulled her close into an embrace. 
 
    "Come, my wife," he whispered in her ear, swept Cali up into a bridal carry, and started back to the bedroom. 
 
    "Sean!" Oak called, coming into the dinning room. 
 
    Closing his eyes and swearing under his breath, Sean stopped. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "There's a wolf outside. He says he's a Prime. The last surviving one from today's attack." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "He wants to see you." 
 
    "Can't it wait until morning?" Sean all but growled. 
 
    "He claims it can't. That he has something to tell you." 
 
    Sighing, Sean set Cali down. "Don't go anywhere," he told her. 
 
    "Take me to him, Oak." 
 
    Sean followed Oak out the front door, where a wolf was sitting. There were several guards standing there as well, with their guns pointed at him. 
 
    "Okay," Sean said, looking at him. "What's so damn important that it couldn't wait until tomorrow?" 
 
    The wolf peered at him a moment. "You're the lion?" 
 
    "Yeah, I'm him. And you're not endearing yourself to me right now, especially as I've had to spend all day dealing with things I'd rather not. Now, why are you here, and please don't tell me you came all this way to throw your life away in some stupid act of revenge." 
 
    "They're all dead now. I came to beg for mercy." 
 
    Sean sighed, his hand coming up to his forehead as he looked down at the ground. "I'm sorry about your friends, and of course I'll grant you mercy. Oak, get him something to eat and a place to sleep." 
 
    "Wait, that's it?" the wolf said, looking at him in surprise. 
 
    "What, you need a proclamation?" Sean said, looking back at him. "At one point or another, everyone here was trying to kill me. Even Oak over there, and those guys holding you at gunpoint. It's over, you're free. What more is there?" 
 
    "Umm, I have a small problem," Card said, looking down at the ground. 
 
    "And that can't wait until morning?" 
 
    "Todd Adams, the Vestibulum leader…" 
 
    "I know who he is," Sean interrupted. 
 
    "He booby-trapped us. When I shift back to my human or hybrid form, there's a bomb in my backpack that will go off and kill me." 
 
    Sean sighed and shook his head. "Okay, okay. Cali is gonna kill me." 
 
    "You can help me?" Card asked, looking up at him. 
 
    "Yeah, I can help you. I made that collar, I know how they work. Oak?" 
 
    "Yes, Sean?" 
 
    "We got something I can drop a bomb in or behind? Say, a sheet of steel an inch thick?" 
 
    "Ummm, best I can do is a steel-clad fire door." 
 
    "How big is the explosion?" Sean asked Card. 
 
    "Enough to cut me in half." 
 
    "Okay, we can make this work. Oak, meet me out at the berm behind my shop. Harris," Sean pointed at one of the guards, "go inside and tell my wives I'll be with them in a minute. The rest of you go back to work. 
 
    "What's your name?" Sean asked the wolf. 
 
    "Card." 
 
    "Come on, Card. Let's get this done." 
 
    "What are you going to do?" 
 
    Sean headed off around the house and back towards his shop.  
 
    "Fix this, of course. I'd ask you to wait until morning, but I doubt you'd sleep all that well knowing you've got a bomb on you." 
 
    "Gimme a sec," Sean said, then popped into his shop and came out with an axe. 
 
    "What's that for?" 
 
    "You well enough to regenerate?" 
 
    Card nodded. 
 
    "Good." 
 
    Sean lead him behind the shop and up onto the berm. Oak showed up with the door as they got there. 
 
    "Okay. Oak, dig a six-inch-deep trench along the top here, except for in the middle," Sean pointed to a spot, "that we can set the door in on its side." 
 
    Oak nodded and got to work. 
 
    "Sit and give me your paw." 
 
    Card did as he was told and Sean touched it to the tag on his collar, gripping it between the toes and pulling it off. 
 
    "Okay, that unlocks the necklace so I can remove it. Now hold still, I need to change a few things." 
 
    Putting his hand on the collar, Sean turned off the encryption and looked at the inventory. Everything that disappeared when you shifted into animal form was held in a type of stasis, best described as a 'bag of holding' from a D&D game. Only this stasis was wrapped around your body, with the collar acting as a gateway. If your collar came off, the stasis dropped, and your items came back on your body. 
 
    What he was going to do was make them come back in a pile on top of the collar. Basically, he was going to short circuit the magical 'routine' that directed it to the place on your body each item had come from and let them just pile up at the focal point as they exited it. 
 
    "There, that should do it," Sean said and turned the encryption back on. "Now comes the tricky part. Once the necklace is no longer touching your body, all the stuff in it will come out of it. I've changed it so instead of coming out on you, it'll just drop around the necklace in a pile. Now, come up here." 
 
    Card came up on top of the berm. 
 
    "Hold that door, Oak. Card, whatever you do, don't let go of the necklace. Now, give me your paw again." 
 
    Sean put Card's paw on the collar with the links going between his toes. Grabbing it with one hand to make sure Card didn't lose contact, he undid the latch with his other hand, then lowered Card's paw to the ground in the flat spot between the trench. 
 
    "Don't move a muscle," Sean said and carefully let go of Card's paw. 
 
    "Okay, Oak, put the door in the trench." 
 
    Oak set the door in the trench, and Sean pushed the dirt up around the hole so only Card's leg was coming out of it, with his paw and the necklace now on the other side. 
 
    "Take cover, Oak." Sean motioned for Oak to move way back as he got down on his own knees behind the door. 
 
    "Ready?" Sean asked Card. 
 
    "I can't let go of it, it's stuck between my toes!" 
 
    "I know."  
 
    Casting a shield spell on himself, Sean picked up the axe, grabbing it close to the blade, and cut Card's foot off where it went under the door. 
 
    Card's howl of pain was drowned out by the explosion, which knocked the door back with enough force to crack the wolf's skull, but not enough force to kill him. Sean's shield spell deflected most of it, and what little got through his regeneration was able to handle. 
 
    "You okay?" Sean asked Card. 
 
    "That…hurt…" Card mumbled. 
 
    "Yeah, so did today. Just be happy you're alive and that lions don't hold grudges. Oak!" 
 
    "Yes, Sean?" 
 
    "Take care of Card here." 
 
    "Got it!" 
 
    "And no more interruptions unless the damn world is ending!" 
 
    Walking back into the house, Sean walked in the front door and headed over to where Cali was patiently waiting. 
 
    "Was than an explosion I heard?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "That, or I'm just happy to see you," Sean said, and putting an arm around Cali, he bent over and kissed her again. "Now, where were we?" 
 
    "On our way to the bedroom, my Husband," Cali replied in a husky voice. 
 
    "How could I forget?" Sean said with a smile Picking her back up, he went down the hallway into their room, and setting her on the bed, he quickly shed his clothing.  
 
    Crawling up onto the bed, Sean nibbled at Cali's ankles, making her giggle. Cali was still wearing the dress in which she'd fought the demon. How she'd managed to keep from getting any dirt or blood on her, Sean really had no idea. But the way she'd danced and woven her body around the attacks that had been made against her had shown that Cali's lithe body was indeed well trained. 
 
    Working his way slowly up those dark and toned legs, Sean took his time, enjoying every square inch of the trip, kissing and licking, massaging and stroking as he made his way slowly onward and upward. 
 
    Cali's breathing had slowed, little sighs of contentment coming from her lips. When he reached the end of her legs, however, those sighs soon became soft moans of pleasure, as Sean reached his target and discovered she hadn't been wearing any underwear, or she'd shed it at some point prior to their adjourning to the bedroom. 
 
    Diving in, Sean put his lips and fingers to work, along with his tongue and the occasional teasing nip with his teeth. So engrossed was he with his tasting and teasing of his wife, Sean didn't realize the others had joined them in the room at first. It was only after driving her to completion and he'd started to lick and nuzzle further up her panting body that he realized her dress had been removed by the others, who were using their hands to lightly stroke and caress Cali's body. 
 
    Caressing a breast, he lowered his lips to kiss her when there was a knock at the door. 
 
    "What!" Sean growled loudly, looking towards the door. 
 
    "You said you wanted to speak with us," Chad's voice came through the door. 
 
    "Not. Now!" Sean growled. 
 
    "It's important, we need to start…" 
 
    "Is the world ending?" Sean interrupted. 
 
    "No, but…" 
 
    "If I come out there, someone is going to die. Go Away! Find Max and make Claudia a grandmother or something! Whatever it is, it can wait!" 
 
    Sean wasn't sure exactly where it came from, but a knife handle suddenly appeared on this side of the door, which meant there was probably several inches of blade sticking out the other side. 
 
    "Umm, I think I'll come back…" Chad muttered from the other side of the door. 
 
    Giving his head a shake, Sean lowered his head to kiss Cali's nipple, then taking it lightly between his teeth, he gave it a tug, causing her to shiver, her hands coming up to grab his head, tugging him further up.  
 
    Kissing his way further up her body, Sean captured her lips with his own as he let his body press down against hers. Wrapping an arm around her, he pulled her close, and with the other he stroked the side of her face. 
 
    "My darling, sweet, lovely, and delightfully deadly wife," Sean whispered between kisses. "How may I please you tonight?" 
 
    Cali wrapped her legs around him and gave him a light slap on the butt. "I think I have an idea or two, my lion-boy husband!" 
 
    Sean smiled, "I'm sure you do!" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Morning Light  
 
      
 
    The sound of the first explosion tumbled Sean out of bed almost immediately. When he heard the second one, he could tell it was off in the distance, but just how far he wasn't sure.  
 
    Grabbing his pants, he ran out the door, noticing that only Cali, who had just sat up in bed, wide-awake, and Peg were still in bed. 
 
    "Hey! Put some clothes on!" Roxy said, pointing at him as he slid to a stop in the dining room just as another explosion went off, followed by a string of smaller ones. 
 
    "Can't you hear that?" Sean said, struggling to put his pants on. 
 
    "What did you girls do to him last night?" Chad asked, looking up from the table and laughing. 
 
    "What didn't we do?" Daelyn snickered. 
 
    "What's with all that racket?" Cali asked, padding into the room barefoot, but at least she was wearing panties. 
 
    "Why isn't anyone doing anything?" Sean asked, looking around. 
 
    "It's an old American tradition," Roxy said, looking at Sean and grinning. "We call it 'the Fourth of July', and we celebrate it with lots of fireworks." 
 
    Sean paused, balanced on one foot, the other was halfway down the leg of the pants he was trying to put on. 
 
    "What day is today?" Sean asked, blinking 
 
    "The fourth of July. You know, the day that follows the third?" Chad said, snickering. 
 
    "I'm going back to bed," Sean grumbled and then found himself hopping on one foot as the pants he was trying to get into refused to cooperate. 
 
    Roxy came over, grabbed his shoulders, and steered him towards the table, as he continued to hop on one foot until he finally got it down to the floor. 
 
    "Sit down, put your pants on, and eat some breakfast. Chad and your uncle are both here, and you did want to talk to both of them, as I recall?" 
 
    Sean's stomach growled then, reminding him that last night had been a long and physical, as well as enjoyable, evening. 
 
    "Yeah, food," Sean agreed and finished putting his pants on as Daelyn and Jolene fetched him several plates of food that Cali attacked with obvious gusto, going so far as to push him out of the way to get at it first, which made Sean sigh and all the other girls laugh. 
 
    "Nice to see I'm not the only one that happens too," Chad said with a chuckle. "Max will go so far as to bring me food, then after I have a bite, she sits in my lap and eats the rest of it." 
 
    "Since Roxy and Peg told the others about it, none of them are afraid to get between me and my food," Sean grumbled. "So I sit here, slowly starving to death, as they all get to eat their fill." 
 
    "Hush, I'm pregnant, of course I eat first!" Cali giggled between bites. 
 
    Sean suddenly smiled and just rested his head on top of Cali's, looking around at the others. Jolene was definitely starting to show, and even Roxy was starting to look a little thick around the waist. 
 
    "Somebody just completely forgot that he was hungry!" Daelyn giggled. 
 
    Peg dragged herself in then and, yawning, plopped down at the table beside Sean, spearing a few sausages off of his plate with a claw as she was still in her hybrid form. Apparently getting furry was easier than getting dressed this morning. 
 
    "Did somebody forget what day it is today?" Peg asked with another yawn. 
 
    "In my defense," Sean said while blushing, "yesterday was a bit of an unpleasant surprise." 
 
    "Oak and Roxy told me all about what happened yesterday. Imagine if they'd attacked today instead?" Chad said. "No one would have noticed." 
 
    "Yeah, but their real goal was to kill the president, not me," Sean said and smiled as Roberta and Daelyn brought him more food, making him realize once again just how lucky he was. They really did enjoy doing these little things that made his inner lion want to roll over and purr. 
 
    "I still don't know how they expected to get away with that," Chad replied with a shake of his head. "Everyone knows exactly where those lycans came from." 
 
    "I suspect they were relying on that Walker guy to tell a story that would get them to blame it all on the lycans," Roberta said. 
 
    Chad shook his head again. "They'd have blamed the lycans, sure. But when it comes to a presidential assassination, or the assassination of any head of state, the reaction always scoops up everyone even on the periphery. The Vestibulum would have been destroyed as well, and all the magic users would have been outed." 
 
    "What did Arthur say about it?" Sean asked while spearing a sausage with his fork and holding it out to Roxy, who positively lit up, smiling. 
 
    "That the president had borrowed half of Duncan's best magic users and put them on a plane three hours ago, along with all the lycans you loaned him, heading for Boston." 
 
    Sean sighed and shook his head. "This isn't going to end well for them, is it?" 
 
    The phone rang then, and one of the twins in the kitchen answered it, coming into the dining room almost immediately. 
 
    "That was Carl, he said to turn on the television," Dania said. 
 
    "That doesn't sound good," Sean said and got up quickly as Cali slid off of his lap and ran to the living room to turn on the TV. The president was on, and he was sitting behind his desk in the Oval Office with a bunch of paperwork on the desk before him. 
 
    "…and in keeping with this celebration of freedom, on this day when we celebrate the sacrifice made by so many American patriots, I have signed an executive order re-affirming the thirteenth amendment and making it clear that the scope of this amendment extends to all the races that inhabit this country, and this planet. Including any that others might try to declare not protected by our Constitution because they claim they are not human. Slavery is never to be allowed under any guise, and just as there were those who once tried to claim that other Americans were 'not human', and therefore did not enjoy the fruits of freedom and the protections of the Constitution, there will always be those who will try to make such claims against others who are obviously entitled to the same rights and protections we all enjoy. 
 
    "Understand that no person or being with intelligence and the ability to reason shall ever be considered property of another here in these United States, in accordance with our Constitution." 
 
    "Holy Shit." Chad said and looked around the room. "Did he just say what I think he said?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Guess he's a man of his word." 
 
    "I can just hear the conspiracy theorists now," Roxy said with a laugh. 
 
    "Hell, I can almost hear the magic users screaming from here," Roberta added. 
 
    "That's definitely going to put some teeth in Sapientia's new ruling," Peg said. 
 
    "Why'd he do it?" Chad asked, turning to look at Sean. 
 
    "The Supreme Court is apparently deadlocked over the question of whether or not lycans are human." 
 
    "Wow, talk about your stupid." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Almost makes me wonder if they've got alliances with some of the magic users out there." 
 
    Chad looked thoughtful for a moment. "Maybe we should infect a few of them?" 
 
    "I don't think…" 
 
    'Hold on a moment,' the First suddenly piped up in Sean's head, 'Let's hear him out.' 
 
    "…we should just go biting people willy-nilly," Sean said, barely skipping a beat. "If we're going to do this, we're going to have to pick the right people." 
 
    Roxy looked at Sean in surprise. "Wait, you're okay with infecting Supreme Court justices?" 
 
    "I don't know, what were you thinking, Chad?" 
 
    "Well, maybe not justices, but I don't think we should rule anything out just yet. Let's see how this plays out first. But think about it, if the justices on the court know about us, that means there are others who know about us in Washington. Then there's Congress, just how much representation do we have there?" 
 
    "Zero," Sean said. 
 
    "Well, maybe we should go infect some?" Chad said with a wicked grin. 
 
    "I thought lions had rules against that sort of thing?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "I think I hear some exceptions being discussed as we speak," Sean told them. "But I'm not sure that's any of my concern right now. My job is to free the lycans, and until that's done," Sean shrugged, "I don't know that I want to get involved in politics." 
 
    'You need to send a group to Washington; the president just came down on our side, and like it or not, we need to support him.' 
 
    'I've still got Canada and Mexico to deal with. Are you giving this to me too?' 
 
    'Technically, this is still your job,' the First said with a chuckle. 'However, I do understand you can't be everywhere at once. If you need help, I'm sure I can bully someone into doing it.' 
 
    'Oh great, now they're all going to be mad at me because I'm making them work!' 
 
    The First snorted. 'I'm making them work. Don't get airs, Son.' 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Pick out a hundred or so good people and take them to Washington, Chad." 
 
    "Oh, no you don't!" Chad said, shaking his head. "I'm a military leader, I don't do politics." 
 
    Sean raised an eyebrow. "Oh, Really? What about Claudia and the others?" 
 
    "Schmoozing a few people is one thing, Sean. But playing politics with the government? Besides, I have my pack to take care of! I've been gone for weeks now! I'll advise whomever you send, but this isn't a job for me, Sean." 
 
    Sean sighed, Chad had a point. His preferred method of problem solving involved solid objects and bouncing people off of them until they saw things his way. 
 
    "Fine, fine. Then who should I send?" 
 
    "Isn't it obvious?" Chad asked with an almost ear-to-ear grin that made Sean start to worry. 
 
    "You should send Steve." 
 
    "Terri is gonna kill me…" 
 
    Maitland came into the room then. "Ah, Sean! There you are. When do you want me to meet with the dwarves? 
 
    "Well talk about this later," Sean said to Chad. Turning to Maitland, he smiled. "Now would be good, I guess." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Sean, what's so important that you needed to meet today, on a holiday of all things?" Samis asked as Sean, Daelyn, Roxy, and Maitland entered Samis' home. 
 
    "I didn't know dwarves celebrated the Fourth of July." 
 
    "What? There's drinking beer, eating food, and setting off explosions! That's a holiday tailor made for a dwarf, my boy!" Samis said with a laugh. 
 
    "I should have known," Sean said with a shake of his head. "Well, as to why I'm here, I need the dwarves to start making Faerie swords and armor. My uncle Maitland here knows how to do it, so I want him to meet with your master smiths to teach them how it's done." 
 
    "You want us to make Fae swords and armor? Whatever for?" 
 
    "To fight demons. Our weapons aren't up to it. The cold iron swords I got are good for one or two fights, but even those don't do all that much damage." 
 
    "I'm not sure why this couldn't wait until tomorrow, Sean." 
 
    "I want to buy a lot of them." 
 
    "How many is a lot?"  
 
    'Five hundred thousand. For a start,' the First said, making Sean twitch. 
 
    "Five hundred," Sean started and paused to take breath. 
 
    "Five hundred ain't no big deal, Sean." 
 
    "Thousand." 
 
    Samis looked at Sean for an entire minute and didn't say a word. He went over to the kitchen, pulled a mug out of the fridge, then went over to the tap on the keg they kept there, and filled it. Then he drained it, wiped his mouth with a sleeve, and came back over to Sean. 
 
    "Did you just say five hundred thousand?" 
 
    "And that's just a start," Sean said with a nod. 
 
    "Damn," Samis swore. "I think you better come with me. Daelyn, honey?" 
 
    "Yes, Uncle?" 
 
    "Could you run down Roloff for me? We're heading down to Master Sjon's place. Get him and bring him there." 
 
    Daelyn looked a little confused but nodded. "Sure thing, Uncle." 
 
    Sean followed Samis out of his home and down the tunnels. After only a few turns, they were suddenly in a set of tunnels that were barely higher than Samis' head. Sean shifted into his lion form rather than walk stooped over, with Roxy shifting as well. 
 
    "Lucky you, wish I could do that," Maitland grumbled, as he had to bend over a fair bit. Sean at least took the bag Maitland had been carrying. As a lion, it really wasn't all that heavy. 
 
    "Never been down in the dwarven halls before?" Samis asked. 
 
    "Nah, we Faerie are an arrogant bunch, as I'm sure you already knew. The only halls under the hills that we go in are our own, and those are hardly designed for living in." 
 
    "So I've been told," Samis agreed with a nod. "Ah, here we are, Master Sjon's." 
 
    Sean followed Samis in, after he knocked and received permission to enter. 
 
    "Samis! What brings you to my door? I'd thought you'd be one to be out drinking today?" 
 
    Sean looked Sjon over. He was definitely an old dwarf, looking almost as old as Daelyn's Grandmother Robin. However, where Robin looked frail, Sjon looked to be made of hardened gristle. Gristle and muscle, that was. He looked like a man who swung a hammer for a living, and there were a lot of scars, big and small, covering his bare arms. 
 
    "It's my son-in-law here, Sean, who you've no doubt heard mention of?" 
 
    Sjon nodded to Sean, not at all fazed by the fact that a fairly large lion had just padded into his home. "Aye, I've heard of him. Congratulations on capturing the heart of Daelyn, there, Sean. Too many dumb dwarves passed over a real nugget there! But then, I suspect you already knew that, never met a lion who wasn't sharp as a blade." 
 
    Sean smiled at that and dropped the bag he'd been carrying to the floor with a clank. 
 
    "So, onto business, what do you be needing?" 
 
    "Sean?" Samis said and motioned for him to tell Sjon. 
 
    "Faerie swords and armor. My Uncle Maitland here, who I'm sure you've noticed is Faerie, has agreed to teach you how to make them." 
 
    Sjon looked up at Maitland. "Is that true?" 
 
    Maitland nodded. "Honestly, I'm surprised you don't already know." 
 
    "We've made them in the past, but they're not ours, they're yours, so we never felt the need to teach or pass on the methods." 
 
    Maitland nodded. "I can see where a dwarf would have little need for things Faerie." 
 
    "So, Sean, how many of these blades do you need that Samis is standing there looking like the harbinger of all things unhappy?" 
 
    "Five hundred thousand." 
 
    "Is that all?" 
 
    "It's a good start." 
 
    "Armor too, I'm sure. Trendan!" Sjon called in a loud voice. 
 
    A young dwarf came into the room; he had a few fresh, but small, burn marks on his arms. "Yes, Master?" 
 
    "Go tell all the weapons and armor smiths that we'll be meeting for dinner. Make sure they understand it's important." 
 
    "Yes, Master!" The young dwarf nodded and hurried out of the room. 
 
    Just then Daelyn showed up with Roloff in tow. 
 
    "Samis, Sjon, what's so important that you pulled me away from a fresh keg of ale?" 
 
    "Sean here just ordered a half million weapons," Sjon said, "of Fae design, for the said purpose of fighting demons," Sjon turned to Sean, "am I right, Sean?" 
 
    Sean nodded. 
 
    Roloff looked at Sean and surprised the hell out of him by smiling. 
 
    "So! We're going to have us a war, are we? Awesome! It'll give our descendants something new to sing about when they drink to our memories!" 
 
    Sean was just about to say that there wasn't a war coming, it was just the First being paranoid about demons, when he suddenly got the distinct feeling the First wasn't telling him something and that right now, he just might be happier not asking. 
 
    "Let me know how much this will all cost," Sean said instead. 
 
    Samis snorted. "Don't worry about it, Son." Samis turned to Roloff. "I guess we should inform the council." 
 
    "It'll be a pleasure!" Roloff said. "It's been way too long since we had a good war, I'm sure a good many of them will be pleased." 
 
    "If you wouldn't mind," Sjon said, turning to Maitland, "I'm sure you have a lot to teach me, and I see no better time than the present to get us started." 
 
    "That's why I'm here," Maitland agreed with a nod. 
 
    "Off with ya'," Sjon said and waved to Sean, Daelyn, and Roxy. "We've got things in hand here. We'll call you if we need you." 
 
    "What about the enchantments?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Oh, we got more than enough dwarven mages, I'm sure. But if we need ya', we'll be calling." 
 
    Sean looked at Daelyn, who shrugged, and Roxy, who just nodded towards the door. 
 
    "All right," he said and left. 
 
    "What was that all about?" Roxy asked Daelyn once they were well down the hallway. 
 
    Daelyn shook her head. "I'm not quite sure. There's things in our history that you don't get to learn until you're older." 
 
    "Sean?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "I'm afraid to ask the First, or any of the other lions." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "You ever hear the old saying about 'Don't ask the question if you can't stand the answer'?" 
 
    "Yes, and?" 
 
    "I don't think I can stand the answer right now." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Little Talk 
 
      
 
    Todd 'Quincy' Adams was not having a good morning. In fact, he wasn't expecting to have a good afternoon either. He was currently 'bagged and gagged', as the lycans liked to call it. He'd been gagged, a bag put over his head, his hands put into tight 'mittens', and bound tightly behind his back against the opposite elbow. His legs had been tied together as well, and a rope ran from his ankles, around his neck, and back down, forcing him to kneel on the floor. 
 
    The hard metal object being pressed into the base of his skull, he had no doubt, was the barrel of a firearm of some sort or other. 
 
    He'd been walking out of his home, when suddenly he'd been hit with a number of spells, as a man in some sort of government uniform ran up to him and hit him in the face with the butt of a rather nasty looking rifle. 
 
    Todd didn't remember anything after that, until he'd regained consciousness in his current situation, where he'd been hauled painfully to his knees some time ago. He couldn't hear anything, not even his own heartbeat. Best he could figure it out was the president had taken issue with their attempt to kill him. 
 
    Todd snorted, imagine that. 
 
    He felt someone undo the ties on the hood, which was then suddenly pulled off of his head, forcing him to close his eyes against the painfully bright light that was shining into them. 
 
    "Before we remove the gag," a voice that sounded vaguely familiar began, "understand that if you try to cast any kind of magical spell, you and your family will immediately be put to death, along with the entire senior council of Vestibulum. All of Vestibulum will be declared outlaw, and the government will pay a bounty for the head of every member of the Vestibulum. 
 
    "And by head, I mean severed. Now, if you understand this, please nod your head, or we'll just kill you now and move on to your underlings." 
 
    Todd nodded, then coughed around his gag as it pulled the rope around his neck tight for a moment. 
 
    "Un-gag him." 
 
    Todd took a breath as the gag came off, then immediately spoke. "I want my lawyer! You can't do this! It's against the law!" 
 
    "But the law doesn't apply to you, Todd, now does it?"  
 
    Blinking, Todd's eyes started to adjust, and he suddenly recognized the man he was talking to. Vincent Kensington, the director in charge of the Secret Service, and the man charged explicitly with dealing with the different magic councils and magic users in the United States. 
 
    "Director Kensington! I am the head of the Vestibulum! How dare you! I have rights!" 
 
    Kensington shook his head. "Rights are for citizens, Todd, and according to the Treaty of York, the laws of the United States don't apply to you Magic Users and your little organizations." 
 
    "Unless you want to face the full wrath of the Vestibulum, I suggest you release me immediately!"  
 
    Kensington laughed. "We already faced that yesterday, when some two thousand of your lycans attacked and attempted to assassinate the president of the United States." 
 
    "What?!" Todd said, doing his best to show the shock he felt at this unexpected response, which wasn't all that hard. Who would have expected the U.S. government to respond in such a violent fashion after all these years of refusing to engage them?  
 
    "We did no such thing!" 
 
    "We've got a lot of dead lycans, a few dead mages, and a dozen more in a holding cell, that all say differently, Todd. The only reason we haven't killed you already is that the president wants to know why you did it." 
 
    "We sent the lycans out there to attack Valens, that was it! That and nothing else! Ask my fellow council members! Ask the ones you caught!" 
 
    "You expect me to believe that your attacking on the same day the president visited him was 'just a coincidence'? Honestly, Todd, just how stupid do you think we are?" 
 
    Todd felt the barrel of the rifle prod the back of his head as he tried to figure out what to say next. 
 
    "Okay! We wanted to change the president's mind! We thought if we staged a big public attack while he was in town, he'd see that the lycans were no better than animals and change his mind about freeing them! No one was supposed to attack the president or even go near him!" 
 
    "Oh? What about your special assassination squad? I believe you called them the 'Primes' or something?" 
 
    "What are you talking about? We sent them to Mexico!" Todd lied easily. "We sent them with one of our most trusted member's sons in charge! He was to take them to Mexico City to meet up with our people there before Valens could free them!" 
 
    Kensington stopped and pondered a moment. So far, none of the members they'd interrogated had admitted to the assassination attempt. In fact, they'd all been rather shocked by it. Kensington's instincts told him that Todd wasn't being completely honest with him, but so far everyone they'd talked to had agreed with that story. 
 
    Even those few who had been weak enough to fall prey to the mind spells of the magic users Duncan had loaned him. Unfortunately, a man like Todd Adams was too strong of mind to succumb to that kind of magic. 
 
    "For your information, we found the body of one Lucas Stokes in the bus used to transport your 'Primes' after they were wiped out in their failed attempt to assassinate the president." 
 
    "Lucas? Dead? Who killed him?" 
 
    "He committed suicide, no doubt after he learned of his failure. The body was still warm when our investigators discovered it." 
 
    "But, but why? Why would he do such a thing?" Todd asked. He'd picked Lucas because the young man had always been something of a hothead and a braggart. Just the kind of person to come up with some harebrained idea all on his own. 
 
    "Why don't you think about that for a while?" Kensington said and motioned to someone standing behind Todd. "Maybe you'll have an answer when I come back." 
 
    The hood came back down over Todd's head. But he felt a lot better about it now than he had before. If they'd been positive he'd been behind the attempt, he'd already be dead. No, they weren't sure and they weren't taking chances. This was good. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    It was getting late. Kensington looked around the room at his agents, plus the magic users Duncan had loaned him, and the lycans that had been borrowed from Sean Valens. 
 
    "Well, so far everyone's story agrees with everyone else's. Lucas was supposed to travel with all the other lycans to Dallas, then continue on to Mexico. But he told them at Dallas that the plans had been changed and he was supposed to use the Primes against Sean instead. The person Lucas told, and who passed it on to the others, died in the attack." 
 
    "Convenient, isn't it?" Agent Simms said. 
 
    "But apparently something that wasn't planned. They were supposed to abandon the lycans before they engaged Valens' people. Lucas and the other guy, Jake something, were the two in command, and when Lucas finally left them, supposedly to go find a couple of whorehouses or something, none of them really expected to see him again until they got back to Boston, where he'd regale them all with tales of his bravery and prowess." 
 
    "So, you don't think Todd ordered him to do what he did?" 
 
    Kensington shook his head. "As much as I don't trust Mr. Adams, and I suspect he's lying to us, I would have pegged Lucas to be the type to sell out his superiors in a hope for leniency. Not the type to kill himself." 
 
    "Unless he really did do this on his own," Simms said. 
 
    "But why would he do such a thing?" asked Kevin, one of Duncan's mages. "Surely he had to know what would happen to him afterwards?" 
 
    "It's not like he was risking his own life," Simms pointed out. 
 
    "And," Kensington added, "if he'd been successful, he'd have achieved Todd and the council's goal." 
 
    "What about Walters? How did he fit into all of this?" 
 
    "That's what bothers me," Kensington admitted. "Everything we've been able to find out about Walters doesn't put him in touch with Lucas. But it does put him in touch with several of the members of the Vestibulum in Brussels, at their main headquarters." 
 
    "And Lucas' phone records don't show anything other than a few calls between him and Jake after he left Boston." 
 
    "Could the folks in Brussels have gone behind Todd's back?" Kevin asked. "It is the kind of thing they're known for." 
 
    "Possibly," Kensington admitted. "Though I thought you folks had a big prohibition against working with demons?" 
 
    "According to what Sean and your man Carl told us, he didn't turn into one until after he died. So it's likely they didn't know he was allied with them. On top of that, it seems even more likely that this whole thing was an attempt by Walker and his demon allies to frame the Vestibulum as well as the lycans." 
 
    Kensington sighed. "Still, I'd like to put a bullet in Todd just on general principle." 
 
    "If you kill him without proof, I don't think the president's plan to renegotiate the Treaty of York will go well for him," Kevin pointed out. 
 
    "I know, I know. Let's turn the others loose, but we'll keep Todd on ice for a few more days and see what shakes loose. Maybe we'll get lucky and he'll break or something. I just hate the idea of letting him go." 
 
    "Right, Boss." Simms said and they all got up and left the meeting, leaving Kensington to sit there by himself and worry. He debated calling Valens to see if he could offer any advice, but the president had made it clear that he didn't want the lions involved in this matter any more than they already were. It was their problem and nobody else's. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Todd smiled, it had taken a few days, but in the end the evidence had backed up his claims of innocence. They had nothing linking him to the attack on the president. Oh, there had definitely been a few bad decisions, like staging an attack on Valens while the president was in town, and the small matter of breaking the silence, even if it had ended up being a minor event that was easily glossed over. 
 
    Todd did regret that the attempt had been defeated, but he'd deflected the blame from the Vestibulum and placed it firmly on the shoulders of the now dead Lucas. He'd even managed to shift a little of the blame onto Lucas' friend Jake, who had apparently been aiding and abetting the scheme.  
 
    True, they'd lost all the wolves that by rights should have been sent off to Mexico or points further south, but he'd been given his orders and followed them. So that wasn't his burden to bear. He had  some regrets over the loss of their Primes, they'd been good and faithful wolves up until the finish, however their failure had made it clear to him that their usefulness truly had come to an end. When a well-armed elite band of werewolves can't take down a bunch of humans, the time of lycan warriors was obviously at an end. 
 
    There were rumors now as well that the president was pushing to renegotiate the Treaty of York. Todd had several congressmen, and even a senator, who he all but owned these days, and they'd expressed the outrage Todd had asked them to over the last Executive Order the president had signed, but honestly, Todd couldn't care less about the lycan question anymore, that was the past, and he was only interested in the future. The York thing worried him, but that was going to be a problem for somebody else. Jeremy and the leadership in Belgium had been impressed with the way Todd had managed to get the Vestibulum out from under the government's scrutiny here, and they apparently had need of him. 
 
    Things were definitely going his way.  
 
      
 
    Tank watched Todd as he got out of his car and started to walk towards the brownstone where he lived. The trip here had been a long and arduous one, but once he'd discovered how to hitch a ride on a couple of boxcars heading east, it had turned a trip of weeks into mere days.  
 
    Still, his feet were sore, and his belly was empty after all the running and skulking he'd had to do for the last week. He'd been waiting here for Todd all day, and it appeared the man didn't have a care in the world as Todd started up the concrete steps. Tank knew he'd have to get close to make this work, but thankfully he had Quick's bar as well as his own. So the explosion was sure to be a big one. 
 
    "I wanted to thank you, Todd, for our freedom," Tank said, stepping out of the shadows by the door he'd been hiding in. 
 
    Todd stopped and blinked at the large wolf standing in front of him. 
 
    "What? Who are you?" 
 
    "My name is Tank, and I just wanted to shake your hand," Tank said as he shifted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    End Book Ten 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Afterword 
 
      
 
    Hello everyone. First I'd like to apologize for the length of time between this installment in the Valens Legacy series and the previous one. Most of you don't know that I had to move across the country from California to Texas, and it the move itself was started near the end of July and just completed today, at the end of September. Moving eighteen hundred miles is a very complicated process it turns out, and unfortunately I'm not nearly well off enough to just pay someone else to take care of everything. So I had to drive it, three times. The last time with a very large dog and a very unhappy cat. 
 
    But all of that's over and so is (hopefully) the related stress. Now I just get to unpack it all! 
 
    That being said, as always, I would once again like to than you for having gotten to this poing 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. 
 
      
 
    Character List: I'm starting to build one on my website for those interested: 
 
    http://www.vanstry.net/stryvant/Valens Cast of Characters.html 
 
      
 
    Book Eleven: I haven't started writing this one yet. I'll probably do that in a day or two. I'm hoping to turn that one around very quickly. I've been told that I've left a lot of you guessing over what's going to happen next, and while I've been foreshadowing certain events from almost the very beginning of this series, I'm not sure you're going to figure it out before I drop it all on you. 
 
    At least I hope not! 
 
    My goal for the next few months is to focus on this series and try to get the next several books out faster. 
 
      
 
    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  
 
    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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