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 Head Down 
 
      
 
    Sean groaned as someone shook him awake, he'd fallen asleep over the kitchen table, again, while studying his father's notes. He still hadn't figured out the key to the encryption spell on the tag that held the silver protection spells. But he understood the spell at least, and he also understood that there was no way he was beating it. He needed the key, so he could tarball it, and he needed it soon. 
 
    "Roxy's awake," Daelyn told him. "She wants to see you." 
 
    Sean ran from the kitchen, almost stumbling he was in such a rush. Running into the bedroom he dropped to his knees and slid to a stop by Jolene, who was sitting on the edge of the bed. 
 
    "Roxy!" Sean said and putting his arms around her, carefully, he leaned over the bed and hugged her. Her eyes were red, he could see she'd been crying, and she looked exhausted.  
 
    "Are you okay! How do you feel? Is anything wrong?" 
 
    Roxy sniffled a few times, and put her arms around him, "It was terrible, Sean, the pain, it hurt so much. I, I was sure that I was going to die. Jo told me you gave me your tag and saved my life." 
 
    "You should have had it in the first place," Sean said, his own eyes tearing up, "I, we, almost lost you! I'm sorry, Hon, it was all my fault! I should have been paying more attention!" 
 
    "Jo told me you killed the man who shot me?" 
 
    Sean nodded, "Yeah." 
 
    "Good," Roxy growled and Sean hugged her close again. 
 
    "I recognized him," Sean told her, "he was the same one who killed Sampson, he was one of the people who tried to kidnap me." 
 
    Roxy looked at him shocked, "What was he doing there? I thought that was the gang that went back to Europe?" 
 
    Sean shook his head, "I think the Ascendants hired the Lithos, so they'd take the blame. I talked to your father; he got quiet after I told him." 
 
    "You talked to my dad?" Roxy said and sniffled a bit. 
 
    "Once I was sure you were out of danger, yeah," Sean nodded. "I didn't want him to worry about you." 
 
    "Thank you, Hon," Roxy said and sniffled again, pulling him closer. Sean heard a 'click' and looking down he saw that she'd taken the tag off her necklace.  
 
    "Here, take this," She told him. 
 
    "I'd rather you kept it for now." 
 
    "Hon, I'm not going anywhere, not for a while, I'm too tired. I need to sleep. Go, talk to your friend Chad. Tell him what happened, and see what he says." 
 
    "Yes, dear," Sean said nodding his head. Taking the tag from her fingers he attached it to his own necklace, and then bending over he kissed her and just held her until she fell back asleep. 
 
    "Is she going to be okay?" Sean asked Jolene softly, after he'd let go of Roxy and turned to face her. 
 
    Jolene nodded, "Yeah, she'll be fine. She cried a little when she came to and you weren't here, she was afraid you'd been killed. She didn't realize that she'd been out for over a day." 
 
    Sean sighed and nodded his head. 
 
    "So, you going to your friend's house?" 
 
    Sean nodded, "If Roxy thinks I should go, I'll go." 
 
    "Well, take a shower first; you look like crap, Hon." 
 
    Sean nodded, and slowly got to his feet. 
 
    "I'll drive," Daelyn volunteered. 
 
    "No," Sean shook his head slowly, "I'll take the van. You stay here with Jo and keep an eye on Roxy." 
 
    "But, Sean," Daelyn started to protest. 
 
    "No. If anything happens, I need the two of you here. I'm just going to talk strategy with Chad. My killing someone changed the plan, I'm sure. I want to see what he says." 
 
    "Well, take your phone at least, and one of the burner phones. I'll leave mine on." 
 
    "You're underground, Dae. I don't think I'll be able to reach you." 
 
    Daelyn grinned, "I rigged a repeater last night. All of the dwarven halls have them." 
 
    "Oh," Sean said and nodded slowly, he should have guessed. 
 
    "We also need to see Sawyer," Jolene told him, "and I need to talk to a few people about what they've heard. But it can wait until tomorrow." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Maybe then we can find out more about who I killed." 
 
      
 
      
 
    "So, that's everything that happened," Sean said to Chad, after having recounted the events of yesterday morning. 
 
    "How have they reacted to what you did?" 
 
    Sean shook his head, "I have no idea, but I do know that it got around. We've been a bit busy taking care of Roxy and making sure she's okay. So we haven't checked in with any of our sources." 
 
    Chad nodded, "Well, you've drawn first blood now; they're going to be upset." 
 
    "I've drawn first blood?" Sean growled, "They've been attacking me for weeks now!" 
 
    "Exactly! They've been attacking you. Now you've attacked them! This is the first time you've been proactive, the first time you've taken the fight to them. They're not used to this and they're not going to know just what to do yet. It'll take them a few days at least to organize, to realize that they're vulnerable. You just took out someone important; they're going to be panicking." 
 
    "I took out a guy who only had one arm! How important could he be?" 
 
    Chad smiled, "Sampson took this guy's arm off less than three weeks ago, and he's already up and walking around? Doesn't that sound a little peculiar? Like maybe someone pumped a lot of magic into the guy to save him?  
 
    "Look, it's obvious he was important, and was there to oversee your kidnapping. You've already said as much. Then he leads the charge against you and Roxy at the coven house?" 
 
    Sean nodded slowly as he listened to Chad explain it, it made sense. 
 
    "So, they're off balance, and don't know what to do. That means we attack again, doesn't it?" Sean asked. 
 
    Chad nodded, "Of course! But you don't attack directly, they'll be expecting that." 
 
    "Well, if not directly, then what?" 
 
    "Look, the point of this exercise is to isolate these Ascendant clowns and the Gradatim losers from the rest of the groups, right?" 
 
    Sean nodded, "Yeah, that's why you said to leave Vestibulum alone, even though they tried to grab me once. So, you want me to attack McConnell's people?" 
 
    "No, let's stick with one target for the moment. You know that those Totis Viribus people are siding with the Ascendance folks, and you know that the Sorceress group wants the head of Totis dead, so why not do them a favor?" 
 
    "Kill him? Kill their leader?" Sean growled. He liked that idea. So did his lion. 
 
    "No, grab him, and deliver him to the Sorceresses. Let them deal with him. It heats up the war between those two groups, the Totis people will be more focused on them than on you, because you didn't kill him." 
 
    "What about the Sorceresses?" 
 
    Chad shrugged, "Hopefully it'll put them in your debt, which at the very least means they'll stay out of the fight and at the best, they'll be on your side. 
 
    "But regardless of that, the Ascendance clowns lose one of their supporting groups and all the other people out there are going to see that supporting the Ascendants makes you a target." 
 
    Sean nodded and looked at his watch it was getting late. He'd arrived here after the sun had set and it was after ten now. 
 
    "So I go get Preston, the head of the Totis group, and then take him to the Sorceresses group." 
 
    "Tonight," Chad said with a nod. "Right now they all think that what happened was a terrible accident. This is going to be enemy action. This is going to show them that you're serious, and you're taking the fight to them." 
 
    Sean had to agree with that, Chad was right. "How do I let the sorceresses know I'm coming?" 
 
    "I suspect everyone is going to have guards out from this point on." 
 
    "That won't make getting Preston any easier," Sean pointed out. 
 
    Chad laughed, "You know what they say: Go big...." 
 
    "Or go home," Sean finished. They'd used that one more than once in their gaming sessions. "Well, I better get going; I need to think about this for a while." 
 
    "Email me when you're done, use the account John set up. You're probably going to need to lay low for a few days after this one." 
 
    Sean nodded and getting up, headed out to the van. 
 
      
 
    It took Sean an hour to get to Preston's house. It wasn't really all that far away, only about twenty minutes really. But Sean wanted some time to think about this. He sent a page to Daelyn to let her know he would be a few hours yet, and he thought about having her or Jolene come and help him. But who he really needed was Roxy, and Roxy needed to rest.  
 
    Besides, it was time he started dealing with these things himself. Action was what was needed, as Chad had said, it was time to put the enemy on notice. If Sean wasn't willing to get out there and lead from the front, show that he could do what needed to be done, and do it himself, no one would ever take him seriously as a threat. That meant they just might target the girls, and he couldn't have that! 
 
    They'd checked out all of the leaders' homes back when they'd been checking out the coven houses on Tuesday. This Preston guy had a nice house, but the neighborhood wasn't as upscale as the other council leaders', even when compared to the leaders of the minor councils that they'd driven past. 
 
    The word that Jolene had gotten from Sawyer was that Preston tried to live large, but often fell short. Hence the problems with his former, and now dead, wife. 
 
    Thinking about that got Sean going again. This guy hadn't just tried to kill Sean, but he'd used that attempt to get rid of his ex-wife, settle a few old scores, and then taken out a few innocent people who had just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Yeah, the other two groups helping him, the 'Tall Men' and the 'Sorceress Guild' had joined because they'd had their own scores to settle, but this Preston guy had been the one to make it happen.  
 
    And he'd killed the two from the Sorceresses' guild because they'd balked at killing his wife. Apparently she wasn't a magic user, just some showgirl, and Sean got the impression that the sorceresses didn't like the idea of targeting a defenseless mundane. In Sean's book, that was points in their favor. He might not like that he was a target now, but he accepted it, he was out to change their way of life, possibly destroy it. But the mundanes, they had no part in any of this. Messing with them was just wrong. 
 
    Sean parked the van about a mile from Preston's house. He'd copied the cloaking spells from Daelyn's 'Cuda and had been able to apply them to the van, without too much difficulty, he'd just found the part of his tarball that altered the physical aspects and disabled it. So he wasn't worried about anyone finding the van, their eyes would just sort of overlook it, as he'd pulled it off the road a little ways and parked it behind some brush. 
 
    That done, Sean shifted into his full lion form and started off to his target's house. As Preston was no longer married and didn't have any kids, Sean suspected that there wouldn't be anyone else at the house on a Thursday night. But still, he'd take his time and make sure. 
 
    He got there before midnight, and finding a nice place to settle down and watch wasn't hard, Sean just carefully jumped up onto the roof of one of the neighbor's houses. Settling down next to a dormer, in the shadows cast by a street light, he got ready for long wait. 
 
    Sean could see that the Preston wasn't alone; he was apparently 'entertaining' someone for the night. There were also two men downstairs in the house, bodyguards most likely. Sean wasn't too worried about them, but he was a bit worried about the woman Preston was cavorting with in bed.  
 
    Crossing his paws he settled his head down on them to watch, drowsing a little as he waited for the two of them to finish playing and fall asleep. As Sean kept watch he noticed that the guards would take turns going outside to have a cigarette. Taking a break on the back porch, they'd disarm the alarm on the door, go outside and have a smoke, then go back inside and arm the alarm again. 
 
    He found it interesting that Preston had an alarm system on his house; he'd gotten the impression from Jolene that most magic users disdained the use of technology. But he had his way inside now; he could ambush the guard having a smoke, then just deal with the one inside.  
 
    When Preston and his 'guest' finished their fun, Sean was rather surprised when the woman got cleaned up, dressed, and left! 
 
    Preston was sound asleep on the bed as she let herself out of the room and went downstairs to where the two guards were. 
 
    When one of them escorted her out into one of the cars in the driveway and then got in with her and drove off, Sean sat up in surprise. This was going to be easier than he thought! 
 
    Stretching, Sean moved back from the edge of the roof of the neighboring house, then taking a couple of steps he ran to the edge and leapt across the gap between the houses, making sure to land lightly on the roof of Preston's house. Hopefully any noise he made, the guard downstairs would attribute to Preston in his room. 
 
    Heading over to the part of the roof just above the door to the back porch, Sean shifted into his hybrid form and waited. 
 
    He didn't have long to wait, the remaining guard came out and Sean just dropped down on top of him, driving him down to the ground and stunning the guard. Pinning the guard to the ground, he used one hand to trap the guard's hands above his head while he used the other to choke him until he passed out.  
 
    Once Sean was sure that the man was unconscious, he stripped off the guard's shirt and ripped it into strips. He used one of the strips to gag the guard and then bound the guard's hands and feet with several of the others. After that he relieved the guard of his pistol and several magical items.  
 
    One was a ring that cast a paralyzation spell, so Sean pocketed that one. Another was a medallion that seemed to be hooked to an alarm. Sean quickly tarballed that spell for later study and tossed the medallion into the bushes. The other ring the guard had was some sort of healing device. Sean pocketed that one for later examination as well. 
 
    Opening the door he moved quietly inside. Preston had some rather nice stuff, Sean noticed, but he had pretty trashy taste in decor, the place reminded him of one of the old casinos Sean had worked as a busboy when he was in the tenth grade. The place had been old and out of style in the sixties, Sean suspected. In the twenty-tens the place just looked like a low-grade whorehouse. 
 
    Finding his way upstairs, Sean opened the door to the master bedroom and Preston was on his back, snoring up a storm, stark naked. 
 
    Looking around, Sean found a pair of socks, a belt and pants. Taking one of the pillows he took the pillowcase off it. Then working quickly, he balled up a sock, stuck it in Preston's mouth, then used one of the legs of the pair of pants to make a gag as he rolled the confused and now struggling Preston onto his stomach. Tying the gag off quickly, Sean pinned his arms to the bed with his knees and put the pillowcase over his head. Then seizing his arms, Sean pulled them tight behind his back and used the belt to tightly tie his wrists together. Next he used the other pants leg to tie Preston's ankles together. 
 
    Putting his hand on the struggling man's back, Sean called up his monitor spell and the one he used to check for enchantments. Sean was rather surprised to find nothing there, so he cast a sleep spell and smiled and Preston fell into a deep sleep.  
 
    Taking a moment to check Preston's bonds, Sean raided the man's night table for the items that were there, putting them in the other pillowcase. Found two more belts, which he used to bind Preston a little tighter, then throwing him over his shoulder, Sean cast a regular protection from scrying spell on his captive and went out the way he'd come in. 
 
    Taking his captive back to the van, Sean set him carefully in the back, so as not to wake him up, and then drove the thirty minutes all the way over to the east side of town where the Sorceresses had their coven house and guild headquarters. 
 
    He parked about a mile away, because he didn't want anyone getting a description of the van with its new paint job. Then grabbing his captive, he threw Preston over his shoulder again and started jogging for the coven house. 
 
    Preston woke up along the way, and apparently wasn't all that happy with his current situation. Not that there was anything he could do about it. 
 
    "Hold it right there!" A woman's voice rang out. 
 
    Sean stopped; he was about fifty yards from the entrance to the grounds, just on the edge of the property. Chad had been right; there were more than a few guards and the gate that had been open before was now closed. 
 
    "Is that him?" Another woman's voice called out. 
 
    "You know of any other lion-weres in Reno?" Sean called back. 
 
    "What are you doing here?" the first voice called again, "And what are you carrying?" 
 
    "Oh, I thought I'd bring you a little gift," Sean chuckled. 
 
    "Why would you bring us a gift?" 
 
    "What, you never had a cat before? We love to show off our hunting skills!" Sean laughed and laying Preston down on the ground he pulled the pillow case off Preston's head. 
 
    "Is that?" The second voice gasped. 
 
    "Well, as I live and breathe, leader Preston, how nice to see you again!" The first woman had walked out of the shadows and Sean could see she was rather attractive, and in very good shape. He'd guess her age about early to mid twenties, she had that look on her face that she knew what she was doing and for all that she was rather lovely, that mature sense to her that told you she wasn't someone to mess with. 
 
    "Joyce, go get Deanna." 
 
    "She's asleep!" 
 
    "So wake her up! Now go!" 
 
    "And leave you here with him?" 
 
    "Girl, if you can't tell when a cat wants to be friends, you're hopeless. Now go!" 
 
    Sean heard the Joyce run off, as the first woman stopped in front of him, looking Sean over rather appraisingly.  
 
    "Boy, you're sure a big one!" She laughed. 
 
    "So I've been told," Sean smiled down at her, she was probably a few inches under six foot herself, while Sean was now about eight feet tall. 
 
    "I'm Sean," he said and offered his hand. He had his monitor spell running, he was curious to see what she'd do. 
 
    "I'm Roberta," she said and shook his hand. Sean was honestly surprised that she didn't try anything. 
 
    "So," Roberta continued, "to what do we owe the honor of this little gift?" and she nudged Preston, who was squirming wide-eyed on the ground, with her foot. 
 
    "Well, honestly," Sean said looking down at her, "I heard about how he killed two of your members because they balked at killing a mundane. Now for all that I want him dead for trying to kill me, and for killing several lycans and mundanes with that storm, I figured your claim on his life was the better one as he killed your friends." 
 
    Roberta nodded, "They balked at killing her, because the whole reason he dumped her was he found out she'd been a prostitute before she'd become a showgirl." 
 
    Sean's eyes widened and he looked down at Preston, "Really? That's pretty pathetic!" 
 
    "Oh? What would you have done?" Roberta asked him, "If you'd found out your woman had slept with a lot of men before you married her?" 
 
    Sean snorted, "Oh come on, you have to know by now that one of my wives is a tantric witch. She's probably slept with more men than his ex did." 
 
    Roberta, Sean noticed, had the good graces to blush, "Err, sorry, I'd forgotten about that." 
 
    "Honestly, I wasn't very experienced when we met, and now," Sean purred rather loudly, "I get the benefit of all that knowledge and experience!" Sean nudged Preston again, who was now staring off towards the coven house. "And this idiot should have realized what he had before he threw it all away." 
 
    "You wouldn't care to come inside for a few hours, would you?" Roberta asked Sean with a rather sweet smile. 
 
    "Sorry, still breaking in number three," Sean grinned back, "besides, I think I see your boss coming. Probably best I leave." 
 
    "Aww," Roberta pouted. 
 
    "Well, maybe if your group and mine can be friends, I'll see about visiting," Sean purred. "I'd rather be friends than enemies!" 
 
    Sean turned and jogged off then, as Deanna, the leader of the Sorceress guild came up and looked down at Preston. 
 
    "Well, well. Look at the nice little rat that the cat left for us! Such a thoughtful gift! Come on, Roberta, help me get him inside. Joyce, call the coven and get everyone out of bed. We've got some work to do!" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Meeting of Minds 
 
      
 
    Bill Channing opened the door and walked into the conference room and looked around at the people seated at the table. There hadn't been a meeting like this one in a long time.  
 
    A very long time. 
 
    "So, did you talk to him, Bill?" Boris, the head of the tiger families asked as Bill strode over to the chair at the head of the table. 
 
    "Yes, I did." 
 
    "And your daughter?" 
 
    "She's fine. Apparently she was wounded, but Sean was able to heal her." 
 
    "What about the reports of him getting shot as well?" Ted, one of the heads of the leopard families asked. 
 
    "Oh, he told me he was shot, with silver bullets no less." 
 
    "So, he has it then? His father's item? It really works?" 
 
    Bill sighed as he pulled the chair out and sat down heavily. All of the eyes in the room were on him, like it or not, he'd somehow inherited the job as the head of all of the lycan families and clans in Nevada. Part of that was being the sheriff of such a large city like Las Vegas, part of it was because he knew the governor, but the biggest part of it was that Sean Valens, the son of Bernard Valens, was now his son-in-law. Bill had heard rumors about Ben Valens, everyone in Nevada had, or rather, every lycan had. The man who was going to set them free, the man who was going to end the hold that the magic-users all had over them. 
 
    The man that rumor claimed the councils had all chipped in and hired an assassin to murder. 
 
    And now, not only had those rumors all turned out to have been true, but it had all been dumped squarely in Bill's lap. Bill wasn't sure if he should kiss his daughter for hooking up with the Valens' boy, or punish her. Not that punishing her had ever done a whit of good. Besides, he liked the kid, he had a spine. Bill didn't doubt that when it came to his daughter Roxy, Sean probably would put him through a wall. Probably two. 
 
    Looking at the others at the table, Bill nodded. "Yes, he has it. It exists, however I suspect that he only has the one." 
 
    "Why would you say that?" Jorge, the head of the boar families asked. 
 
    "Because if he had two, my daughter would have been wearing one, obviously." 
 
    "My youngest, he told me yesterday that Sawyer received a package from your son-in-law," Jorge said, looking around the room. "There were ten lycan necklaces in it. All the same. Made by Sean Valens, for Sawyer to sell." 
 
    "Ten of them?" Claudia, the representative from the eastern wolf clans said, looking surprised. "And why is he selling them?" 
 
    "I suspect he needs the money, and my youngest heard him say that he wants to crash the economy on those things that the magic users treasure the most." 
 
    That got them all talking for a moment, and Bill could understand why. Clothing was the second biggest problem most lycans faced. After silver of course. Keeping the necklaces expensive and rare was something that lycans had been complaining about for centuries. Bill rapped on the table with his knuckles to get their attention, quickly quieting back down they all turned to face him. There were twenty lycans in the room, each one a representative for their families or their clans, depending on how they were organized. Sixteen different species, most of them predators, but not all. 
 
    "We know he has the item, the first question is, can he make more? The second question is, how fast can he make them? The third question," Bill looked around the room slowly, "What are we going to do about it?" 
 
    "Why support him of course!" Boris laughed. 
 
    Bill shook his head slowly, "I'm not so sure about that." 
 
    "What? How can you say that?" Boris asked, looking puzzled. 
 
    "Yes," Claudia agreed, "How can you say that? Especially as he's your son-in-law." 
 
    Bill sighed, "When I talked to him, he made it clear he wanted me to remain neutral right now." 
 
    "Why would he say that?" 
 
    "I don't know, I didn't get the chance to ask him, but thinking about it on the way over here today, well we all know what happened to Kyle, Susan, and Walt. The councils, they're all worried now, and after this little stunt, some of them are going to start watching all of us very closely. If we do anything at all out of the ordinary, they'll be all over us. The last thing we want is another purge like the night of the 'Silver Death' back in the eighteen hundreds, right?" 
 
    Everyone's faces got somber and they all nodded. The purge had been limited mostly to Northern Europe, but it explained why so many lycans lived in the United States now, especially in the mid-west. Hundreds had fled to the new world, maybe thousands, as many back in Europe died. No one knew for sure just how bad it was, but at least ten or twenty thousand had died. 
 
    "So right now, it's business as usual. If anyone asks, as far as we're concerned, Sean is just another young buck who's got problems that we don't want any part of. A kid with anger issues over what was done to his family. His magic user family. We're not even sure he's one of ours." 
 
    "You'd abandon your own daughter?" Michael, the alpha for the western wolf packs, said looking rather shocked. 
 
    Bill smiled, "I didn't quite say that, now did I?" Bill looked around the room again, "We lay low, and we practice patience. We've waited this long, we can wait a little longer. We do nothing to draw attention to ourselves and we make damn sure we keep our hotheads in line! You know as well as I do that there's going to be a lot of spying going on by the mages. I don't care what anyone believes, but I do care what everyone says. 
 
    "Make sure everyone knows, if they get asked about any kind of protection from silver, they don't believe it, they think it's a scam. The Ascendance people just made that story up because they didn't want to look like wimps getting beat up by a single lycan kid still coming to terms with his beast."  
 
    Bill leaned forward in his chair then, "But, we keep our eyes and ears open, we check our defenses, our own safe houses, and we keep everything quiet and under wraps. Pick out your best fighters, your most trusted people. Figure out just how many of this thing, whatever it is, you'll need in order to protect your core people and your safe houses from what we all fear may be coming. I'll want numbers, so if Sean can in fact make these things, I can give him an initial target." 
 
    The others around the table nodded slowly. 
 
    "Understand, that if, IF, he can do what his father set out to do, he will become not only a very big target to the magic users, but he'll become the most important lycan in the state, hell, probably the world. That means we will be making whatever sacrifices we must, to protect him, and I'm pretty damn sure that some of those are probably going to be pretty big ones.  
 
    "Agreed?" 
 
    "Agreed," they all replied with a nod of their heads. 
 
    "What of the other groups, the other races? Have we heard anything from them?" Boris asked. 
 
    "I'm still sounding them out, rather cautiously," Bill told them, "using the 'terrorist attack' on the mall as my excuse for talking to them. The dwarves are on the fence, but they're leaning heavily our way. Apparently they've already talked with Sean and discussed this. Their biggest fear is a war that gets out of hand and exposes us all, but they've never been fans of the mages overall, while they've always been friends of ours. So push comes to shove, they'll be with us. 
 
    "Sawyer's got the goblins lined up behind us...." 
 
    "You talked to Sawyer?" Ted laughed, "And he's still alive?" 
 
    Bill grinned, showing teeth, "Let's just say, we've reached an agreement. Besides, he stands to make a lot of money off of this, and you know how Sawyer likes his money." 
 
    They all nodded at that. 
 
    "Everyone else really hasn't discovered what's going on as of yet, and I didn't see any reason to enlighten them." Bill looked over all the faces surrounding the table again. 
 
    "I spoke with Arthur Troy yesterday." 
 
    "Why would you do that?" Jorge asked, looking surprised. 
 
    "Because Sean told me that it wasn't the Lithuanians that launched the first attack on him, but that it was the Council of the Ascendants. And he had proof. Troy's been on the fence about us for some time now; I'm hoping this just might push him off onto our side of it." 
 
    Jorge nodded, "So, what did Troy say to that?" 
 
    "He wanted to know what I wanted, and I told him that I wanted the council of Sapientia to see the light, just like our friends on the council of Eruditio already had." 
 
    "And?" Boris prompted. 
 
    "He thanked me for giving him something to think about." 
 
    "Aren't you worried that he'll realize your daughter is with Sean, and try to use that against you?" Claudia asked. 
 
    "Considering his niece is with Sean now, I suspect he already knows that." 
 
    "He's up to two now?" 
 
    "Three actually," Bill smiled, "Samis's niece is also with them." 
 
    "Well, that explains the dwarves then," Claudia nodded." 
 
    Roger, a werecougar, and one of the oldest lycans in the room spoke up then. 
 
    "I think it's safe to say where the Ascendants and Gradatims are going to end up. Eruditio is on our side, they have been for decades now, and I hope if we can get Troy on our side, the Sapientians will come over as well. 
 
    "But the big question, Bill and everyone else is this: what about Vestibulum? They're the big boys, what do we do about them?" 
 
    Bill shook his head, "It's true that they're our real enemy, odds are they'll come out against us, just because they hate change and they've gotten rather cozy with the way things are. But right now, they see Sean's anger pointed at the Ascendants and Gradatims, who they despise. So I suspect they're just gonna sit back and do nothing until that plays out." 
 
    "So, they'll play politics," Roger said, making it a statement and not a question. 
 
    "Yeah, I think that's a safe bet. It's how they got to where they are today." 
 
    Bill looked around the table one last time, "That's all I know, and until I know anymore, there isn't anything else to say. Again, keep your heads down. We don't need any problems right now. They've still got the upper hand and they know it." 
 
    Leaning back in his chair, Bill watched as they all got up and filed out the door. Keeping the lid on this was going to be difficult, if not impossible. The only thing in his favor right now was that all of the coven leaders that he was worried about had such big egos that asking their other covens to send help wouldn't occur to them.  
 
    But once they did, it would get ugly, very very fast. 
 
    Bill's phone rang and looking at it, he saw Arthur Troy's number. 
 
    "Yes, Arthur?" He said answering it, wondering what had led Arthur to call him. 
 
    "The leader of the Totis Viribus was kidnapped last night; apparently someone overpowered his guards, then him, and got away without being seen." 
 
    "So, you think Sean did it?" Bill asked, swearing to himself, if this didn't set off the mages and their councils, nothing would. 
 
    "Well, Bill, I would except for one thing." 
 
     "And what would that be, Arthur?" 
 
    "His head is on a pike in front of the Sorceress Guild's coven house." 
 
    "WHAT!" Bill sat up straight and put his feet on the floor. 
 
    "Oh, don't worry; they've got it screened heavily with magic. Only a magic user or a creature of magic can see it. It won't even show up on a camera." 
 
    Bill let out the breath he was holding, "So they got him back for killing their members. I guess that means the war between them and Totis Viribus is heating up. Just what we need right now." 
 
    "Yes, indeed," Arthur said, "just what we need right now. The Ascendants biggest ally has lost its leader and is in a war with someone else. Who knew that those sorceresses were able to physically overpower the guards and then carry him out of there without even being seen." 
 
    Bill snorted, the message was clear: Arthur felt that Sean had done it. 
 
    "Well," Bill sighed, "we all know that Preston had a thing for hookers. Maybe one of them gals got all dressed up and set a trap for him." 
 
    "Oh, obviously," Arthur agreed in a voice that made it clear to Bill that Arthur didn't believe that for a minute. 
 
    "Thank you for calling, Arthur. I hope this means you're taking my proposal seriously." 
 
    "Oh, trust me, I'm taking it very seriously. As the old song said, 'the times, they are a changing,' and I for one have no desire to see my people left behind when they do." 
 
    "Bye, Arthur." 
 
    "Good bye." 
 
    Bill shook his head as he put his phone away. The kid had balls alright, and apparently brains too. 
 
   


  
 

 Friday Morning 
 
      
 
    "Where have you been all night?" Daelyn asked Sean as he came down the stairs, yawning. It was almost six, he'd stopped at an all-night restaurant because after all the shifting and running around, he'd been starving. 
 
    "Dealing with an asshole," Sean smiled and leaning down a little bit he kissed Daelyn. 
 
    "How is Roxy feeling?" 
 
    "Better. Her strength is coming back quickly. Jo and I are going to do some food shopping later this morning." 
 
    Sean nodded and headed back towards their bedroom. He was tired, nearly exhausted. He hadn't had a good night's sleep since, well since Tuesday? Or maybe it was Monday.  
 
    Stepping into the room he dropped the pillowcase with the items he'd stolen from Preston and looked over at Roxy as she smiled up at him. She must have taken a shower, because she didn't look like the bedraggled mess she'd been when she'd woken up yesterday, covered in dried blood, looking scared, and her eyes red from crying. She was back in her human form of course, and she raised a hand from under the sheet to beckon him over. 
 
    "You look like shit," Roxy told him, as he sat on the edge of the bed. 
 
    "Gee, thanks," Sean laughed a little nervously and yawned. 
 
    "When was the last time you slept, Hon?" Roxy asked, rolling onto her side. 
 
    "Umm, Tuesday?" Sean sighed and smiled, she called him 'hon' and she didn't sound angry.  
 
    Roxy picked up on it immediately, "What's wrong?" 
 
    Sean turned to her and got down on his knees next to the bed, so his face was level with hers. 
 
    "I'm so sorry, Rox, I screwed up! I should have given you the tag; I should have been paying attention! I got careless, I wasn't thinking! And I, I, I almost lost you!" 
 
    Roxy sighed, "It wasn't your fault, Hon, if anything it was mine. I should have been paying more attention." 
 
    "I was in charge, Love, it was my idea, I'm the one to blame." 
 
    "Sean?" Roxy growled. 
 
    Sean stopped and blinked at her, "Yes, dear?" 
 
    "You are the least experienced at this of any of us. Well, maybe not Jo," Roxy grinned, "breaking and entering isn't exactly her style. But I've got a lot more experience at this sort of stuff than you do. I got lazy, I wasn't paying attention, I just thank god," Roxy shivered then, "that you were able to save me." 
 
    Sean nodded, "Still, I, I should have known better. I don't know if it's right for me to drag you along to help, if it's right for me to drag any of you along! I shouldn't be risking your lives on my problems." 
 
    "I'm sorry, Hon, but you don't get to make that decision." 
 
    Sean's eyes got wide, and he felt his lion rising up at that statement, "What?" he almost growled it out. 
 
    "We're your women, your mates, your wives, and no matter how you look at it, we outnumber you three to one. We voted on it, you're overruled and outnumbered. We're not packing it in, we're not hiding, and we're most definitely not going to let our man face this alone!" 
 
    "But..." Sean started and Roxy waved her hand at him cutting him off. 
 
    "Hon, we all love you, and honestly? You wouldn't last a day without us. So just shut up and accept it. And that goes for your lion too!" She warned with a grin. 
 
    Sean sighed; he wasn't going to argue with her now, not after everything that they'd just gone through. 
 
    "So how are you feeling?" he asked instead. 
 
    "Better, a lot better. Though yesterday when I woke up," Roxy shivered again, "it's going to take a while to get over what happened. You hear stories about what it's like, but until it happens," she shook her head; "Nothing can prepare you for that. It's like your soul is on fire." 
 
    Sean nodded, "So, you'll be up soon?" 
 
    Roxy smiled at him, "Oh, I'd be up now, except for one thing." 
 
    "Oh? What?"  
 
    Roxy raised the cover and Sean could see she was naked underneath. 
 
    "How about you get out of those clothes and join me? Love." 
 
    It didn't take long for Sean to strip everything off and join her; however he fell asleep while kissing his way down her body. 
 
    Roxy just smiled and cradled his head between her breasts. She was sure that the pain of being shot with a silver bullet was going to haunt her for a long time. But she suspected her almost dying was going to haunt Sean a lot longer. She'd have to keep an eye on him and make sure he didn't do anything stupid. Daelyn had already told her how he'd been working hard and not sleeping at all since they'd got back Wednesday.  
 
    As for where he'd been all night, well, she wasn't in any kind of rush, she'd ask him when he woke up. 
 
      
 
    "Come on, Lazy. Time to hit the shower!" Roxy said and gave Sean a shake. 
 
    Sean rolled over onto his back and yawned as he stretched, a shower sounded good right about now. 
 
    "How long was I asleep?" 
 
    "It's after eleven," Roxy said and getting out of bed she slowly stretched, smiling as Sean watched her naked body with rising interest. 
 
    Getting out of bed himself, Sean followed Roxy into the bathroom, eyes locked on that nice ass of hers. When she stopped he didn't, until he was pressed up against her back, wrapping his arms tightly around her. 
 
    "Somebody's finally up," Roxy giggled. 
 
    "Oh, most definitely," Sean chuckled and lowering his head he kissed the side of her neck as he cupped a nice full breast with his left hand while letting his right hand slowly stroke down Roxy's flat belly. 
 
    Leaning back into him, Roxy closed her eyes and sighed happily, letting her own hands reach back to run along the sides Sean's body as well.  
 
    "Somebody want something?" Sean whispered in her ear. 
 
    Spreading her legs a little, Roxy reached between them and back to stroke Sean's hardness. 
 
    "You tell me," Roxy giggled. 
 
    Sean's right hand dipped lower to tease lightly over Roxy's sex, causing her legs to spread even wider, as she arched her back, bending over just a little. His fingers quickly zeroed in on her target, and the slickness he found there confirmed her own excited state. 
 
    Roxy shivered as Sean's fingers started to tease her. She wanted him, she wanted her man, and she wanted him now. Opening her eyes a little she saw the sink in front of her, so putting her left hand on it, she spread her legs a little wider, and arching her back more she latched onto him with her right hand and gently tugged him towards her entrance. 
 
    Sean didn't need anymore prompting than that, and moving closer he let Roxy guide him into her depths, nibbling up her neck until he reached her right ear, as he moved his hands to her hips, to grab them and steady himself as he slid in to the hilt. 
 
    "I love you, Rox," Sean whispered, "I love you so much." 
 
    Roxy sighed and ground her hips slowly back against him, keeping him seated deep inside her. 
 
    "I need you too, Love. I need to feel you in me, loving me, taking me. I need to know we're alive, I need to be yours," she gasped. 
 
    Sean gave a little growl and started off slowly, holding her tightly with his hands as he moved against her. Using his lips and tongue, he teased and tickled her ear, causing her to shiver and buck back against him as he thrust. As always, making love to Roxy did things to him that he couldn't put into words, but rekindled deep inside him the absolute necessity of her being his. From the very first time he'd made love to her, Sean had known that she was now his, and always would be. And he didn't hesitate to whisper his love and devotion to her as they moved in time with each another, sharing their pleasure, sharing their love.  
 
    Roxy normally wasn't a big fan of getting bent over a cold stone sink, but as Sean's strong arms wrapped around her body as she bent over further and used her arms to brace herself against the wall, she wouldn't have changed a thing about this moment. Sean wore his heart on his sleeve when it came to her and the others, and right now as he was getting more and more physical with each passing moment, the words of pure love and desire for her coming from his lips grew stronger and more heartfelt. He was well and truly hers, and she was without a doubt, his. 
 
    By the time Sean finished inside her, they had both gotten rather loud, and Roxy reached a very satisfying conclusion to her own passions at the same time that Sean reached his. As they laid there panting and enjoying the afterglow she felt his hands start stroking her sweat covered body. As he was still rather excited it wasn't difficult to figure out just what he wanted. 
 
    "Why don't you sit over there and let me be on top this time?" Roxy purred. 
 
    Giving her a kiss on the back of the neck, Sean withdrew and sat on the seat watching Roxy as she straightened up and turned to face him.  
 
    Smiling down at him, she moved to straddle his legs, and putting her hands on his shoulders, Roxy slowly lowered herself, allowing Sean's hands to guide her hips until he was buried inside her insides once more as she settled onto his lap. 
 
    Giving a little twist of her hips and enjoying the way he felt inside her, Roxy took his head in her hands and leaning forward she kissed her mate long and luxuriously, just enjoying the heat of his lips on hers, as his tongue slipped past her lips to tease her own. 
 
    They made love slowly and languidly this time, savoring each other and enjoying the simple state of being alive and in love. 
 
      
 
    Sean was sitting at the kitchen table, wrapped in a towel as they all ate a late lunch together. Roxy had dragged him into the shower when he'd finally woken up that afternoon, and of course they'd both ended up making love several times in the bathroom before they even made it into the shower.  
 
    Not that they had stopped when they finally got into the shower either. Sean really couldn't stop himself, and Roxy obviously didn't want him to stop either. It was only the scent of food that finally got them to stop and leave the bathroom. 
 
    Sean was incredibly happy, and not just because of the sex. Roxy wasn't upset with him, didn't blame him, and best of all, she was back in perfect health, though she did have a scar now where the bullet had hit her. It was just above her hip, three inches to the left of her belly button. 
 
    "So, just what were you out so late doing last night?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "It looks like Totis Viribus needs a new leader," Sean said, between bites while grinning. 
 
    "You killed their leader?" Daelyn said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Now, would I do something like that?" Sean teased. 
 
    "Yes!" They all replied together. 
 
    "Really, I'm hurt," Sean laughed. "The truth is, Chad said I should kidnap him and turn him over to the gals in the Sorceress Guild." 
 
    "You didn't!" Jolene said, her eyes wide. 
 
    "Course I did!" Sean grinned. "I had him all nicely tied up and I left him with them sometime very late last night. Chad thinks if they kill him, it'll put Totis and them at war, which not only takes two of the larger minor houses out of play and leaves the Ascendants more isolated, but the gals over there just might decide not to side against us." 
 
    Jolene nodded, "He got that right. Two things about those women are that, first they never forget an insult and second, they never forget a favor. You just handed them their biggest enemy on a silver platter.  
 
    "Now I definitely need to make some phone calls today!" 
 
    "So why did Chad think this was a good time to go after him?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "With my killing that guy in the coven house, who Chad thinks was someone important by the way, he figures that they're probably starting to realize just what they're up against and we might as well drive home the point that I can do to them, what they've been trying to do to me." 
 
    Roxy nodded as she finished up her food, Sean had noticed that she was eating about as much as he was today. 
 
    "So, what next?" Jolene asked as she finished eating. 
 
    Sean shrugged, tilting his head, "I don't know. Until I crack the password on that encryption on the tag, I can't tarball it. Even then," Sean spread his hands, "I don't think I can make one, as the power to do it is going to be massive." 
 
    "Are you sure about that?" 
 
    Sean nodded, "The recipe for the lycan necklace was in my dad's book. It takes about sixteen days to create it. Now, my father looked at things in a way that I gather was a lot different than other enchanters did. I don't know how or why he came up with this, but he looked at creating things and casting magic as an energy management problem." 
 
    "That's interesting," Jolene said. 
 
    Sean nodded, "So I've gathered. Basically, a standard human magic user can put about fifty watts of energy into an item a day without overly tiring himself, if he's in good health. Basically a healthy adult produces about a hundred and fifty watts of energy a day, and a great deal of that can be used for magic. A trained athlete can produce four hundred watts, and probably use two to three hundred of that a day, to imbue an object." 
 
    "What about lycans?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "We do about eight hundred to twelve hundred a day. I think dad was still working on the numbers there, and before you ask, Daelyn, dwarves are four hundred for the average woman and eight for the average man." 
 
    "I bet I do more than that," Daelyn grumped. 
 
    Sean smiled, "I do too, you're anything but average, Hon." 
 
    Roxy and Jolene giggled as Daelyn blushed, but she looked happy all the same. 
 
    "So, what does this have to do with enchanting?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "Well, my father did a bunch of work to figure out how much energy it took to create items, and he pretty much based everything on putting fifty watts of effort, per day, into enchanting an object. So a lycan necklace takes sixteen days, or eight hundred watts to produce." 
 
    "So, by that math, you should be able to make one yourself in a day then, right?" 
 
    "Only in the same way that nine women working together can produce a baby in a month," Sean grinned. 
 
    "I was talking about your tarball program," Jolene sighed while this time Daelyn and Roxy laughed. 
 
    Sean nodded, "Now that I'm fully developed, yeah, and because I get a bunch of energy back after making one, I might be able to make two, but then I'd be exhausted." 
 
    "We made what, a dozen of them that one time?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Yeah, and we were all pretty beat when we finished, plus it took all day and we were getting the benefit of Jo's tantric magic enhancing our recovery." 
 
    "So, just how much does that tag," Jolene pointed to the tag on Sean's collar, "take to make?" 
 
    "According to the book, fourteen kilowatts," Sean sighed. 
 
    "Didn't we do ninety-six hundred making the necklaces?" Roxy asked, "I mean eight hundred times twelve, right?" 
 
    Sean shook his head, "Remember, we got about two-thirds back after we made each one, so we used a lot less, overall. Also, all this energy has to be there at the time I use the tarball to create it. Yeah, I'll get a bunch back, but I still need that amount up front." 
 
    "Why do you get energy back?" Daelyn asked, "And what's a tarball?" 
 
    "The tarball is a spell I came up with that allows me to make copies of the enchantments put on any object. It appears to take the same energy up front to create the item, but because you're putting it all in at once, the energy that is used each day to preserve the work on the item until the next day comes back to you when you're done. 
 
    "Also," Sean sighed and looked at Jolene and Roxy, "because the necklaces were gold and got transmuted into something else, about half of the energy we got back was from that transmutation process." 
 
    "Well that doesn't sound too bad." 
 
    "Actually, it means the three of us got a dose of radiation," Sean sighed, "just how much I'm not sure. At least my father seemed to understand the phenomena because of the way the tag works, and he had a method for curtailing the radiation. I'll be adding that to my tarball spell." 
 
    "Eh, lycans are immune to radiation's effects," Roxy said. 
 
    Sean looked at Jolene, "You're not, are you?" 
 
    Jolene shook her head, "No, but again, I have magic that gives me control over my body. So cancer isn't something I'm concerned with." 
 
    "That's a relief!" Sean sighed. 
 
    "So you need an energy source." Daelyn said, returning the conversation to the original question. 
 
    Sean nodded, "A magical energy source." 
 
    "What's the difference?" 
 
    "Between what?" 
 
    "Magical energy or say, electrical energy?" 
 
    Sean shrugged, "I've only been doing this a couple of weeks, I don't know, ask Jo." 
 
    Jolene shook her head, "I'm not really into any of that advanced sciences stuff, I'm just a tantric witch." 
 
    Daelyn nodded and thought about that a moment, "Sean, can I see the tag and Roxy can I see your necklace for a moment please?" 
 
    Roxy nodded and undid the necklace and handed it over to Daelyn while Sean unclipped the tag from his necklace and handed that to Daelyn. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Sean asked, curious, as Daelyn looked it all over. 
 
    "You said this was a gold chain?" Daelyn asked him. 
 
    Sean nodded, "Yeah, we bought it at a pawn shop. Not sure how pure it was." 
 
    "Well, it's a tungsten alloy now, that's why it has that almost bronze or tan look to it. The tag," she said fingering it "is also tungsten, but a slightly different alloy." 
 
    "Really?" Sean said surprised. "Why would my father use tungsten? I thought it was some version of gold." 
 
    Daelyn shrugged and handed the necklace back to Roxy, who put it back on, and handed Sean back the tag. 
 
    "Tungsten is a lot cheaper than gold. However, it's still a transition metal, which is what you guys need for enchanting, right?" 
 
    Sean nodded. 
 
    "Well if your dad was looking at making ten or twenty thousand of those, using gold would have bankrupted him. But tungsten?" Daelyn shrugged, "I think a metric ton is less than five hundred dollars." 
 
    "You'd just need someone to stamp it into those tags," Jolene said. 
 
    Daelyn grinned, "I just happen to know a large group of people with a machine shop who do that kind of work all day long, too! I bet you could get them to make those tags, for a few bucks each, plus the cost of the materials." 
 
    Sean grinned back at her, "Well, that's half of the problem then, but still, I'm at a loss for how to power this." 
 
    "Wait a moment," Daelyn said, "what did you say happened to the silver in Roxy when you put that tag on her back when we were in the van?" 
 
    "It was turned into Rhodium." 
 
    "How'd it do that?"  
 
    "Alpha decay," Sean told her, "it then uses the energy from that to build the shield up and recharge a lycan's regeneration." 
 
    Daelyn stopped and thought about that, "That's a fair bit of energy. I'd have to do the math, but maybe we could just push a bunch of silver through the shield, would that work?" 
 
    Sean stopped and pondered that a moment, "It might, but I'd have to know just how much energy I'd be dealing with. The silver tag device turns the excess into heat and makes the shield solid against fast moving objects. I'd be afraid of what too much energy would do to me." 
 
    "So build a device to do it for you." Roxy smiled, "Isn't that what alchemists and enchanters do?" 
 
    Sean shrugged, "Maybe? I'd have to figure it out, go through more of my father's notes. But there's still one major problem, before I can even start on that, I still have to figure out the password to crack my father's encryption on the device." 
 
    "That's only stopping you from using your spell on this one. Not from building the device to replicate them," Roxy pointed out. 
 
    "But if I can't replicate them, what's the point?" 
 
    "Well, you can still replicate these collars right?" 
 
    Sean nodded, "True." 
 
    "And you can always make a tag from scratch; it'll just take you what, nine months?" 
 
    "More like a year for the first one," Sean sighed, "but yeah, I could make one." 
 
    "Then what's the problem?" Roxy smiled and leaning into him she rubbed up against him, her bare skin on his. 
 
    "Ummm," Sean suddenly felt a little self-conscious, Roxy had a point, he couldn't do this all in a day, and he doubted anyone was expecting him to. 
 
    "I guess you're right, Hon," Sean said, leaning back into her a little as well. 
 
    "Of course I'm right," Roxy smiled. "So, you fix your tarball spell like you mentioned and then start figuring out this new device. Daelyn and I can run over to her friends and see about getting them to make more of these necklaces and tags, so you'll have a supply when you need them." 
 
    "What'll I do?" Jolene asked. 
 
    Roxy grinned as she sat back up straight, thrusting her chest out, which drew Sean's eyes like a magnet. "Keep him motivated!" 
 
    "Actually," Sean said, "I think I need to go to the bank and get some more money. I'm broke now, and I don't think either of you have anything left either." 
 
    "Why not use a credit card?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "Because Jo's uncle has been using one of the credit agencies to track whenever I use it, to find out where I am." 
 
    "So, write a check." 
 
    "What's a check?" Sean asked, and then laughed as Daelyn smacked him one. 
 
    "Okay, I'll see about getting a check book or something," he said while rubbing his arm. She might be small, but she most certainly wasn't weak. 
 
    "We should probably check in with Sawyer too," Jolene said. "I need to see what new info he's got for me, especially after that bombshell you just dropped on us." 
 
    "Well, just make sure you keep him out of trouble," Roxy said and leaning forward she kissed Sean. 
 
    "Ha! I'm starting to think that's something that even you can't do, Rox!" 
 
    "Well, at least make the attempt," Roxy grinned, "and I'll be sure to reward you for efforts!" 
 
    Sean laughed as Jolene licked her lips and leered at Roxy, while Daelyn looked slightly scandalized. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Roxy and Daelyn 
 
      
 
    Roxy noticed that Daelyn had changed back to her habitual coveralls, and was wearing much more sensible shoes than she tended to wear when Sean was around. 
 
    "Don't like dressing up?" Roxy asked as they drove. 
 
    "Umm, well," Daelyn sighed and then just decided to be honest, "I got so tired of the negative attention I was getting for being tall, that I just started trying to be anonymous, to blend in and not be seen. So it got to be a habit. Plus, it's just a lot easier to work in." 
 
    "Well, at least you're not wearing those around Sean." 
 
    Daelyn laughed, "Trust me, he's already peeled me out of them more than once. For some reason he really seems to like them." 
 
    "Well, it's kind of obvious that you're naked under them," Roxy teased. 
 
    "I'm naked under my other clothes too!" Daelyn snorted. 
 
    "But it's a lot more obvious under those coveralls you're wearing," Roxy grinned, "Seeing as that zipper seems to always be working its way south." 
 
    Daelyn laughed, "What can I say? I get a little hot sometimes," she glanced down at her chest, "they need the air." 
 
    "And you like the looks too I bet," Roxy laughed as well. 
 
    "Yeah, I did, it was nice to know I still had something they wanted to look at. Of course, now that I've got Sean, I don't think I need that anymore." 
 
    "Eh, it's always nice being looked at, and it's even better when they know they can't have it!" Roxy smirked. 
 
    Daelyn smiled as she pulled into a parking lot for a rather non-descript factory, "You know, you've got a hell of a point there!" and parking the car she grabbed the zipper on her coverall and pulled it down to her navel. 
 
    "Time to start handing out regrets?" Roxy giggled. 
 
    "Oh, hell yeah!" Daelyn nodded, and parked the car. "I gotta man like most gals only dream of and most guys mind their manners around. I'm definitely gonna be rubbing this in." 
 
    "That's the spirit!"  
 
    Getting out of the van they went in through one of the building's side doors and Daelyn led Roxy past a bunch of heavy machinery, where all the workers were obviously dwarves. 
 
    "Why isn't this all underground?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Cause with satellites and all that, we need a place for goods to go, products to come out of, and chimneys to be built so they don't see smoke coming out of hillsides where there aren't any factories. Oh, a lot of stuff still gets made underground, but everything gets routed through an above ground place like this one." 
 
    Roxy nodded, "Smart." 
 
    "Course it is, we're dwarves!" Daelyn grinned. 
 
    Daelyn led her into an office off the corner of the factory floor; an older dwarf that Roxy recalled from Sean's birthday party was there, along with a second one who was working on something at one of the drafting tables there. The other tables were all currently empty. 
 
    "Garth!" Daelyn said, coming into the room, got time for an order?" 
 
    "Daelyn! How's married life treating you?" Garth said coming out from behind a rather large desk with drawings and plans spread all over it. "Must be pretty good if you've taken to taunting my boys!" 
 
    Daelyn smiled and hugged Garth. 
 
    "Roxy, right?" Garth said, sticking out a hand. 
 
    Roxy nodded and shook hands, Garth was several inches shorter than her, but Roxy bet he probably weighed twice as much; he looked like he bench-pressed the heavy machines they'd passed on the way in. 
 
    "So, what do you need?" Garth asked, looking back at Roxy. 
 
    "Necklaces, like the one Rox there is wearing, made out of tungsten." 
 
    "I'm not a jeweler, Dae, you know that!" 
 
    "Ten thousand is the initial order," Daelyn grinned. 
 
    "That many?" Garth's eyes widened a bit. "This is something for your man, isn't it?" 
 
    Daelyn nodded. 
 
    "May I see it please?" Garth asked Roxy, holding out his hand. 
 
    "Sure," Roxy said and taking it off, she handed it to him. 
 
    "Have a seat," Garth motioned towards the chairs by his desk as he went and sat behind it. As Roxy and Daelyn watched, he pulled out a mechanical pencil and a piece of paper and started making a series of drawings, starting with the mechanical catch, and progressing through the links fairly quickly. 
 
    "Same kind of stone?" he asked. 
 
    "Yes, please," Daelyn nodded. 
 
    "At ten thousand, I can give you a unit cost of about fifty dollars per. So, half million total, hundred thousand up front, forty thousand with each delivery of a thousand pieces." 
 
    "Fifty each? You'd do that to yer own cousin? Yer own flesh and blood?" Daelyn said dramatically. "Maybe I should have went and talked to Farrah's kids! They'd at least give me a wink when they delivered that kind of quote!" 
 
    Garth shook his head, "Dae! Really now! I'd have to pull a dozen men off of more important projects; it'll cost me time and money! Sure you're family, but ya know how it is!" 
 
    "I know that chain is a standard product, and it don't cost no fifty per!" 
 
    "Well, that may be, but that clasp, it's pretty involved." 
 
    "Twenty, per, Garth, and I won't come back there and smack ya upside the head with Maxwell." 
 
    "Twenty! Dae, really! A dwarf's got to eat! And then there's my family! Thirty!" 
 
    "Twenty-five and not a penny more, or I'll talk to Leissa about how ya've been treating her best friend!" 
 
    "Blackmail!" Garth protested. 
 
    "Of course! So, do we have a deal?" 
 
    Garth sighed and stuck out his hand, and they both shook on it. 
 
    "Give 'em to us in lots of five hundred," Daelyn said. "How soon can you start turning them out?" 
 
    Garth smiled and handed the necklace back to Roxy, "How soon can ya pay?" 
 
    "I got fifty kay on account with my uncle Samis, tell him it's yours now." 
 
    "Okay, I got the stock and know where to get the chain, I think I can get the tiger-eyes pretty quick, they're not a precious stone after all, Dolph's probably got a stock of them. So say a box of production samples on Wednesday, and if those are approved, I'll start deliveries in a week?" 
 
    "That works, now loan me a piece of paper and that pencil." 
 
    Roxy watched with interest as Daelyn quickly drew a sketch of the tag that had the protection from silver spell on it. She then made a few notes on the side about materials, put in all the measurements, and pushed it back to Garth. 
 
    "You're sure about those dimensions?" Roxy asked Daelyn, a bit surprised. 
 
    "Course I am, I held it, didn't I?" 
 
    "I can do these at three per unit," Garth said. 
 
    "Why so cheap?" Roxy asked, surprised. 
 
    "Cause I'll just stamp them out of a sheet of tungsten. These are actually pretty standard; we used to use them for equipment tags. I just need to make a new set of stamp dies." 
 
    "Well in that case, why not two dollars?" Roxy asked. 
 
    Garth stared at Roxy while Daelyn laughed, "Better take her up on it Garth, or I'll get ya down to one!" 
 
    "Fine, two it is," Garth said and shook hands with both of them. "I'll have most of them done by next Friday. Where do you want them delivered?" 
 
    "Pack up a dozen with the sample batch of necklaces; we'll need them for some tests. Put the rest in my home," Daelyn said, "I'm not living there right now, so it's as good a place as any and I won't be tying up your warehouse space." 
 
    "And when can I expect payment?" 
 
    "When I see you next of course. Thanks Garth! Come 'on Rox, let's go." 
 
    "Branff," Garth said to the other dwarf as they left the office, "go check with Lars in the warehouse and see if we have any stock on this chain, or if we need to order some!" 
 
    Roxy followed Daelyn out of the office and left the two men to discuss their order. 
 
    "What's to stop him from asking your uncle for more?" Roxy asked, once they'd gotten back to the car. 
 
    "Oh, he'd never do that, it'd get around as soon as I heard of it, and he'd be shamed right out of the community. Money and debts are pretty serious things for us." 
 
    "Still he hit you with quite a high price, didn't he?" 
 
    Daelyn chuckled, "Eh, haggling is a way of life. So, back home?" 
 
    "Actually, I was wondering if we could go someplace where I could call my father and let him know I'm alright," Roxy sighed. "Sean may have told him, but I'm sure he wants to hear my own voice." 
 
    Daelyn nodded and pulling out of the parking spot took off like a rocket. 
 
    "Might as well go to my place. The phones down in the community are all nice and hard to track. Hell, even the telemarketers don't call us! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean smiled at Jolene as they left the bank and drove to the lawyer's office; he'd taken out a hundred and fifty grand this time, and gotten a book of checks. He'd told them to send the order for the rest to his lawyer when they came in, as Sean didn't have a real address anymore with his mom's house gone. The only surprising thing was his balance was now up to almost a million dollars. Obviously some of the necklaces had sold. 
 
    Thankfully, with Jolene there, the bank president hadn't asked too many questions, and had been satisfied when Sean told him he simply needed the money to invest in gold. Apparently these days you had to give a reason to the government when you withdrew large amounts of money. 
 
    Sean had decided to make a detour to his lawyer's office next only because it was on the way to Sawyer's and they'd go by it anyway. Pulling into the lawyer's parking lot, Sean put on the hat Roxy had bought him, as well as the glasses, and then they got out of the van and went inside. 
 
    "Sean! I'm surprised to see you here!" Anthony Barton, his attorney said standing up and shaking hands. 
 
    "I thought it might be good to stop in once in a while, to see if there's anything I need to talk to you about." 
 
    "Well," Anthony said, sitting back down and motioning to them to have a seat, "the insurance on both of the trailers is taking forever, because of the investigations involved. I sold both of the necklaces, and took a ten percent finder's fee off the top, then sent the money over to your bank.  
 
    "There's been some talk in the media about the two explosions and the fire at your apartment, apparently someone with the police department has been talking to the press on the side." 
 
    Sean grimaced, "I was afraid of that." 
 
    "Well, I got a judge involved and I'm threatening a libel suit against the paper, as well as another suit against the police department for spreading unfounded rumors. However I'm going to need some more money." 
 
    Nodding, Sean got out his new checkbook, "Take a check?" 
 
    Anthony laughed, "Well, seeing as I just put a half million in your account, sure." 
 
    "How much?" 
 
    "Fifty thousand should handle everything." 
 
    Sean wrote one out for a hundred thousand instead, "Here's twice that, in case I'm not able to get in here for a while. What else can you tell me?" 
 
    "Well, your other girl's father is in town." 
 
    "You know him?" 
 
    Anthony shook his head, "I know of him, he's a well known sheriff after all, and with my connections in the lycan community I know what he is, so it didn't take long to put two and two together. Apparently the governor put together a task force to look into this sudden surge in terrorism, and asked him to lead it." 
 
    Sean nodded, he recalled Roxy mentioning that to him. 
 
    "They still haven't found Sampson's car." 
 
    "Have they tried the airports?" 
 
    "The local ones, yes." 
 
    "Think you could have someone check every airport within a couple hundred miles?" Sean asked. 
 
    Anthony smiled, "With the money you're paying me, easily. What do you want me to do if I find it?" 
 
    "Just let me know where it is. I'll see about getting it back later." 
 
    "Sure, anything else?" 
 
    "You do know about the councils, right?" 
 
    "The magical ones?" 
 
    Sean nodded. 
 
    "Yes, I'm familiar with all of them, and I've represented some of the members of the lesser councils and covens over the years, I stay away from the major ones." 
 
    "How do the ones you deal with feel about lycans?" 
 
    "If they don't pass muster with my lycan clients, I won't do business with them, why?" 
 
    "Because I'm in the process of becoming very unpopular with all of the major councils, you might not want to mention to them that you represent me." 
 
    "Most of the minor councils aren't very popular with the major ones either, trust me. Further, the major councils would never want to do business with anything less than a large and prestigious agency." 
 
    "Okay, well, I guess I'll be on my way. I'm having some of my mail sent here for now, because there's really no place else for it." 
 
    "I'll let my secretary know. Good luck, Sean." 
 
    Sean stood and they shook hands, and then headed back out to the van with Jolene. 
 
    "Well, off to Sawyer's," Jolene said. 
 
    Sean nodded, and took a moment to check the van using one of the spells that he'd copied off the 'Cuda. 
 
    "Huh, someone put something on the van," Sean said to Jolene as he started it up. 
 
    "How do you know that?" 
 
    "One of the spells I got from Dae tells you if someone's attached anything to your car. There's a small box on it now." 
 
    "So, someone's watching the lawyer's office?" 
 
    Sean nodded, "And as the police are the only ones who know about him, I'm guessing that's who did it. See any suspicious cars?" 
 
    "No, but if they did what they were going to do, I'd expect them to clear out. So what are you going to do about it?" 
 
    "Nothing, it'll fall off as soon as we pull out of the parking lot." 
 
    "Well, that's handy," Jolene chuckled. "But don't you think it would be a better idea to stick it on someone else's car? Let them chase someone else all day?" 
 
    "Yeah, but if we do that, they'll know that we messed with them, and they'll think we have something to hide." 
 
    "But we do have something to hide!"  
 
    "Yeah, but they don't know that!" Sean grinned, "This way, they'll just think they screwed up and it fell off." 
 
    "Well, let's take the long way to Sawyer's, that's the last place we want the police to follow us to." 
 
    Sean nodded, "Definitely." 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Daddy!" Roxy squealed and jumped into her father's arms, hugging him, "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "I could ask you the same question, Honey!" 
 
    "We were in the area, and Dae thought this would be a better place for me to call you from." 
 
    "You were going to call me?" Bill said, looking down at his daughter. 
 
    "Of course! Sean told me he talked to you, but I figured you'd probably still want to hear that I'm fine from me as well." 
 
    Bill nodded and smiled at his daughter and hugged her again, she sure seemed okay for someone who'd been shot with a silver bullet. 
 
    "So, your turn. Why are you here?" 
 
    "Well, you and your Sean have been stirring things up all over town, and everybody is wondering just what he's going to do next, as well as what he's up to now. So as I'm still on the governor's task force, I thought I'd use that as an excuse to poke my nose around. After what happened last night," Bill gave a little shrug, letting go of his daughter, "I came back here to fill Samis and the other dwarven leaders in. 
 
    "So, just what is your Sean up to now?" 
 
    Roxy smiled at him, "Well, I can't tell you too much, right now the plan is to lay low for a few days while the current storm blows over and start making more of these," Roxy said and tugged at her necklace. 
 
    "I've heard he's started making those. What about the other thing? The one that protects our people against silver?" 
 
    Roxy sighed, "He's working on it. It may take a year to get that started. It's a lot more complicated than this necklace is, and he needs to find a way to mass produce them." 
 
    "So it does work?" 
 
    "We'd both be dead if it didn't, Daddy. Right now though, we only have the one. Until he makes more of course." 
 
    "Can he, Honey?" 
 
    "Mass produce them?"  
 
    Bill nodded to his daughter. 
 
    "Once he understands it, we'll be making a lot of them. It's just a lot more complicated than this simple necklace." 
 
    "I'd hardly call that necklace simple," Bill said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Roxy snorted, "Compared to the necklace, the silver tag is very complicated. Sean's father was a genius, and Sean's pretty damn smart himself. He's already figured out how to make a dozen necklaces in a day. Now he's trying to figure out how to make hundreds." 
 
    "That's going to attract a lot of attention, Honey." 
 
    Roxy nodded and sighed, "I know it. Sean knows it too; he's pretty worried about what's going to happen to people once this all starts coming to a head." 
 
    "So, how are you holding up? This has to be rough on you." 
 
    "He needs me, Dad. He needs all of us. He's trying to do something big, something important, something right. I'll hold up fine, this is my place, Dad. This is where I was meant to be. Plus," Roxy blushed and looked down at the floor, "lions are hella sexy." 
 
    Bill sighed and shook his head, smiling down at his daughter, "I'll have to take your word for that. 
 
    "Well, let's sit and have a few beers and I'll catch you up on what's been going on at home for the last few weeks." 
 
    Roxy nodded and they went back to the kitchen where Daelyn was talking with her uncle, and two other dwarves, who Roxy now suspected were members of the local dwarven council. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well! As I live and breathe! If it isn't my favorite human in all of Reno!" Sawyer said as Sean followed Jolene in the door. 
 
    "You're sure in a good mood," Jolene said nodding hello to Marx as she passed him by the front door. "You been nipping at the sauce or something, Sawyer?" 
 
    "One of those bastard mages is dead! One I had some rather personal issues with over the last year! Why shouldn't I be happy! I tell you Jolene, that kid there of yours is a credit to the lycan race!" 
 
    "What'd I do?" Sean asked, curious. 
 
    "Oh, don't be so humble! If those gals could have gotten to that cheap bastard, they would have done it a week ago!" 
 
    "So how did you find out he's dead?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "They put his head on a pike in front of their coven house," Sawyer laughed, "I drove by and saw it. Damn if it didn't look good. Now if I could add another twenty or so beside it, Reno would be a much nicer place." 
 
    "See?" Sean smiled, "I didn't kill him, they did." 
 
    Sawyer chuckled, "You keep telling everyone that, Kid, and maybe someone will believe you. You either killed him, or you delivered him. Same thing as far as I'm concerned. 
 
    "Come on in the back, where it's safer to talk," Sawyer said and led then into what Sean guessed was his office, which was surprisingly neat and fairly spartan. 
 
    "How are the Ascendants taking it?" Jolene asked, as they sat down. 
 
    "Bad! Real bad! With that Preston boob gone, the others are jockeying for position, and a lot of the front-runners I hear aren't too happy with how Harkins has been treating them. Turns out that most of those people you fried in the tower were Preston's men, on loan to Harkins. They don't appreciate the fact that their folk were being used as cannon fodder." 
 
    "Well that's good," Sean said with a nod. 
 
    "What about the other councils? The major ones?" 
 
    "They're all in an uproar, but that's because of the bombshell Troy dropped on them." 
 
    Jolene blinked, "What was that?" 
 
    "He pulled out of the conclave! And Eruditio followed a minute later!" 
 
    "Why would he do that?" 
 
    "Because Troy proved that Harkins' right-hand man, the one you killed at the coven house, Kid," Sawyer said nodding to Sean, "was directing the kidnapping. The Lithuanians weren't here because of any prophecy; they were here because Harkins and his man Rosen brought them in so no one would know that Harkins had broken faith.  
 
    "They'd all sworn to let Sean here and his mother live normal lives, and as long as neither ever touched magic again, nothing would happen. But Harkins got greedy, and now, everyone knows about it." 
 
    "What are the folks in the other councils doing?" 
 
    "Gradatim is competing with the Ascendants as always and I think they got last night's wake up call. Sapientia is starting to look like they're going the way of Eruditio, but they're still taking precautions, just in case. The Vestibulum? Morgan hates Harkins and McConnell with a passion, he hasn't weighed in officially, but word is he won't be complaining if those two and their people take dirt naps." 
 
    "What's his stance on the lycans?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Let's just say that you've got your work cut out for you, Kid. I don't know if he wants a war, but I don't see him giving up his lycans all that easily." 
 
    Sean nodded, "Well, one step at a time I guess. How are the necklaces selling?" 
 
    "I already sold six of 'em. I sent the money to your lawyer this morning. I got another dozen necklaces for you to enchant," Sawyer pulled out a bag and tossed it to Sean.  
 
    Looking inside it, Sean could see there were twelve in there, some were gold, some were white gold. 
 
    "Could you add twelve ounces of silver too?" 
 
    "Silver? What would you need that for?" 
 
    "Some experiments, obviously," Sean smiled. 
 
    "So it's true then?" Sawyer's eyes got wide. 
 
    "What's true?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "They're saying that the Kid here and Channing's girl got all shot up with silver bullets, and that it didn't do anything to them." 
 
    "It's mostly true," Sean nodded, "but it's a long way from being ready." 
 
    Sawyer rummaged in one of his desk draws a moment, and then put a big stack of ten-ounce silver bars on the table. 
 
    "There's three pounds. I'll take it out of the money from the next necklace I sell." 
 
    Sean nodded his agreement to that and motioned to Jolene to pick it all up. Something that Sean noticed Sawyer didn't miss. Sean really wasn't sure what would happen if he grabbed something made out of silver with the tag active, and he didn't want to take the chance in front of Sawyer. 
 
    Jolene asked a bunch more questions, and Sean just paid them half a mind as he thought about the deal Sawyer had mentioned early. Why had they agreed to that? Why hadn't they just killed him and his mom, along with his dad? This was something he'd have to look into eventually. But for now it could wait. 
 
    After they left Sawyer's, Jolene made a bunch of phone calls while he drove around town, to make it harder for anyone to get a trace on them. Apparently she had a lot of catching up to do. Sean hadn't realized until now just how many people she apparently knew. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Gradatim Council Chambers 
 
      
 
    Roger McConnell looked at the other eight men gathered around the table, he knew all of them well, even Jamison, who had only made it to one of the senior positions in the council last year. McConnell had known him since he was a young man, back when he had first joined the local coven. They were all steady men, and they all held to the principles that the Council of Gradatim had first put forth over seventy years ago.  
 
    "Gentlemen," Roger began looking around at their faces, "I think we have here an opportunity that has gone un-equaled to anything in our past before." 
 
    Roger smiled as that got all of their attention. 
 
    "As you all probably know, the child of the late Bernard Valens has come into possession of his father's secrets. Secrets that I daresay would benefit us far more than it could ever benefit the animals whom his father championed." 
 
    "I thought that was only a rumor," Harold Sevins, seated down on the left side of the table said. "I hadn't heard that there had been any proof." 
 
    Roger nodded slowly, "Yes, to many it is but a rumor, however I have a source that says otherwise."  
 
    Roger paused a moment to let that sink it. 
 
    "A source? Where? What did they learn?" Gerald Hoise asked. 
 
    "Yesterday, the young Mr. Valens ordered a large production run of items from one of the dwarven factories to the south of town. One of those items is to make more of those necklaces that the animals favor so much in their effort to be more like their betters. The other item was much simpler, but its purpose was clearly hinted at." 
 
    "So, they're going to start producing this miracle of Ben Valens' then?"  
 
    "They are ready to start creating test items apparently," Roger nodded, "as they're only taking a sample delivery this week. However they've ordered ten thousand." 
 
    "Oh my god!" Sam Wilston gasped from his spot to McConnell's right, "We have to stop them!" 
 
    "Of course we do," Roger agreed, "and we will. However, let's consider what this means first," and Roger looked around the table. "The young Mr. Valens must have gotten his hands on his father's notes, if he is getting ready to start production." 
 
    "And, that means?" Jamison asked. 
 
    "It means," Gerald said, a grin forming on his face, "that our leader has a clever plan to get his hands on those notes and make them ours! Am I right, Roger?" 
 
    Roger smiled and did his best to look humble, "I have managed, for a small fee, to have something we can easily trace be placed among the first delivery. Then it will simply be a matter of following it to where the young Mr. Valens is hiding out, and at a suitable time, relieving him of them." 
 
    "While removing him and his troublesome friends as well I take it?" Sam asked, smiling now as well. 
 
    "Oh, of course! I see no reason for us to suffer the impertinence of the young Mr. Valens anymore, especially as he has decided to not only consort with animals, but to become one as well." 
 
    "What about Harkins' people?" Gerald asked, "They're out there looking for the Valens' brat too. If they see us moving, we're likely to end up fighting them off as well." 
 
    Roger shook his head, "Harkins has too much on his plate right now to be worried about what we're up to. With the unexpected loss of his man Rosen, followed by the loss of support from Preston's people, now that Preston is gone, he has found himself with little support. Many of his people are scared and more than a few are in hiding. 
 
    "They see the young Mr. Valens in every shadow, and hiding behind every door. Oh, I'm sure it will change and in due time that they'll become their usual insufferable and snobbish selves again. But right now, they're out of the picture. So we can act on this without fear of their troublesome meddling." 
 
    "But we'll still be careful," Sam said thoughtfully. "It wouldn't do to have any of the others get wind of this." 
 
    "But they all want Valens dead too," Jamison asked, "don't they? Why would they want to interfere?" 
 
    Rogers pursed his lips in thought a moment, "While the councils of Eruditio and Sapientia don't see the dangers involved, yet, I feel that the council of Vestibulum is simply hoping that the young Mr. Valens will continue his attacks on the Council of Ascendance. I have no doubt that they'll step in once Harkins and his people have been reduced to insignificance. 
 
    "However, if they were to get wind of the fact that we're going after Bernard Valens' notes, I suspect they would show up in force and try to take them from us, once we have liberated them from Bernard's son." 
 
    Jamison looked at him; Roger could see the curiosity in his eyes. 
 
    "Why are those notes important?" Jamison asked, slowly, "What am I missing here?" 
 
    Roger smiled, "Think of what we could do, if the animals we keep in thrall to us could not be harmed by the weapons of the others? Our armies could easily overwhelm any we sent them against. Not only would the Council of Gradatim finally achieve its rightful dominium over all of the other councils, but we, the members of the Reno coven, would no doubt rise quickly to the leadership of all of Gradatim.  
 
    "And further, who knows what other secrets lay in those notes? If Bernard Valens was able to conquer the secret of silver for the animals, I am sure there are other things we would find of great value in there as well.  
 
    "You see, when the decision to stop Bernard Valens was made, I made the argument then that we should enslave him, make him work for us, because the man was a genius, of that there was no doubt. But certain other parties," Roger grimaced with distaste at the memory of that argument, "thought that such knowledge would be better off lost. Whether or not that was true, or if it was simply a ploy to delay the rest of us while they hired a man to kill Bernard and hopefully steal his secrets, none of us know. Once the deed was done, everyone simply forgot about it. 
 
    "But apparently not Harkins or his people, that is why they broke faith with the conclave and tried to grab the young Mr. Valens. But they failed, and now it is our turn to take that which must be ours!" 
 
    Roger started in his seat then as the others started to clap, and then they actually stood up around the table! He knew that they would like this plan, how couldn't they? He'd led the local council so successfully for the last twenty-five years now, and with this opportunity, he was sure he'd rise high enough to spend the next twenty ruling all of Gradatim as well. 
 
    "Please, sit," Roger said with mock humility, as he motioned with his hands for them to sit back down, "you're embarrassing me. Your continued support is all that I've ever asked for." 
 
    "And you'll have it!" Charles Ryan said from where he sat on Roger's left. 
 
    "Yes," the others said and nodded in agreement together, "you'll have it!" 
 
    Roger nodded again, and smiled at all of them.  
 
    "Sam, I want you to be in charge of the assault." 
 
    "Do you want me to use any of our animals on this?" 
 
    Roger nodded, "Yes, they can lead the charge as it were. Just don't take too many, or our best ones, you may have to put them down afterwards, if they learn too much." 
 
    "Of course," Sam agreed. 
 
    "Roger," Jamison spoke up, "if I may, I'd like to volunteer to go along on this." 
 
    Roger glanced at Sam out of the corner of his eye, who gave a small nod. 
 
    "Of course, David, I'm sure Sam will welcome all the help he can get." 
 
    Jamison smiled, "Thank you, Roger." 
 
    "You're welcome," Roger wondered how many of the others would approach Sam after the meeting and ask to be on the team as well. None of these men had gotten here by being timid, and they could all see just what they stood to gain once they got their hands on those notes. 
 
    "Sam, you've got until Tuesday to get ready for this, the first delivery is on Wednesday. I'll let you know where, once I know. That's it for now," Roger said, dismissing them. "Charles, if you could stay a minute?" Roger added. 
 
    Charles Ryan nodded and sat at the table, waiting as the others all left. Being the most junior, Jamison left last, closing the door behind him as he did. 
 
    "Yes, Roger?" 
 
    "There's going to be a lot of temptation among some of our people, once Sam gets his hands on Bernard Valens' notes. I want you to make sure that if he or his compatriots are tempted, that they don't become a problem, understand?" 
 
    Charles nodded, "I think David is on the up and up, but I've had my doubts about Sam of late. I suspect he's been thinking about putting his own butt in your seat." 
 
    "If this goes off well, he can have it when I move to Los Angeles to take over there. But if he's thinking about supplanting me in all things, well, I want to make sure you nip that in the bud, as it were." 
 
    Charles smiled, "Honestly, I wouldn't mind taking over the Reno council once you move up. I kind of like it here, and the kids would probably kill me if we went to LA with you." 
 
    Roger chuckled at that, Charles knew that when Roger moved up, Charles would still be his man and would go with him. And Roger knew that too. Roger always made sure that Charles got whatever he wanted, and Charles knew that few people would be as accepting of some of his more 'interesting' hobbies than Roger was. 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure the kids will forgive you, Charles, once they see the beaches!" 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean came down the stairs from the garage with the bag of necklaces in his hand. 
 
    "What's that?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "A dozen gold necklaces," Sean smiled. 
 
    "Oh!" Roxy sat up suddenly in her seat, putting down the book she'd been reading, "We're making necklaces?" she asked, bouncing on the seat. 
 
    "Well, I was hoping for some help," Sean said with a wink. 
 
    "I'll go get the bedroom ready," Jolene chuckled, walking past Sean, "I suggest you two bring a couple pitchers of water, and maybe one or two of beer as well." 
 
    "What are you taking about?" Daelyn asked, looking back and forth between Sean and Roxy. "What does making necklaces mean?" 
 
    "I'll get the refreshments!" Roxy said, skipping off into the kitchen, pulling her clothes off along the way. 
 
    Sean smirked and shook his head, "Remember how I told you we made the necklaces, together?" 
 
    Daelyn nodded, "So?" 
 
    "We used Jo's tantric magic, to link us all together and had sex." 
 
    "What!" Daelyn's eyes got wide. 
 
    "Don't knock it until you've tried it, Hon!" Roxy called from the kitchen. "It's absolutely mind blowing! Jo won't even let us do it too often; say's it can be habit forming!" 
 
    "Wait, you're going to make magical items, with sex?" 
 
    Sean looked down at Daelyn who was looking just a little bit worried. 
 
    "No," Sean said. 
 
    "Then?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "We are going to make magical items with the power generated by sex!" Sean grinned and grabbing Daelyn by the hand he dragged her off towards the bedroom. 
 
    "But I'm not into sex with other women!" Daelyn balked. 
 
    "You've had sex with me, with the others around, haven't you?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Well, that was different!" 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "We weren't touching!" 
 
    Sean shrugged and dragged Daelyn into the bedroom. Jolene was already naked and had already turned down the sheets on the bed. The foam camping mattresses weren't the most comfortable, but they weren't all that bad. 
 
    "No one's asking you to do anything with them that you don't want to," Sean said. "But you're my wife and I definitely want to experience this with you. Trust me, you'll enjoy it." 
 
    "But doesn't Jo have to be touching me?" Daelyn asked, a bit warily. 
 
    "She only has to be touching one of us," Sean smiled and pulling Daelyn close, he kissed her. "Now, settle down. This is going to take a lot of energy, from all of us, but especially me." 
 
    "Don't worry, Dae," Jolene said in a soothing voice, "I don't expect you to do the things that Roxy does with me. But we will be sharing Sean, and we will be sharing him together, okay?" 
 
    "Umm," Daelyn looked a little uncertain, but Sean's hands were already inside her coveralls and they were definitely working their 'magic.' She liked it when he put his hands on her, because he loved her and he desired her. Even with the other two around, Sean's desire for her was always clear. How he could want her so much, while still wanting the other two, she didn't quite understand. Roxy had told her that it was a lion thing and to just accept it. So she had. 
 
    And besides, she had made love to Sean with the others in the same bed even. 
 
    "Okay," Daelyn said and smiled a little shyly as Sean pulled the zipper on her coveralls all the way down to the bottom. She let her own hands start undoing his pants. 
 
    "Just, take it easy with me, okay, Jo?" 
 
    "Of course, Dae. If you're not relaxed and having fun, this won't work very well." 
 
    "Aren't you going to ask me to go easy on you?" Sean teased and then grabbing his shirt he pulled it up over his head and tossed it on the floor. 
 
    "Oh hells no! I expect you to work, lion-boy!" Daelyn giggled. 
 
    Just then Roxy sauntered into the room, stark naked with four pitchers, two of which were filled with beer. 
 
    "Now! Let's get this party started!" Roxy laughed. 
 
    Sean picked up Daelyn, and carefully carried her to the center of the bed, while kissing her. Thankfully the bed here was rather large, so getting the four of them on it wouldn't be too much of a problem.  
 
    He took his time with Daelyn, working her up slowly, making love to her. This would be her first encounter with tantric magic, as well as her first encounter with a spell this powerful. So he wanted it to be special for her. 
 
    Roxy and Jolene were already romantically entwined, as they started to get relaxed and in the mood as well. Sean wondered just how this was going to work, but when he moved to mount Daelyn, Jolene had him lay on his back, with Daelyn on top of him, sitting upright. Roxy then straddled his face, only this time she was facing away from Daelyn and lying forward started in on Jolene as he started in on Roxy.  
 
    Daelyn didn't seem to mind at that point, and Sean was massaging Daelyn's chest with one hand, while massaging Roxy's with the other, as they all climbed towards their heights.  
 
    Sean brought up his monitoring spell and could see that Jolene was working her magic, and if what he was seeing was right, Daelyn definitely wasn't 'average' when it came to energy from a female dwarf. Pinching a couple of nipples and getting creative with his other efforts as well, Sean watched as they all started to rise to their peaks, as Roxy slipped a necklace into his hand, and then shivered as the cold metal pressed against her sensitive flesh, and then they were all there.  
 
    Triggering the tarball to unpack into the necklace, Sean bucked up beneath Daelyn and Roxy as he went over the edge from the surge of magic, all three of the girls joining him as one. 
 
    "Wow!" He heard Daelyn gasp, catching her breath when they all finally wound down from their orgasms. "What was that?" 
 
    "Welcome to the joys of tantric magic!" Roxy giggled and squirmed on Sean's face as she took the first necklace from his hand and gave him a second one. 
 
    "How many times are we going to do that?" Daelyn asked, still panting. 
 
    "Eleven more!" Roxy giggled as Sean grabbed her hips and pushing her up a bit he noticed that she'd shifted as she'd orgasmed, and her tail was wrapped rather tightly around his arm. 
 
    "Umm, can we try a different position this time?" Daelyn asked and glancing down his body, Sean could see she was blushing just a little. 
 
    "We can try as many positions as you like," Jo sighed happily. 
 
    Sean decided he should probably shift as well. He had a sneaking suspicion that once they'd finished the necklaces, that they'd probably want to put him through his paces a few more times.  
 
    If nothing else, the next seven or so hours were definitely going to be ones to remember. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sunday 
 
      
 
    Sean sighed and set his father's book down. There was a lot in it, months, probably even years, worth of information. The more he delved into it, the deeper it seemed to go. It was beyond advanced, it was damn near theoretical. Obviously his father had gotten very involved in theoretical physics, and had spent a lot of time studying some pretty advanced topics. Sean gathered that his father had started out trying to understand why silver effected lycans, and was hoping to find a 'cure' or a way to stop its effects on them. But somewhere along the course of his studies he'd changed direction and decided that rather than change lycans, he could more easily change silver instead. 
 
    The spell to change silver, while complicated was the least involved thing in the device he'd been calling the 'silver tag'. Using it took a fair amount of energy, and that energy requirement increased quickly as more and more silver atoms hit the shield.  
 
    That required an energy management spell, that took the energy that was released by the magically induced alpha decay, and then parceled the energy back out to the numerous functions of the tag, and there were a lot of other spells running inside it. The spell that kept the radiation down, the spell that managed the shield, the spell that increased the shield's power and effectiveness, another spell to deal with excess heat and energy. 
 
    While going through them, he found that the device actually did rely on the lycan necklace his father had designed as well, using its power storage capabilities as well as its connection to the lycan wearing the necklace to determine the shield's coverage. There were even startup spells, or routines as Sean preferred to think about it, that ran when you first connected the tag. One of those swept the body for any silver inside the shield before building it. That was what had saved Roxy, but the function also had a tendency to drain the necklace of its energy and could in fact drain energy from the wearer.  
 
    Apparently there were other side effects as well, which explained Roxy's extreme behavior when he put the tag on her, and the longer you waited, the worse they got.  
 
    The tag also wouldn't work without it being attached to a collar, or a similar 'supporting' artifact, made specifically to accept it. The reason for that quickly became clear, because if you put one on top of a bar of silver, it would immediately start changing the silver, and without anything to regulate it, it would eventually heat up to the point where the silver became molten, followed next by the tag, which as soon as it started to melt and deform would cause the destruction of the enchantments on it. 
 
    The tag would then explode, throwing molten silver and rhodium everywhere, with quite a bit of force.  
 
    From the way it was described, Sean got the distinct impression his father had performed that experiment. 
 
    But still, he was gaining knowledge about just how to take the energy from the alpha decay as the silver was transformed, so he could use it to make more tags and collars. Doing it himself would be dangerous, there was a lot of energy involved and the opportunity for errors was pretty large. But he was sure that he could make a device to handle it, it would just take time. 
 
    Sean was surprised that his father hadn't seen the possibility there, of using the power from the silver to enchant items, but then, Sean's tarball spell appeared to be something completely unknown to the magic using community. He wondered briefly if it ever would have occurred to him if he hadn't been going to school for computer programming? Probably not, most magic users apparently shunned a lot of technology, because they didn't like the idea of wasting their time and energy on anything that wasn't magic or magically related. 
 
    "How's it going?" Roxy asked coming into the room in her hybrid form, stretching and drawing his appreciative look, as she wasn't wearing anything other than a smile. 
 
    "Slowly, but I think I'm starting to make headway," Sean said and putting down the book, he stretched as well. He'd come out here about an hour ago, after waking up. The girls had all still been sound asleep; yesterday's marathon session had really taken a lot out of all of them. 
 
    "Where's Dae and Jo?" he asked looking around confused. 
 
    "Oh, they're still in bed," Roxy grinned. 
 
    "You left Dae alone with Jo?" Sean asked a little concerned. Daelyn had unbent a fair bit last night, during the antics of what had taken place while they'd been making necklaces, but Sean was still a bit concerned. 
 
    "Jo's giving her a massage," Roxy smiled, "Dae's finally starting to get used to having other people's hands on her and I think she's starting to trust Jo a bit more after what the four of us did yesterday." 
 
    "I was still surprised she let the two of you do some of the things to her that you did," Sean confessed. 
 
    "Well, part of that was because you were there, and she knows you won't let anything bad happen to her, you're our alpha male after all, Hon," Roxy grinned. "And I'm sure part of that was because she got caught up in the heat of the moment after all of those intense emotions that Jo's tantric magic triggered in us. But I also think she's starting to understand that Jo's very much grounded in the physical, and that she expresses her feelings rather openly." 
 
    "Very openly," Sean grinned. 
 
    Roxy snickered, "Oh yeah! But I've seen Jo with someone who she liked, but didn't love. Trust me; the difference is like night and day. Jo loves you, and she loves me." 
 
    "And Dae?" 
 
    "She liked Dae from the get go," Roxy smiled, "and now that she's getting to know her better, she's starting to love her." 
 
    Sean looked a little surprised, "That quickly?" 
 
    Roxy tilted her head to the side and shrugged, "She's got a lot of mind magic, last night when Dae joined with us while we were all having sex, I'm sure Jo turned some of it on her. I think it's just part of how the whole tantric magic thing works.  
 
    "I don't know if you noticed it last night, but Jo was showing a lot of affection towards Dae after we finished with the last necklace." 
 
    "Really?" Sean was surprised, because he hadn't noticed it. Then again, he'd been pretty dazed still when they'd finally let him rest. He'd fallen asleep not long after giving each of them a hug and a kiss and reminding them how much he loved them. 
 
    "How did Dae take it?" 
 
     "Not all that different than the way she took it from you when you first pursued her. I think it's kind of obvious that she had a rough childhood, growing up an orphan and being so tall and all. What she gets from you really affects her in a big way. Now she's starting to get it from Jo as well." 
 
    "What about you?" Sean teased. 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure she'll get it from me too," Roxy giggled, "once Jo's broken her in of course. As the senior wife in this pride, I have to maintain my dominance after all!" 
 
    "Well, let's go make some food, I'm sure they'll be hungry when they get out here," Sean said. "Then we need to box up those collars and see about making a few deliveries." 
 
    "It's Sunday," Roxy laughed, "the post office is closed." 
 
    "Well, at least we can box them up. Dae or you can drop them off tomorrow then." 
 
    "So what's the plan for today?" 
 
    Sean pointed to his father's book, "I'm going to spend all of today relaxing and studying. I need to start thinking about that device to use silver to make magical items, and just how it's going to work. I think the first one is going to have to be something I'll have to use personally, but I don't know how well that will work." 
 
    "Why not?" Roxy asked leading him into the kitchen where he helped her get out their meager collection of cookware. 
 
    "Because it takes about a minute for me to enchant something, so if I want to enchant ten thousand tags, or ten thousand of anything, that's seventeen days at ten hours a day." 
 
    Roxy nodded and Sean watched with interest as she bent over to get some food out of the fridge, her tail hiking up. 
 
    "Yeah, I can see where that might be a problem," Roxy said, and then looking back at him under her arm she gave him a smile. "I thought you were tired?" 
 
    "I can still appreciate the view," Sean laughed, "and if I didn't think they'd be out here looking for food soon, I'd show you that I've mostly recovered." 
 
    Roxy laughed, "Apparently!" 
 
    Standing back up she set the food on the stone counter. Every thing in here was made of stone, or metal. The place had definitely been made to last. 
 
    "Well, let's get breakfast started, I'm hungry too!" Roxy grinned. 
 
      
 
    When Jo and Daelyn came out of the bedroom, some time later, the first thing Sean noticed was that neither had bothered dressing. The second was that they were actually holding hands. Daelyn looked a little embarrassed and shy when Sean saw them, while Jolene just looked happy.  
 
    Coming over they both kissed Sean good morning, and then sat at the table as he and Roxy served them breakfast, making more of whatever they asked for. Sean smiled and was just happy that Daelyn seemed a lot more comfortable with Jolene and even Roxy this morning. He didn't ask any questions or tease Daelyn about what might have happened. The last thing he wanted was for her to be self-conscious; they were all going to be together for the rest of their lives, after all. 
 
    Sean smiled as he thought about that. He had a family now. He'd have to find a way to let his mother know, he had a feeling it would make her very happy. 
 
    "What's got you smiling?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "I'm just thinking about us," Sean admitted, "for all of what brought us together, I'm just so happy that we all have each other, and I think we've all been blessed." 
 
    "That may be," Roxy sighed, "but we still have a long and hard journey ahead of us." 
 
    Sean shrugged, "Yeah, but like you told me the other day, we're not in a rush, right? Once we start producing the collars and the silver tags, we wait until we have a nice huge pile of them, and then we just pass the tags out all in a night or two. Fait accompli and the heat is off then, right?" 
 
    "I don't know," Daelyn spoke up, "I think you should run that tactic past your friend Chad first. Remember, the last thing my uncle wants is a war. If suddenly all of the lycans find they have nothing to fear from the magic users, there'll be an immediate raid on the ones still holding lycans, and probably some reprisal raids even on the ones who aren't." 
 
    Sean thought about that, "I'll talk to Chad. I'll also talk to Samis and even Roxy's dad first. You're probably right. But still, once we do manage to start making those tags and get thousands of them out there, I don't think they'll be interested in me any more." 
 
    "We can only hope," the girls all agreed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Domestic Bliss 
 
      
 
    Sean spent most of Monday studying his father's notes, there was a tremendous amount of information there, everything from advanced techniques for enchanting different types of items, to the spells he'd worked on while trying to figure out how to deal with the whole silver issue.  
 
    Then there were the spells he'd developed in the process of developing his solution, as well as the ones involved in the actual solution.  
 
    Sean could see that he could easily spend months, if not years, trying to learn everything in the book. But the first thing he really needed to do was just learn what was in the book, and after he had an idea of that, he could pick where he wanted to start his learning first.  
 
    So rather than just diving in and learning any more spells from the book just yet, Sean thought it would be better to put that activity on hold for a few days while he figured out just where he wanted to start. The spell that converted silver was one he should learn first, as well as the energy management spell.  
 
    But then there were a bunch of enchanting spells of his father's he should probably learn as well, then there were recharging spells, and bonding spells, and locking spells, and well, there was just a lot. 
 
    Sean had been thinking of going back and learning a bunch more offensive spells to use in the fights that he was sure were coming, but if the did that, then he couldn't do this, he realized looking at the book. It just wasn't the whole requirement to devote a portion of his available power to learning a new spell or enchantment, it was also the devoting of his personal time in the studying and learning of those new things. 
 
    He could definitely see why people specialized; you only had so much power and so much time in a day! Then on top of that there were casting power issues. Sure lycans have about six times the power of a human, but a human didn't have the power drain that shifting and regeneration took. Shifting took power, and if you didn't have enough, you couldn't shift. Or if you were wounded, you couldn't regenerate. Worse if your wound was serious enough, your body would use your life energy to try and regenerate, in effect eating itself magically and killing you. 
 
    "Jo," Sean said, looking over at her as she and Roxy took turns painting each other's toenails, Daelyn was up in the garage tinkering on the van. 
 
    "Hmm?" She asked looking at him. 
 
    "How do humans manage their magic? I mean, they have so much less than I do, and looking at how much energy some of these spells cost to cast," Sean shrugged, "how do they do it?" 
 
    "I thought you'd conquered that with those 'framework' spells of yours?"  
 
    Sean shook his head, "I'm able to cast most standard spells using less energy, but with trying to hold enough back to shift or regenerate, I'm still looking at trade-offs and wondering how you do it with so much less."  
 
    "That's why they use lycans," Jolene sighed, "at least when it comes to fighting each other, or large organized groups of humans. You know the old saying 'In the land of the blind, the one-eyed man is king'?"  
 
    Sean nodded, "Yeah, what of it?" 
 
    "When it comes to dealing with mundanes, a simple sleep or paralyze spell is going to stop them in their tracks. They have no defense against it, and as spells go, those are pretty cheap to cast. Even some of the simpler offensive or defensive spells don't take all that much time or power. 
 
    "Most magic users have a couple of good cheap spells to use against mundanes that they can cast a lot of. Then they have a couple of medium power spells that they can use against each other or lycans or even other supernatural or mystical creatures to keep them at bay. Most of which they can probably cast two, maybe three times, and they they're exhausted. 
 
    But everybody knows at least one big nasty spell, that they can use when they're desperate. It may use up most of their power and they can only cast it once, but against most foes, that once will be more than enough." 
 
    "Still," Sean said, thinking about it, "that doesn't really sound like enough, if you're caught in some kind of major fight." 
 
    Jolene nodded, "No, it isn't. That's why they all wear rings, necklaces, and use wands of one sort or another. Some use batteries to store up energy to cast it again later, when they need it. A lot of stuff, like that ring of protection you got off of that guard, have vampire taps on them." 
 
    "What's a vampire tap?" Sean asked, confused. 
 
    "It sucks a very small amount of energy from the person wearing it, until it's full up. The wearer won't notice it, but it works faster than having a ring that just tries to absorb energy from the aetheric around us. 
 
    "Remember those wands you said those guys came after you with?" 
 
    Sean nodded. 
 
    "Wands are also pretty popular with a lot of Magic users." 
 
    "And they recharge by draining the wand's owner?" 
 
    "Some do," Jolene agreed, "and they can do it either quickly, or slowly, depending on what the magic user asked for when they had it made. Though some of the most powerful wands are made to absorb solely from the aetheric, or they have to be placed on a ley-line to recharge. But those often take days or even weeks to recharge." 
 
    Roxy looked up at Jolene, "So, they're just big and slow to reload weapons? Like a black-powder pistol?" 
 
    "Almost," Jolene agreed again, "though most have more than one charge in them. At least the better ones do." 
 
    Sean thought about that a moment. 
 
    "So, what you're telling me then," he said, "is that most magic users, use items?" 
 
    Jolene nodded, "For fighting, or for repetitive tasks, they'll use an item first, because it's likely to have the more powerful spell. They'll save their personal magic for last, because it's weaker, often slower, but it's more versatile, so they can figure out what'll do them the most good at the end of the fight." 
 
    Roxy piped up again, "So that means everyone is always looking to buy stuff from enchanters, right?" 
 
    "Yup," Jolene smiled. 
 
    "We're gonna be so rich," Roxy giggled looking at Sean. 
 
    "Well, now I know it's just my money and not my good looks that you're after," Sean sighed, grinning. 
 
    "Oh, the sex ain't half bad either!" Roxy said leering at him. 
 
    "So why all the questions?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "I'm still trying to understand how to best use what I've got," Sean said. "I'm starting to realize that I need to put more into my enchanting abilities, and of course that means less for anything combat." 
 
    "Well yeah, of course," Jolene smiled, "but you're an enchanter, so you can make all sorts of rings and gadgets and wands to use instead." 
 
    Sean blinked at that, and then smacked himself in the forehead. 
 
    "That never even occurred to me." 
 
    "Well, you are new to all of this," Jolene giggled. 
 
    "Still, I'm a gamer; I should be figuring this stuff out." 
 
    "I thought you had. You made those medallions and that protection from scrying spell." 
 
    Sean sighed, "Yeah, but I just keep getting distracted by the next thing that I have to do. I've been so focused on the necklaces and the tags, that I haven't even had any thoughts towards what else should I make? Hell, what else can I make?" 
 
    "Well," Roxy said, "I think we all agree that the silver tags take precedence right now, so until you can figure that out, it's probably best that you focus on that and the rest of us will pick up the slack on the other things. After all, now that we've got us a nice safe place to live, we can afford to just lie low, and you can take the time to learn your father's secrets." 
 
    Sean nodded, "It's just been so insane the last what, three weeks? We've rarely had a moment's rest in all that time, that it just feels strange not having to keep looking over my shoulder every minute." 
 
    "Speaking of shoulders," Roxy grinned and putting the nail polish bottle down, and turned her back to Sean, and then looked back over her shoulder at him, "How about coming over here and rubbing mine for a while?" 
 
    "Oh! Me next!" Jolene giggled. 
 
    Sean smiled and set his father's book down on the table. A break would be good right about now. 
 
      
 
    Tuesday they all took a ride to Sawyer's. 
 
    "And to what do I owe the honor of all you outlaws in my clean and law abiding shop?" Sawyer grumbled. 
 
    "Wow, you didn't even call me a slut!" Jolene laughed, "You feeling okay?" 
 
    "Marx has been regaling me to great lengths as to just how lion-weres get when they think you've been insulting their women." Sawyer called out to Marx over by the front door, "Ain't that right, Marx?" 
 
    "Just trying to watch out for you, Boss. Wouldn't want to lose this nice cushy job!" 
 
    Sean wondered briefly if Marx might be embellishing things for his own personal amusement. 
 
    "We brought you more necklaces," Sean said and placed the sack on the counter, and had the pleasure of seeing Sawyer actually smile, "Wow, Kid. That was fast." 
 
    "Well, when I don't have people trying to kill me constantly, it helps. I also have a few things I managed to liberate that I thought you might want?" 
 
    Sean set down a small bag with the items that he'd picked up at Preston's. He gone through all of them and tarballed their effects. Two were rings of protection; the amulet was just a magical battery with a vampire tap like Jolene had told him about. There were a couple of rings of healing, the better one he'd given to Jolene for now, Daelyn didn't wear rings, so he'd have to see about making her another pendant or something.  
 
    There was also an old brass casino token with an enchantment on it to come up showing whichever side the person flipping it called. Sean had already put that one in his pocket; he figured he could play a few tricks on Chad or Steve with it later. 
 
    "What do these do?" Sawyer asked. 
 
    Sean sorted through the different items, explaining them. 
 
    Sawyer pulled out a roll of hundred dollar bills, counted off twenty and handed them to Sean.  
 
    "That's all?" Sean said, a little surprised. 
 
    "Well, I know you didn't make these," Sawyer smiled, "so I'm fencing, not distributing. Bit of a mark down there. Plus, I was still owed money on this," he said pointing to the amulet. 
 
    Sean winced, but then had to laugh, "Honest, officer, I just found those lying in the street!" 
 
    Sawyer snorted, "Yeah, yeah, Kid. That's what they all say." 
 
    Jolene spoke up then, "What is the word on the street right now?" 
 
    "It's quiet," Sawyer told them. "Harkins is spending more time just keeping his people together, the Titus folks are still fighting over who's going to take over, and everyone else is just waiting to see what you do next." 
 
    "Well, I'm not complaining," Roxy chuckled. 
 
    "Yeah, but sooner or later they'll come looking for Sean again," Daelyn pointed out. 
 
    "Well," Sawyer said, "Until then, let me get you another bag of necklaces to enchant. And next time, use the back door, okay? Last thing I need is someone seeing you come through here. Sooner or later they're gonna realize someone is selling these necklaces, and I'm the first one that they're gonna talk to." 
 
    They all nodded, and followed Sawyer back into his office to get the new necklaces and then left. 
 
      
 
    On the way back home to their little underground den, they bought some more cushions and blankets, along with a lot of food and other things to make their lives more comfortable.  
 
    "You know," Sean smiled at the girls when they got back home, "I haven't felt this relaxed since, well, since long before any of this started." 
 
    "It's always nice to have a place to call home," Daelyn agreed. 
 
    "Well all we need down there is some internet," Roxy quipped, "and it will be perfect!" 
 
    "Give me a couple of days, and I'll see what I can do," Daelyn smiled. 
 
    "Well, until you pick up those samples on Wednesday, I think a couple of days spent relaxing would be a nice change, don't you?" Jolene asked with a smiled. 
 
    Sean smiled, "After we get done enchanting the latest batch of necklaces Sawyer gave us, I don't think I'm really going to be up for anything more than that!" 
 
    "Well, we'll give you Tuesday off," Roxy chuckled. "But when Dae gets back with those samples on Wednesday, it'll be right back to work!" 
 
    "Such a slave driver," Sean sighed heavily, and then laughed as she smacked him on the back of the head. 
 
    "Jerk," Roxy grinned. 
 
    "But you love me anyway!" 
 
      
 
    Tuesday did end up just being a pleasant day of relaxing, the four of them just spending the day being a family and enjoying each other's company. Tomorrow, Daelyn would go pick up the engineering samples and Sean would enchant a necklace or two, once they were sure the design was right.  
 
    Then Sean would have to sit down with his father's book and start working on figuring out just how he was going to make those new tags. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fall on Me 
 
      
 
    Sam Wilston looked over the group in the back of the van. He had six wolves with him tonight. He would have preferred the council's best strike team, but agreed with Roger that it would have been a waste of talent. Still, Oak's team was one of the good ones, so he wasn't too worried about tonight's results. 
 
    Gerald Hoise was sitting in the passenger's seat, watching the access point to the hidden underground chamber that the Valens brat was holed up in with his three bitches. Sam had to give the kid points for picking up a dwarf, even if she was something of an outcast in her clan. It had gotten him access to this rather clever hiding place. Even Roger's contact in the clans hadn't known about it, or its location. 
 
    But the tracking device he'd stuck in their delivery box had led them all here.  
 
    David was sitting in the back with the wolves, as geared up as they were, though he was wearing body armor as well, not having the regenerative powers of the animals to count on. Sam eyed the younger man with distaste; he seemed totally at ease sitting back there with the animals that were leading the raid tonight, and had quickly agreed to go and keep an eye on them when Sam had asked. 
 
    Sam really didn't like working with the animals much, but he understood their value to the council. He did wonder if it was an act with David, or if he actually was comfortable with those animals? Sam really hadn't paid much attention to the kid as he'd moved up through the ranks, he was far too junior to present much of a challenge and didn't seem to be all that involved or interested in the political maneuvering that took place on the council.  
 
    Sam was sure that would change in time, after all, the kid hadn't gotten here by being a choirboy. More than likely he was just aware of how much power the others held and was simply biding his own time before starting to engage in the kinds of machinations that the senior members of Council of Gradatim were famous for. 
 
    "So," Sam asked looking back at Gerald, "see anything?" 
 
    "Nope. Hasn't been anything or anyone going in or out since we relieved Richard and his team," Gerald replied, not taking his eyes off the oversized drainage tunnel that served as an entrance into some sort of abandoned dwarven cache or bunker. 
 
    "Okay, listen up." Sam said turning to the wolves, who all perked up. They'd been told that this was an important mission, but they hadn't been told just what the mission was. Only that it was a search and destroy, that there was a book that belonged to Roger that they had to recover, and no one cared what they had to do to get it back, just as long as no one was left alive afterwards. 
 
    Typically the dumb animals never thought that 'no one left alive' just might include them as well. 
 
    "The target is living in there with three women. We know that one of them is a cheetah, another is a dwarf, and the third is some sort of spell casting slut. No one really cares what happens to them, and neither do I," Sam smiled and Gerald gave a little laugh. Sam figured that holding out the prospect of a little rape and other abuse would keep the animals focused on the mission. Everyone knew how their lusts always ran wild with them! 
 
    "So, once you've acquired the book and given it to David, if you all feel like a little bit of a celebration, you can take all the time you want. But you'll have to walk home," Sam said with a wink, noticing how the wolves all gave a bit of a nod. 
 
    "Sir," Oak asked, ducking his head in submission, ignoring the implied insult. Oak knew how Sam felt about him and his kind. It wasn't like Sam hid his distaste of them after all. But Oak had put up with it, not like he had any choice after all. "What of the male?" 
 
    "The male is a renegade lion. The book he has, he stole from where it was being stored for safekeeping. He is to be killed, understand?" 
 
    Oak nodded his head once, "Understood. Do we know anything about their underground lair?" 
 
    "No, but our research discovered that a pair of fairly powerful magic users once lived in a house nearby. We assume that either it was a storage space for things that they wished to keep hidden, or a living space for dwarves that worked for them. In either case, if it was still important, the dwarves would not have just left it there." 
 
    Oak nodded again and turned to look at the rest of his team, his pack. They'd been together since they were boys, having been raised and trained together to work for the council. All in all it wasn't a bad life, some of the members of the council actually treated him and his well, and even the ones that didn't care much for him, like Sam Wilston or his friend Gerald there, still understood their value and usefulness. 
 
    If they could let the women escape, they would. Despite Sam's apparent belief to the otherwise, neither Oak nor any of his pack members had any interest in rape. Or torture for that matter. If they had to kill, they would kill cleanly and painlessly.  
 
    He was a bit worried about the lion however, though he would never show that to his 'betters'. Lions were tough, everyone knew that, and some of them were rumored to have mystical powers. Oak had never met one before, none of his pack had. 
 
    "On your command, Sir," Oak said giving another submissive duck of his head, as he looked at Sam. 
 
    Sam smiled and looked back at the werewolf. Yeah, they each might be taller than him, stronger, and faster. But he held the power of life and death over all of them, and they knew it. He was like a god to them, and they were his servants, his slaves. He was going to enjoy using his power over them tonight. Even Roger, who was usually too forgiving of the animals and their nature, had agreed with him, that the possibility of corruption was too great to allow any of them to live. 
 
    "Go, hunt!" Sam said and flung his arm out to point to the back of the van. The wolf sitting back there opened the back doors and all six of the wolves quickly piled out, loading their rifles and charging them as they quickly moved towards the opening in a staggered skirmish line. 
 
    "Don't take any chances," Sam told David as he got up to follow the animals out the back of the van. "Just get the book and come right back here, understand?" 
 
    David just rolled his eyes, "I know the plan, Sam. We get the book and go," David glanced at the wolves that were now all well clear of the van. But he knew how good their hearing was, so he chose his next words carefully, David didn't like the idea of what was going to happen to the team, he felt it was a waste. But he also knew better than to argue with Sam or Roger. "If they don't keep up, they can walk home." 
 
    Oak turned to Tannin, his second in command as Sam and David had a few last words in the van. Oak liked David; David didn't rub his superiority in anyone's face. 
 
    "Ten bucks that they make us walk home," Oak grunted. 
 
    Tannin snorted, "No way am I taking that bet. Wilston is a right bastard, he'll even find some excuse to punish us for it too, I bet." 
 
    "Cheer up, guys," Shade whispered from the back, "Roger's going to love us for this one. I hear that this lion killed his protégé in that ambulance crash a couple weeks back. So we take out the lion, get the book, and it'll be steak, women, and parties for a week!" 
 
    "Yeah, you got that right," Rock nodded, "Roger always takes care of us when we do him a solid. We do a good job here, and I bet we'll get moved up into the alpha teams." 
 
    Oak smiled at that, they were in the beta teams, but they were the best of the beta teams. But the alphas, the alphas got to find mates and raise a family. There was a pretty little fem in the Gradatim packs that Oak had his eye on for some time now. After tonight, she'd be his, he was sure. 
 
    "Enough chatter," Oak growled, but he was smiling all the same. They all were. They knew the rewards they'd get for tonight, the hints dropped had made that more than clear. 
 
    "Focus on the lion, we take him down. Dusk, you search for that damn book. The moment you find it, drop everything else, grab it and run for the van." 
 
    "What about David?" Dusk asked. 
 
    "If he's between you and the van, give it to him, then pick him up and run back to the van." 
 
    "What if there's more than one book?" 
 
    Oak shrugged, "Grab 'em all. But I don't think we're going to have any trouble finding what we're looking for." 
 
    "What about the woman?" Tannin asked. 
 
    "If they surrender or run, we let them go." Oak growled, "I know they want us to 'kill everyone' but we don't kill the women unless we have to. And if we have to," he looked around at the others; David was moving to catch up with them now. 
 
    "We do it cleanly," he said in a hushed voice, so David wouldn't hear. As much as Oak might like David, he still knew better than to trust him. "Understood?" 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    "So," David said in a low voice as he caught up with them, "what's the plan?" 
 
    "I'll go first," Oak said, "with Tannin and the others coming up behind me. Dusk will be last, and no insult intended, Sir, but it would make us all very happy if you'd stay well behind Dusk, where it's safe. He'll bring you the book as soon as we find it." 
 
    "You're the experts here, I'll do as you say," David agreed, making Oak smile just a little bit. He didn't think David would be brave enough to insist on being closer to the action. Thankfully he wasn't stupid enough either. 
 
    "How did they find out about this place, Sir?" Oak asked, curious. 
 
    "Oh, Roger bribed a dwarf to put a tracking device on something of theirs. Apparently dwarves aren't all that hard to buy off," David said with a shrug. 
 
    Oak nodded at that, while thinking how most members of the council weren't all that hard to bribe either. He'd seen it happen often enough. 
 
    "Come on, boys, let's get this done!" Oak whispered and led them into the oversized tunnel. It was wide enough for a car and the gravel outside quickly gave way to a section of relatively flat, but grooved concrete. Oak's tracking abilities were more than good enough that they quickly found the access way on the right side of the tunnel that the car tracks led to. The grooves in the concrete did a good job of hiding it from the average human, he was sure. But then the average human didn't have the nose that a werewolf had. 
 
    Opening the access proved to be fairly straight forward, apparently no one had thought to lock it, so the explosives they had brought along weren't necessary. 
 
    The access door led them into a garage, which had two cars parked in it. One was a rather plain looking van, which Oak and the others immediately connected to the attack on their coven house last week.  
 
    "Oh yeah, Roger's gonna love us for this," Rock growled. 
 
    "Hush," Oak chided his packmate. The other car was a rather old, but sweet looking muscle car from before Oak had even been born. When this was all over, he'd have to see about 'liberating' it for himself. Assuming one of the council members didn't try to claim it first. 
 
    Just past the cars, there was another door, a heavy steel one. Using hand signals Oak got the others to take up supporting positions, and then went and put an ear to it.  
 
    Silence. 
 
    Checking the door, he was again surprised to see that it wasn't locked and carefully eased it open. There was a long set of stairs descending down to an opening. The air was strong with the scents of their quarry. 
 
    Stepping back, he turned and whispered to David. 
 
    "Sir, it'd be best if you stay up here. Once we get down there, it's gonna get nasty." 
 
    David nodded and backed away from the door, standing over by the still open access way to the drainage tunnel. 
 
    Signaling his men, Oak readied his rifle and carefully started down the stairway. 
 
      
 
    Sean was in bed with Roxy, Jolene, and Daelyn, and was currently taking some time to show Daelyn just how much he loved her. At times like this he couldn't believe that a guy like him, a gamer geek and computer nerd, had three beautiful, sexy, and very smart women not only interested in him, but willing to spend their lives with him. 
 
    If it wasn't for his lion, he doubted he'd be even be able to deal with all three of them, and not just for the stamina and strength he got, his lion always seemed to know who needed him the most. Sean had to admit, he'd be lost without his lion. 
 
    'We make a good team,' his lion spoke up in his mind. 
 
    'The best team,' Sean had to agree. It was rare that they actually spoke to each other now, they were just so deeply intertwined now. 
 
    'Something isn't right,' his lion said. 
 
    'What?' Sean asked, pausing mid kiss, trying to listen, as just then Jolene sat up and gasped. 
 
    "Someone is breaking in!" Jolene gasped looking around. "They're in the garage!" 
 
    Daelyn groaned and swore, "Dammit! Couldn't they wait like fifteen more minutes?" 
 
    Sean chuckled, "Only fifteen? I was thinking like another hour!" as he quickly untangled himself from both Daelyn and the bed sheets. 
 
    "They're coming down the stairs," Jolene warned as she started grabbing stuff and getting dressed. 
 
    "I can hear them," Roxy growled, she had her pistol in hand and tossed Sean's to him.  
 
    "How many?" Sean asked, pulling on his pants and then shifting into his hybrid form. 
 
    "More then four," Jolene said, still getting dressed. "I can't tell any better than that." 
 
    Sean nodded and leaning out the door, he sighted down the hallway, checking to be sure that it was clear, then carefully crept down it, peeking out around the corner, into the living room, and looking at the bottom of the stairway as a werewolf in what looked like combat BDU's stepped off the bottom of the stairway. 
 
    "Freeze!" Sean yelled and as the werewolf's rifle came up, Sean shot him twice in the head, knocking him down. 
 
    "Werewolves!" he called back to the others. 
 
    "What the hell?" He heard Roxy say as three more quickly charged down the stairs and Sean was suddenly trading fire with them. He grunted as he got winged with a bullet and felt his shield fire up. 
 
    "They've got silver!" Sean warned the others and giving up on shooting at them, he brought up his offense framework and started popping sleep spells and paralyzation spells at them.  
 
    Sean got two of them with the sleep spells, but the other four ducked into cover, making him pull his head back, as they concentrated fire on him, hitting him in the shoulder and the side of the face several times. At least the shield was working as it was supposed to, as it started to firm up and deflect or splatter the bullets still coming at him. 
 
    "Can't you stop them?" Daelyn called from somewhere behind him. 
 
    "If I cast anything nasty down here, we'll all get caught in the backlash!" Jolene yelled back. 
 
    Sean thought about that. He'd been about to cast a fireball, but in this tight a space Jolene was right, that could be a problem. He started to cast a couple of shield spells, as a grenade came his way, causing it to bounce back in the direction it had come from. When it went off, the sound and shock of it stunned everyone in the bunker. 
 
    When Sean got his wits back, he cast a cone of ice and swept it back and forth across the room several times, putting a thick coat of ice down on the floor and the furniture. He also got several exposed muzzles, and even covered one of the wolves in a thick layer of ice, freezing him solid. 
 
    Four of the wolves took that moment to charge forward, no doubt trying to overwhelm him. 
 
    "Fall back!" Roxy called. 
 
    Without asking, Sean did just that, moving back down the hallway, then taking cover in a doorway as one of the wolves started shooting down the hallway with his pistol.  
 
    "Where is everyone?" Sean asked, glancing back at Roxy, who was in a doorway behind him, on the other side of the hallway. 
 
    "Dae and Jo are going out the backdoor," Roxy said, "and so should we! Dae mentioned something about 'live steam.'" 
 
    Roxy ducked back into the doorway as the wolf at the end of the hallway was joined by a second and they concentrated fire. 
 
    Swearing, Sean stepped into the middle of the hallway. He really didn't like the idea of playing 'bullet sponge' after what had happened back in the tower. However, silver bullets wouldn't kill him now, while they definitely could kill Roxy, and there was no way that he was going to allow her to get shot with one again. 
 
    "Go," Sean grunted as the first three shots hit him in the chest, the third one splattering in front of his face as the shield energized again from all of the energy it had drained off the previous three bullets. Apparently the shield collapsed fairly quickly, after it stopped getting hit with silver. But at least his opponents hadn't figured that out.  
 
    Sean drew his pistol back out and started to shoot at them again. It wouldn't kill them, but it was slowing them down as he was hitting them in the head. 
 
    "Come on, Sean!" Roxy called and he quickly turned and ran down the hallway, diving through the access hatch that led down into the machine room and shop that was on the level below this one. He saw Roxy's tail as it disappeared around a corner and took off down the stairs after her. Her comment about Dae saying something about 'live steam' worried him. He wouldn't put it past her to vent the steam turbine into the living quarters to kill everyone, and while Sean had no idea if that would kill him or not, he wasn't keen on finding out. Especially as his regeneration was being taxed by the damage he'd taken. Those spells he'd cast hadn't been cheap either and the shield wasn't recharging him as fast as he would have liked. 
 
    Coming around a corner he saw an open door and Daelyn standing just inside of it. The moment she saw him, he saw her hit a big red button and turned and ran. Roxy didn't even break stride as she charged through the doorway and scooped up Daelyn and kept right on running.  
 
    Sean noticed that the door was closing and putting on a burst of speed he dove through. 
 
      
 
    Dusk had come down the stairway last, his weapon slung. He wasn't going to be taking place in any firefights, unless it was a matter of life or death. His job, plain and simple was to find the book that Roger was so interested in, and then get it, and David, back to the van. It was the whole reason for this raid, and as the fastest of all of them, he had been chosen for it. 
 
    The shooting had started before he'd even entered the room at the bottom of the stairway. Dusk saw Oak go down, but from the way Oak was still moving, Dusk knew it wasn't silver. That made him breathe a sigh of relief. He'd seen what silver did to you, they all had. It was one of those lessons you all got growing up. They'd take someone who the instructors had judged to be worthless, and then in front of the rest of the group, they'd shoot them with a silver bullet, and you'd all get to see what happened. 
 
    The lesson of what happened to people that the council considered to be worthless was just as strong as the one about the effects of silver on a lycan.  
 
    And he got to see it two more times before he'd been assigned to Oak's pack. Life working for the council of Gradatim could be harsh, as well as painful. But under Oak's leadership, they'd done well and been rewarded many times now. 
 
    Coming into the room, he dove to the left, away from the line of sight of the lion-were who was taking shots into the room. Damn, he was a big one! Oak was close to seven feet tall, but that lion had to be at least eight! 
 
    Rolling into the kitchen, Dusk popped to his feet and started to search the area. He quickly dismissed the items that were lying around, which included a couple of cell phones, a metal box full of necklaces, and a newspaper. Looking out into the room, he saw there was a wooden box sitting on a table in front of a couch. It was about book sized.... 
 
    Dusk was just about to make a dash for it, when suddenly what looked like a fountain of ice hosed down the room! The lion was casting magic! 
 
    Oak and Tannin's rifles were hit, and both of their barrels shattered as they tried to keep firing, but worse than that, Hawk got hit directly, his entire body being covered in ice!  
 
    Oak, Tannin, Rock and Shade charged forward then, and Dusk could hear the sounds of the lion retreating. So running into the room he drew his combat knife from his sheath and started to chip away at the ice that was now covering the box. He was almost through it when he heard a loud 'crack' and then the sound of something shattering.  
 
    Turning around, he saw that Hawk's body had toppled over and that Hawk had shattered into a dozen pieces! 
 
    Growling angrily, and trying not to throw up at the sight of one of his packmates killed in such a gruesome fashion, Dusk pried the box up from the table and opening it, he saw that there was a book inside. A leather one that looked like the example of what they would be looking for. 
 
    Grabbing it he stuck his knife back into its sheath as he dashed over to the stairs. Oak and Tannin were nowhere to be seen, but there was an open door at the end of the hallway that the lion had retreated down. No doubt they were going to finish him off for what he'd done to Hawk.  
 
    Shade and Rock, he noticed, were both clearing the other rooms, just in case. 
 
    Running up the stairs three at a time, Dusk came out into the garage and ran straight over to David, holding the box out to him. 
 
    "Sir! We have it!" Dusk said and sliding to a stop in front of him, he handed the box over to David. 
 
    David took the box and opened it, sure enough, there was a book inside of it, and the aura of faint magic surrounding it was unmistakable. Closing the box he allowed Dusk to hustle him out of the garage area, back into the fake drainage tunnel, where Sam and Gerald now waited, having pulled the van inside. 
 
    "Is that the book?" Sam asked. 
 
    "Yes, Sir," Dusk nodded, and ducked his head submissively." 
 
    "I didn't ask you, wolf, I asked David!" Sam growled. 
 
    "There's no need to be cruel, Sam. Yes it's the book," David sighed, "we're done here." 
 
    "Ah! Good!" Sam laughed and looked at Dusk and pointed at him, 'Canem Malum!' 
 
    Dusk's eyes went wide! He could feel the pellet deep in his chest burst open, freeing the deadly silver housed there to insure his compliance and submissiveness to the council. 
 
    "But, but, I..." Dusk felt the burning then, the all consuming fire that spread through his body with a pain like no other that he'd ever felt before, or would ever feel again. He screamed loudly, his howls of pain echoing throughout the tunnel, the pain so overwhelming that he didn't even hear it as Sam cast five more times, once for each of his packmates, as he condemned them each to a painful death. 
 
    But he heard their howls of pain and anguish, echoing his, as he collapsed to the floor and died. 
 
      
 
    Oak was hot on the heels of the lion as he dove through the closing door and launching himself after him, his eyes got wide as he felt it! The ceramic pellet deep in his chest suddenly burst open, the dreaded silver powder inside flowed out to mix with his blood!  
 
    Looking down the hallway at the other women, he could see the spell caster they had been told was here, but she wasn't casting at them, she was fleeing! He heard Tannin behind him howling in agony, his own joining with his second's as the door slammed shut cutting off the sounds of Tannin dying behind him, as Oak's own momentum caused him to drop onto the lion on the floor under him.  
 
    He had no idea just how the lion had done it, how he had triggered the silver capsules to break open, but he was going to be sure and take him with him! 
 
    Putting the muzzle of his gun to the lion's back, he pulled the trigger as many times as he could, feeling it jump in his hand, and listening to the lion grunt beneath him, until suddenly he was overwhelmed with agony and knew no more. 
 
      
 
    David sighed and shook his head, "What a waste." 
 
    "Getting soft on us?" Sam said and held out his hand for the book. 
 
    "No, but they were an effective pack," David said handing the book over to Sam, "I'd used them in the past, doing Roger's...." 
 
    Just then the door leading down into the rooms below slammed shut and a hot sweltering breeze blew out of the garage towards them. 
 
    "I think we better leave," David said, looking back at Sam, who was now pointing a wand at him. 
 
    "What are you doing?" David blurted out. 
 
    "Unfortunately for you, this raid was a complete failure. While everyone was killed, the book was never found and sadly, you were killed in the battle." 
 
    "Wait! No...." 
 
    David's protests were cut off as Sam triggered the wand, a massive fireball hitting David square in the chest and blasting him back into the garage, where it exploded, consuming him quickly as he screamed in agony. Not unlike the wolves had done a moment before. 
 
    "Was that necessary, Sam?" Gerald asked. 
 
    "Roger had him sent here to watch me," Sam replied, "so yes, it was necessary. Now help me toss this animal's carcass in there, and we can close the door and go home." 
 
    Grumbling Gerald came around and grabbing one arm of the dead werewolf he helped Sam drag him over by one of the cars.  
 
    "Ugh, I hate the smell of burning flesh," Sam complained. 
 
    "Well next time, kill the animal in the garage so we don't have to drag it back in," Gerald laughed. 
 
    "There won't be a next time!" Sam grinned as they headed back to the van. "Once I got this book figured out, I'll be in charge and you can worry about the dead bodies." 
 
    Gerald hit the release to close the garage door and got into the van, "Hey, you promised me I'd never have to get my hands dirty again, and I'm gonna hold you to it!" 
 
    Sam laughed and started the van up, "After we get rid of Roger." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Rude Awakenings 
 
      
 
    Sean grunted as he hit the hard concrete floor and the howling wolf landed on his back. Something about the werewolf's howls set his fur on edge and just as Sean started to lever himself up off the floor he felt the muzzle of a pistol press into his back and before he could twist out of the way, the gun went off. 
 
    The first bullet punched into his body, the second just behind it, as the shield had already collapsed back down to its default location. The third bullet punched through just as the shield started to rise up off of his body, engulfing the gun and the silver bullets inside it, as well as expanding through the body of the wolf on his back. 
 
    Coughing up blood as the bullets punctured his right lung Sean growled at the pain as his body struggled to heal the wounds, the transformation of the silver at least dumping enough power into his regeneration to keep him from going negative. 
 
    But that's when things got strange. 
 
    The werewolf laying on his back was pressing heavily against the bare fur of Sean's back, so the shield had immediately expanded to enclose him, the conversion of the ammo in the magazine in the pistol dumping more energy into the shield which started to shed heat as the extra magazines in the werewolf's BDU's started to convert, and being there were so many of them, they got hot as well, and started to cook off with a series of loud 'pops.' 
 
    Roxy swore loudly then, and looking up, Sean could see that she was backing off from him, shaking her hand. 
 
    "What the hell?" Roxy exclaimed. 
 
    "The shield is shedding heat," Sean grunted as another small explosion when off between him and the dead or unconscious werewolf on his back. "He's carrying a lot of silver ammo and it's starting to cook off from the heat!" 
 
    With a grunt Sean forced himself up and onto his side, tossing the big werewolf off his back. Immediately the shield excluded the werewolf and then, because he was at the edge of the shield, it set the werewolf's clothes on fire. 
 
    "Shit!" Sean swore and rolling the other way he moved as far as he could away from the werewolf. 
 
    "Well don't just stand there!" He growled at Roxy, "Do something!" 
 
    "He was trying to kill us!" Roxy growled. 
 
    "I don't care!" Sean said and coughed up a bullet then and spit it out. He could feel the burning sensation in his back that meant he was still healing. Checking his monitor program, he could see he wasn't negative at least. The shield was still shedding heat, but with the removal of the extra silver, that had stopped. 
 
    "I got it," Jolene said, and suddenly a jet of water hosed down the werewolf putting out the fire.  
 
    "Thank you," Sean sighed and spent a few moments catching his breath and coughing up another bullet. Sean then got to his feet and going over to the wolf he was surprised to find him still breathing. So he removed all of the werewolf's weapons and stripped him naked. Then Sean hogtied him, using the paracord he found wrapped around the hilt of the werewolf's knife. 
 
    That done he went and gave each of the girls a hug. 
 
    "What happened back there?" he asked Daelyn when he got to her. 
 
    "Last ditch defense," Daelyn sighed. "It vents all the steam from the turbines into the bunker for five minutes and seals the doors. Keeps anyone from following us and kills anyone who was trying. 
 
    "Can we go back?" Jolene asked. 
 
    Daelyn shook her head, "It'll be at least a day before it's cool enough in there to go back. Tripping the steam shuts everything down; so that heat is just gonna sit in there like an oven. Pretty much anything left back there is gonna be cooked." 
 
    "Aw, shit," Sean swore. 
 
    "What?"  
 
    "I left my father's book on the table!" 
 
    "Well, kiss it goodbye," Daelyn said, shaking her head. "I don't think a book is going to survive three-hundred degree steam." 
 
    "Paper doesn't burn until four-fifty-one," Roxy said. 
 
    "I was talking Celsius," Daelyn said with a sigh, "not Fahrenheit." 
 
    Sean sighed heavily, "It's magical, it's in a box, and last I saw it was covered in two inches of solid ice." 
 
    "Well, I guess we can come back and look for it, but we need to wait a day at least, maybe two." 
 
    Sean nodded, "Hopefully it survived, I think I know enough to do the silver tag, but without that book, it's going to take me a lot longer to make one." 
 
    "What about him?" Roxy asked, nudging the still unconscious werewolf. 
 
    "Is there any way we can force him back into his human form?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "Why?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Well, he's gonna stand out iffen we carry him around like that." 
 
    "I don't even know why Sean saved him," Roxy growled. 
 
    "Because I want to know who he's with, why he's here, and how they forced him to do what he was doing," Sean sighed, looking at Roxy, whose tail was literally lashing behind her. "I also want to know just how they found us." 
 
    Roxy growled but nodded, "Okay." 
 
    "So, do we have any clothes? And where does this tunnel let out?" 
 
    "We have clothes," Jolene said. "I threw everything in the room onto the sheet and then just rolled it up and dragged it down here." 
 
    "What about money?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "What, you think a dwarf would forget to grab the cash?" Daelyn laughed. "I got the silver, the extra necklaces and the tags too!" Daelyn frowned then suddenly, "But if they hurt my 'Cuda, I'm gonna be seriously pissed!" 
 
    Sean nodded, and checked himself over; he was covered in dried blood and some remnants from the burning clothes and exploding ammo. 
 
    "Jo, think you could hose me down? I'm a mess," Sean sighed. 
 
    "Sure, just go stand back by the door." 
 
    Sean did as she told him, and was surprised that he could feel the heat coming off the door. 
 
    "I think we should move away from here," He said as steam came off the door after he'd gotten rinsed off by Jolene's water spell.  
 
    "Yeah, let's do that!" Daelyn said, eyeing the door. 
 
      
 
    The tunnel came out about a thousand yards away, in a dry mountain wash that looked down over the entrance to the drainage tunnel that led to the garage.  
 
    They took a few moments to get dressed, and then sorted out the gear that they'd managed to rescue. Which was a couple changes of clothing, shoes, guns, holsters, wallets and the things Daelyn had already mentioned. 
 
    "Damn, it's like we're back at square one," Sean sighed. 
 
    Roxy laughed and kissed him, surprising him and perking him back up. 
 
    "We have enough cash to buy whatever we need, clothing, and a lot more friends than we did a few weeks ago. I wouldn't call that 'square one.'" Roxy said smiling at him. 
 
    "You're taking this rather well," Daelyn grumped. 
 
    Roxy hugged Daelyn next, surprising her, "If your car is broke, we can rebuild it, Hon. Sean here is gonna be rich with all the stuff he can make. So don't you worry about it!" 
 
    Daelyn sighed, "I guess you're right," and she gave Roxy a bit of a smile, and then looked at Jolene. "How come I don't hear you complaining?"  
 
    Jolene giggled, "There's only three things in the world I really care about, and they're all right here with me." 
 
    "Awww," Roxy and Daelyn went together. 
 
    "Yup, these cute heels I bought yesterday, and the matching purse and necklace!" 
 
    Jolene quickly ducked behind Sean, as Roxy and Daelyn both made a grab for her, laughing rather loudly at the two of them. 
 
    Shaking his head, Sean put his hands up and the girls all settled down, but at least they didn't seem so upset anymore. 
 
    "So, where do we go now?" 
 
    "Well, the nearest entrance to the local dwarven town is about a five mile walk from here," Daelyn said. 
 
    Sean shook his head, "No. Right now the only people who knew where we were are dwarves. If there's someone there who sold us out, I don't think it's safe for us." 
 
    Daelyn's eyebrows came down in a squint and she opened her mouth to say something, when Jolene put her hand on Daelyn's arm. "No one is blaming anybody, Dae, but Sean's right. Until we know who sent him," and she nodded towards the bound werewolf, "we need to go somewhere else." 
 
    Daelyn sighed and nodded. 
 
    "You sound like you have an idea," Sean said. 
 
    Jolene smiled, "Of course I do. The Sorceress guild owes you a big favor, and they not only have no idea where we lived, but they'd have never sold us out to the likes of his bosses." 
 
    "How do you know he's not from the guild?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "Oh, trust me. I know," Jolene smiled. 
 
    "Okay, fine, we go there, but just how do we get there?" Sean asked. 
 
    "We walk, I guess. When our friend comes back around, you can convince him to change, I'm sure." 
 
    "I have a better idea," Roxy said. 
 
    "Oh? What's that?" 
 
    "Me and Dae go steal a car." 
 
    "I like that idea!" Daelyn said jumping up to her feet. "Come on, Roxy; let's go see what we can find. You guys stay here!" 
 
    Sean looked at Jolene who smiled and said, "I'm not all that big of a fan of walking." 
 
    "Sure," Sean agreed with Roxy, "we'll head up the road to just south of the Dillard's lot and meet you up there," and standing back up he picked up the werewolf and threw him over one shoulder while taking the rest of their things in the rolled up bed sheet and putting it over his other shoulder. At least in his hybrid form, it wasn't all that heavy. 
 
      
 
    Sean and Jolene were trekking across a field full of scrub brush when the wolf over his shoulder started to struggle. 
 
    "Looks like somebody finally came to," Jolene said. 
 
    Sean sighed and looked around for a good spot. There really weren't any, but there was a bit of depression from a dry creek bed, and it was pretty dark out, so odds were no one would see or hear them. Dropping the rolled up sheet Sean put the werewolf down onto the ground, on his back, then straddling his chest, Sean sat on him. 
 
    The werewolf was glaring up at him, but as Sean had tied his muzzle closed, there really wasn't anything he could do, beyond glare. 
 
    "Okay," Sean said. "As I'm sure you can guess, I have a lot of questions. Like who are you, why did you break into our home, why did you try to kill us, you know, the typical things someone wants to know when they're woken up at midnight by a bunch of homicidal wolves." 
 
    With that Sean untied the werewolf's muzzle. 
 
    "You killed my pack!" the werewolf growled, "I'm not telling you anything!" 
 
    Sean sighed, "Actually, I only killed that one guy I froze solid. Of course," Sean lowered his face until his muzzle was an inch away from the wolf's and growled very low and menacingly, "you were shooting at me and my wives. So don't you go trying to claim any moral high ground. Besides, how do you even know they're dead?" 
 
    "I felt the silver pellet in my chest explode! I heard my second's howl of pain as his exploded too! You did that! You killed them!" 
 
    Sitting back, Sean hauled off and smacked the wolf across the muzzle hard enough to break his jaw. 
 
    "Enough of that shit, or I'll be more than happy to rip your head off and let you join your dead friends," Sean growled. "If I knew how to pop those little pellets that your masters put in your chests, don't you think I would have done it when you first broke in? 
 
    "Now, what's your name? And why were you there?" 
 
    The werewolf growled at him. 
 
    Sean pulled his fist back, "Look, I'm about all out of patience. You were in the wrong, and you know it. Now you either 'fess up and start talking, or me and my wife here are going to start using magic and some very creative ways to get my answers." 
 
    Sean watched as the werewolf tried to glare up at him, but he just couldn't do it. He was right; they were in the wrong and the wolf knew it. 
 
    "My name is Oak, and we were following orders," Oak sighed and looked away from Sean's gaze, embarrassed. 
 
    "Better. I'm Sean. That's Jolene," Sean nodded towards Jolene. "My other two wives are a bit busy right now, so they're not here. Now, why were you attacking us?" 
 
    Oak didn't look at him, so Sean grabbed his muzzle and forced him to look him in the eye. "Why were you there?" 
 
    Oak sighed, "Roger McConnell sent us to get the book back that you stole from him, and to kill you. We were supposed to kill all of you, but we'd already decided to let the women escape, if we could do so without our minders finding out." 
 
    Sean snorted, "That was my father's book, and whoever this McConnell is, he never had his hands on it. Who is he, anyways?" 
 
    "He's the head of the Gradatim," Jolene supplied. 
 
    "Well, points at least for not wanting to kill the girls." 
 
    "We're not the animals some of them think we are," Oak grumbled. 
 
    "I don't know about that," Sean growled, "your behavior was pretty animalistic looking to me!" 
 
    "We don't have a choice!" Oak growled and looked away again, "We do it, or we die and our families die. Horribly, by silver. Besides, they reward us when we're good, they take care of us when we're faithful!" 
 
    "They popped your pellet, Oak," Jolene said softly. "They killed you, they killed your pack." 
 
    "If they did that, why am I still alive?" Oak said, sullenly, because he had a suspicion as to why. He'd heard the rumors, same as everyone else after the attack on the Ascendants. He'd also seen firsthand how silver bullets hadn't stopped Sean, the lion now sitting on his chest. 
 
    "Because I saved you," Sean growled, "Now, just how did you find out where we were?" 
 
    Oak closed his eyes, he'd said too much. Better to just accept his fate and be done with everything. His pack was dead, probably from treachery, he didn't doubt that Sam had killed them all, and would probably claim that they had died in the fighting.  
 
    "Oh, a stubborn one?" Sean growled, "You've already told us who you are and who sent you, so you might as well tell all now." 
 
    Oak kept his eyes closed and waited for the next blow. 
 
    "Any ideas on how to make him talk, Jo?" Sean asked. 
 
    Jolene smiled at him, "Of course I do. Take his oath." 
 
    "What?" Sean asked looking up at Jolene surprised. He didn't even notice that Oak's eyes had opened in surprise as well. 
 
    "They tried to execute him, that's a betrayal of trust. That means he's dead to them, and that he no longer owes them his loyalty." Jolene looked down at Oak, who was staring at her, wide eyed. "And, you saved his life. You destroyed the silver in his system; he owes you his life now, Sean. He was sent to kill you, and you saved him from a horrible death. 
 
    "I'm pretty sure in wolf culture that makes him yours." 
 
    Sean turned and looked down at Oak, who suddenly looked very unsure of himself. 
 
    "Swear it," Sean growled, "and I'll let you live. I'll forgive you for trying to kill me." 
 
    "I, I can't!" Oak gasped. 
 
    "She just said you can," Sean replied, nodding towards Jolene. 
 
    "It's, it's not that!" 
 
    Sean sighed, "Then what the hell is it?" 
 
    "My girlfriend! If they find out I'm alive, and I'm with you, they'll kill her!" 
 
    "You swear yourself to me, and at least you'll have the chance of seeing her again," Sean pointed out. "If I kill you here, well, you won't." 
 
    "I felt the silver when it entered my body, no!" Oak shook his head, "I can't let that happen to her! I'll die first!" 
 
    "Sean?" Jolene said. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "May I?" she motioned towards Oak. 
 
    "Be my guest." 
 
    "Oak, you have to understand that Sean is probably now going to kill everyone who is in the council of Gradatim, and then free all of their lycans. Well, the ones who don't try and fight him of course. Now, what do you think is going to happen to their lycans, once they see Sean trying to free them?" 
 
    Sean noticed the panicked expression on Oak's canine features. 
 
    "Now, with your help, perhaps we could keep that from happening?" 
 
    "I... I don't know." 
 
    "What if we make sure we save her? What then?" Jolene asked. 
 
    Oak thought about that! He knew that there were others vying for Minnie's favors, but he'd always been able to hold the others at bay, because she favored him, and had made it clear than if he made it to alpha status, she would choose him. 
 
    Well, freeing her from a life of being a slave to Gradatim, especially after their treachery, would definitely win her over, he was sure. Even if she didn't, he'd at least get the opportunity to pay back Sam Wilton for killing his pack. 
 
    "If you promise to save her, I'll swear," Oak said. 
 
    Sean nodded, "If you swear yourself to my service, until such time as I release you, I promise that I will do all in my power to save your girlfriend from the council of Gradatim." 
 
    Oak nodded, "I swear myself to your service, Sean." 
 
    Sean smiled, "Now, how did you find where we were?" 
 
    "A dwarf in the community is a friend of Roger's. Or at least in his debt, I'm not sure which. He put a tracking device in the box of the things that were shipped to you." 
 
    Sean looked up at Jolene, "Do we still have that box with us?" 
 
    Jolene shook her head no, "It's back at the shelter. Last I recall it was still sitting on the kitchen table, and was half full." 
 
    "Well, we already suspected, and at least now we know how they did it. All that remains is to find out who." 
 
    "Do you think you could untie me now?" Oak asked looking between the two of them. 
 
    Sean nodded and got up. Digging out the knife he'd take off Oak when he'd stripped him, he cut the cords on his hands, and then handed him the knife. 
 
    "Shift back to human when you can." 
 
    "Um, I don't have any clothes." 
 
    "I have an extra pair of pants," Sean said and started to unroll the sheet once more. "But a naked man stands out a lot less in the middle of the night than a werewolf." 
 
    "I could shift to be a wolf." 
 
    "Around here, that would probably stand out just as much," Jolene said and motioned to the fields. 
 
    Sean went over to the rolled up sheet, and sorting through what was still in it, he got out one of his two remaining pairs of pants, while also grabbing his own shoes and a shirt. Shifting back to human form himself, he put them on and then turned to look at Oak, who was staring at him. 
 
    "Your clothing shifted with you." 
 
    "Oh, right," Sean said and dug through the necklaces they'd gotten earlier. The bunch they'd made on Saturday had been mailed off Monday morning, but when they got the new ones earlier today, he'd made a couple, just to see if his theory on enchanting power was correct. He found one of them fairly quickly and tossed it to Oak, who caught it and then starred at it, blinking. 
 
    "There, put that on when you dress." 
 
    "You're giving this to me?" Oak said and looked up at Sean with a shocked expression on his face. 
 
    "Yes, it's yours. Put it on." 
 
    Suddenly there was a naked man sitting on the ground. He fastened the necklace around his neck rather quickly, then standing up he shook out the pants, brushed himself off with his hands, and then put them on. Sean gave him a shirt and his other pair of canvas shoes. Oak was maybe a couple of inches shorter than him as a human, but otherwise he had the same sort of build. Turning the pants up into cuffs, they fit him rather well. 
 
    "Come on," Sean said after rolling up the sheet again, "let's go see what my two nimble fingered women came up with." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Strange Bedfellows 
 
      
 
    Sean wasn't at all surprised when the girls pulled up in a minivan. 
 
    "Who's that?" Roxy asked, leaning out of the passenger's side window as Sean walked up to the side door with Jolene and Oak. 
 
    Opening the side door, Sean made introductions. 
 
    "Roxy, Daelyn, this is Oak. Oak is now sworn to my service. Oak, that's Daelyn and this is Roxy. Do as they say, be nice to them, or I promise to do horrible things to you. Assuming they don't." 
 
    "Yes, Sir," Oak said. 
 
    "Oak, just call me Sean, okay?" 
 
    "Yes, Sean," he nodded, and got into the minivan, sitting in the back behind Jolene. Sean got in next to her and slid the door closed as Daelyn drove off. 
 
    "How'd you get a name like Oak?" Daelyn asked from upfront. 
 
    "The council names you, when you turn thirteen. They say they pick your name to show what kind of a lycan you will be," Oak sighed. 
 
    "Doesn't sound like you believe it though." 
 
    "No," Oak said and shook his head, "they do it to control us. To help keep us separate from regular society and regular people. Life in the council of Gradatim's kennels is not an easy one. If you work hard, usually you're rewarded. But as I found out today, they still won't hesitate to sacrifice you, if they feel like it. 
 
    "Too many of them really don't think we're any better than animals." 
 
    "So why don't you leave?" 
 
    "Because they have barrier spells around the kennels and most of their properties that are keyed to the ceramic pellets in our bodies. Also, the first spell every caster child learns is how to kill us." 
 
    "Wow, that must suck." 
 
    "Yes, especially when some child throws a tantrum and starts killing their parent's servants, or decides to 'teach one of us a lesson.' The council members tend to find the first to be annoying and the second to be cute," Oak growled. 
 
    "Wow, that's pretty harsh," Daelyn said. 
 
    "All in favor of going after Gradatim, say aye," Roxy muttered. 
 
    "Aye!" Sean, Jolene and Daelyn quickly replied. 
 
    "I thought we were going after the Ascendants first?" Roxy chuckled. 
 
    "We promised Oak we'd save his girlfriend," Jolene told her. "He's worried that they may kill her once the find out he's still alive and not with them anymore." 
 
    Roxy nodded, "Good point, and now that we're on our way to the Sorceress Guild, Jo, how about you telling us just how they treat lycans? Being as both Sean and I are ones? Oh, and Oak too." 
 
    "Umm," Jolene giggled and blushed, "While they don't allow men onto their property or in their homes or compounds, they do however allow male lycans. But you have to stay in either your hybrid form or beast form." 
 
    "And how do they enforce that?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "If you don't stay that way, you can't stay with them. It's very simple really." 
 
    "So, if you don't stay in those forms, what do they do with you?" Roxy asked again, slowly. 
 
    "They kick you out," Jolene said with a giggle. 
 
    "Wait, what? They kick you out? Nothing else? No punishment? No torture?" 
 
    "Well, kicking you out is considered punishment enough." 
 
    "And just why is that?" Roxy asked, looking confused. 
 
    "Because the women in the sorceresses' guild don't sleep with men. Well, not human men. They pretty much only sleep with lycans." 
 
    "Geez, why would any woman want to do that?" Daelyn giggled from behind the wheel. 
 
    "Yes, I can hardly imagine why!" Jolene chuckled. 
 
    "Well, I guess it cuts down on unwanted pregnancies," Sean sighed. 
 
    Jolene nodded, "That, and of course most sorceresses don't trust men who are magic users not to try and take over. This eliminates any conflicts over leadership. Lycans don't do magic," Jolene paused and patted Sean on the leg, "rather, most lycans don't do magic.  
 
    "Anyway, it's a very old tradition now among most of the sorceresses' guilds, and no one hears the lycans complaining about it." 
 
    "How do you know so much about it?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "Oh, a couple of my girlfriends live there." 
 
    "Girl friend, girlfriends, or girlfriend girlfriends?" Daelyn grumbled. 
 
    "Why, Hon, are you jealous?" Jolene giggled. 
 
    Sean could see Daelyn blush from where he was sitting. Roxy wisely kept her mouth shut. 
 
    "Stop teasing your sister wife," Sean sighed. 
 
    "Aww, but I like it when you all feel possessive," Jolene chuckled. "It's nice to be wanted. But to answer the question, yes. I have a couple of friends and lovers there. Most sorceresses don't really have a problem with tantric witches." 
 
    "Well that's good," Daelyn said, "Because we're here." 
 
    "Well," Sean said and opening the door he got out and immediately shifted, "let's see if we're welcome or not. Oak, shift as soon as you can, please." 
 
    Oak nodded and shifted just before stepping out of the minivan, which Daelyn had parked a couple hundred yards away in front of another building on the road. 
 
    Sean led the way up to the gates, and when he got there, a woman stepped out of the shadows. 
 
    "Ah, you again," Roberta smiled, "come to take me up on my offer?" 
 
    "Actually, I was kind of hoping we could claim sanctuary here for a couple of days," Sean said with a smile. 
 
    "I don't know," Roberta hesitated a moment, "there are quite a few of you, and whose wolf is that?" 
 
    "He's my wolf," Sean said. 
 
    "Well, I supposed I could ask Deanna, but what's in it for me?" Roberta teased. 
 
    Jolene walked up to the gate then, standing besides Sean, "Hi, Roberta." 
 
    "Oh, hi, Jolene," Roberta said, not looking at all embarrassed Sean noticed. 
 
    "You know, I suppose we could be talked into letting him wear your collar for a couple of days. If you let us all inside of course." 
 
    "I thought you were all married or something?" Roberta asked, looking over Sean with an expression he'd seen on all three of his wives' faces more than once. 
 
    "Well yeah, but he's a lion. How else is he supposed to recruit?" 
 
    "Recruit?" Roberta said with a laugh, "For what?" 
 
    "Wife of course," Jolene smiled. "Understand, if he wears your collar, you may end up with more than you bargained for." 
 
    Roberta stopped looking at Sean and looked at Jolene.  
 
    "You're looking good, Jo." 
 
    "That's cause I'm feeling good, Roberta." 
 
    Roberta put a hand to her chin, and nodded slowly a few times in obvious thought. After a minute she unlocked the gate, having apparently come to a decision. 
 
    "Come on in, and wait right here. I'll be back in a few minutes." 
 
    "Aw great, now I won't get to have any fun for days," Daelyn grumbled. 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure I can think of something," Jolene whispered. 
 
    "I wasn't thinking that kind of fun," Daelyn blushed. 
 
    "Oh I'm sure that Roberta won't monopolize all of my time," Sean laughed. 
 
    "Not for lack of trying, I'm sure," Jolene giggled. 
 
    Sean rolled his eyes and looked at Roxy, "Now I know how you must have felt with all those guys staring at your ass all the time." 
 
    Roxy laughed, "Why do you think I was always wearing my track shorts? If you got it, flaunt it!" 
 
    Sean shook his head, he should have known better. 
 
    "So, Jo, what's the deal with 'wearing her collar' anyway?" 
 
    "It keeps the other sorceresses from hitting on your lover, however," Jolene giggled again, "a lot of the lycans here find themselves getting passed around quite a bit." 
 
    "No wonder why they don't want to get tossed out," Daelyn grumbled. 
 
    "I'm surprised you haven't heard of this," Sean said, looking at Roxy. 
 
    Roxy snorted, "You've seen my dad. My brothers are never lacking in female attention, to put it mildly. Plus I grew up in Vegas, this is pretty mild compared to the things I've seen going on there." 
 
    Roberta came back then, with Deanna, who stopped and smiled up at Sean. 
 
    "So, Roberta says you're all looking to hide out here for a few days?" 
 
    "Yes, Ma'am," Sean said and nodded. 
 
    "Problems then?" 
 
    "Our home was raided by a team from Gradatim. It's a bit of mess now, plus I'm not so sure it's safe to go back to. We're looking for a place to lay low while we figure out what we're going to do next." 
 
    "And who is that?" Deanna asked, pointing to Oak. 
 
    "He's the sole surviving lycan from the force, apparently they were sent on a suicide mission. He survived. He's mine now." 
 
    "Oh?" Deanna looked up at him, "Why didn't you kill him?" 
 
    Sean thought about that a moment, "Because he was no longer theirs. I mean, what would have been the point? My father wanted to free them, not kill them." 
 
    "There's going to be a war," Deanna sighed, "isn't there?" 
 
    Sean nodded slowly, looking down at her, "I'm afraid so." 
 
    "Well, it's not like people haven't been warning them for the last decade or so," Deanna said shaking her head. "Never let it be said that the Sorceress Guild didn't stand with the lycans. You're welcome here, Sean. Same for your wives and any who are sworn to you. Just understand that I would appreciate it if you didn't bring a war down upon my people." 
 
    Sean nodded and smiled, "Thank you, Ma'am." 
 
    "I think you'll soon learn that you have a lot more friends here than you suspected," Deanna yawned and turning she raised her right hand in a wave as she headed back the way she had come. "Good night." 
 
    Roberta smiled then and handed Sean a rather nice leather collar with a metal tag on it that said 'Roberta'. 
 
    "If you would put that on, please?" Roberta said with a rather big smile. 
 
    Sighing Sean called up his monitor program and checked the collar for enchantments. He found several, surprisingly. 
 
    "This is enchanted!" He said, surprised and looked down at Roberta. 
 
    Roberta blushed just a little, which surprised Sean, "Umm, yeah. I'll explain it to you later. Don't worry about it, it's not anything bad." 
 
    Sean looked at Jolene, who just winked at him, so with a sigh he put it on. 
 
    "Here's another one for your wolf," Roberta said and passed it over to Jolene who handed it to Oak. "That should keep him out of any trouble. 
 
    "Now, allow me to show you to your rooms," Roberta said and then looking at Sean she almost purred, "except for you big boy, you're coming with me!" 
 
      
 
     "So," Sean asked after they'd set the girls and Oak up in two different rooms to stay in, "just exactly what doe the enchantments on this collar do?" 
 
    Sean was surprised to see Roberta actually blush again; she wasn't the kind of woman that Sean expected blushed very often. 
 
    "Well, it drains a little bit of power, everyday, off of the lycan who wears it, to power a umm, spell that I can, err, use, once it's full." 
 
    "And how long does that take?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Oh, months," Roberta smiled, "lots of months. As you'll only be here for a few days, I'm sure. It's nothing you have to worry about." 
 
    "Uh-huh," Sean grinned, whatever it was, talking about it was making Roberta rather uncomfortable, but according to his rather strong powers of smell, fairly excited as well. Examining it with his enchantment program, he could see that she was telling the truth, it was drawing off a miniscule amount of his power. It would take quite a while to fully charge. He could also see that it was storing energy to power some sort of spell that was tied directly to Roberta, he couldn't figure it out however. 
 
    As Roberta stopped at the door to her quarters, Sean slid up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders, then slowly ran them down her arms to her hands and turning her around he bent down and kissed her, as he pulled her close. 
 
    She didn't hesitate at all and put her arms over his shoulders and wrapped them around his thick neck, under his mane, kissing him back. 
 
    Sean took his time kissing her and let his hands do a little exploring. Roberta was definitely well put together under the robes she was wearing.  
 
    "Shall we go inside?" Sean whispered after a couple of minutes of kissing. 
 
    "Oh, yes. Let's go inside," Roberta said in a husky voice. 
 
    Turning back to the door, she opened it and Sean followed her inside. 
 
    "Mommy!"  
 
    Sean's eyebrows raised up as what looked like a six-year-old girl came running into the room, dressed in pajamas, making a beeline for Roberta. 
 
    "Mommy! You're home early!" 
 
    "Sarah, what have I told you about staying in bed!" Roberta said in obvious 'mother' mode. 
 
    "I had a dream that...." 
 
    Sean noticed that she saw him then and stopped in mid-sentence. He started to worry about the effects of seeing an eight-foot tall lion-were might have on a young child that was still half asleep when she suddenly changed her vector and literally grabbed him around his left leg. 
 
    "Daddy! Daddy's home!" 
 
    Sean noticed the pained look on Roberta's face, and then the guilty look she flashed him before looking back at her daughter. 
 
    "Sarah! You need to go back to bed," Roberta half pleaded with her daughter. 
 
    "But daddy's here!" 
 
    Sean settled down to his knees carefully. 
 
    "Hello, Sarah. I'm Sean. How are you?" 
 
    Sarah blinked and looked at him, "You're not Daddy?" 
 
    "No, Sarah, I'm sorry, I'm not your father." 
 
    "I'm, I'm sorry," Sarah looked rather sad suddenly, "you look so much like him, I was hoping he was coming by again. Mommy told me he had to go away, and won't be able to come back." 
 
    "I'm sorry to hear that, Sarah. But sometimes these things happen." 
 
    "He promised me a little sister, he told me he'd get me one, but now he's gone, but when I saw you I thought..." Sarah looked up at Sean, with all of innocence and the very transparent guile of six-year-olds everywhere. 
 
    "He promised you, did he?" Sean said and looked over at Roberta who pursed her lips and tried to look anywhere but at Sean as she wrung her hands in embarrassment.  
 
    "Yes," Sarah said, nodding, "he promised me." 
 
    "Well, us lions, we stick together," Sean purred rather loudly, eyes still on Roberta, "so I guess I'll just have to take care of that for him." 
 
    Sean noticed the effect on Roberta was rather educational, she turned even redder than he'd ever seen Daelyn turn, and started squirming like she had ants in her pants.  
 
    Sarah threw her arms around his neck and hugged him. 
 
    "Promise?" she squeaked happily. 
 
    "Oh yeah," Sean rumbled, Roberta's scent had just hit him, and it almost floored him, "I promise!" 
 
    Turning back to Sarah he peeled her arms from around her neck, "But you, Princess, need to go to bed now. Okay?" 
 
    "Yes, Daddy!" Sarah said and running over she gave Roberta a hug, "Night, Mommy!" and ran back to her bedroom. 
 
    "So," Sean said rising back up to his feet slowly, and advancing on Roberta, "her father is a lion?"  
 
    "Was," Roberta said, looking a little sad. "you know, you look just like him." 
 
    "Sampson?" 
 
    Roberta nodded, "Six years ago, when I was eighteen, we met, and well. Sarah happened." 
 
    "Saran isn't all that happened, was it?" 
 
    Roberta blushed, "No, but she was our only child." 
 
    Sean looked at the collar again, with his enchantment program as he put his arms around her and pulled her close. Filling it up would be easy, so he did so, as he started to tweak to just what the collars were used for. 
 
    "Just how do these collars work?" he asked. 
 
    Roberta blushed, "I don't see how that matters, you won't be here long enough." 
 
    Sweeping Roberta up in to a bridal carry, Sean headed for the door to what he guessed was her bedroom.  
 
    "Humor me." 
 
    "Well," Roberta blushed, "it lets the lycan who has powered it, ummm, make a child with the sorceress who owns it." 
 
    "You gals really do have a thing for lycans, don't you?" Sean chuckled and kicking the door closed behind him with a heel he came over to the bed and set Roberta down on it. 
 
    "We barely have time enough for our children, but lycan men tend to be used to strong independent women, they don't try to compete with us, besides," Roberta reached up and grabbing his mane she pulled him down to her, "you're a lot better in bed!" 
 
    Sean laughed at that and pulling his shirt off he started helping her undress, between kisses, licks, and the occasional nibble. 
 
    When they were finally both naked on the bed, with Sean kneeling between her legs he smiled down at her. She really was a beautiful young woman, and lying before him, panting and smiling back at him with desire, Sean reached up behind him and taking off the necklace he handed it to her. 
 
    "Why don't you put that on," he rumbled. 
 
    "There's no way that's charged enough to work," Roberta sighed, eying it wistfully. 
 
    "What, you don't think I'm not going to keep my promise?" Sean growled and grabbing her hips he pulled her closer as her legs wrapped around his hips. Leaning forwards a little he fitted himself into her, causing her to gasp, her shoulders laying back on the bed. 
 
    "Put it on," he growled. 
 
    Giving a sigh, Roberta put on the collar, and blinked. Then her eyes got wide. 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "I'm an enchanter," Sean smiled, "you think I can't deal with something as simple as that? Now, what do you say we make your daughter happy?" 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean was lying on his side, panting, and purring rather happily. He had no idea what time it was, and honestly he didn't give a damn right now. He'd just done something he'd never done before, and damn if he wasn't thinking about doing it again. Roberta had her back to him right now, as he was spooned up against her, his arms wrapped around her, his chin on top of her head. They were both covered in sweat and the room stunk of sex. 
 
    "I'm gonna be a dad," Sean finally whispered. 
 
    "You said that each of the last eight times," Roberta said dreamily. 
 
    "Care to go for nine?" Sean teased. 
 
    "If you're anything like Sampson, I suspect it'll be more like fifteen!" she giggled. 
 
    "I can't believe that Sarah is his daughter." 
 
    "Why? What's so hard about it?" 
 
    "He never mentioned it." 
 
    "What, you feel cheated?"  
 
    Sean gave a small nod, "Yeah, a little. I would have liked to known her sooner. Sampson was like a dad to me. Hell, I almost feel guilty sleeping with his woman." 
 
    "Almost," Roberta teased, "only, almost." 
 
    "Well, what kind of a step-son would I be if I didn't fulfill his promises?" Sean chuckled and bent his head down to kiss her on the top of her head. 
 
    "How did it happen, anyway?" he asked her. 
 
    Roberta laughed, "A lot like this one, you know, on a bed, after a lot of sex!" 
 
    Sean rolled his eyes and pinched a nipple, enjoying the way she wiggled back against him when he did. "That's not what I meant, and you know it. But really, I'm curious?" 
 
    "He'd been coming up here for years. Helping out, and yes, getting laid. He was a lion, he had needs, we took care of them." 
 
    "You know, I'd always wondered about him and my mom, why they never hooked up. I could see he loved her, and she loved him. I always wondered why they didn't." 
 
    "Because of who and what they were. Sampson loved your mother, he told me so more than once. He loved you too. But lycans only slept with lycans, where he came from. He broke that rule with us, because sorceresses and lycans have been doing this for centuries." 
 
    "I guess I can see that," Sean said with a nod. "So how did you end up having his child?" 
 
    Roberta sighed, "I'm only telling you this, because you're his son, his lycan son." 
 
    "Huh?"  
 
    "When a lycan infects someone, they become a parent of that person. Because they pass on a part of themselves to you. You look almost exactly like Sampson as a lion you know, part of why I guess I was attracted to you the moment I saw you." 
 
    "Oh," Sean nodded. 
 
    "Sampson lost his wife and his children back in Rhodesia, when the government collapsed. He never told me the details, but I look a lot like her, and well he kept avoiding me for the longest time. 
 
    "So on my eighteenth birthday, I corralled him through the use of a very contrived plot and a couple of favors I was owed." 
 
    "Oh, he must have loved that!" Sean laughed, thinking about Sampson. If there was one thing Sampson hated, it was being manipulated. 
 
    Roberta snickered, "Oh yeah, he was pissed. That was when I learned that lions can actually get a woman pregnant, collar or no collar, if they really want to." 
 
    "Wait, that doesn't sound like something he would have done," Sean said, a little concerned. 
 
    "Let's just say I had one of those 'here, hold my beer' moments," Roberta laughed, and tilting her head back, she kissed him under the chin. "Best rash decision I ever made." 
 
    "Yeah, I'm starting to feel the same way about this one!" Sean purred and let his hands start to wander over Roberta's body again. 
 
    "I can't be your wife, Sean," Roberta warned him, "I have a daughter, and I have responsibilities here." 
 
    "I understand, Roberta, Hon. I honestly do. Maybe once all of this is over, we can have that discussion again. Once it's safe for me to settle down and raise a family." 
 
    "Thank you for understanding," Roberta said, rolling over to look up into his eyes. 
 
    "I love you, of course I understand," Sean purred and kissed her as he started to make love to her once more. 
 
    "Lions," Roberta mumbled between kisses, "gotta love 'em." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Sorceress Guild 
 
      
 
    Sean had one arm around Roberta and Sarah was riding on his shoulder as they went down to the kitchen. While there was a small kitchen in Roberta's apartment, there was a much larger one with cooks who supplied everyone there with meals. 
 
    Apparently the guild really was modeled on an old-fashioned guildhall. There were living quarters, workshops, meeting rooms, even an armory. While not all of the members of the guild lived here, most did, and even those that didn't lived close by.  
 
    As a member of the guild, you were entitled to their protection and support, and you always had a place to stay. In return for that, you were expected to pay your dues, contribute to the well-being of the guild, and support your fellow guild members. Any and all disagreements were brought to the guild, and ruled on by the leaders. Roberta had explained to him that yes, some of the women in the guild could be downright evil, and others probably qualified for sainthood.  
 
    But there were rules that all must abide by, and everyone understood that they were far better off standing together, as the world of magic was heavily male dominated. So while there could be some serious knockdown drag-out screaming fights inside the guild, outside they all acted like they were best of friends and watched out for one another.  
 
    When they came into the kitchen area Sean noticed that it got rather quiet and all of the women were nudging each other and smiling. 
 
    "Oh shit, I forgot to put the collar back on," Sean whispered. 
 
    Roberta laughed, and whispered back, "That's because I'm wearing it, and no, I'm not taking it off, either."  
 
    "Well, that didn't take long!" One of the gals sitting at one of the tables nearby eating breakfast chuckled. 
 
    "Yeah, well, lions," Roberta replied, grinning back at her. 
 
    "Well good for you!" the gal replied and raised her glass of orange juice in salute. 
 
    Sean spied the girls, who were eating breakfast and steered Roberta over towards them, noticing that quite a few of the other women eating also raised their glassed as Roberta walked by, and Roberta was positively strutting rather proudly across the room. 
 
    Roxy looked at him and then Roberta as they sat down, Sarah sliding off his shoulder and grabbing a seat next to her mom, "Jo?" 
 
    "Yes, Rox?" 
 
    "Does that collar being on Roberta mean what I think it does?" 
 
    "Yup," Jolene giggled. 
 
    Roxy grumbled and facepalmed, "Dammit, I saw him first!" 
 
    Daelyn looked from Roberta, to Sean, to Roxy and then to Jolene, "Okay, what did I miss this time?" 
 
    "Sean's going to be a daddy," Jo snickered. 
 
    "Oh? Is that all?" Daelyn looked at Roberta and Sean, "Congrats, both of ya'." 
 
    "Why thank you, Daelyn, right?" Roberta asked. 
 
    Daelyn nodded. 
 
    "Where's Oak?" Sean asked, looking around. 
 
    "Oh, we sent him out with a shopping list," Roxy said. "No one's looking for him, and one of Deanna's girls offered to drive." 
 
    "Ah, Sean said and flagged down a cougar who apparently worked serving food here. He wondered if the chefs where also lycans? Keeping fur out of the food would definitely be a major problem them. 
 
    "Oh, and don't worry, I'll be sure to make you next," Sean said with a wink at Roxy, who brightened visibly. 
 
    "Jo'll be after that." 
 
    "I'm not letting you infect me, Sean," Jolene smiled. 
 
    "He doesn't have to," Roberta said with a smile and then turned to order food from the cougar who had come over. 
 
    "I'm not wearing a collar either." 
 
    "Jo," Sean smiled, "don't you want my children?" 
 
    "Ummm," Jolene blushed, and Daelyn leaned over and whispered something in her ear. 
 
    "What?" Jolene said, looking completely shocked. 
 
    Daelyn grinned evilly, "It's nice being the one who knows something she doesn't for a change." 
 
    "I thought it was just going to be more of a surprise for her when she found out she was pregnant one day!" Roxy laughed. 
 
    "You knew?" Jolene said, looking at Roxy in shock. 
 
    "Course I knew. Honestly Jo, I don't see what the issue is, you'll make a great mom, when your time comes." 
 
    Sean just shook his head and snickered, then ordered from the server as Jolene sat there and quietly fumed. 
 
    "Well, now that we got all of that outta the way," Daelyn said, going back to eating her breakfast, "what're our plans for today?" 
 
    "Honestly, I had other things on my mind," Sean said with a wink. 
 
    "Well, I think we're best off sitting here and lying low," Roxy said. "Until we find out how we got found out." 
 
    "Someone bugged the box the necklaces came in," Jolene grumbled. 
 
    "What?" Daelyn said, looking shocked. 
 
    "Oak told us, after Sean swore him. Didn't know who did it, just that it was a dwarf. Either they owed McConnell, or they're friends or something." 
 
    "Why, I'll..." Daelyn started, stopping when Sean held up his hand. 
 
    "Dae, who knew that the order was from us?" 
 
    "Garth did, he's my cousin and best friend's husband," Daelyn fumed. 
 
    "What about that other guy in the room?" Roxy asked. 
 
    " Branff Knudson?" Daelyn said, "What about him?" 
 
    "That makes two suspects. Who handed you the box with the production samples in it?" 
 
    Daelyn growled, "Branff did." 
 
    "Well," Roxy smiled, "Maybe we need to have a little conversation with him?" 
 
    Sean had been watching Jolene, she really was looking unhappy. Standing up he leaned all the way over the table, which was fairly easy to do at his size. Taking her face in his hands he kissed her, making her blink. 
 
    "Jo," he whispered, "if you really don't want to have children, I won't force you to." 
 
    "Sure you won't," she grumbled. 
 
    "I may ask, and I may beg," Sean admitted a little sheepishly, after what he'd done last night, he had to admit that both he and his lion were very taken with the idea, "but I'll never force it. We can talk about this later if you want, but stop acting like the world is going to end, okay? I love you, remember that. If you're not happy, I'm not happy." 
 
    Jolene sighed and nodded then kissed him back, "Yes, Love." 
 
    Smiling Sean sat back down. Roxy winked at him, he knew she heard it, as she was sitting there in her hybrid form. Daelyn didn't say anything, so he guessed she probably hadn't. 
 
    "We need to go pay Garth a visit," Daelyn sighed, "and have a very unpleasant conversation about his employees." 
 
    Sean nodded and then sat back as his food was delivered. Thankfully there was a lot of it. 
 
    "We also need to see if we can rescue my 'Cuda," Daelyn grumbled. 
 
    "I wonder if they know that we got away?" Jolene asked, sounding a little more like her usual self. "I need to talk to Sawyer and some of my other friends." 
 
    Sean nodded, "And I need to do a few experiments." 
 
    "On what?" Roberta asked. 
 
    "To see if I can make more of these," Sean sighed and fingered the silver tag. 
 
    "What's that?" Roberta asked. 
 
    "This," Sean said pulling it off his collar with a click and holding it up so she could see it, "is what all the fuss is about." Sean handed it to her, "our brave new world starts with that, I guess." 
 
    "Huh," Roberta said, turning it over and looking at it. "Just looks like a regular metal tag. What's it do?" 
 
    "It protects lycans from silver," Sean told her. 
 
    "What was that quote you said?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Brave new world?" Sean replied and then took the tag back from Roberta as she handed it to him. 
 
    "Yeah, wasn't that a book or something?" 
 
    Sean nodded, "Yeah, Huxley wrote it. My mother always used to quote the title, even though she hated the book. She's always say 'Sean, you're our brave new world' to...." 
 
    Sean stopped and looked at the tag, something had happened to it, he had felt it. Calling up his enchanting program he looked at it. The encryption algorithm had stopped! That was the password! How, how had she known? 
 
    Sean stared at the tag in his hand, his mother knew, she knew that one day he'd be holding this tag, and that he'd need to get past its encryption. How had she known that? Had his father told her, because he knew what was coming? Had it been just a shot in the dark? A chance? 
 
    Or was there something more going on?  
 
    "Sean? Are you okay, Sean?"  
 
    Roxy was saying his name.  
 
    Looking up, Sean saw all of the others were now staring at him. 
 
    "Are you okay, Sean?" Roxy asked again. 
 
    Sean nodded slowly, and calling up his tarball program, he tarballed the whole tag, everything on it. He could look at it later, but for now, he wasn't going to take any chances. With a thought he turned the encryption back on, and clicked the tag back onto his collar. 
 
    "I'm sorry; I just was struck with a sudden thought." Turning to Roberta, he asked her, "Did Sampson ever tell you anything about my mother?" 
 
    Roberta shook her head, "No, why?" 
 
    "I'm starting to think that there are things about my mother that I never knew," Sean said. 
 
    "Wait, she knew Sampson?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Sampson is my daddy!" Sarah said from where she was eating her own breakfast. 
 
    Roxy turned and stared at Sean. 
 
    Sean felt his ears go down, and his facial fur stand up, "Umm, small world, isn't it?" 
 
      
 
    "Really, Sean," Roxy said, "going after Sampson's girl? And knocking her up? I mean, really?" 
 
    Sean sighed, he wasn't sure if Roxy was mad, or if she was just teasing him. 
 
    "I told you, Sampson promised Sarah that he'd give her a little sister, and well, Roberta seemed rather taken with the idea." 
 
    "And no doubt your lion was too!" 
 
    Turning to face her, Sean grabbed her arms. "Should I get to work on you too? Honestly, Rox, I'd love to knock you up, right here, right now, in the hallway, on the floor, in front of everyone!  
 
    "Yeah, of course my lion liked the idea, so did I! The only reason you're not pregnant is because you haven't asked me to! At least not yet!" 
 
    Sean was pleased to see Roxy's ears go down in embarrassment. More than a few people were looking at them, at this point. 
 
    "Okay, I get it, I'll stop teasing you," Roxy grumbled. "I just sorta wanted to be first, but well, I'm not exactly looking to have kids when we don't even have a safe place to call home." 
 
    "Thank you," Sean sighed and let her go. 
 
    "Still, giving in to such a blatant guilt trip by a six-year-old?" Roxy snickered and shook her head, "Your daughters are going to own you!" 
 
    "Their mothers already do," Sean snorted and shook his head. "I wouldn't be surprised to find out Roberta set the whole thing up just to get me to do it. It's pretty obvious that she loved Sampson and because I'm his 'lycan son' I guess she figured I'm the next best thing." 
 
    Roxy nodded, "Probably." 
 
    They went into the quarters that the girls were sharing; Oak was using a room next to theirs. 
 
    "So, what did you need to see from our stuff?" Jolene asked, going over to the pile of neatly stacked items.  
 
    "I want to try and make a few tags," Sean told them. 
 
    "I thought you weren't able to break the encryption on the tag?" 
 
    Sean grinned, "The password was 'brave new world.' As soon as I said it, it unlocked. 
 
    "Well, that explains the sudden pause and look of confusion." 
 
    "And the change of subject," Daelyn agreed. "So, you going to try pushing silver through your shield and try to harness the energy?" 
 
    Sean nodded, "Yes. But we'll need to move someplace safer, so we don't set anything on fire. Also I'll need you, Roxy, to handle the silver." 
 
    "Why me?" 
 
    "Cause if anything goes wrong, you won't be killed by it?" 
 
    "It's silver, Hon." 
 
    "Oh, right," Sean said, and scratched his head. 
 
    "I'll do it," Daelyn said. "I've dealt with hot metal before. Just need to see if they have a smithy here or not." 
 
    "Have you figured out how much energy is in an ounce of silver? You said you'd look into it." 
 
    "Oh! Yeah, that. Alpha decay gives off like four point three million electron volts of energy, per electron." 
 
    "That much?" Jolene said, looking surprised. 
 
    "An electron volt is tiny," Daelyn said. "Without getting into all the math, an ounce of silver, gives off about thirty four hundred kilowatts of power, if you decay all of the atoms." 
 
    "That's a lot!" Roxy said. 
 
    Sean nodded, "But I only get about ten percent of it to use." 
 
    "That's still over three hundred kilowatts," Daelyn pointed out, "and you said it's what? Fourteen to make a tag? That's like twenty-four right there." 
 
    "Assuming I can control it." 
 
    "Where's the other ninety percent going?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Dealing with the radiation and running all the magic in the device. That ten percent is what runs the shield, if I understood the notes right, and even with that, it's still too much power, which is why the shield expands and gets harder, and then starts to shed heat. 
 
    "So, how many necklaces and tags did you manage to grab?" 
 
    "Eighteen of the necklaces, five of the tags," Jolene said. 
 
    "Well, grab them, Dae, grab the silver please? I'm afraid to touch it with the tag on. Then lets all go see if we can find a place to do a little experimenting." 
 
    "We'll ask Roberta, she'll know," Jolene said. 
 
    "Umm, I'd like to keep this as quiet as possible," Sean confided in them. 
 
    "Sean," Roxy growled. 
 
    "Yes, dear?" 
 
    "Stop being an idiot." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Of all the sorceresses here, Roberta is definitely the one who will keep your secrets. She's got your child in her, remember? Didn't you notice how much she was leaning into you this morning? Whatever she felt for Sampson, and I suspect it was a lot, she's pretty much focused that on you now." 
 
    Sean looked at Roxy, standing there with her hands on her hips. 
 
    "Yes, dear." 
 
    "Better. Really, your lion should clue you in on these things." 
 
    "We're still giddy, forgive us," Sean grinned. 
 
    "Lions!" Roxy said throwing her hands up in the air. But Sean could see she was smiling all the same. 
 
    "Well, let's go find Roberta and see about a place to do some work." 
 
    "What about Branff? And my car?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "We need to deal with this first. Then we'll see about that," Sean said. "I still need to get back in there and get my father's book as well, if it's still in one piece that is. But you said it would be a few days?" 
 
    Daelyn sighed and nodded. 
 
    "Tomorrow, I promise." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Experiments 
 
      
 
    Sean was sitting in a chair in his hybrid form, without any clothing on, or anything flammable within ten feet of him. He had his enchantment program open; his monitor program open and he'd already turned off the encryption on the silver tag device. 
 
    The plan right now was simple, Daelyn, would simply throw half ounce slugs of silver at him, that she'd cut off one of the ten ounce bars, while Sean held one of the necklaces in his hand and tried to use his tarball program to enchant it.  
 
    He thought that starting off with something he could do on his own might be a better way to test this. On a metal table to his left were several more chains, as well as the five tags. 
 
    "Ready?" Daelyn asked him. Everyone else was behind what looked like a blast shield. Apparently some sorceresses dealt with some pretty nasty magic of their own. 
 
    "Go," Sean said and as the silver hit the shield he watched as everything did what it was supposed to do. He untarred the program into the necklace and tried to grab the energy coming from the silver tag, but it wasn't coming as fast as he needed it, so he only got a small percentage to use for the enchanting and the rest came from him.  
 
    He got a little dizzy as the surge hit, but he had more than enough energy to create one by himself, and then of course there was all of the energy he got back, as well as the small bit that came from the necklace, which continued at a trickle for another second afterwards. 
 
    "That didn't look good," Daelyn commented. 
 
    "No, I only got a small amount from the necklace, the rest went into the shield to harden it and extend it." 
 
    "Can you turn that off?" 
 
    "I don't know. Throw another piece." 
 
    "Okay, here comes!" 
 
    This time, Sean simply watched the functions of the silver tag as the silver hit the shield. He saw it then, the program that took the energy to buff the shield up. That was where most of the energy was going. If he could subvert that program, the energy would go directly to.... 
 
    Sean followed that path, and he found the heat program. The heat program's purpose was to throttle all of the energy that came out of the necklace and only allow a small percentage to go to the wearer. Apparently his father felt that it was better to set someone on fire than to funnel too much energy into them. 
 
    That made him stop and think a moment. Sean knew that he'd recover from being burned, even third degree burns probably wouldn't stop him, well, maybe if he got enough of them they might. But for the most part he'd heal. 
 
    But he had no idea at all what too much magical energy would do to him. 
 
    Looking at the routines in the tag, he could see just how he could make one minor change, in two places, to bypass those routines. But then he'd get hit with all of that power at once. Which was a pretty big shot of power. 
 
    "Dae, can you think of a way to feed the silver to me, slowly? But at a constant rate?" 
 
    "Easy peasy!" Daelyn said.  
 
    "Then set it up." 
 
    "How much and how fast?" 
 
    "Umm, say about an tenth of an ounce per ten seconds?" Sean said taking his best guess. 
 
    "Okay, give me a couple of minutes to do a few things." 
 
    "Sure," Sean said. 
 
    "What are you planning to do?" Jolene asked, coming around the shield. 
 
    "Well, I can override the safeties on the device, so I get the power directly, but if it comes too fast," Sean made a face, "I have no idea what happens to a person who gets too much magic, too fast." 
 
    "They cook," Jolene sighed, "just like those stories say about pets in microwaves." 
 
    "Eww," Roxy said, making a face. "Sure you want to do this, Hon?" 
 
    "I only have to do it the once," Sean said. 
 
    "And you only have to screw it up once, as well," Roxy pointed out. 
 
    "We need the tags, you need the tag. If we can make this work, then at least we have a way to make more." 
 
    "I still say you should just build a machine to do this, Sean," Roxy growled. 
 
    "I love you too, dear," Sean said and just then the sound of hammering came from the back of the room. 
 
    "What's she doing?"  
 
    "Thinning and lengthening one of those bars I think," Jolene said. 
 
    Sure enough, a minute later Daelyn came over and took a much thinner and longer bar and attached a string through a hole she'd punched in one end. Using a stand that was in the room, she draped the string over it, and hung the bar over Sean's chair. 
 
    "How's that?" Daelyn said as she practiced raising and lowering it several times.  
 
    Sean noticed she had the string wrapped around a thick rod and was lowering it by slowly turning the rod.  
 
    "That looks good. Just keep an eye on me, if I start smoking, stop lowering." 
 
    "Oh, I got a temperature gauge for that!" Daelyn laughed and pointed some sort of handheld device at him, as a red dot appeared on his chest. 
 
    "Okay, well, let's give this a try," Sean said and going over and sitting in the chair he grabbed all five of the tags. He didn't really need to hold them in his hand, though it did make it easier for him to 'find' them.  
 
    Putting three in one hand, he spread them out so he could easily feel each one, then he put the remaining two in his other hand.  
 
    Checking his monitor program, he closed his eyes and started to concentrate. "Lower it." 
 
    "Lowering!" Daelyn said and when it hit the shield, Sean winced at the sudden influx of energy. 
 
    "Slower!" He called and triggered the first tarball. He could actually feel his insides warming up for a moment, but then the program started and drew off all of the energy he'd gotten.  
 
    As it neared completion, he triggered a second one, then a third as he got hit with the blast of return energy from the first one as it completed and kicked back a third of the energy required to make it! 
 
    He felt he had it handled at that point and didn't realize his mistake until the next two finished and each kicked back both of their energies! Dropping them he started running the programs on the two remaining tags immediately to suck up that energy before it fried him. 
 
    "Stop!" He gasped and watched as the two remaining tags were programmed rapidly. The power to fill them stopped and then he was having to use his own energy to do it, and he didn't have enough! 
 
    "A little more!" He gasped, almost passing out as the last of his energy left him, only to be replaced rather suddenly with another big shot of energy. 
 
    "Trouble," he gasped and could see that the tags were about to complete, he was sure he could get Daelyn to stop before he got too much energy, but he was about to get about nine kilowatts of energy dumped back into him! 
 
    "Stop!" he called out just as the tags finished and the excess energy started to dump back into him! Opening his eyes he looked around frantically, even his most powerful spell didn't drain that much! 
 
    He saw the table then, with the necklaces on it. Slamming his hand down on top of it, he started the necklace tarball on ten of them at once, screaming in pain as he got hit with a huge backlash of energy from the two tags! 
 
    Thankfully it drained out into the necklaces quickly, though he was forced to start it on one more, the power overfilling him even with the drain. Gasping for breath as the pain ebbed he watched the progress of the spells and thought he smelled something burning in the room. 
 
    He checked his power, he was almost full up again! As the first ten started to complete, he started up a twelfth, and then three more as the power from those ten kicked back. Looking at his own power, he was almost drained. Sighing with relief he let the power from the last four flow back into him, and then groaning he let go of everything and passed out, falling to the floor. 
 
      
 
    Roxy had started to step forward when Sean gasped and told Daelyn to slow down, but Jolene grabbed onto her arm with both hands and yanked hard! 
 
    Looking at Jolene, Roxy saw her shake her head, with a very blatant look of concern on her face. 
 
    "He's still okay," Jolene whispered. 
 
    Roxy gave a soft growl, but nodded and continued to watch as Daelyn slowed down, then stopped completely when Sean gasped out 'Stop!'  
 
    "Not yet," Jolene whispered, "not yet." 
 
    They all jumped when Sean called out for a little more and started to waver in his seat. 
 
    "He's losing it," Roberta said. 
 
    "No, not yet. Wait," Jolene said. "I can channel power, but not much, he's still handling it." 
 
    Roxy started forward when Sean called out that he was in trouble, only to find Jolene straddling her back and hitting her on the head! 
 
    "Not yet, you idiot!" Jolene told her. 
 
    Roxy was stopped dead by the sheer desperation in Jolene's voice! Jolene never ever hit anyone, much less yelled at them! 
 
    When Sean yelled for Daelyn to stop and his eyes opened as he screamed in pain, looking around frantically, Jolene started forward, pushing Roxy forcefully out of the way, stopping inches from him, with her hands outstretched above his head as he put his hand on the necklaces, dropping the remaining tags from his other hand. 
 
    "Come on, you can do it," Jolene was muttering, her hands inches above Sean's body as his fur literally started to smolder for a moment. Roxy almost took a step forward again, but this time Roberta put a hand on her. 
 
    "That's it, come on baby, you can do it," Jolene continued to whisper as Sean's hands moved over the necklaces a second time, and then with a sudden sigh he started to sag and Jolene put her hands on him and started casting. Just as a several buckets worth of water appeared above them and rained down. 
 
    This time Roxy ran up to them. 
 
    "How is he?" 
 
    "It's not too bad," Jolene said, panting, "He got hit with a huge backlash." 
 
    "Backlash, from what?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Oh, shit," Daelyn swore. "He forgot about that!" 
 
    "Forgot about what?" Roberta asked. 
 
    "We all forgot about it," Jolene sighed and looked at Roberta. "When he does these fast enchantments, he gets about a third of the energy it takes, back, when it completes. And those tags," Jolene nodded to them on the floor, "Take about nine months worth of energy. He damn near fried himself. If those necklaces hadn't been there, he probably would have fried himself. As it was, he was starting to cook there at the end." 
 
    "Shit," Roxy growled. "He is not doing that again." 
 
    "No, definitely not," Jolene agreed. 
 
    "If he even suggests it, I just might whack him one with Max," Daelyn agreed. 
 
     "Well, let's clean up this mess. You can all come back to my room," Roberta said looking around the scattered magic items and the wet floor. 
 
    "I'll get the tags," Roxy sighed, and picking one up she clicked it onto her collar. "You know, as much as I like having this, it wasn't worth it." 
 
      
 
    Sean came to, lying on his back in a soft bed, it took him a few moments to realize where he was, and boy did his head hurt! 
 
    He tried to sit up, but a hand pressed him back down into bed. 
 
    "Just rest, you almost cooked yourself to death there, boy genius," Roxy snarled. 
 
    "Could I get some water," Sean gasped as he realized he was dying of thirst. 
 
    "Just a moment," he heard Roberta say. 
 
    Sean just sighed and closed his eyes, as what happened to him played back through his mind. That backlash of energy was okay, when it was small, and you could do something with it. But with something as massive as the enchantments on those silver tag devices? Oh, that was a serious problem. He'd have to find a way to fix that! 
 
    "Help him up," Roberta said, and he felt Roxy's hand on his back as she easily sat him up. 
 
    He started drinking as soon as he felt the glass touch his lips, and drained it dry rather quickly. Roberta refilled the glass and he drained that one, then another. 
 
    His headache started to recede a little as he started in on the fourth one. 
 
    "How did I lose so much water?" he groaned. 
 
    "It boiled off," Jolene said, "when you almost did the human fireball trick." 
 
    Sean winced at her tone of voice, "Is there anyone in this room who isn't mad at me?" 
 
    "No!" all four of them said together. 
 
    "So I guess suggesting that I'll get it right the next time is right out?" Sean said, giving a wane smile. 
 
    Sean," Roxy growled, and looking up he saw she had a lamp in her hand and was about to smack him with it. 
 
    'Oh, enough of this!' his lion said and growling rather loudly Sean looked at all of them. 
 
    "I'm sorry," he growled loudly, "yes, I made a mistake, yes it hurt like hell, and no you will not take that tone of voice with me." 
 
    "If you are going to try that again, there is gonna be one hell of a fight in this room," Roxy warned him. 
 
    "Dear lord, I may be an idiot sometimes, but I'm no fool!" Sean sighed and collapsed back on to the bed. He was exhausted. Apparently he'd pushed himself right to the edge. He'd have to look himself over later and check for damage. 
 
    "That's better," Roxy purred and climbed up onto the bed with him, the other three following her example. 
 
    "Much better," Sean purred and gave each one a kiss, and then closing his eyes he fell back asleep. 
 
      
 
    Waking up, Sean opened his eyes to see that it was dark in the room, and the clock by Roberta's bed said it was two am. Stretching he yawned a little, being careful not to wake the girls. Of which he only saw three, Roxie, Jolene, and Daelyn. He wondered where Roberta was. He'd go look in a bit, but first he called up his stats spell to take a look at where he was. Surprisingly his watch was still on, apparently no one had thought to take it off. 
 
    When the sheet came up he was rather surprised at what he saw. Apparently doing stupid shit and almost killing yourself paid off! His constitution had gone up a point, and his physical stats had a fair bit of points to spend, so he bought himself a bunch more regeneration. Considering how many times he'd been low on, well, damn near everything, getting it back faster could only help. 
 
    On his mental stats, his intelligence hadn't gone up at all, but his wisdom had definitely increased. Again, doing stupid stuff and living through it obviously had its perks. He split the points he'd gained there between reasoning and memory, holding back a few, just in case. More out of habit than anything else. 
 
    When he came to magical, there were a lot of points. He put a level into will, but the rest all went into mana. Again, he'd come up short a couple of times now, and he didn't like that much. He was learning that even with his cheats and his shortcuts, casting spells was expensive! No wonder human mages carried wands and other magic items; they could power them at their ease, and then unload it all when they needed it. 
 
    Coming down to spells, he stopped and looked at them for a minute. He'd been saving up points to use on his father's book. But right now he didn't have it, and wasn't sure he was going to get it back. He could pump some more points into his framework spells, but right now, that wasn't important. He wasn't really a spell caster; he was an enchanter after all.  
 
    And he really needed to get better at enchanting. Especially if he was going to build a device to take his place in creating magic items. Oh, he understood the basics, he had his tarball archive program and he could play thing back, into similar objects of course. But he really didn't understand all of the little details of his father's work, and he wasn't sure he could build what he needed without a lot more study.  
 
    Popping out of that spell, he went into his classroom, and dug out the book on enchanting. Digging through it, he started looking for those elements that he thought he might need, and flagged the spells he thought might help him for further examination. 
 
    Checking his watch, it was after three now, so leaving his classroom he opened his eyes again, still no sign of Roberta. 
 
    Getting out of the bed was going to be a challenge, with the girls sprawled on it, but he cheated and shifted to his human form, then once he got free, he went full lion.  
 
    A quick check of the apartment showed him that Roberta wasn't there, but Sarah was asleep in her bed. So carefully opening the door with his paws, he went out and started looking for her. As he'd seen her at the gate twice before, he decided to go there first. 
 
    "What are you doing here?" Roberta asked. 
 
    "Looking for you of course," Sean rumbled and rubbed his head against her belly. 
 
    "Well, I'll be done here in a few more hours," Roberta said and ran her fingers through his mane. "You know, you look good like that." 
 
    "Yes, but I look better like this," Sean said and shifting into his hybrid form he put his arms around her and kissed her. 
 
    "Sean, you'll get me in trouble," Roberta laughed. 
 
    "Why?" Sean asked and kissed her again. 
 
    "Can't you wait? I get off in a few hours!" 
 
    "No, I can't wait," Sean mock growled and kissed her again, starting to stroke her body with his hands. 
 
    "I'm supposed to be watching the gate!" 
 
    Sean grinned and spinning her around, he pressed up against her back, bending her over the short wall in front of her. 
 
    "There, now you can watch the gate," he purred and started to kiss the back of her neck. 
 
    "Damn lions," Roberta giggled, "Sampson could never take no for an answer either!" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 McConnell's Office 
 
      
 
    "So," Roger said to Charles, "do you believe Sam's claim that they were unable to retrieve the book before some sort of explosion went off and destroyed everything?" 
 
    "And David being killed in the attack by Valens himself?" Charles laughed and shook his head, "I'm not that gullible, and neither are you." 
 
    Roger nodded and sighed, "It bothers me that Gerald has apparently thrown in with Sam, by backing his story." 
 
    Charles nodded, "True, I suppose Sam must have found something to use against him. Gerald never struck me as the type to go out on a limb like this." 
 
    "Even the mouse can roar, Charles, if it sees a chance to kill the cat." 
 
    "So, what do we do about it?" 
 
    "If there is anything that Sam is holding over Gerald's head, I would like to know about it. This way when the time is right we can isolate Sam and deal with him." 
 
    "Why not deal with him now?" Charles asked, "I could remove him quietly and effortlessly, I'm sure." 
 
    Roger shook his head, "Don't underestimate Sam. You can be sure he's expecting me to move against him now; I doubt he even believes that he fooled us with his story. However, that's not the issue. The issue is we need to secure the book, or at least know where it is so we can secure it, before we kill him.  
 
    "That book is the key, Charles." 
 
    "Still, I'd rather not give him the opportunity to learn how to use anything in that book against you, Roger," Charles argued. "If we wait too long, he may become too strong." 
 
    Roger sighed, Charles had a point. "Start taking precautions, we can afford to give him a couple of days to make him think he's gotten away with it. Sooner or later he'll slip up, I'm sure." 
 
    Charles nodded, "I've already got someone in his household watching him. But once I know where that book is, I'm going to move, Roger. The last thing we need is Sam subverting more members of the council over to him. With him, Gerald, and David gone, that's three open spots, a full third of the council gone. Unless you're thinking of keeping Gerald, if we can get something on him?" 
 
    Roger shook his head, "No, Gerald will have to go, once we've dealt with Sam. Preferably something quiet, like a heart attack in his sleep." 
 
    "You know," Charles gave Roger an evil grin, "how about I kill Gerald tonight? It might spook Sam into making a mistake, and any of the others he may have subverted will think he's gotten greedy." 
 
    Roger laughed and smiled, shaking his head, "Charles, as always, you are invaluable my friend. Yes, by all means. Let's play this your way." 
 
    Charles nodded happily, "Thanks, Roger!" and getting up he took his leave. He had been worried that his friend might not see the danger until too late. Roger's problem was that he liked to let people hang themselves, and with politics and political maneuvering, that was fine. 
 
    But Charles, Charles liked to tie the knot and slip the rope over their heads himself. Especially when violence and action were called for. He knew that he could never do Roger's job, politics were just too far beyond him, and Roger was truly an expert when it came to playing those games. That Roger had done all that he could to win Charles' loyalty showed that even though Roger may not have the skills for the more direct approach to certain problems, he understood how necessary they were. 
 
    Charles smiled at that, they knew each other well, and played to each other's strengths. Charles had gone to great lengths to prove to Roger that his loyalty was total many years ago, and since then the rewards for both of them had been great. Charles might be Roger's tool, but Roger was Charles' meal ticket, and he'd protect him to the end. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sam swore again, but at least he refrained from throwing the book against the wall. Not that he suspected it would hurt it. The book was enchanted, and enchanted rather cunningly. He could see the words on the paper, and he could almost, almost, read them.  
 
    But he couldn't understand them, not a one.  
 
    What's more, they changed! They changed constantly! 
 
    He wondered then if Bernard had done this, or if it had been his son? He suspected the father, a month ago the kid didn't even know what magic was, so he doubted the brat had learned to do something as complicated as this in such a short time. 
 
    That made him wonder, had that brat managed to read the book? To unlock any of its secrets? Not taking him alive with the book may have been a mistake, cracking the spell protecting it was going to take some time, and some serious work. Hiding that from Roger wasn't going to be easy! 
 
    "Mr. Wilston!"  
 
    Sam looked up at his servant as she came into the room, unbidden. Say what you will about the animals, but some of their women were rather comely, as well as fun in bed. Sheila was a comely one, alright, young too. A fox lycan he'd purchased from a dealer in England, she was a great deal of fun. He'd already had several offers for her, once he tired of her charms. 
 
    "What, Sheila?" Sam scowled; she wasn't supposed to come into his study without knocking. 
 
    "Sir! It's Mr. Hoise!" 
 
    "What? Is he here? Show him in already!" 
 
    "No, Sir!" Sam picked up now that she looked a little distressed. "He's dead!"  
 
    "What?" Sam said, standing, letting the book drop onto his desk. "How? When?" 
 
    "His servant called, she told me they just found him dead in his study, they think it was his heart, Sir!" 
 
    Sam swore and stalking around the desk he went past her and out into the hallway. "Tell my wife I've gone to Gerald's house to investigate this! Tell the staff not to let anyone but family into the house until I've come back!" 
 
    Grabbing his car keys, Sam quickly made for the garage. He didn't know that Gerald had a bad heart, him dying suddenly like this could set his plans back a fair bit! 
 
    Then again, Sam considered, right now Gerald was the only one who knew that Sam had the book. With the problems he was having deciphering it, his plans were all set back anyway.  
 
    But first, first he needed to get to Gerald's house and check to be sure that it was in fact a heart attack, and not something magically induced. If it were the latter, then he'd have to start watching his back very carefully. 
 
      
 
    Two hours later and Sam was seated around a table in the back of a small bar not far off the strip. He looked at the other five men who were there; all were well dressed like himself, but no so well dressed as to stand out. 
 
    "Was it a heart attack?" James, the one sitting across from him asked. 
 
    Sam sighed and nodded. "I checked him over carefully; there wasn't a single trace of magic to be found. Jessica, his wife, told me that he'd been complaining all morning of indigestion and not feeling well. He'd gone into his study to read for a while, and when lunchtime came around, one of his servants found him. He was already cool to the touch." 
 
    "Damn," James said. 
 
    "Yeah," Robert, who was sitting on Sam's right agreed, "Damn. Who knew he had a bad heart?" 
 
    "What does this mean for us?" Gary, who was sitting to Sam's left asked.  
 
    "It means," Sam grunted, "that we hold off for a few more days. If for no other reason than to respect Gerald's passing and let him be buried in peace."  
 
    Sam looked at each of them then. They weren't the most powerful in the coven, but each of them was the son of a key figure, and each of them was tired of waiting for their own chance at power, and was more than willing to go against their father's wishes to gain it. 
 
    "In fact, we may even be able to use this to our advantage. For now, we do nothing, but soon, soon I promise you," Sam told them with a grim smile. 
 
    "Now, I've been gone long enough, I need to attend to my own duties," and with that, Sam got up and left them. 
 
    "Well," James started to rise, but Gary put a hand on his arm, stopping him and looking at the others. 
 
    "What?"  
 
    Gary watched to be sure that Sam had in fact left. 
 
    "I found out something," Gary whispered in a low voice, causing the other two to lean in closer. 
 
    "What?" James asked, lowering his voice as well. 
 
    "Gerald helped Sam get some sort of book. They were supposed to get it for Roger, but once they got it, Sam killed Jamison and kept it for himself. Gerald told me he was worried that Sam might go after him next." 
 
    "Why would he say that?" Will, who was seated by James, asked. 
 
    "Because up until Sam killed him, Jamison had been onboard with the rest of us. Sam told Gerald that he had proof that Jamison had sold them out, but Gerald never saw it. Gerald was starting to get worried that he might be next, that maybe Sam was only using the rest of us to get power." 
 
    "And Gerald told you all of this?" James said, looking a little skeptical. 
 
    "Last night, when I went over there for dinner," Gary looked at each of them, "I asked the rest of you to come, you should have, then you would have heard it too." 
 
    "Still, that's a lot to take in," Robert said. 
 
    "Yeah, well maybe one of us should go check the body? If Sam killed him, then we may very well be next." 
 
    Gary watched carefully as the others sat back and considered that. His father Charles had been right; distrust would spread through these guys like a fire through a dry grass field. 
 
    "I'll look into it," Robert said at last, "my sister is dating his son, I can use that as an excuse to go over and look around." 
 
    "Okay," Gary said and nodded. He'd be sure to let his father know that they'd taken the bait and to arrange things accordingly.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Consequences 
 
      
 
    Sean yawned and tried to keep his eyes open as they left the guild. Roberta had lent them her minivan, and Daelyn was driving, as usual.  
 
    "You know, if you didn't run off in the middle of the night to abuse Roberta, you wouldn't be tired now," Roxy snickered. 
 
    "I also wouldn't be tired if you hadn't decided you needed a little 'abuse' yourself," Sean said and yawned again. 
 
    "Hey, I'm entitled! Senior wife, remember?" 
 
    "Uh-huh, and what's everyone else's excuse?" 
 
    "I don't need one, I own you," Daelyn laughed. 
 
    "Oh please, like the word no is even in your vocabulary," Jolene snickered. 
 
    "Well, I seem to recall certain people agreeing to loan me out, without my consent mind you, to a certain lady in return for a place to stay," Sean responded. 
 
    "And you went kicking and screaming all the way," Daelyn snorted. 
 
    "More like humping and roaring," Roxy laughed. 
 
    "Really, Hon, you're going to have to do a lot better than that if you want us to think you were at all upset with it," Jolene chimed in. 
 
    Sean sighed; all was right in the world. 
 
    "So, shall we check out the shelter first and see if either of the cars survived?" he asked, changing the subject. 
 
    "Sure," Daelyn said, "It's almost lunch time, wouldn't do to show up while everyone at the factory is on their break anyway." 
 
    Sean nodded, "Then let's do that. But let's drive up and down the road a few times first; just to be sure that no one's watching the place." 
 
    "They all think you're dead, I'm sure," Oak said from the back. "I doubt they're keeping an eye on it now. Especially with one less team." 
 
    "Still, it pays to be safe," Roxy said. 
 
      
 
    They drove back and forth down South Virginia several times, but they didn't see anything, or sense anything magical. 
 
    "Well, let's do this," Daelyn said and pulling off the road she drove down the side road into the drainage tunnel. "Lets go see what's left of my car." 
 
    Sean nodded and didn't say anything, just drawing his pistol and getting out of the minivan as soon as Daelyn stopped. Oak had opened the back door and already jumped out, his gun in his hand as well. 
 
    "I'll keep an eye on the entrance," Roxy said, moving back towards the end they'd come in from, also with a gun in hand. 
 
    "I'll just wait here," Jolene said, "I really don't feel like seeing any dead bodies today." 
 
    "Okay," Sean said and followed Daelyn over to the hidden switch for the garage. When she triggered it, it just popped open like when they'd first come here. 
 
    "Power's out, but that's to be expected," she commented 
 
    Sean bent over and grabbing the edge of the door he pushed it up. 
 
    "Ugh, what's that smell," Daelyn asked, gagging as a foul odor floated out. 
 
    "Burned human," Oak said. 
 
    "Ugh. I don't know what's worse, the smell, or the fact that you knew what it was!" 
 
    "Jo, could you cast a light spell in here, please?" Sean asked. 
 
    "One moment," Jolene grumbled, holding her nose with one hand. "Boy does that stink!" and with the other hand she cast a spell, lighting up the whole of the garage area. 
 
    Oak immediately made a beeline for the dead body of his packmate, kneeling down and bending over to check his body. "They killed him," Oak growled, "he did his job, served them faithfully, and they killed him," Oak closed his eyes a moment, in obvious anguish. 
 
    "What was his job?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "To grab Sean's book and then bring it up here to Jamison, then escort Jamison back to Wilston and Hoise in the van." 
 
    "Is this Jamison?" Sean asked walking over to the other dead body. Whoever it was, they were burned to a crisp. 
 
    "Yes," Oak nodded looking over at the body, "he was the only one wearing body armor." 
 
    "Guess there must have been an argument over something," Sean said looking over the charred remains. Turning, he looked over at Daelyn who had opened the door to her 'Cuda.  
 
    "How's the car, Dae?" 
 
    "She's fine!" Daelyn said happily. "Oh, I'll have to deal with the scorch marks from where mister human torch was standing when he got hit, and do something about the smell, but I bet she starts right up!" 
 
    Daelyn hopped in and sure enough, a moment later the 'Cuda started up without a problem. 
 
    "What about the van?"  
 
    "It looks fine from here!" Daelyn called as she shut the 'Cuda off. 
 
    "Well, that's something," Sean sighed, and getting up he went over to the metal door that led down inside. Putting his hand on it, he noticed that it felt a little warm, but not hot. 
 
    "I'm going to go down inside. See what survived the heat." 
 
    "Umm, you sure you want to do that, Sean?" Daelyn said. "There's four bodies down inside there that got poached. I doubt it's going to smell all that good." 
 
    "I'll be okay," Sean sighed. "Is it possible to get power doing down there again?" 
 
    "Sure, just close the valves by the door and give them ten or twenty minutes to reset, then open them again. But I don't know why you'd want to; it's going to be mess down there. The steam will have melted or cooked everything." 
 
    Sean nodded, "I know, but I need to check something." 
 
    "Well, let me move the 'Cuda out of here, it's already smelly enough." 
 
    "Can I go with you?" Oak asked Sean as Daelyn started the 'Cuda back up and slowly backed it out of the garage over to where she'd parked Roberta's minivan. 
 
    "If you want to," Sean told him. 
 
    "They were my pack; I would like to see them treated a little better than left to rot down there." 
 
     Sean nodded, then grabbing the latch he turned it and pushed the door open, the scent that hit him in the face almost made him, puke. He had to fight with his stomach a couple of times, to keep from retching. 
 
    "I hate that smell," Oak growled. 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "Charred fur." 
 
    Sean nodded and pulling out his flashlight he turned it on and made his way carefully down the stairs. Everything was wet and slimy, as well as warm. With the place sealed up, obviously the moisture from the steam as it condensed had no place to go. 
 
    When they got to the main room, sure enough, all of the pillows and pads they'd brought down had been destroyed. Going into the kitchen he looked at the box on the table. It was metal, so it had survived. So had the bracelets and tags inside of it.  
 
    Picking up the box he dumped it out onto the table, and felt along the bottom. There was a sticky substance there, which probably had once been tape. Turning his light back to the pile of necklaces and tags, it didn't take him long to find it: a small token, made of gold and still sticky from the melted tape was in the pile. Picking it up, Sean could feel the magic on it now that he was holding it. It was a fairly simple magical beacon. Calling up his enchanting program, he tarballed it first, and then erased it. 
 
    Slipping it in his pocket, he swept all of the necklaces and tags back into the box and went over to the panel with the two water valves. Setting the box down, he opened the panel and spun both of the valves closed, then picking the box back up he carried it up into the garage and set it down by the minivan.  
 
    Then he went back down inside to look for Oak. 
 
    He found him down on the lower level, looking at the cooked remains of his last packmate. Sean had seen the cooked chunks by the table in the living area, obviously from the one he'd frozen, and then two more dead bodies in the hallway. 
 
    "I want to bury them," Oak said looking up at Sean. 
 
    Sean nodded, "Do you want any help?" 
 
    Oak shook his head, "No, I can handle it. I owe to them, I was their leader." 
 
    Reaching into his pocket, Sean pulled out a wad of bills and handed them to Oak.  
 
    "The keys are in the van up above. I'd say go and buy some blankets to roll them up in first, and some heavy plastic bags as well. Maybe a few shovels too.  
 
    "Are you going to take care of Jamison as well?" 
 
    Oak nodded, "They killed him too, possibly because of us. I'll bury him with my pack." 
 
    Sean nodded, "Meet us back at the guild when you're done." 
 
    "Thank you, Sean." 
 
    "It's never easy losing family," Sean sighed and patted Oak on the back and then headed back upstairs. He opened the valves back up when he got there. With any luck Oak wouldn't have to rely on just a flashlight and his night vision for too long. 
 
    "Where's Oak?" Roxy asked as Sean came out of the garage. 
 
    "He wanted to bury his packmates, so I told him he could. He'll catch up with us at the guild later." 
 
    "We taking both cars to the factory?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    Sean picked up the box of necklaces and set it in the back of Roberta's minivan. 
 
    "Umm," He looked around at the girls. 
 
    "If it's all the same to you," Jolene said, "I'd rather miss what's going to happen next. I can take the car back to the guild, and check in with some of my sources along the way." 
 
    Sean nodded and closed the back door, then went over and gave Jolene a hug and a kiss. "Just be careful and keep out of trouble." 
 
    "I always keep out of trouble," Jolene smiled. 
 
    "I don't know, you took up with me, didn't you?" Sean winked. 
 
    "Yes, and now I know better," Jolene waved to Roxy and Daelyn, "see you back at the guild." 
 
      
 
    "Well, here we are," Daelyn sighed, she knew that someone was going to die and if Sean didn't kill them, she sure as hell would. Dwarves don't betray other dwarves, and even if Sean wasn't one, he was her husband, and she sure as hell was! 
 
    Sean reached over and patted her on the leg, "Time to see who runs." 
 
    "Yeah," Daelyn shook her head and grumbled, "but I still don't have to like it." 
 
    "Trust me, I'm going to be liking it even less than you," Sean told her. "I don't like having to do these kinds of things, as much as they have to be done." 
 
    Daelyn nodded and opening up the doors they got out of the car, Daelyn taking a moment to pull her hammer out of her handbag, she then led the others into the plant. Everyone inside was busy working as they walked by, just another dwarf leading a couple of humans towards the engineering office. Nothing that they hadn't seen before she was sure.  
 
    That probably would be changing rather soon. 
 
    "Daelyn! What a plea..." Garth's voice tapered off as Sean came into the room and shifted immediately into his hybrid form, the top of his mane actually brushing against the office's ceiling. 
 
    "What is this about?" Garth asked, noticing the look on both Daelyn's face, as well as the one on the face of the lion-were, who he guessed must be Sean, her husband.  
 
    "Someone sold us out to the Council of Gradatim," Daelyn stated rather bluntly, smacking her hammer into her hand. 
 
    "What?" Garth looked stunned, "What happened?" 
 
    "They raided us, two nights ago, after we brought back the samples from your office," Sean said slowly, growling just a little. 
 
    "Earth and Stone!" Garth exclaimed, "Was anyone hurt?" 
 
    "Not of ours," Daelyn said and smacked the hammer in her palm again. 
 
    "Well thank the gods for that, but what does that have to do with me or mine?" 
 
    "Someone, probably someone in this office," Sean growled again and looked at the three other dwarves who were currently in the office, sitting at drafting tables and following the conversation with wide-eyed apprehension. "Put a tracking device in with the samples. Roger McConnell gave it to them." 
 
    Daelyn nodded and pointed her hammer at Garth, "Does that name ring any bells?" 
 
    Garth's eyes got wide, and then they slowly started to narrow as he turned to look at one of the three dwarves in the room. 
 
    "Tarl, who boxed up that sample?" 
 
    One of the dwarves jumped in his seat, "Branff did. In fact he insisted on taking care of it himself! Said it was for a special customer." 
 
    "Did anyone else know who it was for?" Daelyn asked, smacking her hammer into her palm again. 
 
    "I didn't," Tarl said shaking his head, "not until just now." 
 
    Garth shook his head and then turned to look at Daelyn, "Only Branff was in the room when you ordered it, most everyone else was out to lunch. I don't think there's any way that anyone could have guessed, but if he's the one who boxed it up..." Garth shook his head looking about as angry as Sean did now. 
 
    "Where is he?" Sean growled. 
 
    "Out on the floor, he's running the stockroom today. The usual guy is out this week." 
 
    "What do you say we go pay him a visit?" Sean growled. 
 
    "Now wait a moment, you can't just go killing him out of hand!" Garth protested, "You need proof!" 
 
    "Oh, I have proof," Sean replied, "you can trust me on that!" 
 
    They all trooped out of the office then, Garth in the lead, followed by Daelyn, Sean, and Roxy, with the other three dwarves following behind. As both Sean and Roxy were in hybrid form now, they definitely drew a lot of eyes. 
 
    Garth led them across the factory floor and through a large doorway into the stockroom. A strongly built middle-aged dwarf looked up at them as they came into the room. Sean thought he caught a brief look of fear, but that was it. 
 
    "What do ye want, Garth? I'm busy," Branff said a little gruffly. 
 
    "It seems that someone put something in that sample box that led a number of folks to the place where my cousin and her family were staying," Garth said gruffly while staring at Branff. "A number of folks from one of the caster's councils, specifically one of the caster councils that no dwarf should be doing business with!" 
 
    "Why I'm offended that yea'd even consider me to have done such a thing!" Branff said, rather hotly, "and ye damn well better have some proof before levelin' such accusations against me! My cousins be on the council here, after all." 
 
    "Son?" Garth asked, turning to look at Sean. 
 
    "You put a magical tracking device in the box when you packed it," Sean growled. 
 
    "Yeah? Well where is it? I don't see no device, ya overgrown moggie." 
 
    Reaching into his pocket, Sean grabbed the gold coin, but then remembering a trick Chad had once played on him, he grabbed the brass casino token that was still in his pocket instead, and tossed it on the table before Branff. 
 
    Sean noticed Branff tensing up, but as the brass token hit the table in front of him, the dwarf gave a sigh of relief and almost smiled. 
 
    "I ain't never seen that before, nor did I put that in any box o' yours!" Branff said, loudly, "and I'll swear it before the sooth tellers of the Earth and Stone temple right now!" 
 
    Sean smiled, 'Gotcha' he thought to himself and digging out the gold token that had been used he said, "Then I guess you wouldn't mind swearing the same about this as well?" and he placed the token down on the table before Branff. 
 
    Sean had to admit that he'd never seen a dwarf jump up and run that fast. He got about halfway to the back door when Daelyn's hammer hit him in the back of the head and he dropped like a sack of potatoes. 
 
    "That was a devious thing, Son. I thought lions didn't pull those kinds of tricks!" Garth said to Sean. 
 
    "You can't trick an honest man," Sean growled, "or dwarf for that matter." 
 
    Garth nodded "Reckon you got a point there, Son," he said as they all walked over towards Branff who was trying to get to his feet rather slowly, looking a bit dazed when Daelyn's hammer hit him again, getting him in the knee this time and causing him to tumble back down once more. 
 
    From the way he suddenly cried out, Sean suspected that Daelyn had thrown it exceptionally hard this time. 
 
    "Why'd you do it?" Garth asked as they stood around the fallen dwarf who was grabbing his knee and swearing. 
 
    "She ain't nuthin' but a freak! A waste o' our tunnels! Takin' up with a beast no less! She's a blight onna all of us! I ain't dun nuttin' that...." 
 
    Branff's outburst stopped rather suddenly as a loud 'boom!' filled the room and Branff's head exploded. 
 
    Everyone noticed the pistol in Sean's hand at the same moment. 
 
    "Why in the hell did you do that!" Garth yelled. 
 
    "Because I didn't want to get any of that filth on my paws," Sean growled as he put his pistol back into the holster. 
 
    "He was entitled to a trial!"  
 
    "He just had one, and he was found guilty. Sentence was carried out immediately," Sean growled back. "He did it, he admitted it, he paid for it. Anyone who doesn't like it can take it up with me!" 
 
    "Garth," Daelyn warned, "if my man hadn't of killed him, I would have. Traitors aren't entitled to no trials, and he sold you out as well as me and mine." 
 
    "Still," Garth said shaking his head, "there'll be a lot of people upset over this!" 
 
    "Yeah well, too bad for them," Daelyn said hotly. "When my uncle hears what he did and what he said, there'll be a lot more noise than that gun just made!" 
 
    Sean noticed that Garth shut his mouth then, and looked a tad embarrassed, "You're right about that, lass. Those were some pretty ugly words he had there." 
 
    Looking up from the mess on the floor Garth looked around. "Tarl, Wos, Hannigan, clean this mess up!" 
 
    "What? Us?" one of them protested. 
 
    "You're not in the office where you belong, so yeah, you. Now get to work." 
 
    "Let's go back to my office," Garth sighed, "I'm not as young as I used to be, I need a drink." 
 
    "Good, we can pay off the balance while we're there," Daelyn said. 
 
    "I don't think I can take your money in good conscience," Garth said, shaking his head. 
 
    "Why? Wasn't your fault he was a traitorous bastard." 
 
    "Maybe not, but he still worked for me." 
 
    "Actually," Sean growled, "he worked for McConnell. He betrayed you just as he betrayed us. No reason for you to suffer any more for it than having to clean up the mess I made on your floor." 
 
    "Well, far be it from me to argue with a lion," Garth agreed. 
 
    "Wise man," Roxy chuckled, "now, how about that drink?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 In the Wind 
 
      
 
    "I've got news," Jolene told them, when they got back to the guild. 
 
    "What?" Roxy asked as Sean just collapsed into a chair and dragged Daelyn into his lap. 
 
    "What's with him?" Jolene asked looking at Sean. 
 
    "He shot that Branff idiot in the head, after he said a bunch of rather nasty stuff." 
 
    "Glad I missed it," Jolene nodded. 
 
    "I'm sorry I had to hear it," Daelyn grumbled and let Sean pull her closer. "I knew there were some who didn't like me, but that," Daelyn shuddered, "that hurt." 
 
    "Hence the bullet to the head," Sean growled. "No one says that about you and walks away!" 
 
    "Better warn Sawyer," Roxy told Jolene. 
 
    "Eh, Sawyer doesn't mean it," Sean said and gave Daelyn a kiss. "It's just his way of keeping folks on their toes. If he doesn't like you, I bet he wouldn't even talk to you." 
 
    "You may have a point there," Jolene agreed, "but we're getting side-tracked here. I stopped by Sawyer's on the way back here. There's trouble in Gradatim." 
 
    "Couldn't happen to a more deserving bunch," Roxy growled. 
 
    "Well, Jamison, one of the council members disappeared." 
 
    "We know that, we found his body," Roxy pointed out. 
 
    "Yes, we did, didn't we?" Jolene smiled, "And I made sure to tell Sawyer that we did, and that he was killed by Wilston and Hoise." 
 
    "How'd you know that?" 
 
    "I overheard Oak telling Sean who was at the attack." 
 
    "Ah! Okay, how'd he react to that?" 
 
    "He rubbed his hands gleefully and laughed for a full minute," Jolene paused, "Sean, are you listening?" 
 
    Sean had unzipped Daelyn's coveralls and pushed them down to her waist, and was carefully exploring her upper body with his lips. 
 
    "I'm listening," he rumbled. 
 
    "Me, too," Daelyn gasped. 
 
    Jolene looked at Roxy who shrugged and grinned. 
 
    "Anyway," Jolene continued, "Hoise died of a heart attack. Suddenly, and unexpectedly. Rumors are flying all over the place. Some think that McConnell did it, and some think that his buddy Wilston did it." 
 
    "Why would Wilston do it?" Sean mumbled, between kisses. 
 
    "Apparently there's some sort of major power play going on between the senior members of the council." 
 
    "They didn't hand over the book," Sean mumbled. 
 
    "Quit talking!" Daelyn grumbled and whacked Sean on the head. 
 
    Jolene paused a moment and thought about that. 
 
    "It would make sense," she agreed. "I didn't want to mention the book to Sawyer, so he had no idea why they were there. He jumped to the conclusion that because the attack was a failure, recriminations are flying around and Wilston's fighting for his survival now." 
 
    "I wonder what would happen if McConnell found out that Wilston has the book?" Roxy pondered. 
 
    "Given Hoise's death, he probably suspects," Jolene said. 
 
    "Mmm, hmm!" Sean agreed. 
 
    "Oh, that felt nice! Do it again!" Daelyn giggled. 
 
    Roxy winked at Jolene. 
 
    "We need to go see Chad, right Sean?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Mmm, hmm!" Sean agreed again, and Daelyn sighed happily. 
 
    "Who's a good lion? Hmm? Who?" Roxy teased as Jolene laughed. 
 
    Sean growled and Daelyn sighed even louder, "Good lion! Do that again!" Daelyn laughed. 
 
    "The things I put up with," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "Hey!" Daelyn whacked him on the top of his head again, "Bad lion! Did I say you could stop?" 
 
    Sean tried not to feel too embarrassed as both Jolene and Roxy started to laugh loudly. He'd get them, but he'd be sure to take care of Daelyn first. 
 
    "Better! Eep! No teeth! No... Oh!"  
 
    Sean smiled to himself as Daelyn suddenly ground her body against him; life was good. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "So, what's your goal here?" Chad asked as they sat around the table. Sean had just finished telling Chad everything that had happened, as well as what they knew. He'd told Chad about his father's book as well, and the need to get it back, or at least keep it out of the wrong hands. 
 
    "To wipe out Gradatim of course!" Roxy growled. 
 
    Chad shook his head, "No, you do that and the other councils will band together, and then you'll have a war. We don't want a war. That's not the goal." 
 
    "Then what is the goal?" Roxy grumbled. 
 
    "Freeing lycans, that's the goal," Sean sighed. "Though I need to get my father's book back as well." 
 
    "Right," Chad nodded, "and obviously this Wilston guy is planning a coup. That other guy's death is either pure dumb luck, or the guy in charge, McConnell was his name, right?" 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    "McConnell found out and is undercutting Wilston's support." 
 
    "You don't think it could be Wilston eliminating competition?" Roxy asked. 
 
    Chad shook his head, "The time to eliminate any competition from your supporters is after you've won, not before." 
 
    "Then why not kill Wilston?" 
 
    "Because Wilston has the book and McConnell wants it, but perhaps he doesn't know where it is?" Chad said with a smile. "McConnell probably has his spies watching Wilston like a hawk; and even if he does know where Wilston is keeping the book, it probably pays for him to wait." 
 
    "Why would he wait? Why wouldn't he kill him immediately?" 
 
    "Either he's worried about the potential reaction from the other members of the council; they have recently lost two members, right? Or he's waiting for all of Wilston's supporters to reveal themselves, so he can deal with them when the time comes as well." 
 
    "There is a third issue," Jolene said. 
 
    "Oh?" Chad raised an eyebrow, looking at her." 
 
    "The senior council for Gradatim is nine strong. If they need to circle for any important magic, they need seven to circle. With nine people, it makes it easier to get seven together on short notice. Once Wilston is dead, they'll only have six and not be able to circle." 
 
    "You can't circle with six?" Chad asked. 
 
    Jolene shook her head, "A circle has to be a prime number. Otherwise it can collapse into a smaller circle, or two smaller circles. The effects of that are pretty bad for those not in a circle, or in the smaller of the two circles." 
 
    "Why not use five then?" 
 
    "They could, but a circle of five isn't very powerful by comparison. Most major councils have larger senior councils so they can circle eleven, but for all that they may be big in Reno, the Council of Gradatim isn't as strong magically as you might think. Most of their power comes from their fairly ruthless use of their lycans." Jolene looked over at Oak, who had been even more quiet than normal since returning from burying his friends, "Sorry, Oak." 
 
    Oak sighed, "There is no need to apologize for telling the truth, Jolene." 
 
    "So once McConnell removes Wilston, he'll need to replace him and as many of the other missing members as quickly as possible, correct?" Chad asked. 
 
    Jolene nodded. 
 
    "And no doubt Wilston has already lined up who he was going to use, so again, McConnell is waiting for Wilston to play his hand, before adding any traitors to his council." 
 
    Jolene nodded slowly, "That would make sense." 
 
    "Oak," Sean said, looking over at him, "you grew up with them, does that sound right to you?" 
 
    Oak sighed and nodded, "There is always a fair amount of backstabbing and other types of skullduggery that goes on. In the kennels we actually bet on it, though we made sure none of the humans ever heard about it." 
 
    "What exactly do the lycans do for the council?" Chad asked. 
 
    "Well, the males in the kennels make up the strike teams, and provide security to the leader and any that ask for help. We're also the janitors and laborers. Females work as servants, breeders, and companions for those who want them." 
 
    "Companions?" 
 
    "Sexual companions," Oak growled. 
 
    "How many are there? Overall?" 
 
    "Two alpha teams, three beta teams," Oak paused a moment, "two beta teams now. Plus a few extras, some young kids being trained, so about fifty males, twenty females." 
 
    "That few?" Chad looked surprised. "How do they prevent inbreeding?" 
 
    "They trade 'breeding stock,'" Oak said with obvious distaste, "with other Gradatim councils, and with some of the other covens or council members around the world, some of which have more lycans that others." 
 
    "That sounds horrid!" Daelyn gasped. 
 
    "There are dealers and breeders, mostly in Europe. That profession has not been able to take hold here in the US." 
 
    "What about the other council members," Chad asked, "do they rely on those in the kennels?" 
 
    Oak shook his head, "Each of the houses has their own lycans, and some of the more powerful council members may have five or six. As the local council members enforce the use of the same magical phrase on all of the lycans owned by everyone in the local group, anyone can kill anyone else's lycans. That's the only reason why they're not used in the intra-council fights." 
 
    "And now the big question, just how loyal are the lycans?" 
 
    "How do you mean?" Oak looked at Chad questioningly. 
 
    "If the hold over them was to suddenly end, how many would leave, and how many would stay?" 
 
    "The beta teams would bolt in an instant," Oak snorted, "we're not allowed to have our own women and we get all the crappy jobs. Most of the women would probably run as well. The alpha teams?" Oak shrugged, "I don't know. Some of them seem to be pretty committed, but if it's just an act, or they really are, I can't tell. The lead alpha team is pretty spoiled." 
 
    "What about the household servants?" 
 
    Oak shrugged, "I guess it would depend on how they were treated. Some would stay, some would go. You have to remember, this is all we've ever known. If Sean were to cut me loose tomorrow, I honestly don't know what I would do, it would take me a while to adjust to it, and I was a pack lead. For pack members, they'd be completely lost." 
 
    Chad nodded slowly, "Okay, so first, we need to get Sean's book back. Second we need to free your girlfriend," Chad nodded towards Oak. "Third, we need to free all of the lycans who want to go, without getting into a fight with the ones who want to stay." 
 
    "We can't let any stay," Sean sighed, "not with the council anyway. Maybe with the individual members." 
 
    "Why not?"  
 
    "Because they'll just breed up or buy more, and we'll be right back where we started from. This is about freeing the slaves." 
 
    "I see your point," Chad agreed, "but what about the ones in private homes?" 
 
    "Oh, we'll free them too. But we need to pull the teeth from the councils first, before we can start going door to door." 
 
    "You understand what you're getting yourself into, right?" 
 
    Sean sighed, "Trust me, the only reason I'm not losing sleep over it, is because these three barely let me sleep as it is!" 
 
    Roxy snorted, "Yeah, right!" 
 
    Sean grinned and Chad put up his hands, "TMI, okay? Now, how about someone running out and getting us some food? I need to think about this for a while. But it's all going to hinge on striking when either McConnell or Wilston make their move." 
 
    "I've only got tags enough for two more people," Sean said. 
 
    "I thought you made five more?" 
 
    "Yeah, but I gave one to Roxy and two to Oak, so he'd have one for his girlfriend." 
 
    "Hmm, let me think, and someone go get some food!" 
 
      
 
    "Okay," Chad said after they'd finished eating. Chad had been writing stuff down while eating, and hadn't said a word. 
 
    "There are a lot of problems here; the biggest one is not killing anybody." 
 
    "I'm not sure I can agree to that," Sean sighed, "I don't think they're going to just let us waltz in, recover my book, free their lycans, and leave." 
 
    "That's why it's a problem," Chad said. "Especially when removing this McConnell person will cause enough chaos and other problems, that it will help you. Of course if you're lucky Wilston and he might take each other out. 
 
    "But the first thing you need to do is be ready to move at a moment's notice. When those two have their big confrontation, I bet it will be on McConnell's terms, and that he'll have the book right there, to rub it in Wilston's face when he kills him. 
 
    "That'll be the time for you to strike and get your book back. While you're doing that, Oak and Roxy infiltrate the kennels and start freeing the betas and the females. 
 
    "What about the alphas?" 
 
    "If you free their women first, I have no doubt that the males will all fall inline. That sound about right, Oak?" Chad asked, turning towards him. 
 
    "For most of them, yeah," Oak agreed. "But how are we supposed to free them? They're all pilled, and there are wards all around the kennels that will pop your pill if you leave anyway other than the one exit." 
 
    "How long does one of those tags take to neutralize the silver in a pill?" Chad asked Sean, turning back to him. 
 
    "One, maybe two seconds?" Sean said, "But that's not the problem. It messes up the lycan, because it's inside him. They are gonna go down for a minute, maybe longer? I don't know, because I've never actually put one on a lycan with a pill in them." 
 
    "If you can swap tags every ten seconds, with two tags you can deal with seventy people in about six minutes," Chad said. "Figure ten, because I'm sure there'll be issues once you get started." 
 
    "We'll need more collars," Sean said. 
 
    "I thought you had fifteen extras?" 
 
    "Collars are harder to switch." 
 
    "But you have more of them, so you can afford to take more time," Chad pointed out. 
 
    "I suppose." 
 
    "Now the hard part." 
 
    "Getting in," Sean said. 
 
    "Right, getting in. How many allies do you have?" 
 
    "None," Sean sighed. 
 
    "That's not exactly true, dear," Roxy spoke up. "How many do you need, and what do you need them for?" 
 
    "Huh?" Sean said. 
 
    "Well," Chad said leaning back in his chair, "Fifteen at a bare minimum. Twenty-five would be a lot better. A show of force in the kennels will back a lot of problems down right from the start. I'm sure they'll listen to Oak; he was one of them after all. But you need to shut the others down so he can speak, before they get started.  
 
    "You'll need another, smaller and more skilled team, to go with Sean, to keep anyone from doing anything stupid, while he gets his book back. Not too many people, but enough that most folks will be thinking of running rather than standing and fighting." 
 
    "Okay," Roxy said and pulling out her cell phone, she put the battery in it and turned it on. 
 
    "Roxy?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Yes?"  
 
    "What are you doing?" 
 
    "Calling daddy, of course," Roxy grinned at him as Daelyn got out her phone as well. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Cause I ran into him back at Daelyn's last week, and he told me he was the head of the lycan fellowship now, and to call when I needed help. Well, sounds like we need help, don't we?" 
 
    "Umm, Sean said and then looked at Daelyn, "and you?" 
 
    "I'm calling my uncle; you're family now, Hon. That counts for something." 
 
    "Hello, Daddy?" Roxy said. 
 
    "Do you think you could meet us at Sawyer's in say, an hour?" 
 
    "Thanks, Dad!"  
 
    Sean looked at Daelyn as she had the same short conversation with Samis. 
 
    "Wow, looks like I finally get to meet the infamous Sawyer," Chad chuckled. 
 
    "I'm not sure that's a good idea," Sean warned. 
 
    "Of course it's not a good idea," Chad laughed, "But I bet you can't think of a better one! Let's go." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sawyer's Antiquities 
 
      
 
    It was after ten when they got to Sawyer's; using the back door he had told them to use the last time Sean had been there.  
 
    Marx met them at the door and escorted them into the same conference room they'd been in before, and then left. Sawyer was conspicuous by his absence but as Roxy's father, Bill Channing was there, Sean wasn't too surprised. Roxy ran over and hugged her father, as Daelyn did the same to her Uncle Samis. 
 
    "So, what's this all about then?" Bill said looking at Sean, "And who are your friends?" 
 
    "This is Oak," Sean said, "who was a Gradatim lycan up until a few days ago. He's mine now." Oak nodded to Bill and Samis. "This is Chad, he's human, and he's one of my best friends, and possibly the best tactician and strategist in the state." 
 
    Bill and Samis both eyed Chad, who just smiled and gave a little wave, looking not at all worried. 
 
    "As for why we're here, well Gradatim got their hands on my father's book when they attacked us two nights ago. I don't think they can get past its protections, but trust me when I say that we don't want to give them the chance." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    Sean sighed, "I don't even want to give you a hint as to what's in that book. Once I've finished committing it to memory, I may just destroy it myself. But I need it, to build more of these," and Sean tossed the two silver tags onto the table. "I almost killed myself making those." 
 
    "So, that's what all the fuss is about?" Samis said, picking up one and looking at it. 
 
    "Yup, that's it, and I know how to make more of them, but I need that book, also," Sean smiled, "I promised Oak I'd free his girlfriend, and I figured, as long as I'm getting my book back, and we're freeing her, we might as well free everyone.  
 
    "But if I don't want it turning into a bloodbath, and if I don't want everyone finding out about it, I need help."  
 
    Sean spread his hands, "So, can you help me?" 
 
    Bill pulled out a chair and sat down. "What's your plan?" 
 
    Sean turned to Chad, "That's your cue, Chad." 
 
    Chad smiled and walked over to the rather large whiteboard that dominated one of the walls. 
 
    "Okay, thanks to google maps and what Oak told me earlier, I have a pretty fair understanding of the lay of the land." 
 
    Sean watched as Chad started to quickly sketch out the main Gradatim compound where they had their kennels and where McConnell lived. 
 
    "So, this is what I was thinking...." 
 
      
 
    It took Chad two hours to detail all of the aspects of his plan, and then he spent another hour asking both Bill and Samis about their people, their capabilities, as well as their limitations. Sean hadn't seen Chad look so happy in years, and both Bill and Samis were suitably impressed.  
 
    They then called Sawyer into the room and had Chad explain the highlights of the plan to him, without mentioning Sean's book of course. Chad then told Sawyer what they'd need in the way of intelligence up front. 
 
    When Sawyer called Chad a gimpy unwashed human, Chad just smiled and asked how much he had to pay the Goblin girls to get by that stench he called an aftershave. 
 
    That was followed by a ten minute long insult war, which on ended when one of Chad's more involved insults caused Sawyer to crack a smile. 
 
    "You're okay, for a human," Sawyer finally declared, then turned to Bill, "Why don't you just have one of your cop friends spy on the place, Channing?" 
 
    "Because too many of them are human, and the ones that aren't would have to explain what they're doing over there. Besides, no one snoops like a goblin." 
 
    "Yup, no one does," Sawyer grinned, "So, what's in it for me?" 
 
    "How about..." Bill stopped as Sean raised his hand. 
 
    "What do you want, Sawyer?" 
 
    "What's so important that you're doing this?" 
 
    Sean smiled, "If I tell you, I will immediately kill you. Do you really want to know that badly?" 
 
    Sawyer sighed, "The trouble with you, Kid, is that I can actually tell when you're not joking. Okay, rumor has it that McConnell has a Durnack's Tooth." 
 
    "Durnack's tooth? What's that?" 
 
    "It looks almost exactly like this," Sawyer reached into his pocket and pulled out a small green colored knife and set it on the table. The knife, handle and all, was maybe four inches long, and it was curved, not unlike a claw or a beast's fang. The hilt was a little more than half of its length, and the color of it nearly matched Sawyer's skin. 
 
    "Any idea where I can find it?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Most likely it'll be on him. If not, check his bedroom, particularly the nightstand next to it." 
 
    "What is it? Other than a knife, that is?"  
 
    "An important Goblin magical item. I'd tell you more, but then I'd have to kill ya'!" Sawyer laughed. 
 
    Sean nodded, "Fair enough." 
 
    "Now, let me call some folks, and I'll see what we can learn." 
 
    Samis got up as Sawyer left the room, "I need to get my people organized. I'll call once we're ready." 
 
    "That's my cue," Bill said standing up as well. "I'll have my people at the staging point before sunrise." 
 
    "I doubt anything is going to happen that early in the morning," Chad said. 
 
    "No, but I'd rather be ready too early, than too late." 
 
    "Good point." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Head to Head 
 
      
 
    Sam Wilston smiled at everyone as he walked into the meeting room, they'd all just returned from Hoise's funeral and several of the other council members had suggested meeting to start going over the list of new members. As several of those now likely to be considered were already firmly in Sam's pocket, he was more than happy with the idea. Unfortunately the book was still proving too difficult to decipher, but then it had only been a few days since he'd gotten his hands on it. 
 
    He'd figure it out in due time, but until then, he needed to continue to build his own power base. Losing Hoise had been a blow, for sure, but Sam had learned a long time ago to never let unexpected events stand in his way. 
 
    "Ah, Sam, good to see you," Roger smiled to him as Sam came up and stood by his seat. Once everyone was in the room, Joseph Kinyon closed the door and they all took their seats. 
 
    "So, let us begin," Roger said. "We have two openings, and I'm sure you'll all agree that the sooner we start screening candidates, the sooner it will be done. Now as normal, we'll start the nominations from the junior end of the table and work our way up." 
 
    Sam sighed and leaned back in his chair. They were definitely going to be here for a long while. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean yawned; they were all sitting in a couple of vans a few blocks away from the Gradatim compound. Apparently the council had decided to meet after the funeral for their dead member. There had been some debate over what to do, but Chad had told them that if anything was going to happen, he was certain that it was going to happen tonight.  
 
    So Sawyer had put someone to watch Sam's house, and they'd all driven here, a few blocks away, to be close. 
 
    Thankfully Roxy's father had made a few phone calls, and any neighbors who called about the suspicious black vans was told that it was a police exercise and to just ignore it. 
 
    "Damn, what the hell are they doing in there?" Sean complained. "It's been what, three hours now?" 
 
    "Closer to four," Bill Channing said, looking out the window. The sun had set and it was getting dark now. "Thanks for the collar, by the way." 
 
    "Eh, not much else to do with my time, might as well make a few more," Sean sighed. 
 
    "How the hell are you doing that, anyway? I always heard that those things take months to make." 
 
    "Actually, according to my dad's notes, he could make them in about three weeks." 
 
    "And you did one in just a minute," Bill said shaking his head. His son-in-law was definitely nothing like he ever would have expected. 
 
    "Yeah, just a little something I figured out." 
 
    "Is that how you made those 'Silver Tags' of yours?" 
 
    "Not exactly. They take a lot more energy, and it almost killed me. I'd try it again, I think I could make it a lot safer if I did, and not kill myself, but Rox and the rest threatened to kill me if I tried it and survived," Sean snorted. "So I told them I wouldn't." 
 
    "Wise choice there, Son." 
 
    Sean shrugged, "Hard to argue with the ones you love. Harder still when they're threatening you with blunt instruments." 
 
    "Ain't that the truth!" Bill laughed. "So have you figured out how to make more?" 
 
    "Of the silver tags?" 
 
    Bill nodded. 
 
    "I have a pretty good idea of what I need to do. Once we get this current mess all sorted out, I'm going to find a nice quiet place and see about getting it done. That is if I don't have to worry about constantly being attacked and fighting for my life," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "Sounds to me like you need some help, Son. Might be time to stop trying to go it all alone." 
 
    Sean sighed and nodded his head slowly. "I just didn't want to get others involved in my problems. Hell, up until I got my hands on this," Sean tapped the small tag hanging from his necklace, "I didn't even think such a thing was possible." 
 
    "Well, now you know that it is, and that you need to make more. Lots more." 
 
    "After tonight, they're really going to be gunning for me, aren't they?" 
 
    Bill shook his head, "The fine folks who make up the Council of Gradatim are going to be very quiet about the events of tonight. Lest their number one enemy, the Council of Vestibulum, come down here and wipe them out." 
 
    "Vestibulum?" Sean said surprised, "I thought the Ascendants would be more likely to do that." 
 
    "Yeah, they might, but the Vesti's and the Grada's have been at each other's throats for as long as I can remember. Some say it goes back to the founding of Gradatim, might be, don't honestly know." 
 
    The burner phone in Sean's pocket rang then. Pulling it out and opening it up he put it to his ear, "Yes?" 
 
    "A group of people just went inside Sam Wilston's house," one of Sawyer's goblin spies was on the other end of the line. 
 
    "Humans or lycans?" 
 
    "We're guessing humans. Uh-oh, something's going on inside!" 
 
    "What?"  
 
    "I hear screaming, oh, it stopped. Rather suddenly too, that's not good." 
 
    Sean swore, "They killing people inside there?" 
 
    "Probably," the goblin said. "Oh, here they come outside again. They got that cute fox gal toy of his, and looks like both of his daughters, they got their hands behind their backs and don't look like they're exactly willing.  
 
    "And now they're getting into a couple of cars and driving off." 
 
    "Thanks, I guess you're done now." 
 
    "Done?" The goblin laughed, "I'm gonna go rob the place, not like anyone's gonna miss it if they're all dead!" 
 
    Sean sighed and just closed the phone without saying anything. Not his circus, not his monkeys. 
 
    "I heard," Bill said and turned to the others in the van. They were all lycans, the dwarves had all gone with Roxy, Daelyn, and Oak, because they didn't want the lycans there to think it was just another house trying to poach them. 
 
    "Get ready; they just hit the Wilston house. Once they get back here, the balloon'll be going up pretty quick." 
 
    "Yessir!" they all said and started checking their gear. They were all wearing helmets, masks, bulletproof vests, and were carrying shotguns loaded with beanbags, as well as wearing tasers on their hips. No one was supposed to shift tonight, because if anyone saw what was going on, the excuse of a 'training exercise' would still hold up.  
 
    Sean called up his monitor spell and his offensive and defensive frameworks. He'd lead off with sleep spells and some shield spells for the others, but other than that, tasers and beanbags were going to rule the night. 
 
    Sean's phone rang again. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "A car just pulled up in front and a bunch of guys got out, they're dragging two girls and got a third one trailing along rather meekly. She's carrying a small box." 
 
    "Okay, anything else?"  
 
    "Yeah, they just killed Wilston's lycan driver and bodyguard. Just pointed at them, and they collapsed. Poor bastards, it didn't look pretty either." 
 
    "It wasn't," Sean sighed and hung up. 
 
    "Guess it's time to go," Sean said turning to face forward in the passenger's seat. 
 
    "Looks like," Bill said starting the engine. 
 
    The vans behind them started up their engines as well, and then followed them as the slowly pulled out and rolled down the street, the ones with Roxy and Daelyn's team peeling off to head to their target. 
 
      
 
    "Sam?" Roger asked. 
 
    Sam sighed, finally! They'd gone through a lot of people, each of the prior members had at least ten names to suggest, and Sam had dutifully written down all of them, crossing off the ones he knew that he didn't want, underlining the ones he most definitely did want, and putting question marks next to a few that he had never even considered. 
 
    "I'm not going to bring up anyone new," Sam said sitting up straight and taking a sip of the water that one of the servants had refilled not that long ago. Thankfully they'd brought a few snacks in earlier, or he'd be starving by now. "I'm just going to list the ones mentioned previously by others, which I agree with, so we can just move on to the next phase." 
 
    "Yeah, it has been a long meeting, hasn't it?" Richard Sorother laughed. 
 
    "Tell me about it," Sam sighed, "my latest toy had me up early this morning too. Besides, lots of good names here, and unlike the rest of you, I hadn't even considered who to nominate." Sam sighed and shook his head, feigning sadness, "Hoise's death really caught me unawares. 
 
    "So, here's who I agree with," Sam said and went down the list, naming all eight of the ones he wanted to see on the council, the ones who'd been helping him in his own plans for months now. 
 
    "Thanks, Sam," Roger smiled, "anyone else?" 
 
    "No, that's all,"  
 
    "Wonderful, why don't we all take a break?" Roger said getting to his feet. "I have food and some entertainment set up downstairs in the banquet room." 
 
    "Entertainment?" Harold asked. 
 
    "Oh, yes. Charles is going to show us some of his newest toys, aren't you Charles?" 
 
    Sam shook his head and smiled; Charles' toys tended to be short lived and rather viciously dealt with. But such was the fate of most animals; he just hoped that Charles didn't do anything that put him off his food. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roxy looked at Oak, who nodded. They'd come up on the back of the kennels, which was really just a rather large two story barracks type building. There were red poles placed around it, showing where the kill line was for any lycans who were outside. 
 
    The front door had a guard station, with a human guard sitting in it.  
 
    Oak had told them that guard duty was considered a punishment, because you had to open and close the door for any lycans that were coming or going, as they couldn't touch it themselves. 
 
    Needless to say, the guards didn't treat their charges very well, so most lycans were rather slow to use the door, only going through it when they had to. 
 
    Tonight's young man was busy texting away on his phone, with a set of earbuds in his ears. Oak snuck up behind him easily, then grabbing him by the neck he rammed the kid's head into the wall a few times, stunning him.  
 
    Roxy then gagged him, but a bag over his head, and they bound him hand and foot. 
 
    "This is it," Oak sighed and opening the door, he went in, followed by Roxy and a dozen dwarves. 
 
    A man stopped and looked at them, then did a double take. 
 
    "Oak! Is that you, Oak? They told us you were dead! That you were all dead! What happened?" 
 
    "What happened, Granite, is that they executed us, because we found something that breaks their hold over us," Oak growled. "They don't know that I got away, and now I'm here to free all of you." 
 
    "Free us? Are you crazy?" 
 
    "He's not crazy," Samis said, "and we're here to help. Now quit running your yap and put this on." 
 
    "What's this?" Granite said looking at what Samis was handing him. 
 
    "A lycan necklace." 
 
    "What? Those are just myths!"  
 
    Roxy and Oak both shifted, and Granite's eyes got wide. 
 
    "Do as you're told," Oak growled, "we're on the clock here." 
 
    "Come on," Oak said heading for the stairs, "let's start with the women." 
 
    "Start what?" Granite said, putting the collar on. 
 
    "This," Roxy said and pulled out one of the tags, "This is probably going to hurt for a moment." Grabbing his hand, she put the tag in it and then attached it to his collar. 
 
    Granite's eyes went wide and Oak cupped a hand over his mouth while his whole body stiffened. Roxy used his hand to grab the tag again, and pull it off. 
 
    "Have him take the necklace off, once he's okay," she told one of the dwarves. 
 
    "What, what happened?" Granite moaned as they let him lean back against one of the walls, which he slowly slid down. 
 
    "We got rid of your silver pellet," Oak said. 
 
    "That's not possible!" 
 
    "Today, anything is possible," Oak grunted and headed up the stairs. 
 
    Roxy followed Oak, as he went through the upstairs door into the dorms there. 
 
    "Hey! No males..." the woman's voice trailed off. 
 
    "Oak?"  
 
    "The one and only, where is Minne?" 
 
    "Minnie!" the female called out, "Oak's here!" 
 
    "Don't you dare say that!" a woman's voice called out from down the hall, out of one of the rooms. 
 
    "Get your butt out here!" Oak yelled. 
 
    Roxy almost laughed as a woman came flying out of one of the rooms, bouncing off the wall opposite the door, as she scrambled to turn the tight corner on the tile floor. 
 
    "Oak!" she called and launched herself right at him. 
 
    Roxy noticed that heads were popping out of the rooms up and down the hall, as women and children started to wonder what as going on. 
 
    "Everyone front and center!" Daelyn yelled. "We ain't got time for no lollygagging tonight! We got lots to do and little time to do it!" 
 
    Oak had to physically strain to pull Minnie off of him. 
 
    "What happened? How are you here? Why are you here?" 
 
    "I'll explain later, first put this on," Oak handed her one of the necklaces. 
 
    "Wow, what is it?"  
 
    "I'll explain, in a minute. Everyone!" Oak raised his voice, "I need a dozen of you to put on these necklaces. We're going to do something, and once it's done, I'm going to need you to take the necklace off, and give it to someone else!" 
 
    "What's this all about?" Minnie asked. 
 
    "You know that rumor about the lion who can stop silver?"  
 
    Minnie's eyes got wide. "He's real?" 
 
    "Yes. Now this is going to hurt. Put this tag up to your necklace. It will get rid of the silver pellet. But it's going to hurt; it's going to hurt a lot. Then I need you to take the tag off so we can use it on someone else." 
 
    Minnie grabbed the tag out of his hand and stuck it to her necklace immediately; she didn't care if it hurt, if it got rid of that damned silver pellet! 
 
    Oak grabbed her as her jaws clamped shut and her body went rigid for a moment. 
 
    "How do we know it works?" one of the women asked. 
 
    "He's here, isn't he?" Roxy said. 
 
    "You've seen it?"  
 
    "Hell, I've been shot with silver and I'm here." 
 
    "You're one of the two that attacked the Ascendants, aren't you?" 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    "Gimmie a tag!" the woman growled, and Roxy handed it to her. 
 
    "Everyone line up!" Daelyn said taking charge, "We need to do this fast. Once we have you taken care of, we'll do the men downstairs." 
 
      
 
    They piled out of the van around the corner and just out of sight of the front of the main house. 
 
    "Shift, Son," Bill told him, "and take your mask off." 
 
    "Huh?" Sean said, looking at him. 
 
    "It's your fight; they need to see you leading it, besides," Bill grinned at him, "lions are the lawgivers and the final arbiters in the shifter mythos and culture. They see you; they're gonna stop and shit themselves." 
 
    "And they'll all shoot at me first," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "Well, yeah," Bill laughed, "But you're protected from silver, we aren't." 
 
    Sean shook his head, but he shifted into his hybrid form anyway, Roxy's dad was right. Probably why he was the sheriff. 
 
    "Everybody ready?" Bill asked. 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    "Okay, just like we rehearsed it this morning. Cover the outside grounds first, get the lycans out front subdued and back to the vans. Any human opens their mouth, beanbag to the head, or taser to the face, then gag 'em and hogtie 'em. We don't want them throwing any spells around. 
 
    "Now, go!" 
 
    Everyone sprinted for their targets, there were a half dozen men milling around at the bottom of the front steps, just talking softly to each other, glancing up every so often at the two others standing at the top of the stairs by the front door. The ones at the top were leaning back against the wall and really not paying much attention to anything.  
 
    Sean fired off the rather potent sleep spell he'd learned from Jolene's uncle when he'd try to cast it on him, at both of them just to see what would happen. He was rather pleased as they both just suddenly collapsed to the ground. At that moment all six men in the front turned and saw him. They all then looked over at the two sleeping men at the top of the stairs and back at Sean, as he and the rest of his men encircled the six. 
 
    "It's that lion," one of them said, raising his hands 
 
    "The one they couldn't kill," another said with a nod, raising his. 
 
    "Whata' we do?"  
 
    "Surrender you idiot!" the first one said. 
 
    "Okay," Bill said, "hands behind your backs, don't try anything. You know the drill." 
 
    "What are you going to do with us?" 
 
    "Sean?" Bill asked. 
 
    Sean looked at all of them, and smiled, "I'm going to get that silver out of you, and free you." 
 
    "What about our families?" 
 
    "Oh, we're going to free everybody tonight. So don't act up, we're going to need you to show us to each of your homes. 
 
    "After we finish up here, of course." 
 
    Sean turned and followed Roxy's father then, after he detailed six men to deal with the lycan drivers. They went up to the front door and listened quietly. 
 
    "Teams, check in," Bill said on the radio. 
 
    "One, clear." 
 
    "Two, clear." 
 
    "Three, clear." 
 
    "Four, clear." 
 
    "Okay, everyone on your window or door, as assigned. Let me know where everyone is, or if you see anything out of the ordinary." 
 
    Sean took out the lens Bill had given him, and using it against the peep hole he looked through the door. Nothing. 
 
    "Sounds and looks empty." 
 
    "Good." 
 
    "They're all in the large ballroom," came over the radio in a whisper.  
 
    "What are they doing?" 
 
    "Something bad." 
 
    "Slight change in plans," Bill said and detailed another two to watch the front door. 
 
    "Sounds like," Sean agreed and followed Bill around to the back of the house. 
 
      
 
      
 
     Sam followed Roger and the others into the room and just, stopped. 
 
    Hanging by their wrists, naked, and gagged, their toes barely touching the floor, were his two daughters. He could see they were crying, and when he came into the room, they both started to struggle. His toy, Sheila was standing, with her back to the wall, and two men were standing guard in the room and were looking at him with interest. 
 
    "What is the meaning of this!" Sam yelled, stopping and looking at Roger, who turned to face him, smiling. 
 
    "Sheila, the book please?" 
 
    Sam watched in now shocked surprise as his little fox lycan playmate walked over to Roger, trembling in fear. She had a box in her hands. The box with Bernard's book. 
 
    Taking the box, Roger smiled at Sheila and bid her to go stand over by Sam's daughters. 
 
    "I seem to recall you saying that you didn't find this, when we sent you after the young Mr. Valens, Samuel. Would you like to perhaps reconsider that statement?" 
 
    Sam looked around the room; all of the other council members were looking at him now, expressions of disbelief on their faces, except for Charles who was now smirking. Sam sighed, his daughters were gone, no matter what he did, Charles would torture them and do terrible things to them. Everyone on the council had a pretty good idea of where Charles' tastes ran, and the kinds of things he did to those who fell into his grasp. When he was finished with them, assuming they survived, he'd most likely kill them. There was no way Sam could save them; the only person he might be able to save was himself. 
 
    He could always have more daughters after all. 
 
    "What do you want me to say, Roger?" Sam sighed, doing his best to look distraught. "That you're smarter than me? Brighter? A better planner and a better leader of the council?" Sam motioned towards his daughters, "I'd say you've made that point rather clearly. Now let them go; this is between you and me." 
 
    "That's a start, Samuel. However if you want your daughters back, you're going to have to do a few things first." 
 
    "What?" Sam asked, wondering just what kind of game Roger wanted to play. Every moment he played along was another moment to find a way to escape, another chance to live. 
 
    "Whip them." 
 
    Sam stopped and blinked, was that all? Surely it wouldn't be that easy! 
 
    "You'd have me whip my own daughters?" Sam protested loudly, he knew that they'd expect it; after all, everyone knew how much he doted on them. 
 
    "I want something that you'll remember, something that will stick with you," Roger smiled. "I think forcing you to whip your favored children will have a much more lasting impact, don't you? Every time they see you, they'll remember the day you whipped them, humiliated them before everyone because of your own greed and failure." 
 
    Sam looked at his daughters, then looked back at Roger, then looked at his daughters again. 
 
    "If you don't do it, I'll let Charles do it until they're both dead," Roger warned. 
 
    Sighing and dropping his head, Sam took the whip from Charles and walked around behind his two daughters. He'd play this game, for now, because Roger had the upper hand. He didn't miss the wand Roger had up his sleeve, nor the one Charles was wearing in a leg pouch now as well. 
 
    "Sheila," Roger said, "remove their gags, so that we can hear their screams." 
 
    Sheila nodded, and quickly undid the both of them. The begging of the two girls quickly filled the room. 
 
    "What are you waiting for, Samuel? Get started already!" 
 
    Shaking the whip out, Sam lashed Camellia across the butt first, her scream of shock and pain made most of the council members wince. Sam was sure that this was no doubt as much a lesson for them, as punishment for him. Peggy was already pleading with him when he laid his second blow over her ass. His daughters were both rather lovely young women, just like their mother.  
 
    Moving his target, he spread his strikes out over their back, drawing blood on the eighth lash on Peggy; Camellia's back was cut open on the eleventh. By the twentieth lash, each of the girls' backs were start to get bloody, and their voices were starting to grow hoarse from all of their screams.  
 
    Richard, Sam noticed, was the only one not watching, he was talking to Roger about something, and gesturing towards Camille. Sam stopped whipping the girls for a moment to hear what was being said. 
 
    "I have never asked for much, Roger," Richard was saying, "but I'm asking for this. Give the girl to me. I've lusted after her for years, and if you're casting them down anyway, let me have her. Charles can make do with the other one." 
 
    "But he must be punished," Roger smirked, "and what better punishment for a man, than making him destroy his own daughters?" 
 
    Richard snorted, "I would think his seeing his daughter gracing my bed as a companion for my lusts would be more than enough. Assuming he cares anymore at all!" 
 
    Roger pondered a moment, "You know, you may be right about his lack of caring.  
 
    "Samuel, why have you stopped?" 
 
    "I'm afraid if I keep going, I'll kill them," Sam said quickly. He was fairly certain he wouldn't, but they didn't know that. 
 
    "Oh hardly," Roger said with a smile. "They're young and strong and you haven't even started in on this side yet! So, why don't you step around to the front and continue?" 
 
    Sam did his best to make it look like he was struggling with the idea, the more time he bought himself, after all. 
 
    "I can still have Charles do it!" Roger warned. 
 
    Bowing his head, Sam walked around in front of his daughters. 
 
    "Sorry, Girls," he sighed and giving the whip a flick he wound up and took Peggy across the stomach, causing her to gasp loudly, the tears in her eyes clearly evident. Camellia he took across her chest, and he was surprised at how loud she screamed. He'd thought she'd lost her voice by now! 
 
    "Hmm, nice, but you know what? This is taking too long," Roger said. "Try this whip instead." 
 
    Sam looked at the floor as the new whip Roger had tossed over landed at his feet. 
 
    Looking at it, Sam suddenly understood Roger's game. The whip had metal barbs coming out of the last foot of its lash. Roger wanted to see Sam whip his daughters to death. 
 
    Looking over at Roger and Charles, Sam did not miss the smirk on Roger's face, nor the look of almost sexual bliss on Charles's. Apparently the idea of a father whipping his lovely young daughters to death turned Charles on as much as doing it himself, perhaps even more so. 
 
    Sam almost smiled, he knew the game now, Charles was distracted, and the others were getting disgusted. Once the whip started tearing the girl's flesh off, several of them would leave, he was sure. And the moment enough of them were gathered by the door, with it open, he'd fake a turn on Roger and instead make a break for the door.  
 
    Of course he'd have to make this look good, and prolong the game long enough to make sure there was enough blood and gore to upset the other councilors. He truly felt sorry for Camille and Peggy, and one day he'd find a way to pay Roger and Charles back. But for that to happen, he would have to live so that day could come. 
 
    Picking up the whip he lashed out at Peggy, surprised at just how much of her was ripped open by the metal barbs as she screamed hideously, obviously this wasn't going to take as long as he thought. He could already see Joseph and Harold were moving towards the door, while Richard was trying his best to bribe Roger, offering to kill Sam himself. 
 
    Sam was surprised at that, he'd never realized that Richard had a thing for his oldest daughter. Too bad, he could have used that. He decided to concentrate on Peggy first then, maybe Camille would be given to Richard instead of Charles after Sam made his escape? The idea of thwarting Charles, or at least leading to open discord on the council almost made Sam smiled as he whipped Peggy again, opening her body up even more and causing blood to start to pool around her feet.  
 
    He wound up for a third lash, when suddenly the windows all exploded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roxy looked around as they made their way through the children, their mothers holding each of them close. They were using four tags now, Oak and Minnie had added theirs to the two that Sean had given her to use. She felt bad about not using her tag as well, but she still remembered how it felt to get shot with that silver bullet, and Sean had made her promise not to take it off. 
 
    Roxy had been surprised at the women, not a single one of them had made a sound, but the children, all of which were boys oddly enough, weren't being so quiet. The younger ones especially. 
 
    The dwarves were moving among the women and their children, helping them to put the necklaces on, then the tag, and then helping to get it all back off again. It was taking a lot longer with the children than they had expected. Mostly because several of them were fighting it, even with their mothers holding them. That made getting the tag onto their collar difficult, and getting it back off even harder. 
 
    "What is going on here!"  
 
    Roxy swore and looked up as two werewolves, both of which were easily as big as Oak in his hybrid form, burst into the room. 
 
    "Ah, Hunter, Demon," Oak said turning from where he was helping a woman with her child. "We're almost ready for your teams." 
 
    "Oak?" Hunter growled, "How can you be here? Where is your team? You're dead!" 
 
    "The council betrayed us. They killed all of my team so we couldn't tell you what we found. I was lucky to escape with my life." 
 
    "If you escaped, why did you come back here?" Demon asked, growling as well. 
 
    "To free us all of course! Sean, the lion who we've all heard about, commanded me to rescue everyone, not just Minnie." 
 
    "Commanded you?" Hunter scoffed, "So you admit to turning traitor?" 
 
    "Traitor!" Oak yelled back at them stepping forward, "I've watched as they treated us like no more than dogs. I've watched as they 'culled' us, bullied us, abused us, made examples of us, to instill the fear and obedience that they require. I've done the horrible things that they have bid us to do, never questioning, always wagging my tail and playing the happy pet as I licked their hands and bowed my head. And for that I got a mission so secret, that they killed us all to keep the rest of you from learning the truth!" 
 
    Oak's hand came around in a flash and he backhanded Hunter, who flew back into the wall, shocked. 
 
    "We are done licking their hand! We are done being their lapdogs! We are done with being their slaves! We are leaving, ALL of us are leaving! Now you will shut your mouth and you will do as I say! The rumors are real! Silver has been defeated and we are going to leave this place and live as free men at last!" 
 
    Hunter launched himself at Oak then, so Roxy moved to block Demon as he growled and stepped forward to join Hunter's attack. 
 
    "Out of the way, cat!"  
 
    Roxy just kicked him in the balls, and the fight was on. 
 
    Demon came back at her with a right cross, but Roxy had four older brothers, and if there was one thing she knew how to do, it was to fight, and fight dirty. She came inside his punch, biting his nose as she rammed a knife-edge strike into his throat with her right hand, while at the same time her left slammed in low and grabbing a hand full of nuts, she squeezed - hard. 
 
    She then followed up with a fast series of elbow strikes as Demon alternated between trying to breath, and trying to yowl in pain as Roxy yanked on his nuts, dragging him around by that convenient handle, before tripping him up and then jumping on his chest and riding him down to the floor, slamming his head into the ground again and again. 
 
    "Yield you stupid shit," she yelled in his ear, "Or when my mate gets here, he's gonna pull your arms and legs off like a fucking bug!" 
 
    Meanwhile Oak was having his own troubles with Hunter. Hunter wasn't afraid to fight dirty, and neither was Oak of course. Being an alpha to a pack was all about doing whatever needed to be done, and fighting dirty was just another tool in the toolbox.  
 
    It didn't take long for them to start ripping and biting at each other, as they used their teeth and claws, ripping and tearing. Oak had just knocked Hunter back, dazing him with a rather vicious head butt, followed up by a kick to the stomach, when Daelyn's hammer came sailing by and hit Hunter square in the forehead, knocking him back into the wall.  
 
    Hunter's eyes went wide and he howled from the blow, silver! He'd been hit with a silver weapon! 
 
    "Keep your ass on the ground," Daelyn yelled as her hammer flew back to her hand, "or Max here is going to teach you all about the joys of a painful death!" 
 
    "Silver! You brought silver in here!" Hunter gasped, glaring at Oak. 
 
    Oak growled. "I told you, silver no longer has any hold over those who come with us!"  
 
    Looking around, Oak held out his hand to Minnie, who handed back his tag. 
 
    "This, you idiot, is the key!" And putting it on, he turned to Daelyn. "Give me your hammer!"  
 
    "What? You'll ruin him!" 
 
    "That's the point!" Oak said, glaring at her. 
 
    Daelyn sighed and looked at her hammer, "Sorry, Max, but the man's right." Looking over at Oak she tossed him the hammer. 
 
    Catching it, Max growled as it heated up in his hand, but it was plain to see that something was happening. 
 
    "What, what is that?" Hunter said as suddenly the air around Oak got unbearably hot, and the plasterboard wall on his left started to blacken and smolder as the shield went into overdrive, shunting off the excess energy from turning so much silver in the hammer's face into rhodium.  
 
    Oak whacked Hunter in the leg, smiling as it quickly healed. "Well it's not silver anymore, is it?" 
 
    Hunter stared at the hammer, and then at Oak a moment. 
 
    "Demon! Yield!" Hunter growled. 
 
    Roxy was still pounding his second's head into the now broken floor. 
 
    "What?" Demon moaned loudly. 
 
    Hunter sighed and looked at Roxy, "Could you please stop doing that!" 
 
    Roxy responded by jumping off of Demon, moving quickly out of range of his grasp. 
 
    "What, what's going on?" Demon growled, shaking his head and trying to get to his feet. 
 
    "Get the rest of the pack up here, and tell them to behave. We are leaving. With Oak." 
 
    "Umm, I think it might be better to finish up downstairs," Daelyn said, motioning to the wall, which was now smoking, along with the section of ceiling above Oak's head. "I think we're about to have a bit of a problem here." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean watched through the window as spectacle unfolded, listening in via the microphone one of the men had put up against the glass. He quickly identified who Roger McConnell, Charles Ryan, and Sam Wilston were, the other four men watching he assumed were the remaining four senior council members.  
 
    There were also two guards in the room, which Sean assumed were humans, because they were armed with what looked like magical weapons, rather than any sort of firearm. They were keeping their weapons trained on Sam, and listening to the byplay it quickly became clear that Sam was being forced to whip his daughters, who were both hanging from the ceiling, naked and bloody, their toes barely touching the floor. There was also a rather attractive, but young looking, fox-lycan that was cowering against the wall, not far from where the two young women were being whipped. 
 
    Apparently this had been going on for several minutes now, mostly likely having started while Sean and Bill and their men were dealing with the outside guards and surrounding the house. As Sean listened, Bill detailed each of the men on their team as to who was targeting whom. 
 
    "I've got Roger," Sean said as soon as he noticed that Roger was holding the box that contained his book.  
 
    Bill was finishing sorting out the last details when Sean saw Sam pick up a different whip, and lash his daughter with it. They could all hear the pitiful scream as the whip tore several pieces of flesh off her body, and she started to bleed freely as he whipped her a second time. 
 
    Sean was shocked that Sam didn't drop the whip or refuse. What kind of a man would willingly do such a thing to his own daughters? 
 
    "Oh three!" Sean called out, then quickly, "One-Two-Three!" and shooting the window with the beanbag shotgun, he took two steps and threw himself through the window, smashing the rest of it with his body. Working the action on his gun, Sean quickly fired two shots at Roger, knocking him down.  
 
    At that point he felt a powerful spell hit his shield and drain off as his defenses automatically tarballed it. Pointing back the way it had come he signed for 'one' with his left hand, sending the same spell back at whoever had shot it at him. Then he pointed his hand at Charles who was pointing a wand at him, but before he could fire the spell someone knocked him down from behind. 
 
    "Down you idiot!" Someone yelled in his ear as a large fireball passed over his head, hitting the wall behind him with a loud explosion, the heat washing over Sean's back. 
 
    Growling Sean forced himself up and cast the spell at the back of Charles who was now fleeing, surprised that it sucked down half of his remaining magical energy and causing Charles to contort into a painful looking ball as he fell to the floor.  
 
    Sean quickly followed that spell up with a large ball of ice, which used a lot less power, knocking down several more and stunning them. He started to regret having made Roxy's father the necklace out in the van earlier, as well as casting a spell he didn't know, his magical reserves were suddenly a lot less than he was comfortable with. 
 
    Looking quickly around he saw that the two guards were down, one in a ball like Charles was by the door. One of the council members was cutting down one of the girls, and it was not her father Sam he noticed. 
 
    And there, scrambling across the floor on his hands and knees, with Sean's box in one hand, was Roger, making for some tables, behind which was another door.  
 
    Sean shot Roger in the back, knocking him flat a moment, as Sean slowly walked across the floor towards him, then shot him again as he tried to get back up, then a third time, until getting close enough Sean kicked him in the chest, breaking several of Roger's ribs and lifting him off the floor, causing him to fly into the wall with a loud 'thud'. 
 
    Sean bent over to pick up the box, keeping the gun pointed at Roger as he slid down the wall. Picking it up, Sean shook it to be sure it the book was still in it, then tucked it inside his vest and walked over to Roger, who was lying on the floor, staring at him, gasping. 
 
    Squatting down, Sean put the shotgun to Roger's throat. 
 
    "These may only be beanbags," Sean growled, "but if I pull the trigger, at this range, you're dead." 
 
    "What," Roger gasped, "do you," Roger gasped again, obviously having trouble breathing. Sean guessed he'd broken a lot of ribs, "want, filthy beast." 
 
    Sean smiled, "Pretty bold words for a man whose continued existence depends on a kid whose father you had murdered." 
 
    "I," Roger gasped, "will not," gasp, "be cowed!" 
 
    Sean reversed the shotgun, and brought the butt down hard on Roger's right hand, pulverizing all of the bones in it. 
 
    Roger screamed, though not half as loud as either the women had been. 
 
    "Gee, guess you can still feel pain," Sean smiled, as Roger looked at him in shock, choking on something, apparently the force behind his scream had cause him some problems. 
 
    "Animal!" Roger said between coughs. 
 
    "Sean!" Bill called out, coming up behind him, "What are you doing." 
 
    "Asking questions," Sean growled, "don't interrupt!" 
 
    Sean looked down at Roger again, and put the muzzle back to his throat. "Who killed my father?" 
 
    Roger's eyes got wide as he realized that this was the Valens' boy! If anyone would pull that trigger, he most certainly would. 
 
    "Chicago," Roger coughed. 
 
    "Yeah, yeah," Sean nodded, "A hitman from Chicago. Give me a name!" 
 
    "Woiseman, the," Roger coughed again, tasting blood, "hyena." 
 
    "Sean! He needs medical attention!" Bill said, grabbing Sean's arm. Sean shifted his weight and braced his feet; he wasn't going anywhere, yet. 
 
    "And who hired him?" 
 
    "Not us," Roger coughed. 
 
    "Then who?" 
 
    "Not sure," Roger coughed again, "another council." 
 
    "Sean, he's dying," Bill growled. 
 
    Sean turned and looked at Bill, scowling. "You saw the shit he was just doing, and you're worried about him dying?" 
 
    Bill recoiled at the look in Sean's eyes. It wasn't hate, it wasn't anger, it wasn't even fear. It was judgment. He heard the sound of the gun firing one last time as Sean pulled the trigger. 
 
    "Some people don't get another chance, Bill," Sean said softly. "I'm sorry if it bothers you, I'm sorry if you can't agree, but they don't. Now, let's see what we've got here," Sean said and quickly went through Roger's pockets, and relieved him of several magical items. He did not find the small knife Sawyer was looking for. 
 
    Then standing up, Sean followed Bill over to the people lined up against the wall, starting at the end where Sam's two bloodied daughters were. 
 
    The first one was lying on the floor, unconscious and barely alive. The female fox lycan was applying direct pressure to the inside of her leg; apparently the whip had cut into a major artery. Considering the rather large pool of blood on the floor, Sean didn't expect she had much time left. 
 
    "What's your name?" Sean asked. 
 
    " Sheila," she said, nervously. 
 
    "Why are you trying to save her?" He asked the fox lycan, curious. 
 
    "She was always good to me, even when the others weren't," Sheila responded with an English accent. "Can you heal her?" 
 
    "She's too far gone, and I'm afraid I don't have enough magic to spare," Sean told her, regretting his mismanagement of his own powers tonight. 
 
    "I don't want her to die!" 
 
    "Then bite her," Sean said, remembering all to well how Sampson had saved him. 
 
    Sheila's eyes got wide. 
 
    "I can't do that!" she said. 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "It's forbidden to bite humans!" 
 
    Sean snorted, "Not today. Now do it." 
 
    Sheila stared at him, glanced at the others who where more concerned with the men pointing guns at them, then back at Sean. 
 
    "She's dying. Bite her. That's an order. There, now you can blame me." 
 
    Sean turned to the second girl. She was clinging to the man who had cut her down, and was crying into his chest. He taken off his coat and wrapped it around her.  
 
    "You are?" Sean asked the man. 
 
    "Richard Sorother." 
 
    "Why was Roger making her father whip them?" 
 
    "He lied about that book," Richard nodded to the box in Sean's vest. "Said he hadn't found it. Did Jamison die in the fight? Or did Sam murder him?" 
 
    "Sam killed him," Sean said and standing back up he saw the fox girl had her teeth in the other girl's arm. 
 
    "So, who else do we have here?" Sean said looking around, "And just where is the wonderful Mr. Wilston?" 
 
    "He slipped out the door when you all crashed in," one of the council members that Sean didn't know said. 
 
    Sean nodded, "So, who's in charge of this organization now that McConnell is dead?" 
 
    "The man on the floor curled up in a ball, from the joint locking spell." 
 
    Sean nodded and looked at Bill, "How are the others doing? Do we have everybody yet?" 
 
    "They're almost done, though they accidentally set the building on fire. We have about five minutes to get out of here before the neighbors start to notice." 
 
    Sean nodded and walked over to Charles, whose body was contorted into a ball, his face a mask of pain. He was surprised that Charles was still conscious. 
 
    Oak had regaled Sean and Bill with several stories of Charles' favorite hobbies and past times. Most of it was rumor, some of it conjecture, but the stories all revolved around the fact that anyone Charles got his hands on, were never seen again. As Charles was Roger's right hand man, there was a lot of looking the other way, even if it was one of the council's lesser member's that disappeared. 
 
    "So," Sean said looking back at the three council members in the room, "Is this the man you really want to be in charge?" 
 
    "Kill him," Richard said from where he was kneeling with the girl, "he's as bad as Roger was." 
 
    Sean smiled and pulled out his knife, but then tossed it over to where Richard was. "Do it yourself."  
 
    Standing back up Sean walked over to the unconscious girl lying on the floor and picked her up. He wondered what she'd think when she woke up and found out what had been done to her?  
 
    "Come, Sheila, we're leaving. Bill tell everyone it's time to pull out."  
 
    Sean looked at the three council members then, Richard had let go of the girl and picked up the knife and was looking at Charles rather angrily. 
 
    "We go where there are lycans," Sean told them. "Leave us alone, and we'll leave you alone. But," Sean looked them over, "if we have to come back here, to free them again, you'll like it even less than this time. Let your people know, if we hear stories of torture, death, or slavery, we'll be paying them a little visit. 
 
    "We're not slaves, we're people. It's time to start letting us go." 
 
    Leaving the room, Sean turned to look at Sheila, "Do you know where Roger's room was?" 
 
    "Yes," she said, looking at him quizzically. 
 
    "Good, I need something from it, take me there." 
 
    "Do we have time for this?" Bill complained. 
 
    "Oh come on, Bill. You wouldn't want your buddy to be unhappy with you, would you?" Sean grinned. 
 
    "He's not my buddy," Bill sighed, "and I think I liked it more when you called me 'Dad.'" 
 
    "This way," Sheila said, and led them down a hallway and then into a rather large, but fashionably decorated and understated bedroom. 
 
    "Check the nightstands for a small green knife," Sean told her. 
 
    "Oh, you're looking for the Durnack's Tooth?" she said and going over to the nightstand she picked something up and came back over to them. 
 
    "You know what that is?" Bill said. 
 
    "Oh yes," Sheila said with a shy smile. "It was part of my training, back in my old Master's kennels in England." 
 
    "And?" Bill prompted. 
 
    "It comes from the mouth of the Durnack," Sheila told them as they left the room and headed out of the house. "It's a rather nasty beast, because if you get bit by one while fighting it, it causes a man to go into a rut. So their teeth are harvested and used as a form of aphrodisiac for older men." 
 
    "Magical Viagra?" Sean snickered. 
 
    "Just so," Sheila agreed, nodding. "But they are rare and quite expensive." 
 
    "Gee, I wonder what Sawyer wants one for." 
 
    "I'm more inclined to wonder why he already had one!" Bill said with an evil grin. 
 
    Climbing into the van, still holding the unconscious young woman, Sean could see that the kennel building was now smoking heavily. 
 
    "Time for us to go," Bill said climbing in behind him and closing the door. One of the other men was already in the driver's seat, and starting it up they drove off. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sam watched from the bushes as the last of the vans drove away. Apparently they'd only come for the book, and the lycans. From the lack of attention that was paid to him and anyone else who was running away, he quickly deduced that they weren't here to kill anyone. 
 
    It wasn't that long of a walk from here, to his home. Twenty minutes, tops. Less if he hurried. He'd get there, grab a few things, and go. He didn't doubt that Roger or Charles would be after him, once the dust settled, and probably the other Gradatim members as well. No, it was time to leave Reno and head east. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Aftermath 
 
      
 
    "Where to, Boss?" The lycan driving the van called back as Sean handed the unconscious girl off to the Sheila, who had shifted into her human form. 
 
    "He's asking you," Bill said to Sean after a minute, causing Sean to feel just a little bit uncomfortable with the realization that he really was in charge now. 
 
    "Where are the drivers we grabbed?" Sean asked. 
 
    "They're in the second van," Bill told him. 
 
    "Well, we promised to take care of their families," Sean sighed. "Tell them to lead us to each of their homes and we'll go get them. I guess we'll start with the family of the one's they killed; Sheila here can tell us where that is." 
 
    Bill nodded, "Sounds like a plan," he got on his radio and started to talk to the team in the other van, getting addresses and planning a route. 
 
    "Oh, get Roxy to meet us with a couple of necklaces and those extra tags while you're at it," Sean told Bill as he leaned back. 
 
    "You have a radio too, Son," Bill pointed out. 
 
    "Yeah, but you're better at this than I am," Sean said closing his eyes, "so I'm going to delegate." 
 
    Sean definitely needed a few minutes to catch his breath and think about what to do next. Shifting back to human before getting into the van had almost wiped him out, magically. Recasting that spell that he had archived through his shield really hadn't been the brightest of ideas, just as Jolene had told him a couple of days ago, the spells coming out of items were fairly powerful.  
 
    Yes, the effect of the spell was impressive; however its cost was as well. He needed to learn that there were limits to his power, and he needed to learn how to operate within those limits. He'd come into everything so quickly that he really hadn't taken the time to get to understand it, to become comfortable with it, to know its limits. He was going to have to work on that. 
 
    When they pulled to a stop in front of Wilston's house, they were met by the Goblin who had been watching it. Sean pointedly ignored the rather large bag that he was carrying slung over his back. 
 
    "Don't bother going inside," the goblin told them. 
 
    "Why?" Bill asked. Sean noticed he was looking rather pointedly at the bag of obviously stolen loot. 
 
    "Cause they're all dead. Everyone, the servants, his son, even his wife." 
 
    "What?" Sean said, surprised. 
 
    "Hey, don't look at me! I didn't do it." 
 
    "I didn't think you did," Sean shook his head and got back into the van, feeling even better about his decision to kill McConnell and leaving the other guy to certain death. "Let's move on before someone notices us." 
 
    "This isn't going to be easy to explain tomorrow," Bill sighed as they pulled away. 
 
    "What isn't?" Sean asked him. 
 
    "A string of vans showing up at houses all over town, with teams of armored men running inside them, then back out with a bunch of people? Those shotguns might only be shooting beanbags, but they're still almost as loud as the real thing." 
 
    "Huh," Sean said and thought about it for a minute. 
 
    "Hey, van two, put the guy on whose house we're heading to next," Sean called on his radio, having hopefully come up with a workable solution. 
 
    "This is Hans, what do you want?" Sean heard after a brief moment. 
 
    "If we just stop in front of your house and let you run inside, do you think you could get the other lycans in the house to just come out and hop into the van with you? You know, make some sort of excuse so the others inside won't even know you're going anywhere until you're long gone?" 
 
    "Easily!" Hans said. 
 
    "Good. Everyone hear that? That's what we're going to do at each of the stops. Understood?" 
 
    Sean noticed that Bill was nodding as a lot of 'Yes, Sirs!' came over the radio. 
 
    "That'll help," Bill agreed. 
 
    "I hope so," Sean sighed. "When Roxy catches up with us, me and her will use the collars and the tags on everyone as we free them. So when they are finally missed, we won't have to worry about any casualties." 
 
    "What about the homes of the other Gradatim coven members?" one of the guys in the back asked. 
 
    "We can't free them all tonight," Sean told him, "other than the council members, we don't know who else in Gradatim keeps lycan slaves, or even where the other members live. This isn't going to be over in a few nights." 
 
    "No, no I guess it isn't," he agreed. 
 
    "But you have to admit," one of the others said, "that it sure is one hell of a start!" 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was after midnight when they got back to the staging point. All Sean wanted to do was sleep, but as soon as he got out of the van, Daelyn and Jolene had come running up to him and Roxy, wanting to be sure they were both okay. 
 
    "Come on," Daelyn said dragging Sean along by the hand, "I think you'll want to see this." 
 
    "See what?" Sean yawned. 
 
    "This," Daelyn said and pulled him into the large room where they'd set up that morning before the sun had come up. Sean didn't know who owned the building, Bill had just told them that a wealthy wereboar had loaned it to them. 
 
    In the room there were dozens of people sitting or lying on sleeping bags that had been arrayed neatly on the floor into about eight different groups. The people they'd just freed from the different councilor's houses were being handed sleeping bags as they came into the room, and were now looking around for places to sit. 
 
    "Who are all these people?" Sean asked looking around. 
 
    "Those are the Gradatim lycans," Oak said coming up to Sean, with an attractive young woman attached to his arm.  
 
    Sean made a silent 'oh' with his lips as he looked around the room, there were about twice as many men as there were women, and probably an equal amount of young boys. 
 
    "Why aren't there any young girls?" Sean asked, "Just boys?" 
 
    "Because they don't raise girls to be soldiers in Gradatim," The woman on Oak's arm growled. 
 
    Sean winced at the tone of her voice and decided that he didn't want to know more than that, "You must be Minnie. Hi, I'm Sean." 
 
    Minnie smiled at him, "Thank you for saving us, and thank you for saving Oak here as well." 
 
    "You're welcome," Sean said and then looked at all of the people there a second time, it looked like close to a hundred. 
 
    "Pretty impressive, isn't it?" Daelyn chuckled. 
 
    Sean nodded slowly, "Yeah, it is. What's going to happen to them though? They don't have any money, possessions, hell I don't even know if they even have any legal ID's." 
 
    "About that," Oak said, and Sean couldn't help but notice Oak was smiling. 
 
    "Well all talked it over, and we decided that we wanted to work for you. All of us. The Alpha teams, the Beta teams...." 
 
    "Even us women," Minnie added. 
 
    "What?" Sean said looking at the two of them, then at Jolene who just shrugged and Daelyn who was smiling rather happily. 
 
    "They're yours, Hon," Daelyn chuckled. "They all want to work for you now." 
 
    "But," Sean looked at Roxy who shrugged. 
 
    "Where else are they going to go?" Daelyn told him, "Like you said, they've got nothing, they've got nobody. Hell, they were all raised to be servants; most of them don't have the slightest idea of what to even do with themselves now." 
 
    Sean facepalmed, "I just obligated myself to them, didn't I?" 
 
    "More like they feel obligated to you." 
 
    "What's the difference," Sean sighed, "I all but own them now, don't I?" 
 
    "Yes, but," Oak's voice was serious, "unlike our previous situation, you not only care about us, you're actually one of us." 
 
    "I have no idea what to do with all of you," Sean said, waving his hand out towards the floor full of lycans. 
 
    "Don't worry," Minnie told him, "we can handle the day to day stuff. All we need is a place to stay." 
 
    "And weapons," Oak added. 
 
    "And money too I bet," Sean sighed, "lots of money." 
 
    "Isn't there like a half million dollars in your bank account?" Jolene asked him. 
 
    "Probably more," Roxy said, "we did give Sawyer a bunch of stuff to sell just a couple of days ago." 
 
    Sean shook his head, "This is going to take some getting used to." Sean turned back to Oak and Minnie, "You two are in charge of all of them, let me know what you need, and I guess I'll deal with it in the morning. 
 
    "Girls?" he said turning back to Daelyn, Jolene, and Roxy. "Let's go find Roxy's father and the other leaders. I have a lot of questions, and they need to help me answer them." 
 
    "Can't it wait until morning?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "Unfortunately, no," Sean grumbled. "And coffee, I need lots and lots of coffee. Let's go." 
 
      
 
    "Hey, Son, what's up?" Bill asked as Sean came into the room. Bill was sitting at a table and talking with Samis, Claudia, Michael, and Jorge. Chad had gone home hours ago; he'd agreed with the others that he probably shouldn't be there once the actual shooting started. 
 
    "Well," Sean sighed and dropped into one of the seats at the table. "Apparently I need a place not only for me now, but for a hundred werewolves as well." 
 
    "What?" Michael said, as he and Claudia looked at him. Michael and Claudia were the heads of the two northern wolf clans, and considered Reno to be their mutual territory. 
 
    "I thought they were going with us?" Claudia said. 
 
    Sean shrugged, "I thought so too. Apparently they had a different idea." 
 
    "I'm not so sure that about that," Michael said, leaning forward aggressively. 
 
    Sean sighed, "I'm tired, I'm hungry, and right now I really don't give a damn what you think. I just want a place where we call all live and I can go back to making these," Sean tugged his lycan tag off his collar and held it all up to see. "So, let's all save the pissing contests for later, because the fact of the matter is right now I've got the biggest dick in the room," Sean said while waving the tag at them before putting it back on his collar, "so let's find me a nice safe place and save the politics for later." 
 
    "Listen you young whelp, don't you dare take that tone of voice with me! I've been running my pack since before your balls even dropped! I'm not about to let you take any wolves into my territory that don't answer to me!" 
 
    Sean was trying to figure out a polite way to tell Michael to go have sex with himself when suddenly he realized that his lion was not at all happy. 
 
    'I got this,' Sean's lion growled. 
 
    'Thanks,' Sean really wasn't up for any pissing matches with people who were supposed to be his allies. 
 
    Sean shifted into his full lion form then, quickly getting mentally out of the way of his lion and just settling in to see what he did. 
 
    Everyone leaned back as Sean, now in full lion form, stepped up onto the table and padded across it, closing the very short distance between him and Michael, and then sat down.  
 
    "I'm waiting," Sean's lion said in a very soft voice, causing all of the others in the room to lean in closer and strain to try and hear him. 
 
    "For what?" Michael said hostilely. 
 
    "For your apology, of course." 
 
    "I'm not...." Michael's voice suddenly cut off as a paw got shoved partially into his mouth, the paw being far too big for more than a single toe to fit past his lips.  
 
    "Before you say something that we'll both regret," Sean's lion continued, in that same soft conversational voice, Michael starting a bit as one of Sean's claws pierced his tongue, keeping him from pulling away, "let me remind you of something which you seem to have forgotten. 
 
    "There is a reason why lions are rare, why we are different. When a lion bites a man, they are judged, and if they are found acceptable, one of our souls joins with his. We are not an infection; I did not come from Sean. 
 
    "We are the kings of the shifter folk, for we have created you, all of you. I was there when your race was spawned. Sean may be young to you, but you are insignificant to me. That you would easily find insult with someone who works to free your race, as well as the other shifters, I find disturbing. Understand that from this moment forward you are no longer the leader of your pack, that is now done and another will be set in your place. 
 
    "Now, are you going to apologize, and meditate on the error of your ways, or am I going to pull out your entrails and predict who the next ruler of your pack will be? I suggest you chose your words," Sean's lion lowered his voice into a growl, "wisely." 
 
    The first words out of Michael's mouth as Sean's paw was removed were: "You can't do that!" 
 
    Sean felt his lion smile, "It is already done. The only question remaining is if I will allow you to live to see your grandchildren born." 
 
    Michael sat there a moment, grimaced, then got up and left the room. 
 
    "What just happened? Claudia asked. 
 
    "I took his wolf away for a while. Now, Sean is tired and so am I." 
 
    'How much of what you just said is true?' Sean asked his lion as they carefully hopped off the table and left the room. 
 
    'How much do you want to be true?' his lion responded. 
 
    'So when do I get to start doing mystical shit?' 
 
    Sean could hear his lion snort, 'Wasn't that mystical enough?' 
 
    "Let's find a place to sleep," Sean said to the girls, yawning. 
 
    "Are you going to stay like that?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Too tired to shift back." 
 
    "What did you say to Michael?"  
 
    "Didn't you hear any of it?" Sean asked, noticing that his lion had receded a fair bit, leaving Sean more in the driver's seat. 
 
    "Oddly enough, no." 
 
    "Huh. Well, basically he got told to shut up," Sean said and yawned again. 
 
    "This way," Jolene said, "I claimed a room earlier, in case we had to spend the night." 
 
    Sean nodded and just followed along.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Morning Sun 
 
      
 
    Sean woke up the next morning, and was rather surprised to find he was still in his lion body. Shifting back to human he went in search of a bathroom and then food, in that order. 
 
    "Morning, Sean." 
 
    "Morning, Dad," Sean said with a smile as Bill sat down next to him. He'd found the room that had been set aside for breakfast, someone had cleaned out all of the cereal from the local grocery store he guessed, as there were boxes of every brand available stacked three feet high. 
 
    Bill snorted, "What did you say to Michael last night?" 
 
    Sean shrugged, "Last I remember was my lion offered to deal with him for me, that was about it. Why?" 
 
    "He quit as pack leader, that's why. Walked out last night after you read him the riot act apparently. They say he's up in the mountains someplace now and not talking to anyone." 
 
    "Huh," Sean said and shoved some more cereal into his mouth. 
 
    'What did you do, and why can't I remember it?' 
 
    'You fell asleep, and I just gave him something to think about' came back the innocent reply. 
 
    'Oh you're so full of it! But right now, I don't care, I still got a hundred lycans to find a home for.' 
 
    "Well, my lion ain't talking," Sean shrugged. 
 
    "He can do that to you?" Bill looked surprised. 
 
    Sean snorted, "I'm not the one who wanted to know. If it's important, he'll tell me. Right now I'm more worried about how I'm going to move a hundred people out of here before we come to anyone's attention, and just where I'm going to move them to." 
 
    "Hiding them isn't going to be the issue; it's hiding you that's going to be hard." 
 
    "Why do you say that?" 
 
    "No one's going to go looking for another group of lycans, remember there are thousands of free ones living all over the area these days. The only people who might be interested in them would by the Gradatim members, and I'd say you've given them a pretty good reason not to go looking. Not as long as you're around of course. 
 
    "Which leads right back to you, you and your girls are the ones that need hiding. You're the ones that they're after." 
 
    "You're not good at deception, are you?" Sean sighed, and Bill laughed. 
 
    "Of course not, I'm a cop!" 
 
    "Well, I guess I need to check on my people," Sean stopped and shook his head, "just how the hell did I end up with people?" Sean sighed, "Then I'll go talk to my friend Steve, if anyone knows how to hide a hundred people, it'll be him." 
 
    "Well, good luck with that. I need to leave, Sean. I have to get back to Vegas for a while, my being up here hasn't been helping my job at all, and I can run most of the task force the governor put me on from home." 
 
    Sean nodded, "So who from the fellowship do I talk with around here?" 
 
    "Well that depends on who you need, but Jorge or Claudia can put you in touch with people, if you need help. They're both local." 
 
    "Thanks, Dad." Sean got up and shook hands with Bill, then headed back to the main room to take a look at his latest problem. Most of the people there were segregated into small groups, sitting around talking or sleeping. He had to shake his head, what to do after he freed everyone had just never occurred to him. He just guessed that they'd all magically find their own way after that. Obviously he'd been wrong. 
 
    "Morning, Sean," Oak said coming over to him. "What are your orders for today?" 
 
    Sean just shook his head, "I'm still trying to find out where I can move all of you to. Any idea how long we can stay here?" 
 
    "I'll look into it." 
 
    "How's the money situation?" 
 
    "Oh, Roxy gave us ten grand last night. I think we'll be okay on food stuffs and such for while." 
 
    Sean remembered then that Daelyn was actually holding most of the money now. He'd talk to her later. 
 
    "How's everyone holding up?" 
 
    "Fairly well. Most of the servants from the houses you liberated last night have decided to throw their lot in with us, though five of them are going to go their separate ways once we leave here." 
 
    "That's fine." 
 
    "Sheila however is having some problems with Peggy though." 
 
    "Peggy?" 
 
    "Wilston's daughter, the one you told her to bite?" 
 
    "Oh," Sean winced. "Where are they?" 
 
    "Just follow the sound of the crying," Oak snorted and pointed to the far side of the room. 
 
    "Well, I broke it, guess I bought it," Sean sighed and skirting around the groups of people on the floor, all of whom smiled, nodded, and said "hello" to him, he came up to the two girls. 
 
    Sheila was looking rather upset and was actually wringing her hands. Peggy was wrapped up in one of the sleeping bags and was sitting on the floor with her legs bent, arms wrapped around them and her head down on her knees. 
 
    "Sheila," Sean nodded and then dropped down next to Peggy, sitting legs crossed, Indian style, "Peggy." 
 
    "Why did you tell her to bite me!" Peggy cried, "How could you do this to me?" 
 
    Sean shrugged, "Because I'm a cruel and heartless bastard. I mean, I know you would have been much happier if I just let you bleed to death. But well, I thought this would be so much more enjoyable for me to see you suffer." 
 
    "Stop making fun of me!" Peggy said glaring at him. 
 
    "Listen," Sean said lowering his voice to a whisper and leaning in closer so that none of the wolves in the room would hear him, "your father was a right bastard who whipped you nearly to death, and the only reason you're alive, because trust me, I didn't care if you died and I wasn't going to save you, is that your father's sex toy pleaded with me to save your life.  
 
    "Biting you was the only way that was going to happen. The only reason it even worked was because you were so close to death that your body's magical abilities were too weak to destroy the infection. But then, seeing as a month ago the same thing was done to me, I think I know a little something about it. So quit your bitching. This is a lot better than being dead." 
 
    "But I'm one of them now," Peggy sobbed. 
 
    "No, they're wolves, you're a fox." 
 
    "What's the difference!" Peggy complained. 
 
    "The difference is that you're way hotter and sexier," Sean grinned, "so now I've got a pair of sexy fox bookends for my bed!" 
 
    Sean almost laughed at the look Peggy shot him then. "You bastard!" She growled. 
 
    "If you don't like lycans, why were you nice to Sheila then?" 
 
    "It's not that I don't like them," Peggy grumbled looking down at her knees again, "I like them just fine, and Sheila was always so lonely and scared. I just couldn't ignore that, she was too sweet. 
 
    "But that doesn't mean I wanted to become one." 
 
    "Well, you are one now. So you can either kill yourself or you can live with it. Me? I'm pretty damn happy with it. Not only am I alive, but my magic is way more powerful, and I'm a lot fitter and healthier." 
 
    "No magic user is going to want to be with me now," Peggy grumbled again, "all my friends will hate me." 
 
    Sean snorted, "Trust me, you're not losing out there, they'll hate you more because you're better than they are now, not because you're a fox," Sean gave her a wink, "not that you weren't a fox beforehand I bet!" 
 
    Peggy glared at him again, but not as forcefully this time. 
 
    "Oh, one last thing," Sean said as he started to get up. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Your friend Sheila there? Stop treating her like shit. You're alive because she asked me to save you. No one else bothered, that right there is your best friend in the whole world, Peg. Start treating her like it. And take the time to learn about the gift she gave you, you might just find that your life is a lot better now than it was before." 
 
    Standing up Sean turned back to Sheila, "You need anything, talk to Oak. You have any problems, talk to me or one of my wives and we'll take care of it." 
 
    "Yes, Master Sean." 
 
    "It's just Sean, Sheila. You're free now, though you're welcome to stay with the rest of us." 
 
    "Thank you, Sean." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roxy, Jolene and Daelyn caught up with him as he left Sheila and Peggy, heading back to the room they'd spent the night in. 
 
    "There you are! We were wondering where you'd gotten off to!" Jolene said coming up and giving Sean a hug. 
 
    "I was just looking in on everyone," Sean smiled, "and trying to figure out just what to do with them all. I think I need to go talk with Steve, and see if he's got any answers for me." 
 
    "Why not Chad?" 
 
    "Chad's more about politics and wars. Steve's more about dealing with everyday life's problems." 
 
    "Steve?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "One of Sean's friends, he's pretty cool," Roxy told her. 
 
    "Does he know about us?" 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    "Good, maybe we can borrow a shower while we're there, let's go see if we have any clean clothes left." 
 
    Sean followed them back to their room, he knew he could use a change of clothes and a shower as well. He'd been wearing the same stuff since they'd geared up yesterday. 
 
    Ten minutes later they piled into the van and drove off to Steve's house. Steve lived right in the center of a nice middle class neighborhood in a rented house. It was actually a fairly nice place, in a nice quiet area. 
 
    Pulling into the driveway, Sean led them all up to the door and knocked on it. After a minute he knocked on it again. He was just starting to think about breaking in when the door opened and a very bleary-eyed Steve looked at him. 
 
    "Sean, it's nine am on a Sunday," Steve yawned, standing by the door, "I mean, come on in and all, but damn, it's early!" 
 
    Sean waved the girls in as Steven stepped out of the way, Roxy going first, followed by Jolene. Sean stopped Daelyn a moment when she got to the door. 
 
    "Steve, this is Daelyn, she's a dwarf. Daelyn, this is Steve, he's a professional con artist." 
 
    "Marketing genius," Steve smiled and yawned, "the correct term in marketing genius." 
 
    "Conmen are more respectable," Daelyn said with a smile and shook hands with Steve." 
 
    "You may have a point there," Steven chuckled as Sean stepped inside and closed the door behind him. 
 
    "So, three now, Sean?" 
 
    Sean smiled and shrugged, "What can I say? I just seem to attract intelligent beautiful woman!" 
 
    "They can't be all that smart if they're taking up with you, oh busboy to the stars," Steve chuckled, "no doubt they have some fiendish plan to use you in some clever scheme to make some real money. Like say the lost treasure of Sam Fairchild." 
 
    "Well, that would be a pretty clever plan, alright," Sean laughed. 
 
    "Who's Sam Fairchild?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "The mythical silver baron who founded the silver legacy," Daelyn said. "The hotel made up the story when it was built to give it some 'vintage' history. You have no idea how many dwarves have even fallen for that story." 
 
    "Really?" Steve looked surprised. 
 
    "My uncle has had to shut down three separate attempts to mine under the place. One guy even dug a tunnel under that big fake machine in there," Daelyn snorted, shaking her head. 
 
    "Marketing senses tingling!" Steven said with a grin, "We need to talk about some business opportunities girl!" 
 
    "Separating the dumb bunnies from their money is a time honored dwarven tradition," Daelyn said with a smile. "But do you think I could use your shower? Where we crashed last night didn't have one." 
 
    Steve nodded, "Not a problem. Main bathroom is down the hall to the left. Towels are in the closet, and if you see a sleepy looking blonde woman, that's my fiancée, please be nice to her and be sure to tell her that you're here with Sean. She's very possessive." 
 
    "Thanks!"  
 
    "And you?" Steve motioned at the Roxy and Jolene. 
 
    "I'm gonna hit the shower," Jolene said and followed after Daelyn. 
 
    "Well, let's head to the kitchen, I need coffee and you can tell me what brings you here this early on a Sunday. Somehow I don't think it's just to use my shower." 
 
    Walking into the kitchen Steven got out the coffee and looked at Sean and Roxy, "Coffee?" 
 
    "Definitely," Roxy nodded. 
 
    "Please," Sean agreed. 
 
    "So, tell me what the problem is that only I, Steven, the greatest marking genius in all of Reno can help you with?" Steven said dramatically as he measured out the coffee into the machine. 
 
    "Well," Sean said sitting down and pulling Roxy onto his lap, "I now have about a hundred werewolves that I need to house, keep out of trouble, give something to do, and keep anyone from thinking that they can make back into slaves." 
 
    "Whoa, someone's been busy!" Steve said and yawning again he filled the coffee pot up with water and started pouring it into the coffee maker. 
 
    "I also need a place to live, where I can work on my own stuff and not have to worry about the local magic users coming after me." 
 
    "How likely is anybody to be looking for the folks you just liberated?" Steve asked sitting down as well while waiting for the coffee to brew. 
 
    "The only ones who might even want to look for them, probably won't be. I'm hoping that I put the fear of god into them when I freed their servants. To everyone else, they're just more free lycans. There really isn't any way to know that they were slaves to another council after I get done with them." 
 
    "They trained?" 
 
    Sean nodded, "Most of them are. Course I need to buy them weapons and stuff." 
 
    "I meant for anything other than fighting," Steve sighed looking up at the ceiling. 
 
    Sean blinked, "I have no idea." 
 
    "Well, the first thing I would suggest is you buy or lease a building. You know, one of those with a business front on the first floor and lots of apartments and stuff on the floors above? You can stick them in there and open up a detailing shop or something like that on the ground floor to give them something to do and deflect suspicions." 
 
    "Okay, that sounds like a good idea, but where will I find customers?"  
 
    "I know a garage manager who is looking for a place to send his customer's cars," Steven smiled. "Sell me a piece of the business and I'll get a couple of my guys who I used to have do that stuff train yours." 
 
    Sean nodded, "That might work. But where do the girls and I live?" 
 
    "Same place. With all those people in there, you won't stand out. Just hide in plain sight. Plus, if they're all trained for fighting and stuff like you inadvertently just told me, you can have them guard the place, hire John to put in cameras and alarms and all that crap. Trust me, he knows security pretty damn well. The system he hooked me up with has already paid for itself." 
 
    "Still, getting in and out of it is going to be hard," Roxy sighed, "people would only have to keep watch around the building." 
 
    Steve got up as the coffee maker clicked off and after passing out cups, started filling everyone's mugs. 
 
    "Sugar's on the table," he pointed, "creamer is in the fridge."  
 
    Filling his own cup last, Steve put some sugar in it and took a sip and they sighed happily. 
 
    "You married a dwarf," Steve said looking up at Roxy, who was still sitting on Sean's lap as they both drank their coffee. "Hire her family to come over and dig tunnels all under the damn place. Hell, the place I'm thinking about is just over and down the block from my family's business. They could put an exit in our back storage lot. 
 
    "Actually," Sean pondered that, "I'd even hire a few of them to do security at night, that way there'd always be someone back there, so no one would think twice about it." 
 
    "Steven! There are strange women in the house!"  
 
    "Ah, that would be Terri," Steven sighed, and then called out, "I'm in the kitchen with Sean, they're with him!" 
 
    "Why is Sean with two women," Terri said coming into the kitchen wearing only a bathrobe, as far as Sean could tell. Terri smiled at Sean, "Hi, Sean. And who is this?" she smiled at Roxy. 
 
    "That's my girlfriend, Roxy," Sean said and made introductions. 
 
    "Ah finally! We meet! Pleased to meet you," Terri said and smiled at Roxy. "So you're the woman who finally snared the elusive Sean-beast! Been trying to fix him up for a year now with no luck. Who are the other two?" 
 
    "Jolene is the tall one, Daelyn the short one." 
 
    "And they are?" 
 
    "His girlfriends," Roxy smiled. 
 
    Terri stopped and looked at Roxy, "What are you, Mormons?" 
 
    Roxy laughed and Steve almost snorted his coffee while Sean just felt his face turning red. 
 
    "Damn, Terri! Don't do that to me while I'm drinking coffee! You know Sean's not a Mormon!" 
 
    "Well with the way these gals look, maybe he converted? I mean really Steve, he's been single for years and now he hooks up with three lovely gals? Utah ain't that far away, what other conclusions are there?" 
 
    "Hippies?" Steve suggested. 
 
    "Too clean, too well dressed. Plus she's got a gun printing under that shirt." 
 
    Roxy blushed, "Oops!"  
 
    "Well, let me get a cup of coffee and then I'm going to hit the shower too and we'll see how well the hot water holds up while you all come up with a better story for me," Terri grinned and started pouring a mug of her own. 
 
    "I'm sure we'll all think of something, Dear," Steve said and gave Terri a kiss. 
 
    "Just remember that it isn't going to work for you too, so don't try to get too creative!" and with that Terri left the room. 
 
    "What are you going to tell her?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Oh, I'll make something incredibly stupid up and tell her. She won't really care; she probably figures that the other two are just friends, and not really girlfriends. Terri's rule is that if it's not her business, it's not any of her business. She knows some of my friends are weird, she just rolls with it." 
 
    "That's a pretty unique attitude." 
 
    "Her parents are a little unconventional; they sell airplanes to the rich and famous. So, she's kind of used to strange. So, how much money you got now, Sean?" 
 
    Sean shrugged, "I have no idea." 
 
    "Well, give me the name of your bank and your social security number, and I'll check." 
 
    "You can do that?" 
 
    Steve snorted, "I write loans to people for car work often enough that I have a credit agency account. Give me a moment to find my tablet." 
 
    Five minutes later and Steve was looking impressed. "That's a pretty hefty bank account. This will definitely let me purchase that building down the street from my shop that's been up for sale. Write me a blank check, I'll float the paperwork by your lawyer, and I'm sure we could have it tied up so you can move your people into it in a couple of days." 
 
    "You know who my lawyer is?" Sean asked, surprised. 
 
    "Guy who sent Sampson's bike over, right?" 
 
    Sean nodded. 
 
    "How can you get the place so quick?" Roxy asked. "I thought real estate deals take months?" 
 
    "Eh, I'll just have the owner give us an immediate lease. When you walk up to the deal with cash, things move a lot faster. We'll probably close on it in less than twenty days. Now if you excuse me, I think I'm going to go molest Terri in the shower. Leave the check under my tablet and lock the door behind you when you leave." 
 
    "I was hoping to use the shower next," Roxy complained. 
 
    "Then go right ahead, trust me, you'll be done long before I am!" Steve grinned and walked off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Home at Last 
 
      
 
    Sean looked around the first floor of 'his' building, Steve had been right; they'd gotten the go ahead to move in on Tuesday and had immediately set to fixing the place up to be livable. Daelyn's uncle Samis had been a lifesaver, he knew several dwarves who owned contracting companies who were more than willing to come over at a moment's notice and not only help Sean redesign the place, but get the work done.  
 
    Two weeks later and he owned the place, and John was busy rigging security systems throughout it with several of wolves helping him. John had already asked Sean if he could take two of them on as helpers in his business, being rather impressed with how willing they were to work as well as the quality of their efforts. 
 
    They'd just finished setting up the detailing shop yesterday. Today Steve was going to send over someone to help train Sean's people. Once they had it down, Sean was thinking of buying a couple of trucks to send out a couple of mobile teams as well. Because he wasn't looking to make a profit, just cover the cost of feeding everyone, Sean figured he'd be able to get away with some pretty low prices.  
 
    As long as lycan necklaces kept selling at least. Even with Jolene restricting them to how often they could make them, the price was still starting to fall. 
 
    "Alex!" Sean said as a familiar figure walked in the front door, "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "What do you think? Steve sent me. Said you were training up a bunch of folks to run a detailing shop." 
 
    Sean looked at him, "You're our trainer?" 
 
    "Dude, I've been detailing cars for Steve for years now when I need cash. You know that!" 
 
    "Yeah, but I didn't think you'd be the one he sent over." 
 
    Alex shrugged, "I know you're a werelion now, and it didn't take long to guess that these folks were all part of your little war. So Steve figured I'd be less likely to freak if I saw something I shouldn't." 
 
    Sean nodded and smiled, "Well cool then! Honestly, I was a bit worried about that, come on in and I'll introduce you to the guys." 
 
    Alex nodded and followed Sean back into the shop. 
 
    "So, what are they, anyway?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "What kind of, well, what do they call you guys? Lycans? Shape shifters?" 
 
    "Oh, they're werewolves." 
 
    "Okay, that's cool. I've always like dogs and all." 
 
    Sean rolled his eyes, "They're not dogs, Alex." 
 
    "Un-huh. Next time we all get to game again, I'm gonna bring a laser pointer and see if I can get you or Roxy to chase it around the floor," Alex grinned. 
 
    "Roxy will kill you, I'm sure," Sean chuckled. 
 
    "Nah, she'll be too busy chasing the red dot. Now, let's see what gear Steve set you up with, and we can do introductions. He told me he'd be sending a car around in an hour for us to start with." 
 
    "That soon?" Sean said, surprised. 
 
    "It's one of the shop's cars. He likes them looking sharp, so he details them often." 
 
    "Okay," Sean said and led Alex over to Oak. 
 
    "This is Oak; he's the building manager, as well as the shop manager right now." Sean then spent the next couple of minutes introducing everyone to Alex, and let them know that Alex knew what they were. Sean figured they could find out about his quirky sense of humor all on their own. 
 
    When that was done he went and met with Hunter and the leader of the other Alpha team, Sten. 
 
    "So, how's the equipment guys?" Sean asked. He'd taken them out gun shopping yesterday, and they'd made a serious dent in his bank account. They'd then hit a few other stores buying tactical gear. As soon as Sean got the money, he was going to buy them all body armor as well. 
 
    "Good," Hunter said, "it's all good. It was well maintained and the few minor issues we can fix ourselves." 
 
    "How's John's security system?" 
 
    "Impressive," Sten said. "Guy knows his stuff. It's better than anything I've seen any of the Councils or covens use." 
 
    "Great. I saw your plans for our security and the drills you want to do, and I'm happy with all of it. Start training everyone up as soon as you can. Any questions?" 
 
    "Nope," they both said shaking their heads. 
 
    Sean nodded and smiling he went up to the third floor, where he had his room. He didn't have a shop yet, Samis was having someone excavate one in the basement for him. Surprisingly they told him it would be finished next week. 
 
    Once that was done, he'd start work on some of the designs he'd been playing around with, to make sure that he fully understood enchanting and his father's power management spells. He really needed to get started on those tags, for his own people if nothing else, so he could be sure of defending his home.  
 
    Sean was getting rather tired of having to find a new place to live every couple of weeks, and while things were quiet right now, he knew it wouldn't last. The Council of Gradatim had been behaving, but they were still recovering from what had been done to them as their new leader, Richard Sorother consolidated his power.  
 
    Sean was seriously hoping he wouldn't have to go back there and teach them another lesson. 
 
    Harkins, over at the Council of Ascendance, had finally gotten his people settled down, and Sean was sure he was up to something, but even Sawyer's people hadn't heard anything for days now. While the wonderful people over at Gradatim hadn't told anyone what had happened, with McConnell's now obvious replacement, the rumors had not been at all kind.  
 
    And more than a few of those rumors had hinted very strongly at Sean's involvement. 
 
    "So, how's it feel to be a businessman?" Roxy asked as he dropped down onto the couch besides her. 
 
    "How much money do I have left?" Sean sighed. 
 
    "Fifty three bucks and twenty-two cents," Daelyn laughed. 
 
    "Then it feels normal," Sean replied. 
 
    "Well, we've got a case of necklaces sitting in the bedroom, how about we go make some money?" Jolene giggled. 
 
    Sean shook his head and smiled, "How about we make some money indeed...." 
 
      
 
    End Book Three 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Afterword (and Confessions) 
 
      
 
    Hi! I'd like to thank you for reading the latest entry in the Sean Valens series: 'Over our Heads.' I hope you enjoyed it, and if you did I would greatly appreciate it if you would rate and review it on Amazon. We do get rewarded by Amazon, when we get four and five star reviews, and of course, the more we get, the more we get rewarded. 
 
    What is that reward you ask? Simple: Amazon will show my book to people who they think will enjoy it, like you did. 
 
    So please! I'd appreciate it very much if you gave me a good review. 
 
    If you find any typo's or 'wrong words' please feel free to email what and where they were to me. Typo's always make it through, no matter how many people I have checking things. 
 
      
 
    And yes, a small confession: Jan Stryvant is in fact a pen name. I suspect most of you know this by now, searching on Jan Stryvant online will easily give it away. It's not like I've been trying to hide it after all.  
 
    Why the pen name? Simply put, I wanted to separate these stories from my other 'brand' because some of the topics and themes in this series are different enough from my other writing, that I wasn't sure if they'd cross over well. So rather than risk upsetting my fans, I started this pen name, and told them I was doing it. This way, there would be no 'confusion.'  
 
    So, if you like my writing, you may find my 'Portals of Infinity' series, under my name 'John Van Stry' to be interesting as well. Sex wise, they are a fair bit tamer, and there's no overt LitRPG theme in the series.  
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Portals-Infinity-Book-Champion-Hire-ebook/dp/B00MKSLRH0/ 
 
    or http://www.vanstry.net 
 
      
 
    Future Books: If you'd like to read more about the continuing trials of Sean, as he continues to deal with the legacy of his father, and fulfill his father's dream (with the help of course of Roxy, Jolene, and Daelyn), please buy the next book in the series when it comes out! 
 
      
 
    Book four: should be out before Thanksgiving, I'll probably have a firmer date on that once book three is finished. As well as a title.  
 
      
 
    Books five and six: I hope to have out before Christmas. 
 
      
 
    Other stories of mine already out: Shadow, which can be found, along with this on Amazon, by going to my Amazon Author's webpage at: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Jan-Stryvant/e/B06ZY7L62L/ 
 
    Occasional announcements at: 
 
    https://stryvant.blogspot.com/ 
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