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Catch Your Breath

   
 Sean stood looking out the window of his workshop, watching the sunset. He'd just finished the fifth tag machine, he'd been grinding out necklace machines, tag machines, and he'd even made a machine for the Secret Service to enchant their badges, just as he had for Roxy's father in Las Vegas. Last week, everything had seemed to come to a screeching halt. The feds had fallen on the Vestibulum like a ton of bricks, hauling not just the senior council in for 'questioning', but a fair number of their rank and file as well. 
 Then three days ago Todd 'Quincy' Adams, the North American leader for the Vestibulum, had been murdered by a suicide bomber on his very own doorstep. 

That had left both the government and the magical community spinning in circles. 
 Sean had his own suspicions as to just exactly what had taken place, but other than taking Card aside and informing him of what had happened, he'd kept them to himself. 
 Not his circus, not his monkeys. 
 'So what's our next step, Dad?' 
 'Canada, of course.' 
 'I meant after that. And don't say "Mexico",' Sean said with a mental snort. 
 'I told you before I didn't want you distracted from the task at hand, Son.' 
 Sean noticed the stress on the word; the First wasn't going to tell him. 
 'Well, obviously if it's enough to distract me from freeing lycans, it must be something pretty damn important.' Sean replied, hazarding a guess. 
 'Wheedling isn't going to work here, your current task is too important.' 
 'Well how am I supposed to get ready if you won't tell me what's going on?' 
 'Don't worry; I'm taking care of it.' 
 Sean snorted out loud this time. 'Dad, that isn't going to cut it, and you know it. At least give me an idea of what needs to be done. If it's important, I'm sure we'll need to prepare.' 
 'I told you, don't worry.' 
 'Worrying is what I do best...' 
 "Sean?" Oak stuck his head in the door. 
 "Yes?" 
 "There's a man and a woman out at the gate with a truck, said they're here to see you? 
 'That would be Sky and Lark,' the First told him. 
 "Send them up," Sean said to Oak. He knew Sky and Lark; Sky was a lion, and Lark was a lioness. They were pretty much a couple, though a couple of what Sean wasn't quite sure. They weren't related, and they didn't appear to be mated or married. But all the times he'd seen them in lion la-la-land, they'd been almost inseparable. 
 'They're on-again, off-again mates,' the First supplied. 'They'll dally with others at times, but they always come back to each other.' 
 Sean shrugged and wondered why they were here, but he knew he'd find out soon enough. He was pretty sure there were other lions in the U.S., but for reasons that hadn't been explained, and which he hadn't pressed for an answer on, none of them had been helping him. Sometimes he wondered if he was too trusting, but up until now he really hadn't had any spare time to think about it. 
 'And you still don't,' the first reminded him. 'You need to run to the Carson City Dwarven Hall and see how Maitland and the chief weapon smith are doing.' 
 'And I need to sit Steven down and ask him to go to DC for me and get involved in all sorts of skullduggery,' Sean added. 
 'I'm sure he'll love it.' 
 "Yeah, but what if he says no?" Sean asked out loud. "Or worse yet, Teri says no?" 
 'You could always order him.' 
 'First off, Dad, Steven isn't a lycan. Second off, he's my best and oldest friend. If he says 'no', it's 'no'.' 
 'I don't know, Son, Chad was right about...' 
 "Dad!" Sean growled. 
 'What?' 
 "No means no!" 
 "Oh, I'm sorry, are we interrupting something?" Lark asked coming into the room. 
 "Sounds like he's arguing with his royal nibs," Sky said with a chuckle as he followed Lark inside. Both of their accents were British, though Sean had the distinct impression they were both quite a bit older than the country. 
 Lark was a very attractive woman, appearing as probably late twenties, with long, wild blond hair and a dancer's build. She stood a few inches shorter than Sean. Sky was built almost exactly the same, just a little more muscular, and he had straight black hair that he wore to his shoulders. This was the first time Sean had seen them in their human forms, but interestingly enough, he recognized them immediately, seeing through to their inherent lion nature quite easily. 
 "Lark, Sky," Sean said, shaking hands with each of them, "nice to finally meet other lions in the flesh."  
 "You knew Sampson, didn't you?" Lark asked. 
 "I was still human then," Sean admitted. "You two are the first since I became one of us. Which, of course, leads to the first question: Why the hell doesn't anyone ever visit me?" 
 "What? Being together with all of us up on that bloody mountain isn't enough for you?" Sky teased. 
 "I'm still getting used to the idea that I can have these out-of-body experiences," Sean admitted. "But still, you guys are here, but the First tells me you're all busy?" 
 "Well, yeah, we are," Lark admitted. 
 "With what?" 
 "It's a secret," she said with a grin. 
 Sean sighed and rolled his eyes. "You guys too?" 
 Sky shrugged as Lark nodded. "You're new, you've been doing a great job, nobody wants to see you distracted." 
 Sean just sighed. "Well, now the second question: Why are you here?" 
 "Didn't his nibs tell you?" Sky asked. 
 "Dad?" Sean asked out loud and tried not to notice as Sky snickered and Lark laughed. 
 'They're here to take one of the tag machines and one of the necklace machines.' 
 "Wait, what?" Sean said, shocked. "I just made those!" 
 'Well, yes, but we need a set someplace else, to keep them safe. Right now all the machines are in this one town. Plus we have need for one somewhere else.' 
 "Dad! You can't just march in here and take shit without asking me!" Sean growled. 
 'Of course I can.' 
 "Oh no you fucking can't!" Sean growled back, getting angry. "You want something, you need to ask, or at least warn me in advance! I've made plans for these! You should have warned me!" 
 'Just who do you think you're taking to?' the First growled back. 
 "My father, who is most certainly going to get his butt kicked!" 
 "Uh, oh," Sky whispered. 
 "Sean!" Lark interrupted. "Surely you can see it's a good idea, can't you?" 
 "That's not the point!" Sean growled. "He keeps me in the dark on everything! Everything! Well, this isn't something he can just come along and tell me I didn't need to know, because I do. I'm starting to get tired of his whole 'high and mighty' attitude! He could have at least warned me." 
 "He has a point, you know," Sky said, nodding slowly. "His nibs has been a bit short with him of late." 
 'Shut up, Sky,' the First grumbled. 
 "I don't think he can hear you, Dad, and no, you're not taking these machines. You can wait for the next set." 
 "Ooh! Did he say something rude?" Sky laughed. 
 Lark rolled her eyes. "Sean, we really need these. Really. Would you please let us take them?" 
 'I could order them to take them by force,' the First warned. 
 'I'd kick their asses, and you know it, too!' Sean warned him silently. 'You'll do no such thing!' 
 'I think I liked it more when you were afraid of me,' the First grumbled. 
 "I think I liked it more when you didn't take me for granted," Sean grumbled back. 
 "I think somebody owes Sean an apology," Lark suddenly said brightly. "Don't you, Sky?" 
 "What?" Sky said, and then smiled. "Oh, definitely! Most certainly! Without a doubt!" 
 Sean heard the First grumble in his head. 
 "Father, if you apologize to Sean, I won't tell Mother just how badly you've been treating him," Lark said, grinning. 
 Sean looked at Lark and got the impression that the First had just muttered an oath under his breath. 
 "The First is your father?" Sean asked, a little surprised. 
 "And Keairra is my mother," Lark said with a smile. "She likes you, you know. I'm sure she'd be very unhappy to hear just how poorly he's been treating you. Especially with how much you look up to him and treat him like he really was your father." 
 Sean blinked; he could feel it now, the First was definitely embarrassed.  
 'Okay, yes, I'm sorry I didn't warn you. I can't tell you where they're taking it, and I didn't want you bugging me about it, so I just left it. I should have asked.' 
 Sean blinked again, surprised. He'd figured he was going to get his ass kicked all over dreamland tonight.  
 "Wow, he actually said he was sorry," Sean told them. 
 "It was the Keairra threat," Sky said, grinning. "He's really quite afraid of her." 
 "Does that mean we can take them?" Lark asked, smacking Sky on the shoulder while glaring at him. 
 Sean sighed and nodded. "Sure, you can take them. If you could send me some money or gold or something, though, I'd appreciate it. With all the stuff I need to buy, I'm a bit worried about funds." 
 "Not a problem, Sean!" Sky said. "We'll make sure you get some form of reimbursement for them." 
 Lark nodded. "Now, can you show us how these work?" 
 It only took Sean a few minutes to explain how they worked. Both Lark and Sky were extremely quick on the uptake, and fifteen minutes later they'd loaded both machines into the back of a small truck, and secured them. After a hug and a kiss from Lark and a handshake from Sky, they were on their way. 
 "Who was that?" Roxy asked, coming over as the truck drove away. 
 "Two lions," Sean told her. 
 "What? Here? What did they want?" 
 "A necklace machine and a tag machine," Sean sighed. 
 "And you gave them to them?" 
 "Yeah, I sort of had to. I think they need them more than we do right now." 
 "Well, damn," Roxy growled. "Didn't we need the money from that?" 
 "I don't know that we needed it, but it certainly would've helped. Let's go have dinner, and then I think I need to go check on the dwarves, talk to Steve, and see if Chad's gotten any of those helicopters yet." 
 




Simple Things

   
 Roxy, Daelyn, and Peg accompanied Sean to the Dwarven Hall after dinner, so Sean could find out how things were progressing.  
 "Haven't you talked to your uncle about this at all?" Peg asked. She was sitting in the back next to Sean. Roxy, as usual, had claimed the passenger seat so she could enjoy Daelyn's driving. This, of course, made Daelyn drive even faster and crazier, if such a thing were possible. Sean was only surprised that Roxy hadn't shifted and stuck her head out the window. 
 "No," Sean said, smiling at the thought of Roxy with her head out the window, tongue lolling like a dog. "He's only been back to the house a couple of times since we brought him there." 
 "Wasn't that like, ten days ago?" Peg asked. 
 Sean blinked. "Damn, you're right! Where the hell did the time go?" 
 "It's all those machines ya been making!" Daelyn said from the front seat as she drifted around a corner at some obscene rate of speed, passing two cars in the process. "Ya really need to pace yourself more there, Hon." 
 "Yeah, I know, I know," Sean sighed, "but I really should replace that set of machines I just handed off to Sky and Lark." 
 "Who?" Peg asked. 
 "The pair of lions that showed up just before dinner," Roxy said from the front seat. "They took a tag machine and a necklace machine." 
 "And they didn't stick around to say hello?" Daelyn grumbled. 
 "I get the impression they didn't want anyone to know they were here, or where they were going," Sean said. 
 "Just where were they going?" Peg asked. 
 Sean shrugged as Daelyn put them in a four-wheel drift that just cleared the rising garage door as they came to a stop in the garage bay she always used when they came here. 
 "They didn't tell you?" Peg asked unbelievingly. 
 "I didn't ask," Sean replied. "I've got enough of my own problems right now." 
 "Like why you've been asked to get all these swords," Roxy said, opening the door. 
 "Oh, that's obvious," Peg said as Daelyn got out and folded the seat forward. 
 "It is?" 
 "To use ’em, of course!" Peg laughed and winked at Roxy, who frowned back at her. "But that does lead to another question." 
 "Oh?"  
 "When are we going to start training all of our people to use them?" 
 "Ummm..." Roxy looked at Sean, who face palmed. 
 'It's things like this I need to know about, Dad.' 
 'No use training them until you have something to train them with. Fae swords don't handle like regular ones. I was going to tell you once you had them, if Peg there hadn't beaten me to the punch. Smart lass that one, have I told you how much I like her?' 
 Sean sighed and shook his head; the First liked all of them. Then again, who wouldn't? They were all awesome, after all. 
 "Might as well get Cali to start training everybody," Peg said and shrugged. 
 "Cali?" Sean asked, surprised. 
 "After the way she took that demon apart?" Peg snorted. "Do you think you could possibly find someone better than her to teach them?" 
 "She's got a point," Roxy said as they followed Daelyn to the elevator. 
 "True, she might even be better than Keairra." Sean admitted. 
 'Don't let her hear you say that!' the First warned him. 
 "Who's Keairra?" 
 "That's the lioness in that dreamland he goes to when he's asleep," Roxy answered. 
 "Don't think I'll ever get used to him doing that," Daelyn said with a shake of her head. 
   
 The walk down to the master weapon smith's shop was about as long and cramped as the last time. Sean and Roxy both shifted to fit easier. Daelyn fit, being a dwarf, and Peg really wasn't tall enough to have a problem with it. 
 When they reached the shop, they were all surprised at just how busy it was. There were at least a half dozen dwarves in the room, most of them working at the workbenches in the room, and two running in and out of one of the backrooms, from which the sounds of hammering could be heard. 
 "Master Sjon will be with you in a minute!" one of the young dwarven runners said. 
 Sean shrugged his leonine shoulders and just sat on his butt, Roxy doing the same, as Daelyn and Peg grabbed a couple of empty stools to sit on. It was more than a minute, but not too terribly long before Maitland came out, accompanied by Master Sjon. 
 "Ah! Sean! Finally come to check up on us I see!" Sjon said with a laugh. 
 "I've been a bit busy," Sean said with a nod. "How's it been going?" 
 "We had some initial problems with raw materials," Maitland said and Sjon nodded, "but we got 'em ironed out, and we've got the first production run finishing up on the first group of swords. The first sets of armor should be done in a few more days." 
 Sean nodded. "How many?" 
 "Two dozen of the swords," Maitland said, "but only ten sets of armor." 
 Sean winced. "Please tell me you'll be able to make more at a time than that." 
 Sjon nodded. "On the swords, I think we can get production up to fifteen hundred or so a week by the end of the month. I'm not sure we can push much beyond that, we just don't have the facilities." 
 "Umm..." Sean started. 
 "But," Maitland interrupted, "Roland and Samis talked to a number of other Halls, and they're sending their smiths here to learn as well, so in a few months we should hopefully have that number up around twenty thousand a week." 
 Sean nodded slowly and did the math, that was about twenty-five weeks, or six months. He could feel the First mulling it over as well.  
 "I guess that's a good start," Sean said slowly. "What about the armor?" 
 Maitland and Sjon looked at each other, and Sean could tell they weren't exactly happy. 
 "If we can do a hundred sets of armor a week, I'll be happy," Sjon finally admitted. 
 'Dad?' Sean prompted. 
 'It'll have to do. Ask him how many breastplates they could make a week.' 
 "How many breastplates could you make a week?" Sean repeated. 
 Sjon and Maitland looked at each other again. 
 "There's thirty pieces in each set," Maitland said in a soft voice. 
 "And we wouldn't have to do those hinges, that takes a few days," Sjon said with a nod. 
 "Or the gauntlets," Maitland pointed out. 
 "And all that damn enchanting you've been knocking yourself out with," Sjon agreed. 
 "So, thirty?" 
 "More like forty-three, give or take a couple," Sjon replied. 
 Maitland turned back to Sean. "We could make about forty to forty-five breastplates for each set of armor we don't have to make." 
 "So, four thousand to forty-five hundred breastplates a week." 
 'Halve the number of armor sets,' the First told him. 
 'You sure?' 
 'Not everyone is going to need full armor. Officers and shock troops. The regulars won't.' 
 'I'm not even going to bug you for details,' Sean told him. 
 "Fifty sets of armor, then however many breastplates you can make a week instead of the other fifty," Sean said to the two of them. 
 "I think we can handle that," Sjon said with a nod. "Right, Maitland?" 
 Maitland smiled. "From what I've seen of your team here, Sjon, I think you'll handle it easily. Let's just hope the masters from the other Halls can keep up!" 
 Sjon laughed and nodded, then called out, "Trendan!" 
 "Coming!" Trendan yelled back, then came out with what looked like a bag for carrying golf clubs and set it down on the floor in front of Sean. 
 "What's that?" Sean asked. 
 "The proofing runs," Maitland told him. "There's eight swords in there. No armor yet, though." 
 "Come back Tuesday and we can outfit ten of ya'," Sjon said with a nod. "Once the armor's done, fitting it is fairly simple, 'cause of the magic involved. I guess we'll have to train a group to do that so we can just deliver it to ya', instead of having every one of ya' trooping down here." 
 Sean nodded and smiled. "Thanks a lot. I appreciate it. What's this gonna cost me?" 
 "Nothing," Sjon said. 
 Sean blinked and sat up a bit straighter, then looked closely at the dwarf master smith.  
 "What?" Sean asked in a shocked tone. 
 "I said it ain't gonna cost you anything." 
 "How can that be? We're talking thousands of man-hours of work here, and I don't even want to think of the cost of the materials involved!" 
 Sjon shrugged. "Lions get weapons and armor for free. Them's the rules." 
 "Half a million weapons?" Sean said, looking at Maitland, who nodded, and then Daelyn, who just shrugged. 
 "Yup, them's the rules," Sjon agreed. 
 'Dad! Are you holding out on me?' 
 'Yes, and those are the rules. I was there when they were made. Besides, you need that money to buy Chad his helicopters. Might want to buy a few more for Claudia once you've got that handled, come to think about it.' 
 Sean stood up on all fours and, ducking his head down in a bow, he swept his right front paw up to place it on his heart. "I swear to you all, I will never forget this. Law or not, I will be indebted to you always." 
 Sjon grinned. "And that's why we do it. Can't ask for more in life than to have a lion owing ya' a favor. Now, off with ya'; your Uncle and I, we got a lot more training to do." 
 Sean nodded and, picking up the bag by the handles using his mouth, he carefully walked out of the room with the girls following him. 
 "Am I the only one with a curious sense of foreboding about all this?" Peg asked. 
 "You're just getting a sense of foreboding now? After all we been through?" Daelyn asked with a laugh, and Sean heard the sound of Peg's hand smacking Daelyn on the ass. 
 "Wiseass." 
 "Didn't you say that the First won't tell you what this is all about because he doesn't want you to worry about anything else until you're done freeing the lycans?" Roxy asked Sean, who nodded, his mouth too full to talk. 
 "Well, he's got my phone number. There's no reason why he can't call me and give me the rundown," she growled. 
 'Dad, you might want to have someone call her.' 
 'I think you might be right, Son,' the First replied with a laugh. 'You just might be right.' 
   
 When they got back to the car, Sean shifted back and put the bag of swords in the small trunk of Daelyn's 'Cuda. 
 "Now what?" Roxy asked. 
 "Now I think we need to go pay Steve and Terri a visit." 
 "It's after nine, Sean," Roxy warned him. 
 "Yeah, so he'll be tired and almost defenseless," Sean chuckled, "and if we're really lucky, Terri will already be in bed." 
 




Shaken, Not Stirred

   
 "Sean!" Steve said, answering the door. "What brings you by so late?" 
 "Late? It's not even ten yet," Sean said with a grin. "You're not turning into an old man already on me, are you?" 
 Steve snorted. "Hardly. Come on in, you too, girls." Steve stepped back from the door and called out loudly, "Terri! Company!" 
 "Hi!" Terri said, coming into the living room as they all sat down. Apparently she had been getting ready for bed, as she was wearing a robe. "Where's Cali, Roberta, and Jo?" 
 "We're on our way back from my uncle's," Daelyn said. "A lot of dwarves have issues with dark elves, and as this was a business call and not social, she stayed at home with Rob and Jo." 
 "Does that mean this is a business call as well?" Steve asked, grabbing Terri and dropping down to sit in his favorite easy chair with her on his lap. 
 Sean nodded. "Yeah, I guess. I've been meaning to get over here for the last week, but things have just been way too busy." 
 "So what do you need this time? Advertising? A PR campaign?" 
 "Roxy's been working with Granite, who's setting up an office in Washington DC I need somebody to run it." 
 Steve laughed. "You want me to go to Washington? And do what?" 
 "Represent us. You know I met with the president last week, right?" 
 Steve nodded. "Of course." 
 "Well, I need someone to who can meet with him for me when I'm not there. I need someone to lobby senators and congressmen. I need an office there, and I need someone who can handle it." 
 "Why not Chad?" Terri asked and then looked a little embarrassed as Steve started laughing. 
 "They'd eat him alive!" Steve said, still laughing. 
 "Are we talking about the same Chad? Isn't he like some sort of tactical genius?" 
 Steve nodded. "Politics is very different from war. In war, you just kill your enemies. In politics, you take them out to dinner, contribute to their campaigns, and slip the knife in their back just when they think they're indispensable to you. Chad's way to honest for that kind of thing." 
 "But what about our wedding?" 
 "I'm more worried about our honeymoon, and my parents," Steve said, looking thoughtful. "Mom and Dad would have to come back now instead of next month, and well, while we can take time off to get married, I don't know how much time we'd get to spend in Barbados." 
 "Does this mean you're actually considering it?" Roxy asked. 
 Terri snorted. "Steve turn down the chance to wreak total havoc on a bunch of unsuspecting politicians?" 
 "But it's DC," Roxy pointed out, "I'd hardly call them 'unsuspecting'!" 
 Steve grinned. "Well, the ones here in Carson City at the capitol sure haven't been much of a challenge lately. This'll give me a chance to up my game. But..." 
 "What?" Sean asked. 
 "Mom and Dad will definitely not be happy. I can't just walk away from the shop; I'd have to get them back here." 
 "Where are they now? They can't be that far, the wedding is on the eighteenth of August." 
 "They're in Chile. I think they're going to set sail for Peru tomorrow, then spend the rest of the month sailing up the west coast until they get to San Diego." 
 "Where in Chile?" 
 "Valparaiso. They moored the boat there for a couple of weeks and went inland to see Santiago." 
 "How long have they been sailing around the world?" Peg asked. 
 "Umm," Steve paused a moment, "three years now?" 
 "They left almost four months after you graduated high school," Terri said, "so two years, ten months." 
 Steve nodded. "Sounds about right. So, Sean, when do you want me in Washington?" 
 "The sooner the better, honestly," Sean told him. "I need to start the Canadian campaign here soon, so I'm not sure how much help I can give you." 
 "I'll need an introduction to the president," Steve said, thinking, "and again, I don't think I can leave the shop unattended for more than a day." 
 "It's really important, Steve, we're talking Washington, the president, Congress, all of that." 
 "Yeah, well, it's my family's business, and how long do you think it'll be before someone from DC tries to mess with it? I can't just leave it, Sean." 
 'I'll have somebody meet his parents after breakfast; we can have them on a flight back here by noon.' 
 'You can do that?' Sean asked, surprised. 
 'Obviously,' the First sent with a mental snort. 
 'How will you even find them?' 
 'How many Americans named Bryson do you think there are in Valparaiso? My Granddaughter Jasmin is already waiting at the hotel.' 
 'Well, don't scare them, obviously!' Sean warned. 
 'She'll ask them to call home; Steve can break the news to them.' 
 Sean nodded a bit and then looked back at Steve, who had noticed that Sean appeared to be thinking about something. 
 "Okay, I'll have someone waiting at your parent's hotel. They'll ask your parents to call you in the morning. I'll see if we can't have tickets and all that ready by then as well." 
 "Just like that?" Steve asked, looking impressed. 
 Sean nodded. "I know there are lions in Chile, and honestly? How many Brysons are there staying at a hotel in that town?" 
 Steve shook his head, then laughed. "I can just imagine the phone conversation I'm going to be having tomorrow. 'Mom, Dad, since you've been gone, Sean became rich and powerful, and wants me to go to Washington to lobby for him. What? No, I haven't been raiding your liquor cabinet, and I've told you, Terri's parents don't do drugs.'" 
 "Tell them Sean's got a wife," Terri snickered, "that'll get them back here in record time!" 
 Steve laughed. "Then they'd know I was just making shit up!" 
 Sean sighed and was about to say something, when his phone rang with a distinctive tone. 
 Pulling out his phone, Sean answered it, "Yes, John?" 
 "Something bad is happening up around Pyramid Lake. You need to get up there, now." 
 "What do you mean by 'something bad'?" Sean asked, standing up. 
 "I don't know, my cousin Kweeda just called me. There's a bunch of kids who went up to Monument Rock to camp out for the night, and something evil has spawned out of some sort of gate nearby. If you don't get up there now, it's going to kill them." 
 "Monument Rock? That's like forty minutes from here!" Sean protested. 
 "Then you better get going!" 
 "I can get us there in less than twenty," Daelyn said, jumping to her feet. 
 "Shit, we gotta go! Later, Steve!" Sean ran out the door, following Daelyn as they all quickly piled in the 'Cuda, and with a loud roar they raced off down the street. 
 "Can you really get us there in twenty minutes?" Sean asked. 
 "Just watch me, Lion-boy!" Daelyn laughed, and Sean noticed that the speedometer had already gone past a hundred on the dashboard, and was still climbing. 
 "Do you think we should put on our seatbelts?" Peg asked nervously when they started to get slung from side to side in the car as Daelyn started weaving in and out of traffic. 
 "Why bother!" Roxy laughed. "At these speeds, they'll just cut you in two!" 
 Peg gulped. "Umm, I think I'm gonna curl up in a ball and just close my eyes until this is over."  
 Sean shook his head and just tried to do his best to hold on. Roxy was laughing and almost bouncing in her seat, and Daelyn had a look of extreme concentration on her face, with one hand on the wheel and the other on the stick shift. As far as Sean could tell, she had the gas pedal down to the floor and from the way the engine was screaming, it was obviously giving Daelyn every last ounce of horsepower it had. 
 They had left the city now, flying down Pyramid Way at speeds Sean knew the road wasn't built to take, but it was mostly straight, and this late on Friday night it was remarkably empty. 
 But several times Daelyn had passed cars on the right instead of the left, running the car down the soft shoulder, and Sean really had no idea how she'd managed to keep it under control. After they went through Spanish Springs, Daelyn flipped a switch and pulled a lever, which obviously did something to the motor, as it not only got louder, but suddenly they were going a whole lot faster than before.  
 Roxy had stopped laughing, but the wide-eyed look on her face wasn't one of fear; Sean was starting to wonder if his speed-crazy cheetah wife had just reached her personal nirvana.  
 Meanwhile, Daelyn was muttering under her breath to the car. 
 "Come on baby, you can do it! This is what you were built for! Faster! Faster! Go baby, go!" 
 Sean noticed that the speedometer was now past a hundred and sixty and was still struggling higher, the ride actually rather smooth at this point; they were seemingly glued to the road. Daelyn slowed them down slightly as the gradual left turn to head north towards Sutcliffe became more of a sweeper due to the speed they were taking it at, but she still blasted through the small town at over a hundred miles an hour, then floored it as soon as they got out of the city limits. 
 Less than a minute later they came to a sliding halt and, throwing open the doors, they all piled out. 
 "Damn, all I have is my pistol," Sean realized, as he patted himself down. 
 "What about all those swords in the trunk?" Peg asked. 
 "Dae!" Sean said. 
 "Way ahead of ya!" Daelyn said and, running around to the back, she popped open the trunk and pulled out the bag, tossing it over the car to Sean, who caught it easily. Unzipping it, Sean started pulling out the swords and laying them on the ground. The hood was way too hot on the now idling car, and Daelyn would probably kill him if he scratched the paint. 
 "Who else knows how to use one of these?" Sean asked, grabbing the biggest of the two-handed swords as he shifted into his hybrid form. 
 "I do," Roxy said, and Sean passed one of the swords to her as she shifted into her hybrid form. 
 "You do?" Peg asked, looking at her. 
 "What do you think Cali's been teaching me for the last week?" Roxy asked with a smirk as she took the sword and twirled it around a few times to get the weight and balance of it. 
 "Damn, and here I was feeling all jealous that you were getting some extra lovin'!" Peg snickered. 
 "I take it you don't know how to use one?" Sean asked, looking up at Peg, who had shifted into her hybrid form. 
 "Nope. Besides, I'm the only magic user here, other than you of course. Might be better for me to use that instead." 
 "Dae?" 
 "I'll stick to Maxwell." 
 "You sure?" 
 "Yup. Since I've upgraded it, I suspect the demons aren't going to be big fans of it." 
 Sean nodded and took a second sword, just in case, and stuck it down the back of his shirt. 
 "Come on, let's go," Sean said and started running off towards one of the rock mounds down by the beach. He'd been up here a few times over the years, and while he'd never camped here because he always had to go to work, he knew where most of the kids liked to set up their tents. Leading the others, he heard a scream coming from one of the rock formations. Turning, he changed course and picked up speed. 
 "Help! Help us!" a girl's voice carried down from the rocks. 
 "Where are they?" Sean yelled back. 
 "They're over here! Come quick! Save us!"  
 Sean came charging around the rocks, and there was a girl alright, but she was already quite dead. Standing over the body was a small black humanoid creature. It was complete nude, its body covered in black diamond-shaped scales. It features looked almost like what you'd see carved into a Halloween pumpkin. 
 "Oh! Please! Save meeeee!" it yelled in the same voice that had brought them running. 
 'Minion,' the First said in his head, 'Kill it before it runs away!' 
 Sean leapt at it, and laughing, it charged him. Either it hadn't seen the sword, or it didn't know what it could do, because Sean brought the sword around in a one-handed swing and cleaved it two, just below the shoulders. It screamed as the sword started to cut it in half, but as soon as Sean's sword cut through the first lung, it went silent. The two halves of the body fell to the ground and started to smoke and bubble as it dissolved into some sort of tar-like goo. 
 "Sean!" Roxy yelled and, turning, Sean saw that she was fighting with another one of the small creatures. This one was darting and dodging quickly, trying to get past Roxy's guard, and she was having to rely more on her fast foot work than her sword play to dodge its attacks. 
 Sean started to charge it, when Daelyn's hammer went flying past his head and he heard a loud snarl as it smacked into something meaty. Spinning on his heel, Sean saw it then; it was tall, taller than he was. The skin was black as ink, and there appeared to be something crawling all over the demon's skin. Its eyes were red, and there were short horns, two on either side of the head, that came up out of the forehead, and it had large fangs that slipped down past the lower lip, dripping something. 
 "Shit!" Sean swore loudly, realizing it was a raseri djevel! 
 Just like the other one he'd fought in Oregon, the demon was nude and had large, pendulous breasts, as well as rather large penis that swung between its legs, though he didn't see any sign of a scrotum. The arms were longer than a man of the same size would have, coming down to the knees, and the hands had long, wicked-looking fingers with claws at the ends, while it walked on cloven hooves. 
 Taking a quick swipe at it with his sword, Sean stopped its forward charge as it dodged his attack. 
 "You will die, lion!" it snarled in a voice that sounded like it gargled with razor blades and broken glass, and then screamed loudly, the sound of it hurting his ears. 
 "Daelyn, Peg! Help Roxy, I got this one!"  
 "You can't beat me, lion!" It laughed. 
 Sean stomped forward with his leading foot and faked a fencer's lunge, using the sword in a point forward position. It wasn't the best way to use a two-handed sword, which was really made more for cleaving than close combat, but Sean was remembering the last time he'd fought one of these, and he'd all but had his ass handed to him.  
 The djevel flinched at Sean's lunge, then snarled when it realized Sean had only been taunting it. It charged in then and batted the blade aside, ignoring the cut on its arm as Sean turned the blade so the edge scored down along it. 
 It took a swing at him next, trying to rake its claws across his face, forcing Sean to duck, then it kicked him in the stomach with one of its cloven hooves and sent him flying back to land on his ass in the dirt. 
 'Use your sword!' the First yelled at him. 'Or do you want me to tell Keairra she's been wasting her time on you?' 
 Sean gulped and sprung to his feet, the thought of getting on her bad side scaring him a lot more than the screaming devil that was charging him now. Taking a firm grip on the sword, he charged back and, dodging to the side at the last minute, he unwound and brought the sword around, aiming for a body shot.  
 The djevel dodged at the last moment, and he missed the body. But he got the left arm, which fell to the ground and immediately started to smoke and dissolve like the other demon he'd killed. 
 Spinning around, Sean moved to charge it from behind, but the djevel obviously expected the attack, and was already coming back at him, screaming hideously as it came.  
 Dropping to his knees just before it hit him, Sean brought the sword around again and took one of its legs off at the thigh. He got sprayed with some sort of black ichor as it fell, and he leapt up off the ground and into the air. Swinging the sword around as he came back down, he twisted his body to bring the point of the sword down first onto the djevel's body as it tried to crawl out of the way. The sword almost hesitated as it hit the hard skin of the djevel's back, but several hundred pounds of lion was behind the sharp point of the magical blade and it sank through the body, pinning it to the ground.  
 Jumping off to the side, Sean looked at it as it screamed and thrashed on the ground, pinned in place by the sword, but still not dead. Reaching behind him, he drew the other sword, the hilt of which was still sticking up out of his collar behind his neck, and bringing the sword down, he took off the raseri djevel's head. 
 Looking back at Roxy, he saw Daelyn's hammer hit the minion she was fighting in the head, causing it to fall on its back as its legs were apparently rooted to the spot by magic. Roxy took advantage of the minion's temporary distress to take its head off. 
 'Check the girl, make sure she's dead,' the First told him. 
 Grabbing his sword and wrenching it out of the now dissolving body, Sean quickly ran over to the body of the girl. 
 'The minion must have killed her,' the First noted as Sean saw that her head had been smashed with a rock. 
 "Where do you think the summoner is?" Daelyn asked, looking around. 
 'These weren't summoned. They're a scouting party.' 
 "A scouting party?" Sean said out loud. "What do you mean they weren't summoned?" 
 'Sometimes there are leaks between the fabric of the worlds. A small gate must have opened around here someplace, and these three either came through on their own, or were sent by others, to look for bodies and souls to bring back.' 
 "Why?" 
 'Why does anyone want that which they do not have?'  
 Sean frowned at the cryptic response and told the others what the First had told him. 
 "Do we need to find that 'leak'?" Roxy asked. 
 'With these three dead, it should have closed by now. Just be glad the opening couldn't support more than three of these creatures.' 
 "Let's see if we can find the rest of the kids," Sean said after he'd told them the First's words. 
 "You know, that whole idea doesn't sit well with me," Roxy grumbled. "We had that Walker guy making deals with devils, or demons, or whatever you want to call these things, and now three of them show up almost in our own backyard?" 
 "Yeah, I can't say I care for that much myself," Daelyn agreed. 
 "Me neither," Peg added. 
 "That makes four of us," Sean said with an unhappy sigh. "I know I need to sit down and talk to the others about this, but until we're done with Canada and Mexico, I don't think I'm going to get much of an answer." 
 "Somebody needs to call me," Roxy growled. 
 "Yeah, they do," Sean agreed, "but for now, let's find the other kids." 
 "Umm, Sean?" Peg said. 
 "What?" 
 "Maybe searching for the kids looking like a big lion-demon might not be a great idea?" 
 Turning to look at Peg, Sean saw that she was back in her human form. He looked over at Roxy, who shrugged and then shifted back as well.  
 Snorting, Sean shifted also. 
 "Let's circle the area first and see if we can see anything," Sean said, and led them around the base of the rock pile. They'd gotten maybe a third of the way around it when two reservation police cars came flying up to them, lights flashing. 
 "Drop the sword!" a deputy said, opening the door and drawing his gun. 
 "Kweeda sent us!" Sean yelled back and dropped the sword he'd been holding in his hand. 
 Sean heard some muted conversation, but couldn't make it out. Then the deputy yelled again, "You don't look like lycans!" 
 "We didn't want to scare the children," Peg said. 
 "Assuming any are left alive," Sean sighed. 
 "What do you mean?" the deputy asked. 
 "We found a dead girl over by where we killed the djevels." Sean pointed back to where they had come from.  
 "You mean the evil spirits?" 
 Sean nodded. "Come on, I'll show you. Girls, stay with the other deputies in case they need help." 
 "Hey, I'm in charge here!" 
 Sean snorted. "Not anymore you're not. These things are nasty, and your guns won't stop 'em. I think we got them all, but I don't want to take any chances, do you?" 
 The deputy frowned, said something to the other one inside the car, and then walked over towards Sean. "Okay, show me what you found." 
 The other deputies got out of the cars as well and walked over to the girls as Sean led him around the rock. The black puddles the djevels had left on the ground as they died were still there, though they looked more like some sort of tar now. 
 "Don't touch that," Sean warned. "Not until one of your Shamans has come down here to deal with it at least." 
 The deputy just nodded, then walked over to the dead girl's body and swore. 
 "You know her?" 
 "Yeah, her name is Katie, her father is my wife's cousin. She's their eldest." 
 "I'm sorry," Sean told him. "I got here as fast as I could; I guess it just wasn't fast enough." 
 "Yeah," the deputy agreed unhappily. 
 "Shonnie, we found them!" the deputy's radio suddenly squawked, breaking the silence. 
 "How are they?" Shonnie asked, keying the mike. 
 "Alive! Scared and a little banged up, but they're alive. They're asking about Katie." 
 "We'll be right there." Shonnie turned to Sean. "Well, you didn't get here too late for the others, at least. Come on, let's go find out what happened." 
 




Change Two

   
 "Where were you four?" Roberta asked as they all walked into the living room. Sarah was sleeping on the couch by her mother, who was definitely starting to look pregnant. 
 "A couple of demons, or djevels, or whatever they hell they call 'em, came through from the underworld and attacked a bunch of kids up on the reservation." Daelyn sighed. 
 "And after we killed them, the reservation police wanted us to come back to the station to tell them what happened. 
 "They believe you?" Roberta asked. 
 They all nodded. 
 "The reservation police are all Indians," Sean told her. "They're a bit more in touch with the supernatural, especially these days." 
 "I take it they're all okay?" 
 "No." Roxy sighed and dropped down on the couch, waking Sarah, who started to rub her eyes and look around. It was after two, Sean was surprised she was still up. 
 "One of the girls, the one who was supposed to be in charge, sacrificed herself so the others could get away." 
 "Oh," Roberta said as Cali and Jolene came into the room. 
 "Damn, that sucks," Jolene said. 
 "Still, she saved the others, that is what matters, right?" Cali said, yawning. 
 "What's a sacrifice?" Sarah asked getting to her feet and weaving a little as she ran to Sean and wrapped her arms around his legs. "Daddy's home!" 
 "It's been a long day, pumpkin, and it's way past your bedtime," Sean said and yawned himself. 
 "Awww!"  
 "I only promised you could stay up until Sean came home," Roberta warned her. "Now it's bedtime, let's go." 
 Sean picked Sarah up. "I'll carry her," he said and followed Roberta off to Sarah's room. 
 "How did a couple of djevels get here? Who summoned them?" Jolene asked Roxy as Sean and Roberta left. 
 Roxy shrugged. "Apparently sometimes gateways open, and some come through looking to kidnap people." 
 Cali nodded vigorously. "Back in fædreland, it's not uncommon for temporary portals to open between our world and onderwereld, that of the djevels." 
 "How often is 'not uncommon'?" Jolene asked. 
 Cali shrugged. "Once a decade? Rarely less, but never much more." 
 "Do any of you get the feeling that the 'First' isn't telling us everything?" Peg grumbled. 
 Roxy, Jolene, Daelyn, and Cali all nodded vigorously. 
 "He's definitely holding something back," Roxy growled. 
 "Why?" Jolene asked. 
 "He says he doesn't want Sean distracted from freeing everybody." 
 Jolene snickered. "Distracted? Our Sean? Sometimes I think that boy can't keep a single thought in his head for more than a minute." 
 "It's not his fault," Cali complained, rising to Sean's defense. "He hasn't had a single moment since I've known him where there wasn't something demanding his attention!" 
 "She has a point," Peg said, and then smirked, "and half the time, that 'something' demanding his attention is one of us!" 
 "Still..." Jolene started. 
 "Says the second biggest distraction in the room!" Peg snickered, and Jolene blushed. 
 "Only second?" Roxy snorted. 
 "You're still number one, Rox!" Peg teased. 
 Roxy nodded and grinned. "As it should be! Still. I told Sean I wanted the First to call me." 
 "Why'd you do that?" Jolene asked. 
 "Telling me won't distract Sean, but then at least one of us can make sure we're getting ready for what's coming." 
 "Think he will?" 
 "If he doesn't, I'll be sure to figure out a way to force the issue," Roxy said, growling warningly. 
 Sean came back with an arm around Roberta. 
 "Who's for bed?" he asked, smiling. 
 "Notice he didn't say 'sleep'!" Peg snickered. 
 "Oh, like you were going to let me do any of that!" Sean countered as they all headed off to the master bedroom. 
 When they got to the bedroom, Sean pulled off his shirt and pulling Roberta, who'd already shed her ever-present robes, he started to kiss her as he walked her back to the bed. 
 "I thought you were tired?" Roberta asked with a snicker. 
 "I thought I was, too," Sean mumbled as he pulled Roberta down to the bed beside him, still kissing her while one of the others pulled off his shoes and removed his pants as they all joined him and Roberta on the bed. 
 It had been a busy day, and Sean was getting the feeling that busier days lay ahead for him. So he wanted to make love to each of his wives tonight, while he still had the time. Each of them was a vital piece of what he was, and he wanted to be sure they understood just how much he loved them. 
 Running his hands down over the slight curve of her belly, Sean was once again reminded that Roberta was carrying his child and was so incredibly happy that she had wanted his child. 
 "That's right, Love," Roberta whispered, "you're gonna be a daddy soon." 
 Sean smiled and, sliding his hand around to grab her naked butt, he pulled her close to him so she could feel just how excited he was. 
 "Somebody sure likes that idea." 
 "If he didn't, we wouldn't all be pregnant now, would we?" Jolene whispered in Roberta's ear as she slid up against her from behind. Using her leg to raise Roberta's, Roberta got the idea, and Sean suddenly found himself being guided into Roberta's wet and very willing body. Probably by Roxy's hands, as she was now pressing up against his back.  
 Sliding his left arm under Roberta and Jolene, he pulled them both closer as his hips began to thrust his length back and forth into Roberta, who had wrapped her left leg around his hip, using it to pull him deeper as he worked. 
 With multiple sets of hands stroking her and several of them kissing her, it wasn't all that long before Roberta was experiencing her own orgasmic bliss. While not the most adventurous of Sean's wives, like all of Sean's women, she had little resistance when it came to Jolene's wiles. 
 But then, who did? 
 Rolling over, Sean started in on Roxy, who made it clear she wanted him on top of her. 
 "Let me feel your weight, Sean," she purred in his ear as her legs wrapped around him. Sean didn't hesitate a moment, and entering her, he started to kiss and nibble at her ears while grabbing and massaging her tight ass with his hands. Once again, the others put their hands and lips to work as well, something Roxy had no problems with, having been 'corrupted' by Jolene long before Sean had ever met her. Though sometimes Sean wondered just who had corrupted who. Roxy never hesitated when it came to something she wanted, and tonight she definitely wanted to feel him and his love inside her, not releasing him from her grasp until he'd hit his own peak deep inside. 
 Daelyn was next. Definitely the shyest of his wives, Daelyn had also come the farthest. While she was quite willing to do and try anything where Sean was involved, when he wasn't, she could still be hesitant at times. Tonight, however, all of her usual inhibitions seemed to have fled for the evening, and she kissed the others just as lustily as she was kissing him. She straddled him as he lay on his back, Jolene eventually joining her in that position and sitting astride his head, letting him put his tongue to good use as Jolene and Daelyn made love to each other as well as him.  
 He could feel Peg and Cali's hands and occasionally lips as well, and when Daelyn finally hit her peak, Jolene took her place straddling his hips, while Daelyn laid beside him and they cuddled and kissed. Sean ran his hand over both of their bellies; neither was showing yet, though they were perhaps starting to thicken just a little, like Roxy was. 
 When he and Jolene climaxed, she collapsed down on top of him, hooking an arm around Daelyn as the three of them kissed and cuddled until Peg and Cali had teased him erect once more. Sean could tell that Jolene was full up and sated magically, and just as Roxy and Roberta had cuddled up and fallen asleep, Jolene and Daelyn seemed to be doing the same. 
 Carefully extricating himself, Sean turned to Cali and Peg and smiled. Cali was hands down the least shy of any of them, including Jolene, which was saying something. There wasn't anything sexually that Cali wouldn't do with the rest of them, and like Jolene, she seemed to have forgotten the meaning of the word 'no'. 
 Peg tried to play at being as bold as the others, but there were times when Sean suspected she wasn't really any bolder than Daelyn. After Daelyn, she was definitely the least experienced of them all, well, excluding Sean, of course. But Peg was not one to refuse a challenge, and after all she'd been through, like Cali, she was so happy to be loved by the others that she couldn't refuse any of them anything. 
 Sean entered Cali as she laid on her back and wrapped those long, luscious legs of hers around him, Peg sitting astride Cali's face this time, and Sean happily made love to the two of them, eventually lowering his own head to help Cali tease Peg to orgasm. They then switched up, and Sean helped Peg tease Cali with their fingers and their tongues as Sean rode Peg to another pleasant orgasm of his own, with Peg and Cali joining him. 
 Curling up against Cali and Peg, Sean yawned and kissed each of them, then quickly fell asleep. 
   

§

   
 Sean was going over the fight with Keairra, with her showing him what he should have done, and why. 
 "Now that you've fought one and won, you won't be so gun shy the next time," she told him. 
 Sean nodded. "All I could think of was how tough it was the last time I ran into one. Having a weapon that can actually hurt them really helps." 
 "Sean," the First said then, padding over in lion form. 
 "Yes, Dad?" 
 "We need to talk." 
 "Uh-huh. You are going to call Roxy, right?" 
 "Why would I do that?" the First asked, looking at him curiously. 
 "Because you said you would, and because I'm the one who's going to be facing the brunt of her punishments when she decides to come after you." 
 The First snickered at that. "We'll see. But that's not why I'm here." 
 Sean looked at him expectantly. "Now what?" 
 "You need to free all of the lycans in Canada by Saturday." 
 "Tomorrow!? You want me to free them all by tomorrow?" 
 The First rolled his eyes. "Of course not. A week from tomorrow." 
 "And just how the hell am I supposed to do that?" 
 The First just shrugged. "You'll figure something out, I'm sure." 
 "And what about the ones in Mexico? You need them freed by then, too?" Sean asked hotly. 
 "Well, that would definitely help. But I think I can give you another week." 
 "Why the sudden change?" Sean growled, looking down at the First. 
 "You don't need to know that." 
 "Bull. Shit. Back when none of what was obviously coming was affecting me, I was perfectly fine to focus on just freeing everybody. But that's just changed, and you've said so yourself. Tell me." 
 "Sean," the First growled. 
 "Dad!" Sean growled back, bending over and getting right in the First's face. "You need to start talking! NOW!" 
 "He certainly is your son." Keairra laughed. "I haven't seen such pigheadedness since Clint." 
 "Clint learned better," the First grumbled. 
 "I wasn't talking about Clint, Dear. I was talking about you," Keairra said and laughed. 
 The First frowned at Keairra and then looked back at Sean. "You heard the dwarves, there's going to be a war. I thought we had until winter, but now it's starting to look like we only have until the fall, maybe sooner." 
 "A war? With who?" 
 "Who do you think? Now get back to your practice, and yes, you're going to need to start teaching your men and all the other lycans sword fighting when the dwarves start delivering. But we need as many of our people freed and able to fight, which means you need to free them all now so they have time to adapt and learn, and we can start working on patching up things with the magic users.  
 "Got it?" 
 Sean stood there and stared at the First. They were going to be fighting a war against demons? 
 The First lightly cuffed Sean on the side of the head with a paw, making him blink. 
 "Yeah, Dad. I think I got it."  
 Straightening back up, Sean watched as the First padded off, and then turned to look at Keairra. 
 "A war?" he asked. 
 "Well, you didn't think all of those prophecies were about you, did you?" Keairra asked, laughing at him. 
 Then she swatted him with her sword, and Sean was suddenly a lot more concerned about not getting hurt than with what he'd just been told. 
 




Rude Awakenings

   
 The phone was ringing. Groaning, Sean opened his eyes and felt around the headboard until he found it. 
 "What?" he groaned, answering it. 
 "My parents called me!" Steve said. "They wanted to know why some lady met them at the hotel this morning and had tickets for them to fly home." 
 "You're calling me for that?" Sean grumbled. "What time is it?" 
 "Seven. What, you're still in bed?" 
 "We didn't get back until three, I think. Then I had a long and enjoyable game of hide the salami. What the hell, Steve, don't you watch National Geographic? Lions are supposed to sleep all day and you're getting me the fuck out of bed at seven?" 
 The phone went silent for a moment. 
 "You're telling me that you had sex with all six of them last night?" 
 Sean groaned again. "I married them all, didn't I?" 
 "Damn. I thought you just said cats are lazy!" Sean heard Steve snickering on the other end of the line. "No wonder you want to sleep in all the time!" 
 "Steve," Sean growled, "was there a reason you were calling me, other than to ruin my sleep and tease me about my sex life?" 
 "With six wives, I don't see how I could be teasing," Steve said, chuckling, "but yeah, there is. How the hell did you get someone to my parents so quickly?" 
 "I told you last night, I'd get another lion to handle it, or lioness in this case. Are your parents coming home?" 
 "Yeah, they'll be here late tonight. When I told them you needed me to go to DC and lobby for you, they didn't even ask why. I don't know what your lioness friend told them, but I think you going to all that trouble to find them got their curiosity up." 
 "Wonderful," Sean said and yawned. "Now, when are you going to Washington?" 
 "Oh, I think Thursday or Friday?" 
 "I was thinking Monday." 
 "That's way too soon, Sean." 
 Sean laid back on the bed and sighed. "Steve, I'd ask you to leave right now, but I know it's been a couple of years since you've seen your parents." 
 "That bad?" 
 "Worse, way, way worse. I need to think about this, but you're going to be asking for a lot of favors, a lot of favors. Oh, and take John with you, you'll probably need his help to keep from being spied on." 
 "Any clues?" 
 "Not yet, but the first thing we need is to find out how the president is handling the pushback from Congress on that executive order." 
 "I'm surprised there even is any pushback," Steve admitted. 
 "Yeah, and I want you to find out just where that pushback is coming from, and why." 
 "Then what?" 
 "We'll talk. I gotta go." Sean sighed. "Now that I'm awake, I got a lot of things to deal with." 
 "Six wives?" Steve snickered. 
 "Oh god, how I wish that was all I had on my plate this morning," Sean said and hung up. 
 "What's up?" Roxy asked, yawning.  
 "Steve's parents will be back tonight. I'm asking him to head out Monday. Check with the people you've got setting things up in Washington and make sure he's got lots of bodyguards and security. I told him to take John to deal with any spies." 
 Roxy nodded. "Anything else?" 
 "Not for you." Sean reached over and shook Cali who woke up almost instantly. 
 "What, Husband?" 
 "Starting today, I want you to begin training everybody in sword fighting." 
 Cali looked around the room at Roxy and the rest. 
 "Not just them," Sean said, "everybody. If they're a lycan, I want them trained. Start with everyone in Reno and just go from there. Hopefully you can find some help." 
 Cali just nodded and smiled. "As my husband wishes." 
 Sean smiled, leaned over, and kissed her. Then he gave Roxy a kiss because she was there. 
 "Jo, Dae, we're going to be visiting Arthur in a while, you might want to hit the shower soon." 
 "Ugh, do we have to?" Daelyn grumbled as Jolene just sighed. 
 "No, I'm perfectly fine with dragging you over there naked and stinking of sex," Sean smiled then, "because I'm the reason you're all nice and stinky." 
 Daelyn hit him with a pillow so hard it burst and knocked him out of bed. 
 Sean couldn't help but laugh as Daelyn swore loudly and, getting out of bed, stomped off to the bathroom, then turned around, came back to the bed, picked Jolene up, threw her over her shoulder, and stomped back to the bathroom. It was easy to forget just how strong Daelyn was, due to her shorter stature, but that womanly physique of hers concealed some serious dwarven muscles, after all. 
 Jolene started to squeal not long after that as they all heard the sounds of the shower turning on.  
 "What about me and Peg?" Roberta asked. 
 "Hey! Don't go volunteering me for nothing!" Peg grumbled and stuck her head under a pillow. 
 "I'll let you both know when I figure it out," Sean told them and, looking at his phone, he dialed Chad. 
 "So, I take it Steve said yes?" Chad said, answering the phone. 
 "Yeah, his parents come back tonight and he heads out Monday." 
 "Wow, that was fast." 
 "I know. We've got until Saturday to free everybody in Canada. Mexico, not much longer." 
 Sean heard the sound of spewing liquids come over the phone. 
 "What!" 
 "Yeah, that was my reaction too. Hop to it. We need to figure out how to smuggle an army across the border into a foreign country, fight a quick war across three thousand miles, and then do it all over again next week." 
 "Oh, when you say it like that, you make it sound easy," Chad replied sarcastically. 
 "Yeah, well, it gets worse. I'm going with you; I'll fill you in on the rest later." 
 "When are we leaving?" 
 "As soon as you have the barest glimmer of a plan." 
 "I'm gonna want more helicopters," Chad warned. 
 "Be careful of what you wish for." Sean sighed. 
 "As long as I get lots and lots of toys, I don't give a shit!" Chad laughed. 
 "No, you wouldn't." Sean sighed and hung up the phone. 
 "What happened last night in lion la-la land?" Roxy asked. 
 "The First believes there's a war coming." 
 "I guessed that when he had you order half a million swords. Who with?" 
 "I'm not quite sure, but I think it has something to do with that gate that opened last night and let those three demons in." 
 "Djevels," Cali corrected. 
 "Djevel, devil, demon, whatever." Sean sighed. "They want everyone freed and trained, not worrying about anything other than the fight that's coming." 
 "Why?" Roxy asked. 
 "Damned if I know," Sean sighed, "I'm just gonna follow orders. Now I better hit the shower and get ready to go warn Arthur." 
 "Why tell Arthur?" 
 "Because if a war is really coming, we're probably going to need all the help we can get?" 
   
 "Sean! Jolene! Daelyn! Please, have a seat!" Arthur said, standing up briefly and waving to the couch as Sean was shown into his study. 
 "It's been several weeks since we've met; to what do I owe the pleasure?" 
 Sean smiled as he sat down. "Sorry about that, Arthur, it seems the whole world has been going crazy lately. I want to thank you personally for helping out the other week when the president was here. I gather that Duncan has been getting on well with him now?" 
 "It's something of a mixed blessing." Arthur sighed. "On the one hand, the president definitely seems to trust us, Sapientia that is, but on the other, he's been seriously discussing renegotiating the Treaty of York. Between the Vestibulum's betrayal and you not asking for any special treatment for your lycans…" Arthur sighed. "Let's just say that the president is starting to wonder why we deserve the 'special treatment' we've been getting all these years." 
 Sean laughed. "Sorry, Arthur, but I've always wondered that myself." 
 "When the governments and the rich and powerful start using us to further their own ends, the world will become a very unpleasant place, young man. And not just for us magic users." 
 'He's got you there, Son.' 
 Sean nodded. "I'll have to concede that point. But still, your numbers aren't getting any bigger, Arthur, unlike the lycans. By all means, ask for the safeguards to keep the bad things from happening. I think you're right that there has to be some amount of separation. But you need to climb down off your mountain. I'm not so sure the total isolation is still as necessary as it once was, and maybe if you mingled more, you'd see an increase in your numbers." 
 "Honestly, Sean. I didn't know you lions cared," Arthur said, raising an eyebrow. 
 Sean shrugged. "If we didn't, we'd have let you all be slaughtered all those thousands of years ago instead of helping you." 
 Arthur looked thoughtful a moment, then nodded. 
 "Arthur, magic users obviously have a lot more to offer the world than they've been giving of late." 
 "Now that sounds like a proposition," Arthur said with a smile. 
 Sean nodded. "There's a war coming. A war that's going to need magic users, I'm quite sure. That event that all of your seers thought was me? 
 "Well it isn't." 
 Arthur looked at Sean a moment, organizing his thoughts. Once again Sean obviously knew more than Arthur, or the rest of the council, had suspected, and had freely shared that knowledge with him. It was only fair, he figured, to return the favor. 
 Arthur nodded. "The Seer's Conference in Paris came to that conclusion several days ago. They believe you have a role in whatever is coming, but that this isn't about you or the lycans. Apparently they let themselves get distracted by those events due to their own prejudices, and now feel quite guilty that they missed something truly important. They have not seen anything about a war yet, however." 
 "I don't have all the facts myself," Sean admitted. "There are still details that I haven't been told, other than that a war is coming and it's coming sooner than was first thought." 
 Arthur blinked. "Wait, you haven't been told about it? Why not?" 
 "Because it's not my job. Well not yet, at least." 
 "I thought they told you everything?" 
 Sean snorted. "I'm young yet, Arthur. Sometimes I make mistakes, as I've been reminded more than once." 
 'Well, you do!" the First snickered. 
 "Freeing the lycans was the first step in preparing for what comes next. I was given that task, and no others, because no one wanted me distracted from what we all agree is the most important thing right now. I came here today to warn you about what's coming. I wasn't told to come here by anyone, I came on my own because I felt it was only fair after all the help you've provided me to tell you what I know. When I know more, you'll know more." 
 "This isn't going to get you in trouble with your leaders I hope?" 
 Sean shook his head. "No, he didn't stop me when I said this morning that I was going to talk to you." 
 Arthur nodded. "I'll call Duncan and the other council heads and pass on your warning. Adding that to what the seers are telling us, well, I think that will be more than enough to get us to start taking precautions." 
 Sean nodded. "Thank you." 
 "Oh, Jolene?" Arthur said, looking at his niece. 
 "Yes, Uncle?" 
 "Call your mother, please. I've been talking to her, and I think she wants to make amends." 
 Jolene hesitated a moment. "I, I don't know, Uncle." 
 "Jo, I know my sister. Sometimes she acts hastily, and sometimes she takes rash actions she regrets later. She's felt bad about the things she said to you ever since she said them, but she didn't know how to apologize for them. Humility has never been one of Sharon's strong points, regretfully. However, I think I've helped her figure that out." 
 "I'll, I'll think about it, Arthur." 
 "I'm not asking you to do this just for you, Jo," Arthur said with a smile. "I'm asking it for her, too. She is my little sister, after all. But if there's one thing your husband is right about, it's that we all need to stop acting like we've got a magical stick up our butts that makes us better than everyone else. I'm hoping to get your mother to see that." 
 "Thanks, Uncle Arthur. I'll think about it. I promise." 
 "Thanks, Jo. I can't ask for anything more than that." Arthur stood then, as Sean had started to rise. 
 "Again, thank you all for coming, and thank you, Sean, for your warning. If I learn anything, I'll be sure to let you know as well." 
 Sean shook hands with Arthur and smiled. "Until next time then." 
 "Until next time," Arthur said with a smile. 
 Arthur's man James opened the door, and Sean followed the girls as they were escorted out of the study and down to the front doors, where James wished them all a good day. 
 "So, Jo," Sean asked, "you going to call your mother?" 
 Jolene shook her head. "Maybe. You know my parents threw me out when they discovered I had no magic of my own, right?" 
 Sean nodded, and gave Jolene a hug as they stopped by Daelyn's car. "Yeah, Roxy told me. But hey, you did marry a rich and powerful man like the seer told them, so it all worked out, right?" Sean said with a smile. 
 "I seem to recall you beating Peg's father to death, Sean." 
 "Yeah, but he was going to kill her to save his own skin." Sean gave her another hug. "Look, what your parents did was despicable; you won't get any argument from me on that. But there's a world of difference between being disowned and having your father whipping you to death to save his own skin." 
 "And I seem to recall you had to forgive someone who tried to murder you, didn't you?" Jolene sighed remembering what had happened between Sean and the Hyena. 
 Sean snorted. "I haven't forgiven him; I don't know if I ever will. But he kept his word, so I'm not going to kill him. Whatever you want to do, Jo, I'll back your decision. But still, I'd think you'd want your mom to meet your husband and…wives," Sean said with an evil grin. 
 Jolene shook her head and smacked him on the ass, grinning. "And to think you were such an innocent when we first met." 
 "I was naive and inexperienced, I wasn't exactly innocent." Sean chuckled, helping her into the back seat of the car. 
 "Where to, Sean?" Daelyn asked. 
 "Might as well touch bases with Sawyer as well, he always seems to know something about anything that's going on." 
 "You got it!" 
   
 Roxy stretched and sighed as she sat down in her office. When they'd started building on the property, she'd had them put an office in the building that handled all their security next to the one they'd put in for Oak. Since she was the one in charge of everything, it was of course the biggest one on the property, even bigger than the one Sean sometimes shared with Deidre. 
 Not that Sean knew about it. Roxy was pretty certain Sean hadn't figured out she even had an office yet. He'd never been in it. All the others had, of course, they all knew Roxy ran things and they were fine with that. The others were all picking out their own 'personal' space in different buildings on the compound so they could engage in their own hobbies or pursuits. Daelyn had taken over one of the garages, and Roxy had approved quite a few equipment purchases that made no sense to her at all, but if Daelyn wanted it, Roxy made sure she got it.  
 Cali had taken over one of the vaults in this building, turning it into her own personal armory. Roxy tended to avoid it because, as she had told Cali, "When I see all those weapons, I get jealous. Then I get horny." Cali had laughed and promised her that when things settled down, she'd help Roxy start her own collection. 
 Roberta had wanted a workshop of her own, like most magic users, though, because hers was for casting and studying spells, it looked more like a study and wasn't as big as the one Sean used for enchanting. Roxy made sure to put it in a building as far from Sean's as possible after Roberta warned her that having them too close to each other could cause problems. 
 Jolene had wanted a workout room. Roxy had never realized that Jolene practiced some offshoot of yoga. Apparently that had a lot to do with how limber she was and why she was able to do some of those amazing tricks in bed. She also had a cello in there, which apparently she practiced on daily. Roxy now made a point of listening to Jolene practice at least once a week, because Jolene was actually quite good, and while Roxy loved all the others a lot, she'd been friends with Jolene for almost three years now, and sometimes she just needed that familiarity in her life. Especially when Sean wasn't around. 
 Peg had been the most secretive of all of them with her room. Roxy had just sighed and shook her head when she learned that Peg was having problems setting up her own 'space' and had simply taken the younger girl in hand and had a very long heart to heart with her about not hiding things from her wives and husband. Roxy knew Peg had some trust issues, and they tended to come out when she was by herself. 
 With the worst of that hopefully cleared up, she'd given Peg a room that was stuck in an odd corner of one of the outbuildings where it was easy to overlook, and handed Peg a stack of cash and warned her not to put any dangerous booby traps in the room, because she would want to come and visit from time to time. 
 What Peg had set up in there, with Sheila's help, looked like a cross between a debutante's wet dream and the lab Q had in some of the James Bond movies. Roxy could only guess that Sheila was teaching Peg her craft, and Roxy had given her blessing to Peg to practice it here on the grounds. Just as long as nobody got hurt and she didn't keep any secrets from her wives. 
 "What about Sean?" Peg had asked. 
 "Keeping secrets from your husband is half the fun," Roxy had replied with a smile. "Well, the fun ones at least. If you're not sure, ask me and I'll let you know." 
 Cali walked into Roxy's office then, bringing her back to the present. 
 "Um, Rox, would be it okay if I were to use Sean to threaten the lycan leaders?" 
 Roxy grinned. "Of course it is, Cali! What are they giving you trouble on?" 
 "They don't seem to think they need to send people up here to be trained with swords. But," Cali looked a little embarrassed, "Sean told me to get it done, so I've been asking them if they really wanted me to tell Sean to have a talk with them about this. Seeing how he might not appreciate them wasting his time if they forced him to show up personally and explain it to their faces." 
 "Is that all?" 
 "Well, I may have hinted that Sean might decide that questioning me was questioning him, and they've all seen what he does to people who doubt his authority," Cali admitted with a shy smile. 
 Roxy laughed, Cali was always so wonderfully delightful when she was threatening people. She always came off sounding embarrassed that she might have to kill you. 
 "I'll make sure Sean knows he's to be righteously outraged that anyone would ever doubt your word, Hon!"  
 "Thanks. Do you want to train with the others, Rox? Or would you prefer to continue with private training?" 
 "Huh?" Roxy blinked. 
 "You didn't think I wasn't going to train the others as well, did you?" Cali said and then smiled widely. "You know Sean is going to expect it, and he'll yell at all of us if we don't." 
 Roxy thought about that and nodded. "I'm not sure Dae really needs any, she does prefer that hammer of hers, after all. I don't think you'll have much success with trying to get Jo to learn, so don't push it if she says no." 
 "Why?" Cali asked, looking a little confused. 
 "Jo's philosophy on life is based on loving people, not killing them. She doesn't even care much for fighting with them. So if she refuses, don't push it with her." 
 Cali nodded. "Okay, I'll remember to let her choose." 
 Roxy smiled. "Great. Now why don't you go fetch a pair of swords and we can get a workout in today? I just need to finish up a few phone calls to the folks in Washington and make sure they understand that if anything happens to Steve, I won't leave enough of them for Sean to tear apart, much less kill." 
 "Okay!" Cali said with a smile and all but danced out of the room. Like everyone else, Roxy had to wonder just how she was able to move like that in a pair of jeans that tight. 
   
 "How's it going, Stinker?" Max asked Chad as she came into the back of his store. After having been gone for weeks from his business, Chad had been spending as much time as possible here to make sure the people he'd put in charge during his absence hadn't screwed anything up. 
 Chad shook his head and looked up at her. "The campaign part is pretty cut and dried. We start in Vancouver; that's where we've got the most allies and the easiest win. Assuming the Ascendance and the Vestibulum don't just roll over. We rent two planes and fly to Calgary, which shouldn't take more than a day to clean up, and send a small force up to Edmonton while we fly off to Winnipeg. While we're dealing with that, I'll have my second group hit Montreal, and then we'll both meet back up in Toronto, which has the largest Vestibulum presence of any of their councils in Canada." 
 Chad looked at his notes and checked the maps again. 
 "All in all, four days from beginning to end. Less if the Vestibulum rolls over." 
 "So what's the problem?" Max asked. 
 "I need to insert two groups across a national border and into Canada. We're talking a little over a hundred people here, and here," Chad pointed to Vancouver and Montreal. "So just how do I get them across the border? We don't have time to get passports for everyone, and I can just imagine trying to bring some of the stuff we'll want there through customs!" 
 Max smiled at him, came around the counter he was sitting at, and starting to gently pat him on the head and rub his neck. "Aww, is my poor baby stumped? Hmmm? Is my little stinker at a loss here?" 
 Chad sighed and leaned forward, enjoying the feeling of Max's hands on his neck.  
 "Okay, Dear," he said in a soft voice, "I can tell you've figured it out. Tell me." 
 "Hm hmmm, and just what is it worth to you?" she teased. 
 Chad sighed. "Max, this is for Sean, who's ordered me to get this done, and done now. If we're going to be a couple, this isn't the kind of thing we can game each other on." 
 Max moved her hands down to his shoulders. "Mom just called me to complain about Cali telling her she's got to start sending people up to their place for swordsmanship classes. Any idea what that's all about?" 
 Chad gave a slight shake of his head. "Not a one. Sean said he'd be coming with us and would fill me in on a lot of other things along the way. The implied hint was that we were going to be leaving tomorrow, if not sooner. Which brings me back to asking how do we do this?" 
 Max smiled and leaned forward, putting her head next to his. "First things first, Stinker. We get married, tonight." 
 "Tonight?" Chad said, reaching up to put his hand on the side of her face. "Not that I'm complaining, but isn't that a bit abrupt? I thought we were going to wait until after Steve and Teri got married?" 
 "The proverbial shit is once again about to hit the proverbial fan," Max said and leaned her head against his. "Steve and Terri aren't getting married for weeks yet, and with whatever the hell is coming, I want us to be official. I'm not willing to wait anymore, Chad. I want us to get married now, tonight. In the morning we can start prepping to move people across the border. If Sean and the lions don't like it, well, too bad for them." 
 Chad smiled. "Tonight is fine with me. Got any preferences on a chapel? I think we only have a hundred or so here in Reno to choose from." 
 "Yes. I'll call them and get them ready, and I'll even let everyone know so they can be there. How does six sound?" 
 "Make it seven, but tell them six, you know Sean and Steve are gonna be late." 
 Max laughed. "You got it. Now, as to the border? No one tracks wolves or makes them stop at customs check points." 
 Chad's head dropped to his chest. "Dammit! I should have thought of that!" 
 "Oh, don't blame yourself, hon. I've crossed the border a couple of times on my paws; I was born this way after all. You've only been a wolf for a couple of months now. You haven't had a lifetime's worth of experience with it yet." 
 "Thanks, Max. Love you." 
 "Love you too," Max said, smiling. "Now, you finish that up, then call Sean and let him know what's going on." 
 "Better call Roxy or he'll never show up," Chad warned. 
 "Trust me; I know who runs that family!" 
 




Sawyer's Antiquities

   
 "Sean! Nice to see you! And Daelyn, we don't ever get to see enough of you around here," Sawyer said, standing up behind his counter and smiling at them. "Oh, and you too, Jo," he added as an 'obvious' afterthought. 
 Jolene gasped and put her hand to her chest. "Oh my! Did his royal highness deign to notice me, a crass and lowly woman of mere common birth?" 
 "You feeling okay there, Jo?" 
 "And such concern doth our prince hold, even for those not his subjects!" Jolene said, fluttering her eyelids. "Oh, truly he is of royal blood!" 
 Sawyer looked at Sean, who was smiling. "Cali spilled the beans that you're a prince, Prince," Sean told him. 
 Sawyer just rolled his eyes. "I knew I shoulda told her to keep it quiet." 
 "Hey, Sawyer," Jolene asked with a smirk, "if I kiss you, do you turn back into a frog? Or being as you're green already, will I get a real prince instead?" 
 "If your kisses had the power to change men, the kid here wouldn't be alive and well today, Jo," Sawyer said sarcastically. 
 "Oh, I don't know," Sean said, grinning, "her kisses sure changed me for the better!" 
 "I suspect it was something a bit more than just her 'kisses' that did that job," Sawyer shot back, causing Daelyn to start laughing, and even making Sean smile. 
 "I took a mortal man and made him into a powerful and respected ruler of a million people and all of Reno." Jolene smiled back. "You may be a prince among goblins, but Sean is a king amongst all." 
 "She's got you there, Sawyer!" Daelyn said, still chuckling. "Even my kin will bow to Sean's will, along with every lycan and magic user in the city." 
 Sawyer just sighed heavily. "Okay, fun time's over. So what brings you to my humble and very un-princely shop today, Your Majesty?" 
 "Don't take it out on me," Sean protested with a laugh. "But as to why I'm here, well, did you hear about those djevels we killed up around Pyramid Lake last night?" 
 Sawyer nodded. "I got a few friends out on the reservations, like your pal John. They filled me in on it this morning. I don't know that I've ever heard of an incursion around here before." 
 "Incursion?" Daelyn asked. 
 Sawyer nodded. "They're breaches between the planes. Most of them are temporary; it's how we got the gateways between the goblin and dark elf home world and this one. You can force 'em to stay open longer by displacing stuff from one side to the other, but even with that, eventually they'll balance out from stuff going through, or they'll just collapse on their own." 
 "Why hasn't the gate between your world and ours collapsed?" 
 "Oh, that's easy! The ones between worlds that have a lot in common are like a part of the plumbing. Been there since creation, I bet. The faerie, the elves, dwarves, my home, and a slew of others have always been there. It's the ones to places like Onderwereld that you gotta watch out for. They open easier into fædreland, that's Cali and my home, than yours, because we've got more in common. You guys have so little in common with 'em here, that it just doesn't happen. Well, not often at least." 
 Sean could tell that even the First was impressed with Sawyer's knowledge.  
 "Huh, I had no idea you knew so much about it," Sean told him. 
 "It's common knowledge back home, and, well," Sawyer looked at Jolene and stuck his tongue out for a moment, "being a prince, I'm supposed to know all about that kinda shit. Part of why I split and came here. I needed to learn about the rest of the races, do something more exciting than sit on my ass and listen to tutors all day." 
 "I find the image of you sitting around listening to teachers vaguely disquieting," Jolene said. 
 "You know me, babe, Sawyer's not a goblin who sits around on his ass when there's people to fleece and money to be made!" Sawyer said with a huge grin on his face.  
 He turne back to Sean then. "So, Kid, why are you bringing this up?" 
 "Last week I ordered a ton of swords from the dwarves." 
 "Oh yeah, I heard about that," Sawyer said with a nod. 
 "You did?" 
 "Hard not to," Sawyer said with a grin, "they're all pretty excited about it. Nothing like the promise of a fight to get a dwarf's blood pumping." 
 "Well, it's not just a promise, I'm afraid. Those swords are faerie swords. I have my uncle Maitland teaching them how to make them." 
 "Wait a moment," Sawyer said, looking at Sean with a scowl on his face, "faerie swords are really only worth using against djevels and other demons. Otherwise guns and magic are way better weapons!" 
 "We think a war is coming." 
 "Here? Now?" 
 Sean shook his head. "I'm not sure of where, and not exactly sure of any specific time, other than 'soon'. I'm not even sure who it's with or where they're coming from." 
 "Then why all the fuss?" 
 "'Cause the head lion ordered it." 
 Sawyer stopped and thought about that a moment, then looked up at Sean. 
 "I got a question for ya'." 
 "I may have an answer." 
 "Is it true that he's immortal? That he's been around since like the beginning of time?" 
 "Not quite the beginning," Sean said. 
 "But close enough as not to matter," Jolene said, speaking up. "Sean's boss is like the oldest thing on the planet, Sawyer. He was here when the elves and dwarves showed up." 
 Sawyer nodded slowly, and then rather seriously replied, "Thanks for the warning, Sean. The Hà`kætunis line acknowledges the warnings of House Valens and will see to it that they are prepared for what may be coming." 
 Sean didn't miss that Sawyer was taking this very seriously. 
 'Goblins take anything that might affect their business deals or alliances extremely seriously. Especially when it comes from a person with standing in their society. You were right about one thing.' 
 'Oh, what?' 
 'There are things you'd think of that I wouldn't have. Warning the goblins isn't something I would have cared about. But then, you would because of your ties to them. They'll remember this.' 
 'So that means?' Sean asked, but didn't get a response. 
 Sean replied to Sawyer then, who was obviously waiting for a response. 
 "I just want to be sure that our friends and allies are ready for whatever is coming, and I think it's fair to say you fall into both of those categories, Sawyer." 
 "Thanks, Kid. Now, about those deliveries..." 
 Sean spent another fifteen minutes discussing business and prices with Sawyer. The price on the necklaces was holding steady, but the price on the silver tags was starting to soften. 
 "We could prop it up if you let me refuse to sell them for less, you know," Sawyer finally told him. 
 Sean sighed and shook his head. "I need to keep those flowing out to the lycans. But our production rates aren't going to be going up for a while, so the supply is very much fixed." 
 "Well, the demand isn't tapering off at all. Mind if I start selling them overseas?" 
 "Just keep the majority of them selling here for now," Sean told him. 
 "Okay, Kid. Not a problem. And that'll help me keep the price from going too soft. The folks in Europe are willing to pay a good price; they're used to things being expensive." 
 Sean nodded and then had a thought. "Oh, you wouldn't be able to get any deals on Blackhawk helicopters would you?" 
 Sawyer smiled. "I might, if you don't mind slightly shot up and used military hardware." 
 "Talk to Deidre, we're definitely in the market." 
 "Will do, Kid! Say hi to Cali for me! Definitely don't see enough of her." 
 "Sure," Sean said and, gathering up Daelyn and Jolene, who were both now chatting with Marx, they said their goodbyes and left. 
 "So, home?" Daelyn asked. 
 "Umm, let's stop by our lawyer's first. I need to check in with him on the casino stuff as well as some other business." 
 "Well, can we grab some food first? I'm starving!" 
 Sean nodded. "Sure, I'm hungry too. Jo?" 
 "Just as long as it's not drive thru; I'd rather sit at a table than eat in the car." 
 "Sounds good!" 
   
   
 "Ah good! You're home!" Roxy said when they finally walked into the house. "Now, all of you get cleaned up and dressed, we got a wedding to go to in a couple of hours." 
 "Wedding?" Jolene and Daelyn both asked together. 
 "Wedding?" Sean echoed. "Who?" 
 "Max and Chad have decided to tie the knot before you drag the two of them off to Canada on another campaign," Roxy told him with a smile. 
 "Where are they getting married?" Jolene asked. 
 "Out at Claudia's. Max had been thinking of Antique Angel, but her mom didn't want to hear of it." 
 "Plus there's gonna be like a thousand wolves there," Peg laughed, "so they needed the space." 
 "That many?" Daelyn asked. 
 "Well, all of Chad's pack will be there, because he's the alpha, and Max's mom is the eastern pack alpha, so you know she's going to turn them all out." 
 "And we're going to be sending most of ours as well," Roxy said, "because Chad isn't only our friend, he's also the leader of our armies." 
 "Then there's all the other lycan groups who'll probably figure it might be a good idea to show up when their boss's right hand man is getting married." 
 "Their boss's?" Sean asked. 
 "Yup, you, Lion-boy!" Peg giggled. 
 Sean shrugged. "I guess it makes sense." 
 "I just want to know when you are getting married," Sean's mother Louise said, coming into the room. 
 "I thought we already were," Sean joked. 
 "Really, Son! All your friends are having weddings; you'd deny your mother a chance to attend yours?" 
 Sean sighed, feeling a little guilty, and looked at Roxy, who was also looking a bit guilty. 
 "My mom's been dropping hints too," Roxy said, looking around at the others. 
 Jolene shrugged. "I'm sure it would make my mother happy, if we ever start talking again." 
 "Oh, my Aunt and Uncle would be thrilled," Daelyn chuckled, "but you're going to need a couple acres of beer for all the dwarves who'll show." 
 "Yeah, my mother wouldn't complain," Roberta asked. 
 Sean walked over to Peg and Cali and put an arm around each of them. Peg's parents were both dead, her mother having been killed by McConnell's men months ago, and her father having been killed by Sean himself. As for Cali's parents, well, all Sean knew was that they were someplace in Northern Europe, Denmark or Finland or some such, and he wasn't sure they'd have any interest at all. Assuming Cali would even want them there. 
 "After Canada and Mexico," Sean said. "We'll figure something out." 
 "Thank you, dear," Louise said with a smile. 
 "Great," Roxy said, clapping her hands. "Now, go get cleaned up and dressed. Everyone's gonna be there, and we all need to look good." 
 Sean watched as Daelyn and Jolene headed off to the bedroom. 
 "Anything else going on that I need to know about?" he asked, taking the time to give each of the girls still there a kiss. 
 Roxy shrugged and smiled. "A little bit of pushback on your sword training requirement, but that's about it." 
 Sean nodded and let Roxy push him towards the bedroom. "It is a strange request, so I'm not too upset over them questioning it." 
 "Really?" Roxy growled. 
 Sean grinned. "Just as long as they don't question it more than once." 
 "Better," Roxy said and swatted him on the ass. 
 "So what time is the wedding?" 
 "We need to be there at six." 
 "Six?" Sean stopped and looked at Roxy, who was pushing harder at him, and Cali was starting to help. "But it's only two!" 
 "We know how you like to get us all wet and slippery in the shower, Husband," Cali said, grinning. 
 "And you're about to head for Canada, so we want to get you slippery, too!" Roxy said, smirking. 
 "Oh!" Sean said, and with a smile he let them push him the rest of the way. 
 




Wedding Bells

   
 Sean and the girls, along with Sean's mother and his Uncle Maitland, showed up on time, more due to Daelyn's driving than anything else.  
 "Look at all these cars!" Louise said, looking around as they got out of the van. 
 "Chad's pack is pretty large," Roxy told her. "Max's mom's pack is even larger. Then, because of his relationship with Sean, a lot of other people think it might be wise to put in an appearance as well." 
 Sean led them to the building the ceremony was being held in, it was meant for large pack meetings he guessed, but there was no way it would have held a crowd this large. Claudia had apparently realized this was going to happen, though, as one of the walls had been removed, with only the major supports left to hold it up.  
 One of Claudia's people quickly intercepted them and led them all to a row of seats in the front row. Sitting down, Sean was surprised to see Chad's parents, John and Karen. Smiling, Sean introduced his mother, then his great uncle to them. 
 "Now, here's the part where I get in trouble," Sean said with a smile, "Mr. and Mrs. Morkin, this is my wife Roxy." 
 "You're married, Sean? Why, I had no idea," Karen started off. 
 "And my wife Jolene." 
 "Wait, what?" Karen said, then smiled and said hello. 
 "And my wife Daelyn." 
 Karen had stopped asking questions, but had a little of that 'deer in the headlights' look in her eyes. Chad's father John just looked impressed. 
 "My wife Roberta, my wife Peg, and last but not least of all, my wife Cali." 
 Karen finished greeting them all, and then looked at Sean. "This isn't a joke, is it?" 
 "Nope," Sean smiled, "they're all mine, and I'm theirs." 
 "Damn, Boy," John said after having greeted each of them, "you making up for lost time or something?" 
 "Or something," Roxy said with a smile. 
 "So, just why are there all these people here, anyway?" John asked as they all sat down. 
 "Well, about a third of them now answer to your son Chad, maybe half answer to Max's mother Claudia, and the rest are here because they either know Chad, have been under his command, or because they're afraid if they don't show up, Sean might be unhappy with them." 
 Sean noticed that Karen was looking at Roxy in disbelief. 
 "Sean," John asked, "how much of that is true?" 
 "I'm afraid to say that you're in for a lot of surprises tonight. The world isn't what you or I or even Chad thought it was, and a few months ago I had a very rude awakening. Chad, thankfully, was very helpful; several of our friends were." 
 "In other words, all of it," John said with a nod. 
 Sean smiled. "There's more, but I'd hate to let him off the hook by explaining it for him." 
 "Well, he seems to be holding up rather well, and I've noticed his limp is completely gone. Last time I talked to a doctor, they said it would take a miracle for that to happen." 
 "At least he got rid of that Kathy girl," Karen said with obvious distaste. "I never liked her. Maxine is a wonderful woman, he definitely did something right to catch her." 
 "He's not going to start marrying more like you did, is he?" John asked. 
 Roxy laughed, and several of the girls snickered. 
 "I don't think you have to worry about that," Sean confessed. "Have you met Claudia yet?" 
 "Max's mom? Yeah, we've met her over dinner twice now. Nice woman, can't figure out why she's single, though," John said, and Karen agreed. 
 "Not my business," Sean replied. 
 At that point the minister came out, and everyone quickly quieted down. Chad and Max came out not much longer after that, and as they all watched, the ceremony took place. Five minutes later they were pronounced man and wife, and Sean was surprised when Chad grabbed Max and laid some serious lip-lock on her.  
 The way Max managed to wrap her body around him, it was fairly obvious she was having no issues with it at all. 
 When the wolves started to howl, they finally stopped kissing and came up for air. 
 "Hey! That's enough of that!" Chad yelled, and Sean almost laughed at how quickly it stopped. 
 "What the hell was that?" John asked. 
 "Sounded like wolves to me," Peg said with a giggle. 
 "Well, let's go congratulate the happy couple," Louise said, standing up and, along with Maitland, joining the rather long line of well-wishers. 
 "Aren't you going, Sean?" Karen asked. 
 "I'll go last," Sean said with a smile.  
   
 "Sean! Sleeping on me already! I hope you're not going to be doing that on the way to Canada tomorrow!" Chad said, coming up to them. 
 Waking up instantly, Sean realized that quite some time had gone by. Peg and Daelyn were sitting on either side of him; Roxy was using her phone to manage some business dealings of hers. Roberta was sitting behind him, talking to her mother, who had come to the ceremony, and Cali was in a hushed conversation with Samis and his wife Sarah, surprisingly. 
 Stretching, Sean got up and hugged Chad, and then Max, giving her a kiss on the cheek. "Congrats, you two. Now, I take it you have a plan for taking on all the councils in Canada if they don't roll over quietly for us?" 
 "Yup, though I dare say you won't care for all the travel arrangements. That does present a minor problem for us, however," Chad said, and then turned to his parents. 
 "Mom, Dad! So glad you could be here for this. Don't let the crowd throw you, but ever since Sean here sucked me into his new sideline, I've become very popular." 
 "I thought you had your own store?" John said. 
 "Sucked you in?" Sean laughed. "You dove in head first. Don't give me all the blame!" 
 "Eh," Chad said to his father, "it's complicated, and you probably wouldn't believe me if I told you. Come on back to the house with Max and me, and we can talk about it over dinner." 
 Chad turned back to Sean. "We're leaving Monday at three dark o-thirty. So better be up and ready to roll by then." 
 "What about your 'minor' problem?" Sean asked. 
 "Oh, wolves and other American fauna run across the border all the time, and no one cares. But a lion? Not sure how we're going to hide that." 
 Sean turned and looked at Peg, who suddenly blushed. 
 "Oh, I think I know just how to deal with it," Sean said, smiling at Peg. 
 "I guess his means only Peg and Roxy will be going with him?" Cali said, looking at Chad. 
 "'Fraid so, but don't sweat it; three, four days, we'll be done." 
 Sean nodded. "Okay, I'll see you in the morning. I promised Steve I'd stop by and introduce the girls to his folks when they got in tonight." 
 "Really?" Chad said, looking surprised. 
 "I've known his folks since I was ten. Wouldn't be right if I didn't tell them myself." 
 Chad nodded. "Okay, later then." 
 Sean heard both of Chad's parents ask just what he and Sean had been talking about there with animals and the border. 
 "Work stuff, don't worry about it," he heard Chad say as they left. 
 "So, go back home, drop off Mom and Maitland, get changed, and head over to Steve's, right?"  
 Everyone nodded. 
 "Great, let's go!" 
   
   
 Later that night when they got back to the house, Sean got out the faerie swords Maitland and the dwarves had made. The large two-handed one had obviously been made with him in mind. Technically they were all two-handed swords, but in his hybrid form, the smallest of them was more like a bastard sword, size-wise, and being as they were all amazingly light for their size, using it one-handed with his lycan strength was no problem at all. 
 They all came with sheaths, and Sean was seriously considering taking the largest and the smallest of them. He couldn't wait to see what the armor they were making for him and the girls would look like when it was done. Maitland and Ruthelma's armor was really pretty stunning to look at. But with this trip to Canada, Sean wouldn't be able to get his fitted until after they got back. 
 Picking up the larger of the two, Sean ran his archive program and was surprised when it terminated immediately with a null output. 
 "What the hell?" he muttered to himself and tried it again, to no avail. 
 Setting that sword down and picking the smaller one up, he tried again, and the program once again terminated with no output. 
 Opening his enchanting framework, Sean started examining the weapons. Where he'd thought he'd find just the standard format that every magically enchanted item he'd seen to date followed, this was completely different. 
 So different he couldn't make heads nor tails of it. 
 Ideally, his tarball program should have just black-boxed it and not cared at all. Then again, Sean had written his tarball program when he knew a lot less about magic than he did now.  
 Sitting down, he puzzled at it for a while. Calling up his stat sheet, he saw he had points to spend; he hadn't looked in on it in a few weeks and things had been fairly hectic in that time, so it wasn't unexpected to see them there. 
 Obviously he now had something to spend them on as well, namely his tarball spell. Revisiting it for the first time since he'd written it, Sean started to pull it apart, putting the magical equivalent of 'break points' in it, with some data reporting as well. It took a while to figure out just how to make that reporting work in a way he could actually see and understand, but once he did, he quickly tripped on the problem; he couldn't compress the spell. 
 True to the original tarball program, it first recorded the spell in a format that was simple, but large. Then it was immediately shunted into a second routine that compressed everything and organized it into a fashion that Sean was much more familiar with.  
 And that was where his magical program was failing. The initial format was fine, and if he had that dump to a tarball, it worked just fine. However, the tarball was gigantic, and the energy requirements to play that back into something were insanely large.  
 Sean wasn't even exactly sure it would work. Apparently, Faerie magic was completely different than the human variety. Studying this would definitely take time Sean didn't have. He'd have to find Maitland and ask him in the morning, but Sean had already promised the girls he was going to spend all of Sunday with them, and nothing else. 
 Looking at the program, he took the two huge tarball files and set them aside, then made some changes to his untar program so he could feed those through it, if for some reason he ever wanted to. After that he modified his emulator so he could examine the files, if and when he got the chance. The files definitely looked interesting. He wondered if he could learn anything from his uncle that might let him do even more outrageous things with magic? 
 It was definitely something to think about. 
 Popping out of his classroom, Sean looked at the time and grumbled, it was a lot later than he'd realized. Definitely time to call it a night. 
 




On The Road Again

   
 "So, how are you doing?" Sean asked Peg as they padded along the game trail; it was early Monday morning or very late Sunday night, depending on your point of view. Roxy was leading, Sheila was next, then Peg, and Sean was bringing up the rear. 
 "Her royal highness says she doesn't want to speak to you," Peg's fox said with a laugh. 
 "Oh? Why?" 
 "Well, part of it is because she's concentrating on keeping you and Rox disguised as cougars. But she's just a tad miffed that she's out here running around in the dark and the cold when she could be in a nice soft bed with either you or Sheila." 
 "Oh?" 
 "Or Jolene, or Roxy, or Daelyn, or Roberta, or even scary but loving Cali." 
 "Sounds like somebody is a spoiled fox," Roxy said. 
 "As it should be!" Sheila grumped. "We're creatures of pleasure! Leisure! Fancy homes and soft beds!" 
 "What? You're not happy either?" Sean chuckled. 
 "Bad enough you roped Peg into this, I can understand that, she's an expert with illusion. I've no idea why you needed me, however." 
 "Simple, without scary Cali," Roxy snickered as Sean said that, "we don't have any other truly sneaky people around. I'm sure Peg is good at it, but you're right up there with Cali, right?" 
 Sheila's tail flicked. "I'm not so sure I'm quite up there with Cali. She can see magic, after all. I can't." 
 "I can see magic," Peg said with a sigh. "I'm not as good at it as Cali is, she and Jolene are still teaching me. But I can do it. However, both me and my fox want some serious pampering when all this is over with. I'm a spoiled princess, not some outdoor adventurer type!" 
 "You mean you want to be a spoiled princess," Roxy said. 
 Sean gave a lusty growl. "Oh don't worry, with only you and Roxy around, you'll be getting some serious spoiling." 
 "Oh, I like the sound of that!" Peg said, perking up. 
 Sean heard Sheila's sigh. 
 "Oh, I haven't forgotten about you, Sheila! I'll be sure to make you happy as well." 
 Sean laughed and Peg giggled as Sheila's tail bushed out like a bottlebrush. 
 "When do we cross the border?" Peg asked. 
 "Ten minutes ago," Sean replied. "I've got a location spell running on us. Twenty more minutes and we'll start meeting up with the Chad and the rest of the pack." 
 "Does that mean we won't have to walk anymore?" 
 "Not immediately, we need to find the people from Sapientia who are driving down to pick us up. But it does mean most of the walking is behind us." 
 "Oh, great! I can't wait. I'm so done with walking through the mountains," Peg said with a dramatic sigh. 
 "You do know we have to walk back, don't you?" Roxy teased. 
 Peg growled. "No, I didn't know." 
 "Oh, I'm sorry; did I forget to mention that?" Sean sighed. "I thought it was obvious." 
 "First thing I'm doing when we get back is building a dog house, buster, just so I can put you in it." 
 "You, build something?" Roxy snickered. 
 "Okay, I'll bribe Daelyn to build it. Better watch out there, Rox, or I'll have her build one for you as well!" 
 Sean just shook his head, Peg hadn't exactly been enamored with the whole idea of walking twenty plus miles through the forest, but she'd done it, and had saved her complaints for when they were almost done. He figured the real reason she was complaining now was just to make sure he understood she was expecting to be rewarded. 
 Which Sean was more than willing to happily do. He hadn't had Peg all alone for a while and was looking forward to spending some time with just her and Roxy. 
   
 When they caught up with the rest of the group, Sean found Chad, who was checking on the latest intelligence from the Sapientia people while letting his advance team take the first two cars into town. 
 "So, how's it all looking?" Sean asked, padding up in his hybrid form. It might be summertime, but it was six a.m. in Canada, which made it a hell of a lot colder than he was used to. Having a fur coat under his clothing helped. 
 "Neither the Ascendance nor the Vestibulum have let their lycans loose," Chad replied, "but the Sapientia and Eruditio people seem to think the Ascendance will turn theirs loose the moment we show up. Apparently they've been asking a lot of questions about hiring people." 
 Sean blinked and looked at the guy who was obviously from Sapientia. 
 "You think the lycans they held as slaves will be willing to come back and work for them?" 
 "Things are a bit more laid back up here, don't ya' know? With the harsher climate, we're all a lot more dependent on our lycans. So it only pays to treat them nice, or you might find yourself stranded out in the middle of nowhere during a snowstorm with nuthin' to keep ya' warm. I'm Todd, by the way." 
 "Plus," Chad added, "if they start improving conditions and treating them better before we free them, some of them are a lot more likely to overlook the sins of the past in return for a paying job they already know." 
 "Yah, there's that too," Todd said. 
 "Great," Sean said with a smile. "So, when do we go into town, and how soon do we get started?" 
 "They should be coming back with a couple of trucks to pick up the rest of us," Chad said. "I was thinking of stopping by the Ascendance on the way in, spend the afternoon at Sapientia catching up on our sleep, then hitting the Vestibulum. Once we're done with them, we'll all move on to our next stop." 
 "Sounds like a plan," Sean said. "I still need to talk to you in private, when you have some time." 
 Chad snorted. "Max and I are on our honeymoon, here. Good luck with that!" 
 Sean chuckled. "Okay, talk with you and Max in private." 
 "I'll see what she'll let me do," Chad said with a smile. 
 "Where is she, anyway?" 
 "She went in with the advance team. They may be good, but the fact is she's better, and honestly, there's no one I trust more to deal with any problems the right way. It's why I married her, after all." 
 "And all this time I thought it was just so you could steal Claudia's pack out from under her nose." 
 Chad grinned. "Don't let Max hear you saying that." 
 "Oh? Afraid she might tell her mom?" 
 "Afraid she might smack me for taking on all those extra mouths when I'm still getting the ones I already have in order." 
 "Why do I get the feeling you've already had this conversation?" Roxy asked, coming over and joining them. 
 "Eh, it came up. Lots of things do. We scenario a lot." 
 "Do you tie each other up and play dominance games while you do it?" Roxy teased. 
 "I'll be sure to let Max know you suggested it," Chad said with a wink. 
 "I think I better go talk with the others about the vehicles," Todd said and quickly wandered off. 
 Roxy grinned. "Well, that was easy." 
 "Wait, you did that on purpose?" Chad said, looking impressed. 
 "Single guys never like hearing about the married guys having kinky sex. It's like how you'd feel if your parents started giving you advice on technique." 
 Chad made a face. "Ugh." 
 "Exactly." 
 Sean interrupted, "So, you're hoping to be done tonight?" 
 Chad nodded. "We'll go over to the Vestibulum about ten minutes after sunset. I got two planes sitting on the tarmac at the airport. We'll head for the planes immediately and should be landing in Calgary within a couple of hours after we board." 
 "Why Calgary?" Roxy asked. 
 "There are a lot of minors there with lycans," Sean told her. 
 "Oh!" 
 Chad continued. "I'll split off a group then, mostly made up of whoever we drag along from here with a couple of my men in charge, and send them up to Edmonton. There's a couple of minors up there they can deal with. Meanwhile, we'll either spend the night at the local Sorceress' guild, or get back on the planes and fly to Winnipeg.  
 "I have Ruth leading a group against the Vestis in Montreal tomorrow. After that, they'll breeze by the Ascendance and we'll link up with them to deal with the Vestis and all the rest in Toronto the following day.  
 "Then we're done and we can all go back home," Chad said with a smile. 
 "Wait," Roxy asked. "How is Ruth going to get into Canada? She's not a wolf, so she can't just walk across the border." 
 "Simple, she's flying in." 
 "She has a passport?" 
 Chad nodded. "And she's from the United Kingdom, which is a member of the Commonwealth, of which Canada is still a part. So for her there won't even be any questions asked." 
 "Aren't you worried about sending her? We all know she has a tendency to be bloodthirsty when it comes to humans." 
 "I had a few words with her," Sean said. "She won't go overboard unless her boyfriend tells her it's okay." 
 "Ruth has a boyfriend?" Peg asked as she joined them, looking suitably shocked. 
 Chad laughed. "Yeah, we sicced one of the tigers on her. Seems he's got some faerie in his family history or something. Ruth seems to like him, and he doesn't seem to have any problems putting up with her shit. It's like a match made in heaven." 
 "Huh, learn something new every day." 
 "Now," Chad turned to Sean, "what is it you've been dying to tell me?" 
 "Oh, according to the other lions, we're going to have a war," Sean said, lowering his voice. 
 "With who?" 
 "I'm not quite sure on that, but it appears it's going to be one where swords are going to play an important role during combat." 
 "Well, that explains some of the phone calls I got yesterday, but swords? Why swords?" 
 "'Cause faerie swords really mess with creatures from the underworld." 
 "Underworld? I thought there weren't any gateways to the other realms in North America? I thought they were all in Europe or something?" 
 Sean shrugged. "I only got as much as I did 'cause I got in the First's face, and rather than beat me to within an inch of my life, he enlightened me a little." 
 "But only a little," Roxy grumbled. 
 "Once we get Mexico dealt with, I'm going to get him to tell me exactly what's going on," Sean growled, "or else." 
 'Or else what?' the First asked. 
 'We're going to have our first real knock down drag out.' 
 The First laughed in Sean's head. 'That might be fun. But I promised I'd tell you everything, so I will.' 
 'Thanks, Dad. I appreciate it.' 
 "Well," Chad said, looking over at the group of trucks coming down the dirt road, "it looks like our ride is here. Time to get our game faces on. I better talk to Maitland about medieval tactics, just to make sure I'm up to speed on them, if we're going to be forced to use swords." 
 Sean and the girls followed Chad into the lead truck, and then spent the next hour or so enjoying the ride into Vancouver. Chad was going over the details with his second for this operation, a wolf by the name of Baron that Sean didn't know. When they were about a quarter of a mile from the Ascendance compound, Chad had the driver pull over, and everyone got out of the truck as Baron started passing on Chad's orders. 
 "Where's Ryan?" Sean asked. "Is he still your pack second?" 
 "I figured I'd leave him home this time to keep an eye on things and give him and his girlfriend some alone time. Maybe they'll be married, or engaged at least, by the time we get back. Plus, I need to let each of my captains take a turn in the barrel so I can be sure they all know their stuff." 
 Sean nodded. 
 "Well, let's you and me walk up to the front gates and see what they say. Oh, and don't shift back." 
 "Why not?" Sean asked. 
 "They see a lion walking up to their front gate, they know it's over. If they're going to fold, they'll do it then and there." 
 "You ever think maybe I'm tired of getting shot?" Sean asked, giving Chad the eye. 
 "With great power comes great bullet-sponge opportunities!" 
 "Yeah, yeah. But only because I suspect the Ascendance is going to fold. We're not doing this at the Vestibulum." 
 "Don't worry, Hon," Roxy said, coming up to them with a nice sniper rifle. "If any of them look like they're going to cause a problem, I'll give them something to take their mind off of you." 
 "How'd the hell did you get that across the border?" Chad asked, looking rather shocked. 
 "Making a cheetah look like a mountain lion isn't any harder if she's carrying a sniper rifle than if she isn't," Roxy said with a dazzling smile. 
 "That reminds me," Sean asked, " what are we going to do for weapons when we go after the Vestibulum?" 
 "Oh, Sapientia is lending us theirs." 
 "Ah," Sean said and nodded as he followed Chad down the street and around the corner towards the front gate of the Ascendance's local compound. It was early, barely eight o'clock, so there weren't any people around to wonder about the seven-foot-tall lion-morph walking down the street with a platoon of men behind him. 
 But the gate to the compound was manned; there were two people there who Sean suspected were wolves, and while they weren't openly armed, Sean suspected there were a couple of rifles nearby. Both of the guards did a double take as they saw Sean, one of them going inside their little guard booth and picking up a phone. 
 "Well, they're not shooting," Chad said. 
 "Yet," Sean added. 
 "Umm, can I help you?" the lone guard at the gate asked, looking up at Sean. 
 "I think you know why I'm here," Sean said with a smile. 
 "Um, you know, none of us were really sure if it was true or not. I mean, it's one thing to hear about a lion going around and freeing everybody in the States, but well, it's another thing to actually see you..." 
 "The council heads will be down in a few minutes," the other guard said, coming out of the small shack. "They didn't expect you to show up so early in the morning." 
 "So, how many lycans are there here?" 
 "Sixty-three." 
 "Sixty-three? I thought this was a small council house?" 
 The guard shrugged. "There are almost as many of us as there are of them. Most of the magic users here are older; nearly all their children either migrated to the larger and warmer places in the States or went to Europe. This place has been shrinking for decades. I've been told back in the seventies they had almost as many here as the Sapientia has." 
 "How have they been treating you?" 
 The guard shrugged. "Not all that bad. Sometimes I think they don't even know how many of us are here anymore. They leave all the buying and selling to Lucas, and well, I don't think Lucas has sold anybody, ever." 
 "Who's Lucas?" 
 Just then a couple of old men came out of the house, with a younger man helping the eldest. 
 "The guy helping council leader Jebediah, that's Lucas." 
 Sean nodded and waited until they all came to the gate. 
 "You're early," the man who had been pointed out as Jebediah grumbled. "Couldn't you have waited until after breakfast? Or better yet, after lunch?" 
 "I'm sorry, but no," Sean told him. "Now, if you would be so kind as to assemble your lycan staff, we'll all be on our way." 
 "What, all of them?" Jebediah was obviously surprised. 
 "Of course all of them," Sean said, patiently. 
 "But we were told we could hire those that wanted to stay!" 
 "If they want to come back, then yes, you can hire them. But they all need to come with us first so we can remove their pellets, and so we can be sure they're not under any undue influence." 
 Jebediah looked a little offended. "Why would they be under any undue influence? Look here, Son, why can't we just let the ones go who want to go, and keep the ones who want to stay?" 
 "Jeb," the younger man said, "let me handle this, okay?" 
 "What? Lucas, you're hardly in charge here," Jebediah said a little plaintively. 
 "Yes, Jeb, I know. But you did put me in charge of the lycans, didn't you?" 
 "Well, yes. That's because you know them better, being one." 
 "So why not let me handle this? You all can go back inside where it's warm, and I'll see about breakfast, okay?" 
 Jebediah sighed. "Fine. I don't see any reason to start doubting you now, after all these years." Jebediah looked at Sean. "You two can work it out, he speaks for all of us." 
 "Of course," Sean said and watched as the two old men turned around and carefully made their way back to the house. Then he turned to look at Lucas, who he suddenly realized was actually an elk. 
 "So," Lucas began with a smile, "we're not leaving." 
 Sean looked down at him. "I wasn't asking." 
 "We were told if we wanted to stay, we can. So we are. Simple as that." 
 Sean looked at the two wolves. "Is he serious?" 
 "Hey," the first guard said, looking a little nervous, "it gets cold up here in the winter. They feed us, give us some pocket money, and pretty much ignore us as long as things are taken care of. Lucas here deals with them, and we just deal with Lucas." 
 Sean turned back to Lucas and looked at him a bit more closely, calling up all his magical frameworks and examining him. He wasn't wearing anything at all magical, nor did he seem to be under any sort of magical influence. 
 "Call everyone down," Sean told him. "We're going to remove all their silver pellets, and then we'll talk." 
 "And if I say no?" Lucas asked. 
 "I'll send my men into get them," Sean growled, "while sitting on your bruised and broken body. This isn't a game, Lucas. I'm a god, your god. If you can't trust me, then I don't need you." 
 "But who'll take care of the magic users? If we leave them alone, half of them will starve to death by the end of the week!" Lucas told Sean, looking fretful. "I've been taking care of them for years now! We've all been taking care of them. We're all they've got anymore!" 
 Sean sighed. "Just get everyone. We're not going to leave a bunch of old men and women to starve to death." 
 Lucas nodded, still looking a little worried. 
 "Ben, Jeffery, could you please get everyone?" Lucas said to the two guards, who nodded and then trotted off. 
 "So just what do you do here, Lucas?" Chad asked. 
 "Oh! A little bit of everything. I'm in charge of all the lycans, and well, we handle security, shopping, maintenance, and I take care of the finances." 
 "You're in charge of their money?" 
 Lucas nodded. "They're a bit forgetful at times. Well, not all of them, but Jeb there can be pretty bad at times. Most of the senior council are over seventy, and well, there aren't any mages here under fifty." 
 "So they put you in charge?" Sean asked, looking at Lucas a little differently. 
 Lucas nodded. "I was the head of maintenance, and well, over time I was doing more and more, and when their lycan handler died of old age years ago, I just sort of took over his job. Wasn't like I wasn't already doing it. So I just sort of slowly took over everything else." Lucas shrugged and then smiled a little guiltily. "I mean, originally I was planning on us all taking over and just murdering them in their sleep. Then sell everything off, split the money, and we'd all leave." 
 "So what changed your mind?" 
 "We had a meeting, all of us, and well, they'd never really treated us badly. Those that were still alive, that is. And life is a lot easier here taking care of them. So we all decided to stay. We can come and go as we please, and do whatever we want." Lucas shrugged and then smiled. "And well, maybe we've become conditioned after all these years, but when they thank us and tell us how much they need us and appreciate us, it really does feel good." 
 Sean sighed. "If everyone backs up your story, we'll let them decide for themselves after we deal with their pellets." 
 "And if they don't?" Lucas asked. 
 Sean looked down at him and smiled slowly. "Elk tastes good." 
 "Umm," Lucas said looking a little uncomfortable. 
 "Something you want to tell me?" 
 "Well, umm, this is a little embarrassing..." 
 Sean leaned down and put his nose almost up against Lucas's and slowly licked his chops. "Not as much as being eaten. Spill it." 
 "We're running a brothel out of the old kennels!" Lucas said in a quick burst of words, and then just closed his eyes. 
 "You're running a brothel?" Chad said, snickering. 
 Lucas nodded. 
 "Why?" Sean growled. 
 "They didn't have any money! Almost none! It was all gone and we needed cash to be able to feed everyone, so we decided to open up a brothel!" 
 "Who's 'we'?" 
 "All of us! We voted!"  
 "And who's on the 'menu'?" 
 Lucas gulped. "All of us." 
 Sean stood back up and looked down at him. "All of you? Even you?" 
 Lucas nodded. "We all felt it wouldn't be fair if only a few of us did it. Oh, some of us like it more than others, and some customers are better than others, but after a couple of decades being slaves, well, it really wasn't that hard." 
 "And the bit about not killing the magic users?" Sean asked, curious as to the real reason they'd let them live. 
 "Oh, that part was the truth. We were going to kill them, but well," Lucas shrugged, "all the ones we hated died of natural causes, and the ones left we all liked. So we just couldn't bring ourselves to do it." 
 Sean nodded and turned to one of the wolves standing behind him. "Bring the truck up here with the necklaces and tags so we can remove all their pellets." 
 "So you're not going to force us to leave?" Lucas asked, starting to look hopeful. 
 "I'll let each of them make their own choice. And you're not going to try influencing anybody, understand?" 
 Lucas nodded. 
 "Oh," Lucas added after a moment, "do you think you could let the other lycans know about us? In case they're looking for a job or a place to say?" 
 Chad laughed suddenly. "You want us to help you recruit?" 
 Lucas nodded without a trace of guilt. "We're having trouble keeping up with demand, and well, it's not all that bad a job once you get used to it." 
 Sean just sighed and shook his head. "I'll be back with Peg and Rox," he told Chad. "You can deal with this." 
   
 "So how much of what he told Sean was true?" Peg asked Chad as they drove off to Sapientia. 
 "All of it," Chad said with sigh. 
 "How many wanted to leave?" 
 "None of them." 
 "None?" 
 "Nope, none. We talked to several of them; after years of sleeping with the magic users, they really don't mind at all. Then of course there's the money." 
 "They're making a lot?" 
 "They're just happy they're making any. I suspect the reason they're so popular is they're not very expensive. They float a few bribes to the right people, and everyone leaves them alone." 
 Sean just sighed and shook his head. "Coming from a state where prostitution is legal, I feel kind of hypocritical wanting to go lecture them all. Besides, they chose it of their own free will. Nobody forced them." 
 Chad nodded. "Yup, but I gotta hand it to that Lucas character. He's got a lot of charisma and leadership abilities. They all trust him and do whatever he asks them to. Even the magic users." 
 "Well, let's see what the local Sapientia has for us, then we can go deal with the Vestis." Sean sighed.  
 "We're here," the driver said from up front. 
 Sean nodded, and once again he let Chad lead the way. Being as they were all in human form now, no one stood out. But it didn't take the leaders long to figure out which of them was Sean and to greet him personally. 
 "Sean, my name is Gerard; I'm the head of the council here in Vancouver. Arthur speaks very highly of you." 
 Sean smiled and nodded, shaking hands with him, and then letting him introduce all the other members of the main council. Sean in turn introduced Roxy and Peg, then Chad and his captain, Baron. 
 "So how many lycans do you have working here?" Sean asked. 
 "About forty, though I suspect when winter comes that number will increase a fair deal." 
 "Oh? Why's that?" 
 "Because Shep, our head of security, told us that a lot of them aren't finding jobs, and well," Gerard shrugged, "if they want to stay here, we'll give them food and board in return for helping out with the maintenance. Honestly, we're all a bit worried about what's going to happen to the Vestibulum's lycans once they've been set free. There just aren't a lot of jobs around here these days." 
 "I suspect we'll have something for them," Chad said, speaking up. "I'm surprised a lot of them aren't just going native and living off of the land." 
 "Oh, more than a few of them are, according to Shep. But come winter that gets a lot harder, and honestly, it's not something we ever trained them for, so they're at a bit of a disadvantage." 
 Sean nodded and let Chad and Roxy take over the conversation while he just ignored it. One thing Chad had been right about, if all they could use was swords, they were going to be reduced to medieval tactics, and one thing Sean knew about those: they were quite bloody. He'd have to corner his uncle Maitland at some point and see if he could explain to him why the faerie swords were so much more effective against the denizens of the underworld. 
 Maybe then he could figure out a way to update some of the more modern weapons to give his people more of an edge. Sure, he'd taken on that last raseri djevel and killed it rather handily. Once he got over his fear of it, that was. 
 But it hadn't had any kind of weapon, and Sean had been training intensively for almost two weeks by then. Just how well could he expect Cali, or anyone else, to train a mass of people? And even if they were able to train most of them up to high standards, if the other side showed up with weapons, they were still going to lose a lot of people. 
 Once he had a better idea of the threat, he'd have to sit down with Daelyn, Roxy, Maitland, and Chad and see if, between the four of them, they couldn't come up with some better ideas. 
 Eventually Chad was able to beg off; he had to go talk with their security head, Shep, who was, as suspected, a Lycan. Which left Sean to deal with the council heads, who had all sorts of questions on all manner of things that Sean spent the next hour politely turning aside. But at least they fed him and the girls, and the food was rather good, so he couldn't complain too much. 
 Once that was done, he found where the hundred men and woman they'd brought were sleeping. As much as Sean wanted to join them, he ended up checking the rifles they'd gotten from Sapientia. 
 "I got this, Chad." Sean sighed. "You and Max need to go get some sleep. We're attacking in," Sean looked at his watch, "four hours. I need you guys to be fresh." 
 "There's still fifty rifles to examine, Sean," Chad warned. 
 "Yeah, now go get some sleep. That's an order." 
 Chad shrugged and, grabbing Max, left. 
 




In This Place 

   
 "So, Carl," Kensington said as he walked into Carl's office. "How do you like your new office?" 
 Carl smiled and, getting to his feet, came around his desk to shake his boss's hand. 
 "Thanks, Vincent! This is nice, and even better, I like the promotion and the extra staff!" 
 "Well, you earned it. The president was very impressed with your work out in Reno, and the bond that you've formed not just with Valens, but with apparently a fair deal of the lycan community." 
 Carl blushed a little. "Sorry about not telling you, Vincent. But, well, Sean asked me to keep it quiet, and all things considered, I think it worked out best that I did. Walker never expected it, and didn't prepare for it." 
 Kensington nodded. "You gotta trust your instincts in this job, Carl. You've been on the detail, you know how it goes. Sometimes we have to play our cards close to our chest if we're going to do our job right." 
 Carl nodded. "Speaking of that, there's something else I want to tell you that Sean told me." 
 "Oh?" 
 "Sean told me I couldn't tell you unless you agreed to keep it secret, he had some serious concerns about repercussions, but after what happened," Carl shrugged, "I think I need to tell you. Though I will ask you to not share this around right now." 
 "What is it?" 
 "Gradatim got into trouble with the other councils because Sean caught them summoning demons, or devils." 
 "What? Like the one Walker turned into?" 
 "Apparently something even worse. When the other councils found out, they immediately came down on Gradatim hard and killed everyone who was involved. Supposedly they have some ancient treaty about this, and the entire council in charge of Gradatim was facing a possible death sentence over this." 
 "So that's why the other councils weren't too upset over Sean wiping them out!" 
 Carl gave a small nod. "It had something to do with it." 
 "Why does Sean want this kept quiet?" 
 "Because he doesn't want any kind of knee-jerk reaction against the rest of the magic users out there. They did police this rather quickly, as well as brutally." 
 "Does the president know about this?" 
 Carl nodded. "It came up when we were all up at Sean's house while they secured the base after the attack. Sean and his wife Cali were telling the president what they know about demons, which is apparently quite a lot. Walker had been in contact with them at some point in his career, and came under their sway. Whether that was willingly or not, they weren't exactly sure." 
 "Any idea how that happened?" 
 "No, none at all. They said that there are places on Earth where you can contact demons directly, but they're not common and not easy to get to. In fact, most of them are actually fairly secret and well hidden. But the point was made that we need to start examining Walker's associates to make sure none of them were corrupted." 
 "What about the Vestibulum? Does Sean think they were involved with this devil or demon Walker was doing business with?" 
 Carl shook his head. "The penalty for that is just too high, and it doesn't sound like the kind of thing you can easily keep secret." 
 "Do you think that might be why Adams was assassinated?" 
 Carl shrugged. "It's possible, of course. Oh, Sean has sent out a lobbyist; he arrived sometime last night, and they've set up an office down in DC." Carl paused a moment. "On K Street." 
 "That's some pretty expensive territory," Kensington noted. 
 "And they're trying to get an appointment to meet the president." 
 "Already? Have you met this guy?" 
 Carl nodded. "Briefly. He's a friend of Sean's, he's not a lycan, he runs his family's auto repair business..." 
 "Wait, he runs a garage?" Kensington asked with a chuckle. 
 "Biggest one in Reno; don't be fooled, the kid is already worth a couple of million, and his father is worth much, much more. He's also friends with Chad, the young man who works as Sean's general." 
 "So he's somebody to take seriously, then." 
 "Very much so." 
 "Do you think the president is going to meet with him?" 
 "Honestly, I'll be surprised if he doesn't. Sean made a pretty big impression on him." 
 "Saved his life and helped expose a traitor in his cabinet, right?" 
 "Exactly. But honestly, I don't have a problem with it. I think the main point of Steve being here is to see that the lycans are represented and to help fight the pushback against the 'Freedom' executive order." 
 Kensington nodded. "Oh, one last question, how many more on the detail are you going to bite?" 
 Carl actually blushed. "It's called 'infect', and I can't infect anybody unless a lion specifically passes on it." 
 Kensington nodded. "I seem to recall hearing something to that effect, that lycans can't just go around infecting people." 
 "They don't have many rules, but that's one of the big ones. Sean personally passed on all the ones that were infected in Reno after the president asked him to." 
 "Did you ever get the chance to meet the lion Valens gets his orders from?" 
 "Nope. I know he talks to him fairly often. But I've never met him." 
 "Have you talked to the folks over at the NSA to see if they've got any intercepts on him?" 
 "Yes I have, and no they don't. Whatever means he's using, it's not something we can tap into. Why'd you ask?" 
 "Cause the CIA's interim director asked about it at the staff meeting on Friday. I told him I'd look into it." 
 "Think they're pissed about what happened to Walker?" 
 "Oh, they're pissed alright. Sometimes, however, I'm not quite sure why." 
 "That is a concern now, isn't it?" 
 "One that's going to be keeping me awake for weeks to come," Kensington agreed. "We just may be arranging for some very secret late-night interviews with the leadership of the CIA." 
 "Seriously?" Carl asked, suddenly worried. 
 "We have jurisdiction over all things magical in the government. If anyone has been suborned, it's our duty to deal with it. Which means we also have the right to go looking for it." 
 Carl nodded. "We may want to ask for help with that." 
 "I'd rather keep this in house, Carl." 
 "Well, at the very least, grab one or two of the lycans on the detail to go with you. If things do go sideways, they'll have the best chance of dealing with it." 
 Kensington nodded slowly. "I'll be sure to keep that in mind. Thanks for the head's up." 
 "Sure thing, Vincent." 
   
 # 
   
 "So, where do we start?" Steve asked, looking around the office. 
 "How about you fire that secretary?" Terri teased. "She's way too hot to be around you!" 
 Steve snorted. "Kyle told me she's a jaguar. Probably rip my throat out if I made a pass at her." 
 "Jaguar? Still after the cat girls, huh?" 
 "Maybe I should ask her to infect you?" Steve teased back. 
 "Careful I don't ask her to bite you first!" Terri snickered. 
 "Oh, so you've been lusting after cat boys now! I don't think my ego can stand the strain!"  
 "Better watch out I don't ask Granite to bite you, then I can teach you to fetch!" 
 "Wolves don't fetch, Terri." Granite sighed. 
 "You all seem to when Sean asks," Terri said with a smile. 
 "Yeah, well, lions aren't known for their patience, and I like my head firmly attached to my shoulders." 
 Terri laughed. "I'd say you were full of it, but Sean sure has changed since he became a lion. For the better, too, if you want my opinion." 
 "Eh, he hasn't changed all that much," Steve said. "You're all just seeing the man that always lay just under the surface. After spending so much of his life getting crapped on by the powers that be, he's more than happy to do what he can to even the score for someone else. This whole thing is almost like custom-made therapy for him." 
 "Well, I'm sure his little harem isn't hurting either!" Terri said with a snicker. 
 "I think those girls all need him just as much as he needs them." 
 "What? How can you say that?" 
 "Well, maybe not Roxy, she doesn't exactly need him, but she sure as hell wants him," Steve said with a grin. "But all of them have lost something, something big, just as Sean has. But now that he's got his own life in order, he sees past their problems, sees them for what they can be, not what they are. So he gives them the love they need to be what they were meant to be, and they love him right back for it." 
 "That's pretty deep," Granite said. 
 Steve shrugged. "You can't sell things to people if you don't understand what they need versus what they want." 
 "You mean you can't manipulate them," Terri said, giving him a poke. 
 "Same thing!" Steve said with a chuckle. "But it's why Sean and I have been friends since forever. Deep down, we both want to help people. It's how my dad built his business—customer service. Help the people you deal with to the best of your ability, and they'll always come back." 
 "And here I thought Sean was just making up for lost time," Terri said with a giggle. 
 "If that's all it was, I think they'd have killed him by now. None of those women are people you want to string along," Granite said. "You can see it in his eyes when he looks at them, or the way he looks at anybody who's rude to one of them. Everyone at the compound knows that if you anger one of the wives, after they're through with you and the moment Sean finds out, he'll stop by and ask you what happened in a voice that's so calm you just know he's contemplating your dismemberment." 
 "Had it happen to you?"  
 "Once, and trust me, that was one time too many. You can yell and scream at Sean till the cows come home. You can insult him, give him any manner of grief, and it just rolls right off of him, but one cross word to the girls and you quickly find out he really does have one hell of a temper. 
 "Okay, now that we've thoroughly gossiped about the boss behind his back, what's our plan for the week?" Granite asked from his desk in their new office. 
 "Okay, first up, we need a list of everyone in the House and the Senate and where they stand on this whole 'Freedom Act'. I want you to assign a couple of folks to each of those leading the opposition. Get together with John and have him go over the basics of surveillance and investigations. I want eyes on those folks twenty-four seven, but this is the capital, so there are going to be lots of people watching everyone else. So the challenge is going to be to not let anyone know we're out there watching them, too." 
 "So don't get caught," Granite said. 
 "Exactly. Also, make sure everyone understands that only lycans can set foot inside this office, with the sole exceptions of Terri, John, and I. I've asked John to train a few more people in how to use his gear. I'm gonna want this place swept every morning and every evening for listening devices, and I want there to be at least a dozen folks in here and awake at all times.  
 "And I want them armed." 
 "But this is DC, we can't have guns here!" 
 "I'll hire some lawyers and see what we can and can't do, but as always, remember the cardinal rule—Don't Get Caught." 
 "Got it," Granite said. 
 "Now, let's get everyone together in the main conference room. I want to meet the whole team and hear their skills so I can start organizing people into smaller groups." 
 "There's over a hundred people here, Steve." 
 "Nothing brings people together like being stuffed in a hot and sweaty room," Steve said with a grin. "If you thought getting shot at was tough, you're all in for a hell of a surprise." 
 "They're going to hate you, you know." Granite sighed. 
 "No, they're going to love me. Want to know why?" 
 "This I gotta hear." 
 "Because I'm the one that's going to keep Sean off their backs by telling him how wonderful you all are and what a great job you're doing for me. I'm not big on punishments, but I am absolutely huge on rewards." 
   
 Steve yawned and looked at the clock; it was after eleven. It had been a very long day. He'd had that large group meeting and laid down the ground rules to everyone about what they were doing and what he expected of each of them. He'd asked some basic questions, and then sorted folks out into some basic groupings based on their responses.  
 Then he'd talked to each of those groups separately, and done quite a few one on one interviews. He had his team leaders now, and he'd taken the time to refine his selections for the more important positions. Granite and a few of the other alphas here had helped tremendously with that; they knew their packmates very well after so many years of being together. 
 He was looking over the security squad members. They had twenty, which wasn't as many as Steve wanted. Then again, with all the people out there he'd need to keep tabs on, the hundred and twenty he had weren't enough. He'd be calling Sean in the morning and asking him to send out another hundred. 
 "Okay, this last part is gonna suck," Steve said to the remaining people in the room. "I'm not going to sugarcoat it; whoever takes this job is probably going to hate it. I need all of you wolves to shift into your animal form." 
 Walking over to the door, Steve called Terri into the room. 
 "What's up?" Terri asked. 
 "Pick two," Sean said, motioning towards the dozen wolves sitting on the floor. 
 "What do you mean? What for?" 
 "We just got two dogs. Tomorrow we'll get breakaway collars and leashes for them, but from this point forward, you go anywhere, you bring one of them with you; I'll have the other one."  
 Steve turned towards the wolves. "Sorry, guys, I told you it was gonna suck, but most people here don't know what you are, and I'd be an idiot not to take advantage of it." 
 "Does that mean we're going to be living with you?" one of the wolves asked. 
 "Yup. Though I promise you your own bedroom." 
 They wolves all looked at each other, and then two of the smaller ones got up and walked forward. The larger of the two had completely black fur, and the smaller one was mostly black, with some dark gray patches on their face and body. 
 "We look the closest to dogs," the larger of them said, "but we've got one demand." 
 "Oh? What's that?" 
 "Get Alex to send you those damn treats he's been tossing out." 
 Steve laughed. "I think I can do that. You are?" 
 "I'm Boz," the larger of the two said. 
 "I'm Nell," the other one said. 
 "Boz, Nell, I'm Terri, and thank you for doing this." 
 Boz and Nell both ducked their heads in a nod. 
 "Great. Let's go out to the car and head back to the apartment." 
 "Isn't the landlord going to complain?" Terri asked. 
 "Nope, I told them when I rented the place we had two large dogs and were just waiting for them to be shipped out." 
 "You realize any enemies you come across out here are probably going to figure out we're werewolves, don't you?" Nell said. 
 Steve smiled. "They'll be so busy seeing you and thinking about how much power I must have over you to make you act like dogs they'll probably miss the rest of our security. Just remember one thing." 
 "What's that?" 
 "Anything happens to Terri, and you'll wish I had let Sean have you first after I'm done with you." 
 "Fair enough," Boz said. 
 




If It's Not One Thing...

   
 Four hours later Sean had checked all the rifles, which had meant fixing three of them. Two had been assembled improperly, and one was just plain broken, so he'd found Shep, and gotten it replaced.  
 "What are you doing up?" Roxy asked, coming into the room with Chad, Max, and Peg. 
 "Checking rifles, just like you taught me." Sean smiled and then yawned. 
 "Couldn't someone else have done that?" 
 "The someone else was Chad and Max, and I thought it would be better for them to be rested, seeing as they're the ones in charge of the battle." Sean looked out the window. "The sun's setting. Let's get everyone up and ready and go deal with the Vestis. Hopefully they'll be as easy going as everyone else, and we'll be off to the airport in no time." 
 "They definitely do seem to have a unique attitude up here, that's for sure," Max said, agreeing. 
 Chad called his squad leaders and had them issue the rifles to their squads. Once that was done, they passed out the ammunition. 
 "Only twenty rounds each?" Roxy said, looking at the meager supplies. 
 "Apparently replacing this stuff is hard up here, and they didn't want to give us all of it," Sean said. 
 "But that's only two thousand rounds! I'd expect them to have way more than that." 
 "Well, it's all we're getting," Sean told her and yawned again. "I'm gonna head out to the truck and take a nap. Wake me when we get there." 
 When Roxy got out to the truck some thirty minutes later with Peg, Chad, Max, and Sheila, they found Sean fast asleep, curled up on one of the seats. 
 "I can't believe you let him stay up all day," she grumbled at Chad. 
 "Hey, he ordered us. Besides, his part really is just to observe. The Vestis only have about a hundred lycans, and only sixty of those are soldiers. We're almost two to one on them." 
 "Well, I hope you're right. Are we getting any support from Sapientia?" 
 "Just the ritual of silence. That's all." 
 Roxy nodded and sighed. "I guess we'll just have to see how it goes." 
   
 The ride to the compound was fairly quiet, and not just because Sean was sleeping. Everyone was getting ready to deal with whatever they might run across. So far nearly all of the Vestibulum 'visits' had resulted in combat, some of them rather fierce. But with the removal of their North American head, along with the way the government had dropped on them like a ton of bricks back in the U.S., Chad was secretly hoping they'd just bow to the inevitable. 
 "Okay, everyone out," Chad ordered as they pulled up to the planned debarking point. 
 "What about Sean?" Roxy asked, as Sean was still sound asleep. 
 "Leave Sheila, and I'll appoint someone as a guard. Hopefully we won't need him, and I'm sure he could use the sleep," Chad said. 
 "Alright," Roxy said with a nod. 
 "I could watch him," Peg said. 
 "You're our only magic user, Peg." Chad said. "We need you in case they try to pull any tricks on us." 
 Peg sighed. "Yeah, you're probably right." 
 Getting out and closing the doors carefully, they went around to the back of the truck were the troops were piling out and forming up. 
 "Okay leads, take your groups to the assigned points. We're going to try and negotiate this one instead of just hitting them." 
 "Sure that's wise?" Jace asked. 
 "I know you have problems with it, Jace," Chad replied, "but we need to feel them out and see if they're willing to cooperate. Besides, everyone else seems to be pretty laid back up here. So how bad could it be?" 
 Jace shrugged and they all quickly moved off. 
 "So, now what?" Roxy asked. 
 "Find a good position to cover us as we approach the front gate. Peg, I want you to find something in cover as well, but close enough to defend us from any spells. Baron, you're with me. Max, you know the game plan; call the shots as you see 'em." 
 Everyone nodded and moved to their positions. Chad gave Roxy and Peg a couple of minutes to find a good spot to set up, then taking a small squad of three to go with him and Baron, they shifted into their hybrid werewolf forms and started to walk down the road towards the gate. 
 Taking out a white piece of cloth, Chad tied it to the barrel of his rifle and made sure it was visible as they turned the corner and came into sight of the gate guards. 
 "What's it look like, Roxy?" Chad whispered into his radio. 
 "It looks like they know we're coming. They've got everyone turned out, and it looks like they're all armed inside the compound." 
 "The gate guards?" 
 "They're taking aim at you." 
 "Well, shit," Chad said. "Everyone, don't fire first, but the moment they open fire, it's on." 
 "Roger that, Hubby!" Max replied. 
 "We are about to go into combat, Max." Chad sighed. 
 "That's close enough right there!" one of the guards yelled. 
 Chad stopped and looked at the guard who had yelled. The other three all appeared to be drawing a bead on them. 
 "We're here to parley," Chad said and gave the flag a small wave. 
 "What do you want?" 
 "All the lycans. Same thing we've done everywhere else." 
 "You're in Canada now!" 
 "And that doesn't matter. Look, the rules have changed; all of us are free now. So tell your bosses to let you go, and after we pull your pellets, if they want to hire you back, that's fine." 
 "I'm not one of you filthy animals!" the guard. 
 "Did he just tell us he was human?" Max said over the radio, Chad's mike having picked up the guard's words. 
 "Kill th..." the guard's head exploded, and Chad dove off to the side of the road as the rest of the squad with him dove for cover. 
 "We're dealing with mercs!" Chad yelled out his orders over the radio. "Take the kennels, and kill anyone with a gun who isn't a lycan!" 
   

Ξ

   
 Sean was back in the place of the vision he'd had while in the sweat lodge with John's cousin. This time he was in a forest, a forest of black trees with black leaves, and it was dark, very dark.  
 But with his keen leonine hearing, sense of smell, and night vision, it wasn't all that scary, nor was he worried. He got the feeling he'd been doing this a while and had gotten used to having to use all his senses here. Especially at night. 
 He was moving slowly through the trees; whether he was tracking something or running from something, he wasn't quite sure. He just knew he needed to keep moving, that there was something up ahead he needed to see. 
 He kept on for hours, carefully moving past the trunks, under the branches, stepping over the occasional root. There weren't any dead leaves on the ground here, so he didn't have to worry too much about his footpads giving his position away. But still, he had to proceed with caution. There were other things in the woods, he was sure of it. 
 Eventually he came to a clearing. Stopping well short of the edge, he looked carefully into it.  
 There was a party of devils sitting around what could only be described as a fire, for all that it gave no light. Instead, it seemed to be a patch of even blacker darkness, if such a thing were possible. They were sitting around it and eating, talking with each other, joking about something. 
 Then he saw what they were eating. It was a girl. A young woman. 
 And though she wasn't bleeding, Sean could see she wasn't dead. 
 Sean was halfway across the distance that separated him from the devils before he'd even realized it. His sword was in his hand and his armor was alight with the glow of magic. 
 The first devil he reached was totally unaware of him, for all that his fellows were pointing at Sean, having jumped to their feet. Sean took his head off with ease, then cleaved the skull of the one sitting next to him, who had turned to look at Sean, mouth wide in shock. 
 Sean kicked one of the devils in the balls as he freed his sword and started in on another one of the demons. This one was standing, but hadn't yet drawn a weapon. Sean killed him easily, then quickly killed the one next to it, and then a third. 
 Spinning around to keep from being attacked from behind, Sean started forward into the next group. They were all on their feet with their weapons drawn. The first one was slow to engage, so Sean took him in the head, killing him. The next one fenced with him more, but it only took Sean a few moments to kill him, too. 
 The next one took longer, and the one after that longer still. The third one actually cut Sean before he killed it. The fourth cut him twice. It was while Sean was fighting the fifth of this group that he started wonder just where they were all coming from? He'd killed ten of them so far, or was it twelve? And yet there had only been a handful around the fire. 
 He killed the fifth and started on the six, unsure if there would be a seventh. They just never seemed to stop coming, and either they were getting better, or he was getting worse. Backing up, he came closer to the body of the girl they'd been eating. 
 "Kill me," she said. 
 "What? I came here to save you!" Sean shouted as he was cut a third time. 
 "I can't be saved, for I am already dead," the girl's voice intoned in a strange voice. "If you kill me now, I'll go where I'm supposed to be instead of into the bellies of these ghouls." 
 "Are you sure?" Sean grunted and was wounded again. He needed to do something; the odds were no longer in his favor. 
 "Do it!" the girl commanded. 
 So Sean plunged his sword into the young woman's breast, and just like that, she exploded into a million little shards that simply dissipated. 
 Sean noticed suddenly that there were none of the devils around anymore either. Not even the ones he'd killed. But he saw a road now. The road the Devils had obviously come down with their dead but not dead girl. 
 The girl he'd had to kill to stop them from eating her. 
 Hoping perhaps he could save the next one, Sean growled and, after cleaning and sheathing his sword, he started off back the way the others had come, moving quickly at a trot. 
 How long Sean had run down the road he had no idea, just that there were young girls that needed to be saved and devils that needed to be killed, as his anger and frustration grew. But suddenly the sound of a firefight floated up to his ears from a long way off, getting louder and louder as he approached. 
 "At last!" he growled. "A battle!" 
   

Ξ

   
 Sean's eyes opened wide as the sound of sustained gunfire filled the cabin of the truck from outside. 
 "Sean...oh, you're awake," Sheila said, looking at him in surprise. 
 "What's happening? Where is everyone?" Sean growled, sitting up and opening the door as he looked around. They were parked on some side street, and there was a guard with a rifle outside the door. 
 "They left you to sleep and went to dicker. I'm thinking the dickering ain't goin' so well." Sheila sighed. 
 Sean nodded; the sounds of shooting got louder as the door opened, and he could feel a large spell go off. Getting out of the truck, he shifted into hybrid form.  
 "Out of the truck, Sheila. You, too," he motioned towards the Sapientia-supplied driver. "Leave the keys."  
 Sean turned to the soldier guarding him with the gun and said, "Get in the passenger's seat," then he walked around, got into the driver's seat, and started the engine. 
 "You can drive?" Sheila asked from outside the truck. 
 "Yes, I can drive." Sean sighed. He turned to the soldier. "Your radio on?"  
 "Yes, Sir!"  
 "Good, tell Chad and the others that I'm awake, pissed, and about to show up." 
 "They're saying there's mercs in there, Sir." 
 "Soon to be dead mercs," Sean growled. "Trust the Vestis to want to keep fighting the war long after they've lost it." 
 Firing up the truck, Sean pushed the clutch in, and with a little bit of grinding, he jammed it into first and released the break. 
 "Do you know where we're going?" Sean asked the guard. 
 "To hell!" the guard laughed and then pointed down the road. "Turn right up at the brick column. 
 Sean grunted, and flooring the gas, he let the clutch out and was happy that he didn't stall it as the wheels spun and the truck lurched forward and onto the road. Calling up his defensive and offensive frameworks, Sean started to prep a few spells as the truck went down the road. He didn't want to get going too fast until after he rounded the corner. 
 "Hang on," Sean said and, hauling the wheel around, he spun the truck around the corner. He could see Chad, Baron, and a couple others whose names he didn't know in sparse cover returning fire. From the looks of things, they were getting shot up pretty badly. Laying on the horn, Sean threw up a shield in front of the truck, pushed the clutch and the accelerator to the floor, jammed it into second gear, and popped the clutch. 
 "That got their attention, Sir!" the guard yelled as he charged his weapon. 
 "Shoot out of the side window, I put a shield in front of us," Sean yelled and, pointing the truck at the gates, he hit the clutch and shifted into third, veering slightly to the right and clipping the stone column as the truck hit the gates. The truck shuddered for a moment, and Sean banged his head against the windshield, leaving a nice spiderweb of cracks. Thanking his hard lion skull, Sean shook it off as the gates gave way, the column knocked askew as they burst into the center of the compound. 
 The guard with him started taking shots as Sean did his best to drive the truck around the compound, smashing into cars and running over anybody that got in his way. When he ran up onto the fountain in the center of the courtyard after rebounding off of a couple of cars and crushing a number of very surprised people, he threw the door open and dived out. 
 Rolling onto his back, Sean felt his silver tag activate as he took direct fire. 
 Sean fried the guy running at him, hitting him with a lightning bolt and enjoying the way the man's body exploded. Someone hit him with a cramping spell then, so he took the energy as his framework soaked it up and turned it into a fireball. While the magic user was busy deflecting that, Sean hit him with a blast of pure energy that dropped him where he stood, allowing the fireball to careen into one of the buildings, where it exploded and started a nice fire. 
 Scrambling to his feet, Sean jumped up onto the roof of the truck and roared loudly.  
 "Surrender or DIE! I don't have time for this SHIT!" Sean yelled, pushing as much of his lion into his words as he could. 
 "Damn, and I thought I woke up in a bad mood," Sean heard the guard mutter as he scavenged ammo off one of the mercs Sean had run over with the truck. 
 "What the hell? They're not stopping!" Sean muttered under his breath. At least the silver shield was deflecting bullets now. 
 'Your guy did say they were using mercs,' the First reminded him. 
 'Humans? They're using humans against us? Oh, am I going to make them regret this!' Sean said, growling. 
 Calling up his enchanting framework, Sean tripped the routine he'd modified in the silver tag to feed him more power as they continued to shoot him. Next he called up the mental domination spell the kid in Vegas had tried using on him. Sean was sure they probably had some magical protection spells or items on them, but with the amount of power Sean was now siphoning off the tag, he was sure he could overwhelm it. 
 It's not like the Vestibulum would have given the good stuff to a bunch of humans anyway. 
 Sending a firebolt into one of the buildings a caster was throwing spells out of at Sean's people, Sean started dominating the troops around him, one after the other. The first three stopped shooting at him, but the fourth one kept going. 
 "Kill him," Sean said, pointing at the one he couldn't dominate, and the other three immediately did so. 
 Sean smiled then, and got a truly wicked idea. "Kill the mages inside the house, spare the women and children. Go!" 
 The three took off like a shot. Sean was starting to warm up; he was still getting shot by way too many people, standing up in front of everyone. Last thing he needed now was to get overloaded from an incoming spell! 
 Jumping down to the ground, he continued to dominate all the mercs he saw, one after another. Every time he ran into one he couldn't dominate, he ordered the others to kill them. After the second time he'd done that, the rest of the mercs turned on the dominated ones and started killing them, and things quickly turned into complete chaos.  
 Sean turned off his silver tap, and started throwing the occasional fireball into the midst of the mercenaries until the remaining members suddenly turned and ran, heading for one of the buildings.  
 The magic users inside, however, must have thought they'd fallen prey to Sean and were coming to kill them, because they unleashed a bevy of fireballs right into the midst of the fleeing men, killing all of them. 
 Taking cover behind the truck he'd come in, Sean looked around. The soldier he'd come in with was crouched down, taking the occasional pot shot. 
 "What's Chad's orders?" Sean asked him. 
 "Not to stop until they surrender or they're all captured, Sir." 
 Sean nodded. Two of the buildings were actually burning rather well. Anybody in them probably wouldn't be able to stay there much longer. Looking around, there were a lot of dead bodies on the ground. Most of them the human mercenaries, but there were a few magic users there as well. Peeking over the hood of the truck, Sean could see several magic users running out of one building and casting water spells on the larger of the two burning buildings.  
 None of them ever saw the fireball Sean cast into their midst, killing two of them and knocking the others unconscious, their clothing burning as they fell to the ground. 
 When what sounded like the voices of women started to scream that they were surrendering, not to shoot, Sean saw the soldier lower the muzzle of his rifle to the ground. At that point people started to run out of the burning buildings, and several of Chad's troops came out of cover and started to herd them all to a spot away from the fires. 
 On seeing that, people came out of the remaining buildings, allowing themselves to be herded, under armed guard, into an open field. 
 "Show off," Chad grumbled as he walked up to the crashed truck. 
 "What happened? I thought they were going to just roll over?" Sean asked Chad. 
 "Apparently they decided to hire human mercs instead of hiring their former slaves back. Of course, it might be that most lycans don't want to work for the Vestibulum because a certain lion god seems to be slaughtering them. 
 "Not that I'm complaining about the later of course," Chad added with a snarl. 
 "So where are their lycans?" 
 "They killed about a third of them, and another third died when they tried to finish the job as we attacked." 
 "They. Did. What?" Sean growled deeply. 
 "Signed their own death warrants, apparently," Chad said, shaking his head. 
 "Gather up all the men. Anyone over sixteen, bring them over here. And make sure the guards are well armed." Sean turned to the soldier who had been with him during the fight. "Grab a few men, and get me a couple dozen clubs. Nothing fancy, just a good wooden stick for beating someone." 
 "You're not going to do what I think you're going to do?" Chad asked. 
 "Of course not," Sean growled, "I'm going to do something much worse." 
   
 Twenty minutes later, Chad had moved all the men over to an area away from the women. They were all looking at Sean rather nervously. Apparently Sean's reputation was starting to spread. 
 "Break them up into groups of five," Sean told the guards, who quickly did so. Once they did, Sean told a couple of the other guards to give each group four of the 'clubs'. 
 "Okay, as I'm sure you've all heard," Sean said conversationally to the men, "I'm a vicious, nasty, evil lion. But honestly, nothing could be farther from the truth. Even though you murdered fifty-four lycans in cold blood rather than just letting them go, I'm not going to kill all of you. 
 "However, you still need to be punished, taught a lesson, experience a little justice. So here's what I'm going to do: Four of you in each group will pick up a board and beat the fifth man to death. If you use magic, everyone in your group of five dies. If you don't do it, everyone in your group of five dies. And of course if you try to run, you also die." 
 "Animal!" someone screamed. 
 "I could kill you all," Sean said with a smile. "Instead, I'm only killing twenty-three of you. Well, actually, you're doing the killing. But then, you're all pretty good at senseless barbarism." 
 Sean heard several of the women swearing at him, but the men in the groups were all looking at each other warily. 
 "BEGIN!" Sean roared angrily. 
 Several of the older men immediately grabbed the sticks and started in on the younger men, and in some of the circles, the younger man was suddenly down on the ground screaming as he was hit. 
 But in most of the circles, the younger men had been quicker on the uptake and had quickly isolated and started beating the weakest, which usually meant oldest, man in the circle. Twice the man being beaten tried to use magic, but before Sean could tell the guards to shoot him, a blow to the head from behind stunned them enough to interrupt their casting. 
 Beating a man to death with a board isn't all that easy, Sean knew. If they'd had decent clubs, this might have gone faster, but as it was, it took over twenty minutes before each group of five had managed to beat or stomp the life out of one of their own. 
 "There, are you satisfied?" one of the men yelled. 
 Sean took the rifle from the guard next to him and shot the man in the knee, dropping him instantly and leaving him screaming in pain on the ground. 
 "Now I am. Let's get out of here. These savages were way too quick to murder each other to make me think they learned any kind of a lesson." 
 "You bastard! You animal!" one of the women screamed. 
 "No, if they'd all refused to do it, I would have let them all go," Sean told her as they quickly left. 
 "Seriously?" Chad asked as they double-timed it out to the remaining trucks. 
 Sean snorted. "No, I would have just killed them all. But the whole purpose of this exercise was to make them feel like the scum they are." 
 "Well, I think you succeeded," Roxy said, glancing back behind them. 
 "Oh, that reminds me," Sean said and, pulling out his phone, he dialed Jonathon, the tiger Ruthelma had taken up with. She didn't carry a phone herself. 
 "What, Sean?"  
 "Put Ruth on, please." 
 A moment later Ruthelma answered. "What is it now, Cousin?" she asked with a heavy sigh. 
 "Remember that talk we had about your behavior and how I expected you to act when you get to Montreal?" 
 "Yes, Cousin, I told you I'd do as you asked, and I'll keep my word." 
 "Actually," Sean growled, "how about you and me just pretend we never had that conversation?" 
 There was a moment of silence, then Sean heard Ruth all but purr into the phone, "Why, Sean, suddenly I can't remember a word you said!" and with that, she hung up. 
 "Wow, you really are pissed," Chad said and laughed. 
 




The Space Between

   
 Sean woke up as they landed in Calgary. Roxy had his head in her lap, and was smiling down at him.  
 "Want to talk about it?" she asked him. 
 "Talk about what?" 
 "You were pretty angry back there, why?" 
 Sean sighed. "I had a dream." 
 "A dream?" Roxy asked, looking concerned. 
 "Maybe more like a vision. When I was at the sweat lodge, I had a vision, one where I was in another world, or dimension, I don't know what. And I fought a demon there. One of those raseri rage demons. Well, I had another one while I was sleeping in the truck." 
 "What happened?" 
 Sean recounted the dream up through the part of killing all the demons. "They were eating that little girl alive. Somehow they just were, and there was nothing I could do to save her. I had to kill her to save her from them, how messed up is that?  
 "Then just before I woke up, I was coming on a battle, a battle of those same people, probably against humans, probably to damn more innocents like that little girl, to death or worse." 
 'I didn't see that!' the First said, and Sean started a moment. 
 "What?" Roxy asked. 
 "The First just told me he didn't see the dream. Which means it was a vision." 
 "Wait, I thought he was pretty much in your head and saw everything you saw?" 
 "Apparently he can't see these. I don't know why, but I think it bothers him." 
 "He doesn't like you having some privacy?" Roxy asked with a wink. 
 'You got thrown in the deep end once, Son. At least Rox, Jo, and I were there to see that you didn't drown. Anything that separates you from me, or them, worries me.' 
 "He just worries about me, that's all." Sean smiled then. "Have I told you I've started calling him 'Dad'? And not just in my thoughts, but in front of all the other lions, too." 
 Roxy laughed. "How's he taking it?" 
 "I think he was embarrassed a little at first, but he seems to like it. Especially when I stand up to him or disagree, and the others go on about how 'I'm definitely his son.' 
 "It's kinda nice having a father again." 
 "Miss your father that much?" 
 Sean nodded. "Wouldn't you? Besides, my dad was larger than life. Look at all he did, all he left me, everything he planned for? I'm not sure at this point that anyone else could measure up to that other than the First. That's why I don't mind him being in my head so much, I'll never find anybody else who'll ever measure up to my father." 
 'Why, thank you, Son. I'm genuinely touched.' 
 'Just wait until I hit my rebellious stage, I'm sure you'll feel differently,' Sean quipped. 
 "I can just imagine how much he liked hearing that," Roxy replied. 
 "Hey, it's why I respect your dad so much too. He's another larger-than-life kind of guy." 
 "Yeah, you've got that right! Now, how about we get up and find out where Chad's got us going next. Hopefully it's someplace with a bed." 
 Sean nodded and sat up as the airplane taxied to a stop. 
 "Listen up, everyone!" Chad said from the front of the airplane. "We're spending the night here and leaving in the afternoon. Don't leave anything on the airplane, we don't own 'em, we're only renting them." 
 "I wonder what he told the people we rented them from?" Peg asked. 
 "I think he told them we're a rugby team," Roxy said in a low voice. 
 "I guess we can ask him later then." 
 Sean just shrugged as he sat up slowly. There were a couple of flight attendants onboard, and both waved and said 'goodnight' and they'd see them all again tomorrow. 
 Sean waited until the others had gotten off the airplane, then got up and followed them out and down the steps. Chad was standing at the bottom talking to somebody who obviously worked for the company. 
 "Problems?" Sean asked. 
 "Nope, just going over tomorrow's schedule." 
 "And this would be?" the woman asked, looking at Sean, noticing that both Roxy and Peg were on either side of him, with Sheila following close behind. 
 "I'm the guy who pays the bills," Sean said and then yawned. "Sorry about that, been a long couple of days." 
 "Oh, you must be Mr. Valens. Nice to meet you, Sir. We'll have them refueled and ready to go tomorrow, like I was telling your head coach here." 
 Sean just smiled and let the girls drag him off. 
 "Rugby is such a fascinating sport," Sean heard the woman tell Chad. "If I wasn't working tomorrow, I'd definitely stop by and see your match." 
 "Do you need me for anything tonight or tomorrow?" Sean asked Chad when he caught up with them in the van. 
 "Nope, we've only got six stops to make, and I don't think any of the places really have more than a couple dozen lycans." 
 "Where are we staying?" Peg asked. 
 "Local Sorceress Guild. Roberta's mom made the arrangements." 
 "How many of the ones we rescued are with us?" Sean asked. He'd met with each of them personally before they'd left for the airplane. Twenty-six female wolves, three female foxes, one female cougar, and two old male wolves. Seeing them and realizing once again just how many people had been murdered, he'd almost turned around and gone back to finish off the rest of the Vestibulum. 
 "All of them. None of them wanted to be within a hundred miles of Vancouver after what happened. I'm honestly at a loss as to what we're going to do with them." 
 "Hopefully the Sapientia and Eruditio's former pack leaders can help them out once we get to Winnipeg. If not, I guess they can come back with us." 
 "I just can't believe they were stupid enough to do that after what you did to the Gradatim," Roxy said, shaking her head.  
 "Yeah, it's almost like somebody's giving them the worst possible advice in the hopes it'll get them all killed," Chad agreed. 
   
 Sean smiled and closed the door behind him, shutting out the sounds of the others. As he'd expected, their visit to the Sorceress Guild had devolved into something of a small party. 
 "I seem to recall someone saying something about a reward?" 
 Peg had just pulled her top off, and she turned to face him. 
 "Huh? Oh! Yeah!" Peg smiled up at him. "A reward is definitely what this poor fox needs for all that... Oh!"  
 Roxy had come up behind Peg and wrapping her arms around her, Roxy started to nibble on her neck as Sean took Peg's face in his hands and lowering his head to hers he softly kissed her, taking the time to savor her lips. 
 Peg's hands immediately went to the buttons on his shirt, quickly undoing them as Sean moved in closer to press up against her, Roxy and him making a Peg sandwich. 
 Sean smiled and purred a little bit as Peg's hands dropped to his pants and Roxy's did the same for Peg. Taking a moment to shrug out of his shirt, Sean put one hand on the small of Peg's back, the other reaching further back to do the same on Roxy's as he pulled them closer, trapping Peg between the two of them. 
 Putting her hands on his shoulders, Peg lifted her body up and wrapped her legs around his waist as he returned to kissing her, while Roxy put her fingers to good use teasing at Peg's entrance as well as Sean's rampant erection. 
 Sean spread his legs carefully for balance, digging his footclaws into the carpet, tail waving a little as Roxy guided him into Peg, and then grabbing Peg's hips she pulled down, hard, forcing Peg all the way onto him. 
 Sean almost laughed as Peg's eyes got wide, but he was just rumbling too loudly from the pleasure of it. Roxy of course followed up immediately by sliding her hands between the two of them and pinching Peg's nipples, causing her to clench down tightly as she came unexpectedly hard. 
 "I think we're going to be rewarding this poor little fox all night long, ain't that right, Sean?" Roxy said with a giggle as Sean started to nibble on one of Peg's ears now that she was gasping and shivering against him. 
 "I'm not so sure she can take it," Sean said with a throaty growl. 
 "Oh, please, please make me take it!" Peg gasped, "If I die, you can bury me with a smile on my face!" 
 "Why, Sean, dear. I do believe we've just been challenged!" Roxy laughed. 
 Sean let go of Roxy and put both arms around Peg, though with the way she was now clinging to him, it was necessary. Moving over to the bed, he dropped down to his knees and slowly let Peg lay back onto the bed. Grabbing her hips then, he slowly began to pump in and out of her still quaking body.  
 Roxy then stepped over Peg, with her back to Sean and laid, facedown on top of her, hooking her legs around Sean's waist as she started to kiss and make love to Peg. Sean smiled down at the two of them as they made love. Peg had one hand behind Roxy's neck and was hungrily kissing her, while the other cupped one of Roxy's breasts and massaged it. Roxy had one hand between the two of them, teasing at Peg's sex, the other running through the younger woman's hair. 
 When Roxy started to nudge Sean with one of her heels, he got the message and sliding out of Peg, he slid deep inside of Roxy, giving her a few strokes before returning to Peg for a few more, then back to Roxy.  
 Sean had to admit, he enjoyed watching his two wives make love to each other, as he took turns loving the two of them. Moving from one to the other definitely helped him cool his own ardor, and he lasted considerably longer than he would have expected with all of the blatant stimulation going on before him. Peg hit her peak two more times, while Roxy hit hers three, as both of the girl's put their hands to work on each other's most sensitive places. 
 When Sean finally started to near his own release, both of the girls pulled off of him, and turning around they put their mouths to work on his erection, both of them sharing a rather deep soul kiss as he finally orgasmed into both of their hungry mouths. 
 "Well, that wasn't bad for round one," Peg sighed happily when they both finally caught their breath. "Now, how about round two?" 
 Stretching and sighing from where he was now lying between the two of them on the bed, Sean chuckled. "I'm not so sure you're the one who's going to be buried with a smile on their face come the morning!" 
   
 # 
   
 The next morning when they woke up, Sean took a bit of time to contemplate his last vision. It seemed to him that a lot of it didn't really make any sense. He took some time to explain it in detail to the First, who was a bit puzzled by it as well. 
 'You have to understand, no lion has ever left the plane that contains the Earth.' 
 'But you're all in a different plane now,' Sean pointed out. 
 'Only our consciousness can come here. Everything here is immaterial.' 
 'How can you be sure of that?' 
 'Well, how else would you explain it? We only come here when we die or when we sleep. It's only our minds that ever come here. Not our bodies.' 
 'I don't know,' Sean said slowly. 'It all seems too real there, not like my normal dreams, and definitely not like the two visions. Those seem more like memories than any sort of reality. I seem to have no real control over them, it's like I'm watching things unfold, almost like a movie.' 
 'That young girl was the key,' the First said after a moment. 
 'Why do you say that?' 
 'Because even though parts of her body were missing, she wasn't bleeding, she wasn't dead. In fact, you said she looked more like a figurine that had been disassembled than a body that had been butchered. Then there was the way she talked, calmly and like an adult.' 
 Sean thought about that, it was definitely not something he had understood at the time, or even noticed until he recalled it later. The demons had bled, had looked like living beings that had been butchered when he'd cut and killed them with his sword. Obviously he was missing something, but what? He just didn't have enough information yet to know. 
 'Pay more attention next time, try to ask some questions, see if you can't influence things,' the First told him. 
 Sean thought about that. It wouldn't hurt to try. At least, he hoped it wouldn't hurt. 
   
   
 "So how many did we lose?" Sean asked Chad as they leveled off for the flight to Winnipeg. 
 "In the raids? Nobody. In fact, five of the minors we stopped at didn't give us any grief at all; even the Tall Men were cordial. Only the local Totis Viribus gave us any trouble, and they sure folded fast when they saw our numbers." 
 "I meant at the Sorceress Guild," Sean said with a chuckle. 
 "Oh," Chad sighed, "we lost the two old wolves we picked up from the Vestibulum, and seven of our own decided to stay." 
 "And how many did we pick up from the minors?" 
 "Only seventeen. Most of them said they'd go back to work for their old employers when they were offered pay. The ones we got are all from Totis, and a few from the Elevens, who actually have a fairly large place here. Another dozen decided to stay at the Sorceress Guild for now as well." 
 "Anything else?" 
 "The Goliard folks came by while you were in bed last night and sniped the cougar, two of the foxes, and one of the wolves." 
 "Sniped?" Sean asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 "Those guys are smooth. They spent time with all the girls, and made the ones they liked a nice offer: give them six months, and if they're not willing to stay after that, they'd send them wherever they wanted to go." 
 "And who referees?" Roxy asked. 
 "The Sorceress Guild. But honestly, we've seen enough of them now to know that most of them are just looking to hook up and have a good time. Holding someone against their will just isn't what they're into." 
 "So what time are we due in Winnipeg?" Sean asked. 
 "Six. We run by Sapientia, get some updated intelligence, pick up some magic users for the silence, and then hit the local Vestis a few hours after that. Probably, say, midnight." 
 Sean nodded. "Well, I'm gonna work on my research, so unless anything important comes up, don't bother me." 
 "You got it," Chad said. 
 "I'll keep an eye on things," Roxy said with a smile. 
   
 Once in his 'virtual' classroom, Sean pulled out the tarball he'd made of his faerie sword. He still couldn't understand why it had been so hard. He'd had to modify his program quite a bit for it to work, so the tarball was huge by comparison to all the others he'd done previously. He could only guess that, because it was a different kind of magic than what he was used to, his program didn't know how to deal with it. So he'd had to modify it to make it work. 
 Loading it up into his emulator, he started trying to make heads or tails out of what he was looking at. The structure of the magic was unlike anything he'd seen so far, but considering just how inexperienced he really was, Sean didn't think it was that big a surprise. If nothing else, it might make the flight a little less boring as he tinkered with all the different programs and tried to figure out where his tarball program had messed up. 
 Pulling apart one of the spells at random, he tried to figure out what it was meant to do. There were some strange blank spots in the spell, almost like white space padding in a regular program. But of course that sort of thing normally wouldn't show up when you compiled a program and ran it. But...but most of the spells he'd been dealing with were more like a runtime interpreted program, which made those easier to pull apart. So either his tarball program had hit a snag when trying to convert these parts for some reason, and just stuck in a blank space, or the blank space was actually a part of the 'program', or spell rather, which served some purpose he didn't understand. 
 But how the hell did you put blank space into a spell? 
 Shaking his head, Sean decided to ignore it for now and see if he could figure out exactly what it was the spell actually did.  
   
 Several hours later, he thought he understood what the spell did, but not at all how. The purpose of the spell was to balance the energy in the sword. How it did it, or even why it did it, Sean didn't have a clue. But at least he understood what it did. Or thought he did, anyway. He'd have to ask Maitland when he saw him next. Downloading another spell from the tarball into his emulator, Sean was just starting to puzzle that one out when he suddenly realized he was being shaken. Saving everything in place, he quickly shut down his classroom and opened his eyes. 
 "We're landing. Time to wake up," Peg told him. 
 "Where's Roxy?" Sean asked, looking around. 
 "Umm, she went to the bathroom, she'll be back in a minute." 
 Sean noticed Peg looked a little embarrassed, but sure enough, a minute later Roxy came out of the bathroom and quickly came back to join him and Peg in the seat. 
 "You feeling alright?" Sean asked her. 
 "Oh, I'm feeling fine," Roxy said and grinned. 
 Just then Sean noticed Sheila also coming out of the bathroom, looking a little disheveled. 
 Sean turned back to Roxy, who smiled and blushed brightly. 
 "Really?" he said, looking at her. 
 "Hey, you were out of it, and well, why not? What yours is mine, too, you know!" Roxy said with a giggle. 
 Sean just shook his head and sighed. "I'll make sure to 'stay awake' on the next leg of the trip." Sheila came by a little shakily and dropped down into the seat on the other side of the aisle. 
 "What did you do to the poor girl?" Sean teased. 
 "Everything Jo's taught me." Roxy snickered. 
 Rolling his eyes, Sean decided he really didn't want to know any more than that.  
 Landing was pretty much the same this time as last time, only the airport was larger and fancier, and they weren't allowed to be met on the tarmac by any vans. Instead, they had to walk over to a small terminal building specifically there for chartered flights, through that, and out to the curb, where there were several large vans and a truck. After piling into the vehicles, it was only a twenty-minute drive to the Sapientia compound. 
 Once there, Sean was introduced to the head of the local Sapientia council, Ron Williams. Ron then introduced them to the other council members and several of the key lycans on their staff. Sean didn't bother memorizing any of the names; with any luck they'd be leaving tomorrow and go on to Toronto. That was the big nut to crack, being the largest Vestibulum council in Canada, mainly because it was where they smuggled any contraband that couldn't be hidden by magic into the United States. 
 "So, any word on what's going on with the Vestis?" Chad asked Ron after the introductions had been done. 
 "Actually, yes. There's been something odd going on over there for the last ten days or so. It started when a truck and several vans full of what looked like soldiers pulled up and went inside. We were worried at first that maybe they were planning an assault, so I asked Claude there," Ron motioned to the lycan who was now in charge of their security, "to beef our security up. But so far, nothing." 
 Chad looked at Sean and grimaced, then turned to Claude. "We saw something like this back in Vancouver. They murdered nearly all their male lycans, and only let the maids and the sex slaves live. How many lycans do they have here?" 
 "Thirty-seven, and twenty of those were their security forces. The rest were all domestics, or umm, there for sex. As councils go, I think they've got maybe seventy magic users there, and that's counting the men and women. But some of those people are pretty important. The Winnipeg house engages in a lot of magical research for the Vestibulum, and several of the male mages are fairly powerful, though they're starting to get a bit old these days." 
 Ron Williams picked back up then. "Frank Watkins, their council leader, is starting to get up there in age, having just turned sixty-five. But he's still rumored to be fairly powerful. He definitely commands a lot of respect in the Vestibulum and is considered to be the leader of the Canadian councils. In fact, with Adams now gone, there's been a push for him to go to Boston and take over there as the North American head." 
 Sean looked at Chad, who was looking back at him. 
 "I think we're going full assault tonight," Sean growled. "I'll be going with you. If what happened in Vancouver happens here, I don't think there's going to be very much left of the Winnipeg council come dawn." 
 "Do you think that's wise, Sean?" Ron asked, looking a little worried. 
 "If they're going to ignore the message we sent when we wiped out the Gradatim, we're going to keep sending that message until they either start paying attention, or they're all dead. If you're going to play stupid games, you can't complain when you win stupid prizes." 
 Chad asked about supplies then; he was concerned about ammunition, they hadn't been able to pick up as much as they wanted to back in Calgary. Canada wasn't swimming in bullets like the U.S. was, but Sapientia did have enough here to meet Chad's needs.  
 Sean then went with him as they went over the plan for tonight's assault with the troops. Claude had maps that had been updated this morning with his people's most recent observations.  
 "Honestly," Claude said when they were away from the council members, "if you need any more manpower, just let me know. There's been something going on there for the last few months that's really started to worry me." 
 "Oh? What?" Sean asked. 
 "Several of their younger members disappeared. Their parents were so desperate they actually came here to find out if it was our doing. They even went to the police and filed missing person's reports. It's part of why I've got that place under such heavy surveillance. The last thing I wanted was for us to be accused of offing their kids. 
 "And then there's the smell." 
 "The smell?" Chad asked. 
 "Yeah, none of the magic users or mundanes seem to be able to pick it up, but you'll notice there isn't an animal anywhere downwind of the place. It's faint, but it's just wrong. I saw the reports on what Gradatim was doing at that place you hit in Oregon. I'm worried the Vestis are doing the same thing here." 
 "Damn, I should have brought one of the swords," Sean grumbled. "You got any crowbars or tire irons? Old ones made from iron?" 
 "I can get a few, why?" 
 "'Cause modern weapons won't hurt a demon, but cold iron will, and those should have a lot of iron in them if they're old enough." 
 Claude nodded. "I'll have as many as I can get my hands on here within the hour." 
 "Have you shared your fears with the council?" Chad asked. 
 "Yeah, that's why they let me hire some more of our old staff back and beef up the security. But they don't think there's anything really bad going on there. Ron and Frank know each other fairly well. There aren't really a lot of magic users here, so back before the fighting started, we were all a lot friendlier. Frank's got that 'kind old grandfather' thing going on, and he used to be exactly that. But with what's going on over there now?" Claude shook his head. "I'm worried." 
 "Thanks for the head's up," Chad said. 
 "You're welcome. Now let me go round up those things for you." 
 Sean watched as Claude left and then leaned over to whisper to Chad, "I think we should hit at nine."  
 "Worried Ron might tip Frank off?" 
 "Not intentionally, but I don't feel like taking any chances. Do you?" 
 "Hell, no. Besides, you're the boss. I'll tell everyone to be ready early, but we'll keep saying midnight right up until we attack." 
 "Good." 
 Sean then went and found Roxy, who was talking with some of the others who worked for Claude. 
 "I heard what you said inside," she told him. "I think you're right to be worried. The folks who work here haven't seen a single one of the Vestibulum's lycans in almost a week now. Used to be they'd run into each other in town while shopping and doing chores." 
 Sean sighed and shook his head. "Where are the terror twins?" 
 "Peg and Sheila?" 
 Sean nodded. 
 "I let them go into town to scope out the locals. They're going to see if they can't pick up anything from the local merchants about what's been going on over at the Vestibulum's compound." 
 "You think that's wise?" 
 "Peg's pretty accomplished as a magic user, and I think she's got about a dozen wands on her. Sheila's innately cautious; she knows how to keep a low profile. I told them to be back by eight." 
   
 # 
   
 "So what is it we're looking for this time?" Sheila asked Peg as they drove through the streets of Winnipeg. 
 "A bar." 
 "What?" 
 "Sheila, after the last few days of murder, mayhem, and walking my ass off, I don't know about you, but I need a drink." 
 "Well, what about that place?" Sheila said and pointed to what looked like an Irish pub. 
 Peg turned, pulled into a spot immediately, and parked. 
 "Well, that was easy!" Sheila chuckled. 
 "As long as they got beer, wine, or liquor, I'm happy." 
 "What'll we tell Roxy when we get back?" 
 Peg smiled. "That's the beauty of my plan. Rather than go around looking for people to talk to, we sit here, have a few drinks, and let 'em talk to us." 
 "You mean let them hit on us, don't you?" Sheila said. 
 "Sheila! Really! I'm pregnant with a husband! I'd never flirt with some strange single man!" 
 Sheila sighed and shook her head. "Sean would only be cross with you; with me however, I'm worried about much more dire punishments." 
 Peg laughed as they went inside and headed straight for the bar.  
 "The problem with you, Sheila, is that you keep thinking of Sean as a lion." 
 "Well, he is!" 
 "No, he's just a young man who's becoming a lion. Oh, I'm sure he'll be everything you love and fear, eventually. But right now he's still just a young man who, six months ago, didn't have a single clue. 
 "Besides, and be honest now, would you ever cheat on him? Even if you knew you could get away with it?" 
 Sheila sat down and had to think about that a minute. 
 "Drinks, ladies?" 
 "A pint of Red," Sheila said without thinking about it, while Peg ordered some IPA abomination. 
 "You know," Sheila said slowly, "I've never had the choice before. Never, not once." 
 Peg laughed. "You still don't. He's a sweet boy with a nice body, a loving disposition, a scary temper that he's completely incapable of turning on us, and a very well endowed...bank account!"  
 Sheila sniggered at that and took her beer, picking it up and draining almost half of it. One thing Peg was right about, they both really could stand a drink. 
 "He's definitely a better deal than one such as me has any right to expect," Sheila said with a sigh. 
 "Oh, push off!" Peg said with a smile. "You deserve the best, that's why you got me!"  
 "Oh, is that how it is?" 
 "Of course! And that I've decided to share him with you just shows how much I love you!" 
 "Well, that beer went straight to your head," Sheila said with a snicker and took another drink of hers. 
 "Eh, I started when I was sixteen; even without your little gift, I could hold my own." 
 "Well, don't look now, but here come the locals." Sheila sighed. 
 "Oh! Free drinks!" 
 "Peg, you're rich, what do you care about free drinks?" 
 "I swear, that school took all the fun out of your life, girl. You need to learn how to relax and let go a little bit. You've hit the big time, live a little!" 
 "Well, hello, ladies!"  
 Sheila looked over their new company, four rather handsome lads, each easily over fourteen stone. 
 "You boys forces or something?" Sheila asked. 
 "Oh no, we're in Uni. We play on the school hockey team. Is that a West Country accent I detect?" 
 Sheila blushed a little, it'd been a while since she'd met anyone who knew the difference. "A bit, but I've been living in the U.S. for a while now with my friend here." 
 "Ah, I'm Brian, welcome to Winnipeg. Can I buy you a beer...?" 
 "Sheila." 
 "Can I buy you a beer, Sheila?" 
 "Of course you can!" Peg butted in from where she was talking with the other three. "And while you're doing that, how about telling us all about the city?" 
   
 Over the course of the next hour, Sheila and Peg consumed a fair amount of beer, all at the expense of the four young men. Sheila did use her skills as a spy to steer the conversation in the direction she wanted. The young men told them about the strange rumors and tales about the hills to the northeastern side of town, and the more recent ones of guys dressed up almost like soldiers coming into town the last week.  
 Peg was of course flirting and being her usual provocative self, and Sheila had to admit, Peg really did know how to have fun, and being out here with her, after everything they'd seen and done in the last few months, it all didn't seem so bad. How that girl could let go of what her own father had done to her Sheila didn't know, though she suspected it had something to do with Sean and the others. 
 "I think my friends are trying to get your girlfriend drunk." Brian sighed and started to get up. 
 Sheila put her hand on his arm and stopped him. "Then they're about to learn a very hard lesson. Peg doesn't get drunk." 
 "What? A little girl like that? Why, they each have at least a hundred pounds on her!" 
 Sheila smiled sweetly. "You're a nice guy, Brian, but I could drink you under the table." 
 Brain snorted. "Hardly!" 
 Feeling a little wicked for a change, Sheila rapped her knuckles on the bar. "Barkeep! Line up ten shots for each of us! Give us your best Irish whiskey!" 
 'Wait! What are you doing?" Brian said. 
 "Having a little fun," Sheila said with a grin. 
 "You show ’em, Sheila!" Peg said, laughing. 
 Sheila pulled out a bunch of twenties and put four of them on the bar as the bartender lined up twenty shot glasses and started to fill them. 
 Sheila picked up the first one. "Cheers!" she said and dashed it off, then the second, the third, and the fourth. She was on the sixth one when she heard a man yell, "Brian! What in the hell do ya' think you're doin? Put that glass down!" 
 Sighing, Sheila noticed that Brian had only made it to four, and didn't pick up the fifth one. 
 "And the rest of you louts! What do you think you're up to? You got practice in an hour, and you're down here tossin' 'em back with the locals and chasing skirts?" 
 All four of the young men's faces fell. 
 "Sorry, Coach."  
 "Off with ye! Get back to your rooms and make sure you're ready for drills in an hour!" 
 Sheila set down glass number six and turned around to look at their coach. What she saw was a big, heavyset man with a bit of a hard look about him. 
 "And just what do you two women think you're doing to my boys?" he asked, giving the bartender a glance that sent him suddenly looking for something else to be doing. 
 "Just having a little harmless fun," Sheila said with a shrug. 
 "Ten of those shots could do a world of hurt to a young boy like that!" 
 "Oh? How about a grown man, then?" Sheila said and batted her eyelids at him. 
 "Ha! You think to take me on? Harry! Line 'em up! I'll show this little lass just who she shouldn't be messing with!" 
 Sheila turned and looked at Peg, who mouthed 'Do it' to her. 
 "How about we start with twenty for you, and fourteen for me, seeing as I've already got a six shot head start on you?" 
 "You're on!" 
 Peg stood up then and waved her arms to the patrons who were now watching in interest. 
 "Place your bets! I'm giving five to one that my friend here can drink this old man into the ground!" 
 "Five to one?" one of the patrons said. "Let's see your money! I'd love a piece of that!" 
   
 "How much did we make?" Sheila asked, giggling as they walked back out to the car a half an hour later. The 'coach' was passed out on the floor of the bar and would definitely be regretting his boasts come the morning. 
 "Why should you care?" Peg giggled back. "We're rich!" 
 "But it's the thought that counts, right?" 
 Peg laughed. "Right! Six hundred and thirty bucks, Canadian." 
 "Oh, why that's enough for a nice pair of shoes!" 
 Peg grinned. "Maybe tomorrow Sean'll let us get a little shopping in. But for now, I think we'd better head back before Roxy gets mad." 
 




...It's Another

   
 "Why such an early start?" Ron asked Sean as they started to gear up. It was eight thirty, and they'd said they were hitting at midnight originally. 
 "I'm worried about them detecting us if we all show up at once. So we're going to stage in from outside of town on foot. It'll probably take us a couple of hours to get into position. Then we're going to spend a little time watching them. Your security has been dealing with them a lot longer than we have. If they're spooked, we need to be careful." 
 "When do you want us to send our mages for the ritual of silence?" 
 Sean swore to himself, he'd forgotten about that. "Can you have them come with us now? Warn them they're going to have to do some walking." 
 Ron nodded. "I was going to go myself, but I'm getting a bit too old for long walks at night. Give me a moment and I gather up a few of the younger men. It'll be a good exercise for them." 
 Sean nodded and smiled, happy to have dodged that bullet. He'd go without them if he had to, but he'd rather play it safe. 
 "Sure is a pretty sunset," Peg commented as they headed out to the vans. "Sure it isn't still too bright out?" 
 Sean paused a moment and looked up at the sky, it really was a lovely sunset, all full of reds, purples, blues, and yellows. 
 "No, we should be okay." 
 "Red skies at night, sailors delight," Roxy quoted. 
 "Well, I sure hope that's a good omen," a young woman being followed closely by four young men said as she came up to them. 
 "And who would you be?" Roxy asked. 
 "We're the magic users who are going to be performing the ritual of silence tonight. I'm Gail; I'm the one leading the circle tonight." 
 "Wow, points for equality." 
 "Trust me, I'd rather not be here," the young woman sighed, "but I'm more powerful than the rest of these guys, so I not only get to go along, I get to be in charge." 
 "What, worried something might happen?" Peg asked. 
 "It's not that, I'd just rather be doing research than going out and getting my shoes muddy. Or better yet, sitting in a nice comfy chair while somebody buys me a drink." 
 "Sounds like you found your double, Peg!" Roxy chuckled. 
 "You're a magic user too?" Gail asked, looking Peg over. "I didn't know there were lycan mages." 
 "We're not common, but we exist. Sean over there is one, too." 
 "Yeah, I've heard about him." 
 "Really?" Peg asked, surprised. 
 "Yeah, everybody is suddenly all interested in lions and stuff, so there's lots of research going on into them. But I've got better things to do with my time." 
 "Want to go to O'Keefe's when this is all done?" 
 "You've been to O'Keefe's? I thought you just got here?" 
 "I did a little exploring while the others were getting ready," Peg said with a grin. 
 "Girl, you're on!" Gail turned to the other four guys. "I'm riding with her; the rest of you can follow us, or ride in one of the other vans. Just do as they tell you, like Mr. Williams said." 
 Peg smiled and showed Gail to the van that Chad, Sean, Roxy, Max, and a dozen wolves were packed into the back of. 
 "Not bothered by all of us, are you?" Jace, who was driving, asked. 
 Gail snorted. "Hardly, I've been dating Claude ever since they freed them." 
 "What about before they freed them?" 
 Gail smiled wickedly. "Then I just dragged him back to my rooms kicking and screaming every night. Though, come to think of it, he never did seem to kick and scream all that much." 
 That got a laugh out of most of them, and putting the van in gear, Jace drove off, the rest of the vehicles falling in line behind them. 
 "Umm, I thought you were all going to head out to the outskirts of town?" Gail asked after a little while. 
 "Nope. We're going to be attacking here in the next few minutes," Chad told her. "We were afraid someone might accidentally tip off the Vestis that we were in town, so rather than wait until late, as we normally do, we're going to hit them now." 
 "Hit?" Gail asked, sounding a little worried. 
 "Do you have any friends over there?" Sean asked suddenly. 
 "Well, I used to know this one girl, but I haven't seen her around much of late." 
 "What's her name?" 
 "Emily. Emily Roy." 
 "Pass the word, don't kill Emily Roy," Sean said, clicking his mic on for a moment. This time he'd made sure to put his radio on beforehand. 
 "I'm going to be wishing I wasn't here, aren't I?" 
 "I'm already wishing it," Sean sighed, "and I'm the one in charge." 
 "Okay, we're here," Jace said, pulling over to the side of the road. 
 Sean heard the other two teams reporting that they were in position as well. 
 "Take Gail and her friends wherever they need to go to set up, Jace," Sean said, and then turned back to her as everyone started to get out. "You've got three minutes to get going. Sorry to do this to you, but we all have to grow up sooner or later." 
 "God, I better talk to the guys in the back real quick before they freak." Gail looked around as she followed him out of the van. "This should do, if you could leave a couple men with us, just in case, I'd appreciate it." 
 "Jace, you got the duty. Grab someone to help you," Chad ordered, and then shifting into their hybrid forms, they all charged their rifles, checked their gear one last time, and when Chad gave the order, they started running for the compound. Chad's strategy was a fairly simple one: Blitzkrieg. They had overwhelming numbers, so they were just going to immediately overrun the place. One group was going to hit the kennels and start securing them immediately, ignoring anything else. The other group would attack the area around the kennels, forcing back anyone who might try to attack them or those inside. 
 Sean, Chad, and the others were just going to slaughter all the guards and anyone who resisted. The only thing that could stop the slaughter was the group hitting the kennel telling them there hadn't been an execution. 
 "Spare the women and children," Sean ordered as they came in sight of the compound. 
 Sean noticed the guard at the gate didn't react as they all came into sight, in fact he seemed to be ignoring them until they got about twenty yards away, when he started to look confused. Someone shot and killed the guard then, and he heard Peg give a sigh of relief. 
 "That was not easy," she grumbled.  
 They came to a stop at the gates as several people ran though the guardhouse and unlocked them. Pulling them open, they all streamed inside, and it was about that time that someone sounded the alarm. 
 Unfortunately for the Vestibulum, it was too late. A squad of the werewolves charged the barracks the mercenaries were staying in, killing two as they came out the front door. They then pushed past the dying mercs and ran inside, the windows lighting up from the vicious firefight that erupted inside. 
 Sean ran for the main council house, with Roxy and Peg and a squad close behind, as Chad and Max each took a squad and started to secure the grounds and the outbuildings. Sean figured it was most likely that Frank and the other senior magic users would be inside here, so it would be best if he and Peg attacked them first. 
 Sean's earpiece came to life then as he kicked in the door and shot a very surprised looking man smoking a pipe. "Baron here, the kennels are completely empty. Repeat, they're empty." 
 "Everyone, be careful with your weapons! Any of our people left are going to be working in the buildings!" Chad called out on the radio next. 
 "Hold off on the mass effect spells, Peg!" Sean growled and, turning to the right, started to make his way through the building. 
 "Go teach your grandmother to suck eggs," Peg grumbled back as she followed Roxy, who took half the squad and went left. Sean left one of his men in cover to keep an eye on the stairway that went up to the second floor.  
 Because their rifles were all suppressed, people were still just reacting as Sean cleared the next two rooms. He shot three more magic users before they could do anything, the other members of the squad shooting another three. Apparently they'd come in just after dinner, and a lot of council members were still sitting around and chatting. 
 "Women and children on the floor or we'll shoot you!" Sean yelled as they burst into what looked like a dining room. There were only two men in the room; Sean shot one in the head, and somebody got the other one. But there were at least a dozen women, and probably twice as many children. 
 Sean shot an older woman in the foot as she started to cast something, causing her to scream and drop to the floor. 
 "We're not kidding!" Sean yelled again. "Get down or die!" Sean pointed to two of his men. "Keep an eye on them, anyone tries anything, hose 'em all down." 
 "You heard the man! Try anything and everybody gets it!" one of the two yelled out as Sean advanced into the kitchen. There were two men there, both very dead. One had a large steak knife stuck through his eye, the other had a meat cleaver buried to his nose, bisecting his skull from the top. There were four women in the room who immediately shifted into hybrid forms while raising their hands. 
 "How many are left alive?" Sean asked. 
 "We're it. The others are all dead," one of them growled. 
 "They killed everyone? Why?" 
 "Demons run this house now, lion. That's why! Can't you smell it? They're killing everyone, lycans and humans. The ones who help just get to die last." 
 Sean blinked and, inhaling deeply through his nose as he swept the room, he could smell it. A faint but persuasive wrongness was in the air. He wrinkled his nose as the scent hit him. 
 'I was afraid of this,' the First said suddenly. 
 'What the hell is it?' 
 'A possessor.' 
 'A what?' 
 'Think of it as a demonic leach. They infect you, then take you over, killing your soul and possessing your body. They're not any more powerful than the body they possess, but they're immune to most damage.' 
 "If they find out you know, they kill you," one of the other women said. 
 "Where is it? Who is it?" Sean asked growling. 
 "Mr. Watkins. I think he's upstairs now." 
 Sean spun around and dashed out of the room just in time to see the old lady he'd shot in the foot jump up suddenly and grab one of the wolves' guns as the other shot her, doing no damage.  
 Ripping the crowbar Claude had given him off of his belt, Sean buried it in the back of her head, crushing her skull and dropping her to the floor. Sean noticed the other women in the room were looking at the body in shock. 
 "We've got a demon problem," Sean warned everyone over the radio as he pulled the crowbar back out, "use your iron weapons if bullets won't stop 'em." Moving on to the staircase, Sean found the guy he'd left was still there. 
 "Nothing yet, Sean," the werewolf said and motioned up the stairs. 
 Putting up a shield spell, Sean charged up the stairs, coming out in a hallway with doors to either side. The scent of corruption seemed heavier to the left, so turning that way, he quickly started to go down the hallway, kicking in doors and shooting anyone he saw. 
 The first two went down. The third one charged him while throwing several paralyzation and sleep spells at him. Sean responded with a cramping spell, which made it stumble for a moment, during which Sean used his crowbar to destroy the man's head.  
 One of his guys fell to the floor at the next door, struck by some sort of energy bolt. Dashing up to that door, Sean saw a magic user starting another spell, and shooting him twice in the face didn't stop him! 
 Putting his hand up and triggering a flame jet, Sean sucked in the energy from another energy blast and used it to set the man on fire. Amazingly, that didn't stop him either, but it did slow him down long enough for one of Sean's other squad members to attack him with a tire iron. From the looks of the damage each strike was doing, Sean felt confident enough to leave him to it and moved on to the next door. This one was a lot fancier than the rest, and kicking it in, there were three men, one of them older than the other two.  
 Sean hosed them all down with bullets, then dropped the rifle and started countering the spells two of them were casting, while the third fell to the floor dead. Sean guessed he hadn't been possessed yet. 
 'It takes time for them to take over your body and eat your soul.' 
 Sean was too busy to pay too much attention to the First's words as he was suddenly in the middle of a magical duel with the other two magic users, one of which he could only assume must have once been Frank Watkins. 
 'Damn, these things are powerful!' Sean said as he parried an ice bolt and fired back with a massive fountain of ice spell in an attempt to freeze them solid. 
 'They have the host's powers and knowledge. They take over everything. It makes them hard to detect.' 
 Sean grunted and flung the crowbar at the one standing next to Watkins, hitting it in the head and driving it back momentarily as it took damage from the crowbar, giving Sean the opportunity to advance into the room so the others could join the fight. Though what they were going to do to help him, he wasn't sure. 
 Sean spent the next several minutes slugging it out magically with the two magic users; they were taking damage, or at least the lesser of the two was, but Sean was burning up his mana at an impressive rate. 
 'I could really use a suggestion right now!' Sean sent as he started to move in closer for physical combat as his mana dropped towards unsafe limits. 
 'Let me out!' 
 Sean shifted into full lion form and let the First have control. In an instant, the First was on the more powerful one, savaging him with teeth and claws, ripping pieces out of him with every strike as he bowled the man over onto the ground and tore at him with all four paws, his jaws snapping at Watkins' face. 
 Sean was rather surprised to see that he was doing damage, and doing a fair bit of it as they fought. Watkins couldn't get off any spells and had given up trying, and was now simply trying to keep his head or neck out of Sean's massive jaws. 
 While this was going on, the others had rushed in to attack the lesser of the two with their iron crowbars and tire irons as it turned to attack Sean from behind. It managed to hit Sean twice before they set on it, and those attacks had hurt him, but the First seemed unbothered by Sean's pain or wounds, and continued to attack ferociously. 
 When he finally managed to get Watkins' head between his jaws, the First leapt off of the body and started to shake Watkins around like a dog would shake a stuffed animal. Sean could hear the bones in the neck cracking, and then reforming to crack again as the First applied more and more pressure, until suddenly the skull collapsed between Sean's jaws and he found his muzzle full of brain. 
 "Blaugh!" Sean growled, shaking his head and spitting out pieces of skull and gray matter as the First retreated and let Sean take control again. 
 'You're enough of a lion now that they're not immune to your attacks. But be warned, it takes a lot more work than a Faerie sword, or even iron weapons.' 
 Sean nodded and then clicked his radio. "Chad, what's our status?" 
 "All the men are dead, I think we've gotten all the ones who'd become demons. We've got twenty-three women and sixteen children taken prisoner." 
 "Move them away from the buildings, I want to talk to them," Sean said. "Oh, and torch everything. All of it. Even their vehicles." 
 "You going to kill them all like the Eruditio did to the folks in Oregon?" 
 "I don't know; first I need to find out what happened." 
 "Weren't they summoning demons?" Max asked. 
 "I don't think so," Sean said. "Someone call Ron, tell him I need him and his senior council to come here, now." 
 "Roger that!" 
 "How many did we lose?" Sean asked Tad, one of the guys on his squad. 
 "Two from our group. I don't know how many more we lost, Sean." 
 Sean sighed. "Help me search the building before we set fire to it, just in case there's anything of value here." 
   
 Sean hadn't found anything beyond some fairly standard magical items when he got a call over the radio from Roxy. 
 "Better come on down into the cellar, Hon." 
 "Why? Something wrong?" Sean said and, flagging his men, he immediately headed for the stairs. 
 "Peg found their casting circle, and she says you need to see it before we burn it all down." 
 "On it!" Sean said and raced down there. 
 As he entered the basement, he could feel that something was...off. The basement itself was finished and looked rather nice. The casting circle for ritual spells was set off to the side, closer to one of the walls, and it was well lit and appeared to be fairly old. 
 Peg was examining it closely. 
 "Don't step inside it," she warned. 
 "Why not?" 
 "Something feels off about this, and I'd rather not take any chances. You're not supposed to be able to summon anything with a casting circle, but then, no one really knows anything about summoning anymore anyway." 
 "Does it feel like the one in Oregon did?" 
 Peg shook her head. "No, but it still feels off, and there's the scent of human blood in the air." 
 Walking over to it, Sean knelt down and put his hand on one of the sigils laid in the concrete. It did feel off to him. It came to him rather suddenly then, it felt like the place he'd been to in his visions! 
 Sean keyed his radio. "Chad, do we have any explosives? I don't need a lot, just enough to ruin some concrete." 
 "Sure, where are you?" 
 "In the basement." 
 "I'll have 'em down there in a minute." 
 "That bad?" Roxy asked, coming over to him. 
 "Yeah, I think it could be, and I'd rather not take any chances." 
 Sean waited until one of Chad's men came down with a small charge and showed him where to place it. One loud bang later, and the circle was destroyed. Putting his hand on it then, he felt nothing. 
 "Okay, let's go outside so they can torch the place, I want to talk to those people." 
 "Something bad was going on down here," Peg said as he followed her up the stairs. "Something very bad. I think they were into some of the proscribed magicks." 
 "Well, my team and I killed six of them who had been possessed by demons. You get any?" 
 "Only one," Peg shivered, "Roxy beat it to death with a tire iron. It was pretty nasty." 
 Sean looked over at Roxy, who looked a little worse for wear. Pulling her close, he gave her a kiss. "That's my Rox! If she can't shoot it, she'll beat it to a pulp." 
 Roxy smiled back a little wearily. "That sucker was tough, too. Thank goodness it wasn't any faster or stronger than a human, or I might have been in trouble." 
 Walking outside, Sean was passed by a couple of werewolves with large gas cans; apparently Chad wasn't taking any chances on the place not burning of its own accord once lit. 
 He could see where all the women and children were being held, so he walked directly over to them. Surprisingly, Ron Williams was already there. 
 "I thought you weren't going to attack until later?" Ron asked.  
 Sean noticed he didn't look upset, just puzzled. 
 "And is that," Ron motioned towards the burning buildings, "really necessary?" 
 Sean sighed, and said loudly enough the women prisoners could hear, "I'm afraid so. Frank Watkins had been possessed by a demon, some sort of demonic leach that ate his soul and took him over. So had several of the other men and women. Plus they were doing blood rituals in the basement." 
 Sean could see the blood drain from several of the women's faces, the light from the fires getting rather bright. Ron also looked quite shocked. 
 "They were summoning devils?" 
 Sean shook his head. "I don't think so." Looking back at the women, he asked, "By the way, which one of you is Emily Roy?" 
 Sean heard a sob then from one of the older women. He walked over to her. "I'm not going to hurt her, a friend asked to make sure she was okay. Do you know where she is?" 
 The woman shook her head. "No," she sobbed, "I'm her mother and she's been missing for two days now! I asked Frank about it, and he told me she'd gone to Toronto for him. But you just said he was possessed and they were doing blood rituals!" the woman wailed and, sighing, Sean squatted down and gave her a hug. 
 "I'm sorry. Do you have a picture or something of her?" 
 Sobbing, the woman took out an iPhone and showed him the backdrop. It was a young woman, obviously younger than Gail by a couple of years, but not that much younger, and... 
 Sean's eyes widened and he felt his heart start to race. 
 "I'm so sorry..." he said to the woman.  
 "What! Did you kill her?" she said, looking at him angrily. 
 "She was already dead," Sean said. "I found her, they were eating her body." 
 "What?! Who? Where?" 
 "Devils," Sean said, still in shock, "I came across a bunch of devils and they were eating her. It, it wasn't..." Sean hugged her again, "I'm sorry, I'm just so sorry. I killed them all; I stopped them from eating her. But there was nothing I could do..." 
 'Now I understand!' the First said. 'They weren't eating her, they were eating her soul. They killed her in that circle to send her soul to the underworld, to strengthen others like themselves, so they could bring them here to infect more.' 
 'So I didn't kill her then?' Sean asked a little desperately. 
 'No, you killed her, even though her body was already dead. But because you did, her soul passed on to the afterlife where it can find peace. If you had left her there, her soul would have been consumed completely; it would have been destroyed.' 
 Sean gave the woman another hug and then slowly stood up. 
 "I'm sorry, all of you. Your missing children are all dead." 
 The wail that rose up from the women at that point, as well as several of the children, was one of the most heart-rending things Sean had ever heard.  
 "Check all the women and children a second time, just to be sure none of them are possessed," Sean said to Chad in a soft voice. 
 "What are you going to do?" Chad asked. 
 "Question Emily's mother," Sean said with a sour look. "So don't think I'm giving you the hard job." Bending over, Sean took the crying woman's hand. "Could you come with me for a few minutes, please?" 
 "Why?" 
 "Because I want to know what happened, and I don't want to ever have to do this again." 
 Nodding, she slowly stood up as Sean helped her to her feet. 
 "Ron, if you could come with us please?" 
 "Sure, of course." 
 Sean led her away from the others, around to the other side of one of the vans, opening the door and letting her sit down. 
 "When did Frank start to change?"  
 "I, I don't know." 
 "It was a month ago," the female werewolf from the kitchen, the one who had told Sean that Watkins was a demon, said as she approached them. 
 "Are you sure?" Sean asked. 
 She shrugged. "That was when he started to smell. None of us thought too much about it, but it was only a week after that when Katlyn's daughter Kathleen disappeared." 
 "What happened a month ago?" 
 The werewolf shrugged. "Beats me, I work in the kitchen. I see them all at least once a day, but I have no idea what they're up to when they're not eating." 
 "We had a visitor," Mrs. Roy said. "A very important visitor." 
 "Really? Who?"  
 "Oh, right, that big wig from Brussels, we really had to lay out quite the banquet for him. Frank wanted to make a good impression. Said the guy was an old friend of his." 
 "Who?" Sean growled, a little annoyed. 
 Both of the women jumped slightly at his tone. 
 "Sorry!" Sean sighed. 
 "It's okay," Mrs. Roy said. "His name was Jeremy something. I'm not sure exactly, he was on the main leadership council I think?" 
 "Jeremy Mays," Ron said with a sigh. "Has to be." 
 "How long after that did they decide to replace the lycans with mercenaries?" 
 "I'm, not quite sure? Three weeks ago? Two? He said he was having terrible problems with discipline, that they were causing problems." 
 "That's cause we could smell 'im," the female werewolf grumbled. 
 "I think he ordered everyone else to replace theirs as well? I think that was last week." 
 Sean nodded and turned to look at Ron. "Call Duncan and Troy, let them know what happened, then call Perkins in Vancouver." 
 "Umm, are you sure you want me to do that? He'll invoke the Stuttgart treaty." 
 "That's not my problem," Sean said. "However, you can tell him that if they kill any of the women here without a damn good cause, I'll have a few words with him, and they're not going to be nice ones. This wasn't a summoning, this was an infection, and all of these people bore the brunt of it. 
 "But right now, I'm starting to think that the source of this infection just might be one Jeremy Mays. Tell Perkins he might want to look into that."  
 Looking around, Sean sighed. "This isn't going to get any easier," he grumbled. 
 "What?" Ron asked, looking at him. 
 "They infected the second most powerful member of the Vestibulum in North America. You don't think they stopped there, do you? And let's not even think about what might be happening in Brussels." 
 "Oh." Ron shook his own head. "You're right, I better go make those phone calls." 
 Sean led the woman back over to the others. The rest of the Sapientia council was there, and it looked like Chad had finished up checking them all out. 
 "Find anything?" Sean asked him. 
 "Nope, they're all good." 
 Sean nodded. "If you need me, I'm going to be in that bar Peg found, O'Keefe's I think she said? Anyway, I'll be there trying to erase a few memories." 
 "I thought lycans couldn't get drunk?" 
 "It's the thought that counts," Sean grumbled and, flagging down Roxy and Peg, he headed for one of the cars to get a ride back to town. 
 




Greasing Palms

   
 "So, what do we know?" Steve asked, looking around the room at the members of his investigation and tracking teams. He'd broken them down into teams of four, and put two on each member of Congress who was pushing back against the president's executive order. One team was to track the member, see who they met with, where they went, and what they did, all without getting too close. With four people, all using radios John had sourced, they were having a fairly easy time of it.  
 Steve had been careful to pick the ones who were more into outdoor games and liked to run for that job. 
 The second team was to research the member. Find out everything they could on the internet, from scouring old news articles in LexisNexis—which they were now subscribed to—to going out around town and floating bribes to anyone and everyone they thought might have a juicy story. 
 Steve had picked the ones who were more into gossip and a little larceny for those teams. 
 Granite, whom Steve had put in charge of all the teams, spoke up first. 
 " Senators Warden, Scheckley, Peters, Markston, and Conway are definitely working together on this; Scheckley and Conway are obviously the most committed, and they're the ones pushing the hardest. Warden, Peters, and Markston," Granite shrugged, "I'm not so sure they're doing it for any reason beyond following orders from whoever pays their bribes." 
 "What about the rest of the Senate?" 
 "They're just following the party line, which Scheckley and Conway determine and enforce. Rumors abound that, as the midterms come closer, most of the party are going to drop their support, because they don't want to give the other side any ammunition for the election campaigns." 
 Steve nodded. "And the House?" 
 "We've got representatives Molson and Lewis from Massachusetts pushing really hard against it. I think there's some Vestis pushing behind that, as they're in their districts. From Maryland, representatives Janks and Malone are leading the charge, and we're not at all sure why, though they've met with Scheckley more than the others, so we're thinking they've got the same paymasters or something. 
 "The other three representatives leading the charge we're still gathering information on; we haven't had enough people to really devote much time to them, we're getting stretched on resources. The rest," Granite shrugged, "are just following the party leadership. The former speaker is pushing this as well, but we think it's more to embarrass the president than for any real ulterior motive. But again, we lack the bodies to know for sure." 
 Steve nodded. "Sean's still out of the country, so I've been browbeating Oak to send us some more people. Roberta's been helping with that as well. I expect to have more bodies out here to help with all of this by Saturday, if not sooner. Now let's go down through the teams. Each of you has thirty seconds to tell me whatever you think is important. Anything you think is odd, anything that stands out." 
 "Why?" asked Janet, one of the wolves. 
 "Because advertising and persuasion is all about the subconscious mind, not the conscious mind. That's what we always seek to influence. Politics, sales, persuasion, they're all about rhetoric. Feelings. Emotions. If I want the facts, I can get them from your reports. What I want right now are your impressions." 
 Janet shrugged, and Steve started to point at people in a random order, so they wouldn't know who was next. He didn't think he'd get much from this exercise, but the real point of it was to try to get them to notice the kinds of things they normally wouldn't have thought of. These things always tended to trend to the outrageous or the absurd. 
 "...and boy did he stink!" Star said. 
 Steve blinked and held up his hand as she sat down. "Wait, I missed part of that, who stank?" 
 "The guy Conway was meeting with. I guess he showers with pigs or something." 
 "If he showered at all," said Prince, one of the men on her team. "I caught a whiff of it too. Ugh. I ain't never scented a human with a stench like that." 
 "Huh," Steve said. "You'd think people would shower before meeting a senator." 
 "I don't think Conway could smell it," Star said. "It was one of those things humans tend to miss with their weak noses." 
 "Hey! I resemble that remark!" Steve laughed as Star blushed a little. 
 "Nate," Steve said to the jaguar who worked as his secretary. Her real name was Natasha, but woe unto you if you called her that. "Make a note of that. Let's get an ID on this guy." 
 "Just because he missed a few showers?" Nate said. 
 "If it stands out, it gets written down," Steve said. "Get a name on this guy. If nothing else, it'll be good practice for the ones who don't stink." 
 "Okay, I'll talk to John on it. Did you get a picture, Star?" 
 Star nodded. "I'll have it in your email within the hour." 
 "Great!" Steve said and clapped his hands, enjoying the way they all jumped a little when he did so. Alex had taught him that trick; only Nate seemed immune, but most of the big cats weren't twitch predators. "Now, Billie!" Steve pointed and let the observations go on. 
 They were almost done when Clifford, who was in fact a red wolf, stood up and said "Scheckley's campaign manager stinks something fierce, too. I wasn't gonna say anything, but with Star mentioning it, I figured I might as well." 
 Steve stood up. "Anyone here smell any stinky people? Above and beyond the normal stench, that is?" 
 Steve watched as they all looked around and shook their heads. 
 "Star, go with Clifford tomorrow, check out this campaign manager of Scheckley's, and tell me if it's the same stench or not." 
 "Okay. Can I ask why?" 
 "Simple, if they've got the same stink on them, that means they're both doing the same thing. It links them together." 
 "Tracking people based on stink?" Nate asked. 
 "No one here's ever smelled it before, therefore it can't be common. I mean, come on Nate, you're a cat, they're wolves, they got you beat in the nose department, even you have to admit that." 
 Steve smiled as most of the wolves snickered. 
 "That may be, but I still got you beat!" she growled. 
 "Okay, let's wrap this up, then you can all get back out there to work!" 
 There were a few groans at that, but ten minutes later Steve was back in his office as Terri came back in with lunch, Boz and Nell trailing her like two well-trained dogs. Two large well-trained dogs. They may not be the biggest wolves around, but they were still a lot larger than the average dog. 
 "Learn anything interesting?" Sean asked Terri as she set her lunch down. 
 "You have an appointment to see the president at seven tonight." 
 "That sounds more like dinner," Steve said, surprised. 
 "Yes, that was what they called it too," Terri said with a grin. 
 "Damn, I'm glad I packed my nice suit! Do you need to get some clothes shopping in first?" 
 "Nah, I got it covered. Though this weekend I'm going to need to update my ensemble just a bit. After all, I can't be seen in the same dress twice, now can I?" 
 "We've been here three days, and already you're falling victim to the local fashion trends," Steve said with an exaggerated sigh. 
 Terri smiled back at him. "Business is business. You know that. And that's all lobbying is, is business." 
 "You forgot the blackmail part." 
 "Nope, that's business too!" 
   
   
 Sean stretched and yawned. Sitting up in bed, he swung his feet over to the side, set them on the floor, and looked around the room. They were in a rather inexpensive motel about half a mile from the airport. Chad and Ron had both agreed Sapientia should take in the Vestibulum survivors, and that it would probably be for the best if Sean's troops were somewhere else. 
 So they'd found and rented every available room in this place. Most of the wolves were probably ten to a room, but when you're the boss, you rate your own room. 
 Roxy came out of the bathroom then, drying her hair. Reaching back behind himself, Sean gave Peg a light smack on the rump. 
 "Shower's open. Go get clean. I think we're leaving soon." 
 "Ugh," Peg grumbled and, rolling out of bed, she prodded Sheila, who had been waiting for Roxy to finish. "Let's go." 
 Sean stood up and stretched again, rising up on his toes and putting his hands on the ceiling as he did so. Looking down, he saw Roxy and Peg both watching him appreciatively. 
 "Yum," Roxy growled. 
 "Now, now, we do have to be somewhere in a while!" Peg snickered and, giving Roxy a poke, she grabbed Sheila, who was blatantly staring, and dragged her off to the shower. 
 "I swear, when this is over I'm gonna lock us in a room for a month and you ain't getting a minute's worth of sleep," Roxy purred as she leered at him. 
 Putting his arms down, Sean walked over to her, placed a hand on her belly, and smiled. "I like the sound of that. How's our kid doing?" 
 "He's doing fine," Roxy said, still purring, then grabbed his mane, pulled his head down, and kissed him. "His mother, however, is still getting the occasional bout of morning sickness." 
 Sean wrapped his arms around her. "Sorry to hear that, Hon." 
 "Eh, I need to avoid greasy foods before bed is all. You know, if we were really quick..." 
 Just then Sean's phone rang, and Roxy frowned. 
 Sean snickered and looked at the caller ID as he picked it up and put it on speakerphone. 
 "Hi, Steve. What's up that you're calling me so early in the morning?" 
 "What? It's after ten!" 
 "It's an hour earlier here." 
 "Yeah, I know, it's after ten where you are! It's eleven here." 
 Sean looked at the clock on the table; sure enough, it was after ten.  
 "Damn, I need to hit the shower soon; I think Chad wanted to be up in the air by noon." 
 "Yeah, I just got off the phone with him. He told me what happened last night, that's why I decided to call and wake you up." 
 Sean laughed. "Well, you're in luck, I was already awake. How's things in DC?" 
 "We're still settling in and getting the lay of the land. We've identified the main players in the pushback against the president's EO." 
 "EO?" Sean interrupted. 
 "Executive Order. Really, Sean, learn the lingo," Steve said with a laugh. 
 "Ah, okay. So have you figured out who's behind it yet?" 
 "Not yet," Steve admitted, "but it's only been three days, so don't worry, I'll get it. But we came across something that made me think about your claim that there was someone behind this, some third party." 
 "Oh?" 
 "Yeah. Talking with Chad, he mentioned something that set me off, something one of my people mentioned this morning in our daily standup." 
 "What?" 
 "The smell." 
 "Shit! Who was it? Where?" Sean growled. "How many?" 
 "Only two so far. One's a campaign manager for one of our senators. The other was somebody a congressman was meeting with. I flagged it and told everyone to keep an eye out for it. At the time I figured it just meant they all lived in the same place, or went to the same restaurant, or something." 
 "It means they're possessed," Sean said, still growling. 
 "So Chad said. What bothers me is, why didn't they possess the congressmen and senators directly?" 
 Sean shook his head as he started pacing back and forth in the room. "I have no idea, but if I had to guess, the building Congress is in might be warded against evil spirits or demons, like the Whitehouse is. Back when they built a lot of those places, they'd just dealt with the magic users and had recently negotiated the Treaty of York. So they probably decided to take the extra precautions to protect themselves." 
 "I'm going to send out runners to each of the teams and tell them to start looking for this, and to be careful," Steve said. "Maybe we can trace them all back to a single point." 
 "I'm starting to think I might know who that point was." Sean sighed and sat down on the edge of the bed. 
 "Oh? Who?" 
 "That Walker guy that Carl killed, and then Cali killed again when his body was taken over after he died. He was in league with the devils, he was a big man in DC, and had a lot of access." 
 "I don't know, Sean," Steve said, thinking about it, "I think you're not looking at the whole picture." 
 "Huh?" 
 "Look, this has been going on for years, obviously. You told me Walker had to have entered into his deal years ago. Years, Sean. They didn't all just suddenly decide to do this because they saw you starting your crusade to free the lycans. Hell, until you pushed out of Reno two months ago, I bet they didn't even know about you! 
 "No, this is something bigger. This has planning behind it, Sean. This has been going on for a lot longer than we have. We're a distraction, a bump in the road, a side act. Somebody is up to something else here. Walker came after us because we're a threat to their plans, whatever those plans are. 
 "And we need to find out just what the hell it is they're up to." 
 Sean paused for a moment to chew on all of that. He knew there was more going on, he knew there was a war coming, and he knew he was only being told the bare necessities because he had other things to concentrate on. Oh, it annoyed him that he wasn't being told everything, but being honest with himself, he knew that if they told him, he'd lose focus on this completely and start worrying about the next thing. 
 "I'll see what I can do," Sean said. "I think I know someone who's got the whole story, I'll see if I can't get them to call you. Or something." 
 "Well, tell them to get their thumb out and call me," Steve said in the kind of voice Sean knew meant he was worried about this. "I can't fight them if I don't know why they're doing it." 
 "You're not there to fight them, Steve," Sean warned. 
 "Just because we're not using guns doesn't mean we're not in a war here, Sean. Wars of words can be deadly, and I'm here in Washington, where everybody plays for keeps. Look, if you know somebody who knows anything about this, I need to talk to them, and I need to talk to them now. There's more going on here than just lycan freedom; I'm starting to wonder if that's just a side issue." 
 Sean sighed. "I think you're right. Look, I'll talk to some of the other lions and I'll have somebody call." 
 "Right. Later, Sean." 
 "Bye, Steve." 
 'Phone calls, Dad! Now! Have somebody contact Steve and fill him in on the things you're not telling me. Not telling me is one thing, but if what Steve thinks is true, not telling him is gonna hurt us.' 
 'I'm working on it as we speak. Finding out about these possessions isn't something any of us expected. I'll have somebody get in touch with your friend, don't worry.' 
 "So they're in DC as well?" Roxy asked, sitting down next to him on the bed. 
 "Looks like." Sean sighed. "I just told the First to have someone contact Steve and fill him in on the things they're not telling me yet." 
 "Did you remind him to call me?" 
 Just then Roxy's phone rang. 
 'Why don't you go hit the shower?' the First said. 
 "I think that's them now." Sean smiled and, giving her a kiss on the forehead, he headed for the bathroom. 
 Walking inside, Sean saw that both Peg and Sheila were already under the showerhead, getting wet and slippery. Stepping in behind Sheila, he slid his hands around her slick body, cupping her breasts from behind. 
 "Uh, oh, look who's here!" Peg said with a giggle. 
 "Sean!" Sheila gasped in surprise. "Just what do you think you're doing?" 
 "I'll give you three guesses," Sean murmured and, lowering his head, he gave her earlobe a lick, "and the first two don't count." 
 "Really, Sheila," Peg said, moving closer and leaning in to give her a kiss. "I thought you knew Sean couldn't resist wet and slippery women?" 
 "That's the rest of you!" Sheila gasped and then started to shiver as Sean lightly nibbled on her earlobe. 
 Peg snorted and started to lick her way down Sheila's body. "He cared enough about you to knock you up. He wants you to have his child, which means he wants you, too, Sheila. Just like I do..." Peg kneeled before Sheila and smiled. "Oh! Look at what we have here!" 
 Sean purred as he felt one of Peg's hands caressing his shaft, and from the way Sheila suddenly started to squirm back against him, Peg was obviously teasing her as well. Letting go of her earlobe, Sean slowly nibbled his way down her neck. He knew from experience that Sheila really got off on having her neck bitten. 
 Sheila was having a hard time standing. Peg's fingers, tongue, and teeth were teasing her. She could feel something sliding between her legs from behind, too, and she didn't have to guess what that was, as Sean's arms were probably the only thing keeping her on her feet.  
 What Sean was doing to her sent thrills through her body once again, that the big lion was making love to this little fox. He was one of the kings, the rulers, and she was nothing more than a sex toy, designed for the pleasures of men. Yet he wanted more than that, he wanted her. She wasn't just a toy or a thing to him, she was a person. A lover. 
 Then there was Peg. Sheila really did love Peg, and she knew Peg loved her right back. Peg had been the first person in her entire life to ever show her kindness and caring, and right now her loving, caring Peg was doing things to her that felt ever so wonderful. All while the warm water rained down over them, caressing their bodies and filling the shower stall with a nice warm steam. 
 Putting her hands on Peg's head, she stroked her hair slowly, giving off soft gasps and moans. She could tell that Peg was alternating her attentions between her and Sean, and from the way his nips were getting harder, and his arms were holding her tighter, obviously Peg's talents were having quite the effect on Sean as well. 
 When Peg finally guided Sean into her, Sheila was forced to put her hands on the wall of the shower and spread her legs as Sean began thrusting into her, his body bent over hers, his arms still holding her tight, and all the while Peg continued to tease and torture the two of them, driving them higher and higher, until with a human growl, Sean grabbed the base of her neck with his mouth, his arms holding her tight against his body as he went over the edge. Sheila gave a low moan of her own as Sean's actions caused her to join him in bliss. 
   
 "First?" Roxy said, answering the phone. 
 "Alas, no," a woman's voice said. "He is not currently able to make phone calls, being as he's stuck in Sean's head." 
 "Then you are?" 
 "Violet." 
 "How'd a lioness get a name like that?" 
 "Mom was into flowers," Violet said. 
 "Oh, so it wasn't because you're actually Violent and they couldn't call you that," Roxy grumbled. 
 "What's your problem?" 
 "I want someone to whack that 'First' upside the head for being a dick, that's all." Roxy sighed. "For someone as old as he is, he sure seems to be short-sighted at times." 
 "It's a condition of old age," Violet said with a chuckle. "We all get so sure of how everything will go, because we've seen it so many times before that we get blinders and our minds narrow. We do what we can to avoid it, but things happen." 
 "Okay, so what haven't you been telling Sean?" 
 "How do I know you won't tell him yourself if I tell you?" 
 "You don't," Roxy growled. "That's the whole damn point! I decide if he needs to know it or not. You've all been very stingy with information on the djevels! We never knew they existed until we ran into one. Then these 'rifts' or 'tears', you didn't warn us about those either, and now we have demons that can possess people? Yeah, that's something we need to know about, or we're going to start losing people to them!" 
 "Oh, I wouldn't worry about them too much." 
 "Why not?" 
 "They can only possess humans; we're part animal, so they can't possess us at all." 
 Roxy took a moment to consider that. 
 "Is that why the demons are trying to get rid of us?" 
 "You figured that one out?" Violet said, sounding surprised. 
 Roxy's voice got lower and she growled a little deeper, "If you don't want me to hunt your ass down and tear a few stripes off of your hide, you're going to stop playing games. You knew the devils and the demons were behind the enslavement of the lycans and you didn't tell us?" 
 "Calm down, there's no reason to bite off people's heads here. Well, at least there isn't yet. Everything you know about how lycans ended up working for the mages is true. The demons of the underworld only became involved when they found out we were successfully working to free them." 
 "Why?" Roxy growled. 
 "Well, because they'd managed, after many centuries of trying to infiltrate the Vestibulum and possibly some of the other magical institutions, to successfully do so. From what your friend Steve told Sean and the First, it also appears they've been making inroads on the governments as well." 
 "You're getting off track!" 
 "Oops!" Violent laughed. "Sorry, I do tend to wander at times. After a few thousand years, sometimes it's hard to come to the point. You see, every few thousands of years, the underworld and our world sort of 'bump up' against each other. During that time, stable gateways open. If enough material changes sides during this time frame, the gateway becomes permanent. 
 "And by material, I mean souls and bodies." 

That stopped Roxy in her tracks. 
 "Are you saying," Roxy asked in a soft voice, "that they're going to invade?" 
 "Sadly, Roxy, yes. They're going to invade and try to take over. They mean to rule us, and they want to make the gateway here permanent. You see, to them, humans are food. They eat their souls." 
 "What about us? Are we food, too?"  
 Violet laughed. "Oh, heavens no! They can't eat us—we're not human, after all—and you non-lions, you're not human enough." 
 "So because they can't eat us and can't possess us, they want us dead?" 
 "Oh, it's not that! No, it's because we can kill them. Humans don't do very well in fights against the demons. The fae have no problems with fighting them, they've been doing it since time began. Dwarves, they do alright, but they're slow, and there's never enough of their fighters to carry the day. 
 "But lycans? We're immune to many of their powers and effects. When they damage us, we heal. Tooth and claw we can fight them, and even kill them, though we tend to fare badly in the trade off. But give our people weapons that can slay the demons?" Violet laughed in a manner that sent chills down Roxy's spine and made her want to go out and kill something herself. "Oh, we're going to teach them once again not to mess with that which is ours!" 
 "So you needed Sean to free them all so they could fight?" 
 "We needed Sean to unite them all so they could fight!" Violet growled. "Lycans are a fractious people, Roxy, you know that, and we lions have been absent from things for far too long. We need Sean to free them, to be seen freeing them, to be their hero, their champion! So that, when the war begins, they won't dawdle, they won't be held back by the differing magical councils who only seek to save their own hides. No, they'll follow him into battle!" 
 Roxy thought about that a moment. Sean had said a war was coming, and it was coming soon. However, he didn't know the specifics. She started thinking about the world and what the average person would think once demons started to appear in it. 
 "They're not going to believe it, are they?"  
 "Who?" Violet asked. 
 "The people, the mundanes, humans! They're not going to believe we're being attacked by devils or demons, or whatever you want to call them!" 
 "No," Violet agreed, "they probably won't." 
 "They'll be slaughtered!" 
 "Unless we're there to stop them," Violet agreed. 
 Roxy ran that train of thought down. "And in order to stop them, not only do the lycans have to be freed, but they have to be...accepted." 
 "Of course! No one wants to rally around a monster, right?" 
 "No, no they won't. No one does, unless it's your monster, then it's not a monster anymore." 
 "Exactly." 
 Roxy nodded to herself. "Okay, I got it. I'll make sure to keep Sean pointed in the right direction, but the moment he needs to know, if you don't tell him, I will, got that?" 
 "And you're the one who decides when that moment is, right?" Violet said a little dryly. 
 "He's my mate, Violet. My first loyalty is to him. But I'm not stupid; if I was, I would never have grabbed him in the first place!" 
 Violet sighed. "You do have a point. He's a good guy, and you've all done right by him." 
 "Just when does this war start, anyway?" 
 "As soon as the first major gateway forms, and no, we don't know when that is. Just that it's going to be somewhere in North America this time." 
 Roxy was still thinking about that when Violet hung up her phone. Roxy debated calling her back, but she suspected the phone number was probably fake. Besides, what was the point? 
 Sitting on the bed, she digested what she'd just learned and ran down the points in her head, replaying the conversation. It was obvious that the Canadian fight was no longer a priority. Chad could handle it easily, and the same for Mexico. They'd learned what they'd needed to, and it was time for Sean to move on to the next battle. 
 And that battle was Washington. 
 "Sean!" Roxy yelled, getting to her feet and walking towards the bathroom. Opening the door, she found Sean wrapped around Sheila under the shower, with Peg very much involved. Smirking, Roxy waited until they were finished. 
 "Sean!"  
 "What?" Sean said, looking both pleased and a little guilty for a moment, as he was still in a very compromising position, even if it was Roxy looking at him. 
 "We need to go to Washington." 
 "What, they tell you that?" 
 "No," Roxy said, shaking her head. "Chad can finish Canada and handle Mexico without you. We need to get that bill passed, the one Carl said the president had threatened to take to Congress." 
 "What about the silence?" 
 "Screw that. It's not going to matter eventually. What is going to matter is that people know who we are, what we are, and accept it." 
 Sean blinked. 
 'Tell your wife there that someone just smacked me upside the head!' the First grumbled. 
 'I'm sure you deserved it!' Sean laughed and shook his head. "Did you tell someone to smack the First?" 
 "Yup. Now clean up and get out of there, we need to head back across the border." 
 Sean gave Sheila a kiss and another squeeze, then slowly let her go. 
 "After what Steve told me, it's probably best for us to be there to make sure none of our people get possessed." 
 "Oh, don't worry about that. Lycans can't be possessed." 
 "Wait, what?" 
 "We can't be possessed. Only humans can be affected mentally by the demons. Part of why they hate us." 
 "Oh, shit!" Sean said, and grabbed a towel to dry off. 
 "What?" 
 "Steve is human! So's Terri! Once they find out about him, they'll target him immediately!" 
 "Why would they do that?" 
 "Because it's a weak spot in our organization, that's why! I'd do it too! Come on!" Sean gave Peg a smack on the butt, making her jump. "We're going to Washington, and we're going now!" 
 




Somersault

   
 "Dammit, now what?" Peg grumbled as they padded across a field. Apparently all the ground between Canada and the United States up here was fields, and being the growing season, she was way too short as a fox to see anything. 
 Then again, she figured she probably wouldn't be able to see anything in her other forms either. Who knew corn could grow so damn tall? 
 "It's seventy miles from the border to Grand Forks," Roxy said. "There's an airport there; we can get a flight from there to Chicago, and then on to DC.." 
 "You want me to walk seventy miles?" 
 Sean laughed. "No, of course not. There's a town about ten miles from here. We're gonna steal a car and drive it!" 
 "Oh!" Peg brightened up a moment and then frowned. "Wait, you're gonna steal a car?" 
 Sean nodded. 
 "Have you ever stolen a car before?" 
 "She has," Sean said, pointing at Roxy, who grinned. 
 "Is this one of those 'police chief's kids' things?" Peg asked. 
 "Huh?" Roxy said and then shrugged. "One of my old boyfriends liked to 'borrow' cars a lot. I learned it from him." 
 "He borrowed cars?" Sean asked, glancing over at Roxy, whose facial fur bushed out a bit as they were all padding along on all fours still. 
 "Well, that's what he called it. He always returned them; he never kept them, or anything from them. Yeah, looking back it was stupid. But when you're fifteen, that stuff is kind of cool." 
 "Your father must have loved that guy!" Sean snickered. 
 "Eh, I used to have poor taste in men," Roxy admitted. Then she rubbed up against Sean. "But I got better!" 
 "Couldn't you just mentally dominate someone and have them drive us there?" Sheila asked. 
 Sean looked at her. "I don't think that would be fair." 
 "You're a lion, whatever you do is 'fair'. Pay them for gas, maybe give them a little extra or something. It's a lot safer, and less likely to be noticed, than Roxy stealing a car in a small town." 
 'She's right, you know.' 
 'You would say that.' 
 'No, think about it logically. You don't attract attention, you don't take any risk, and rather than having to report a theft to the police and wait for their car to be found and returned, they get it back immediately. Also, you can pay them some cash to assuage your guilt!' The First added the last bit with a chuckle. 
 "Fine, you win. Let's find a road and flag someone down or something." 
 "Awesome!" Peg said. "Now, which way is the road?" 
 "That-a-way," Roxy said, pointing with her nose.  
 Ten minutes later they hit the highway. 
 "Which way do you think we should go?" Sean said, looking around. 
 "Well, town's behind us, and there's not much between here and Grand Forks," Roxy said, changing back to human form and turning her phone on to look at the maps. 
 Everyone shifted back then. They'd left the few weapons they'd had with Chad. Sean didn't want to try getting on an airplane with one these days. They'd even left their camouflage clothing, feeling that trying to carry something that looked like BDUs on an airplane might not go over very well, either. 
 "That's closest, might as well head that way and see what we find," Sean said. 
 "Wow, there really isn't a lot of traffic going down this road, is there?" Peg commented after they'd been walking a few minutes. 
 "The border is only a couple of miles away, so I'm not all that surprised really." Roxy replied with a shrug. 
 "Maybe the gentleman in the nice police car can help us?" Sheila asked. 
 Turning, Sean saw that a police car was indeed slowing down and pulling off the road near where they were walking. 
 "Can I help you folks?" the officer driving asked. 
 Sean shrugged and hit him with a mental domination spell. 
 "We need to go to the Grand Forks airport. Could you take us there? Or at least take us someplace where we could get a ride there?" 
 "Sure, hop in." 
 "Thanks!" 
 Sean got in the front seat with the officer as the girls got in the back. 
 "What happened to your car?" 
 "It broke down. We called for a tow, but they said it would be a while, so we decided to just hoof it," Peg said from the back with a smile. 
 "Good thing it's summer time up here, you wouldn't want to try that in the snow! No siree!" 
 Sean listened as the officer called in that he was helping a stranded motorist and was heading to the airport. 
 "You won't get in trouble for this, will you?" Sean asked, a bit concerned. 
 "Nah, we don't get a lot of crime up here. If anything, it's kind of boring at times. Helping motorists is about the most interesting thing I get to do!" 
 Sean nodded and listened as the officer proceeded to relate what his typical day was like, what Grand Forks was like, what the weather was like, and so on. Sean was sorely tempted to order the officer to shut up for the remainder of the trip, but he was a bit afraid to mess with the situation when it was working. 
 At least the officer wasn't afraid to drive fast, so the trip wasn't as long as it could have been. 
 "Thank god that's over," Roxy sighed as they got out. 
 "This from a cop's daughter, no less!" Peg laughed. 
 "The poor man has a dull job," Sheila said. "Honestly, I kind of liked listening to him." 
 "Really?" Peg asked. 
 "Of course. He's not out to fight anybody, kill anybody, or fight a war. He's just got a nice, plain life. You know, like the kind I'll never have." 
 Sean grabbed Sheila, pulled her close, and gave her a nice long kiss until she started to melt. Then he let her go and, smiling at her, he took her hand and led her into the terminal. 
 "That may be, but you wouldn't be getting any of that now, would you?" Peg snickered, and Sheila sighed and kicked her in the shin. 
 "Let's see if we can get a flight," Roxy said, leading them to the ticket counter. 
 "What happens if we can't?" 
 "There's an Air Force base down the road. We make a few phone calls and see if we can call in a favor or two," Sean said. 
 "But then everyone will know we're coming," Roxy said. "And we'd rather avoid that." 
   
 # 
   
 "Who was that on the phone, Hon?" Terri asked Steve as he hung up, looking thoughtful. 
 "I guess you could say it was Sean's boss." 
 Terri looked up at him from where she was running down some lines on helicopters for Sean's business manager, Deidre. They'd already bought three, and apparently she still needed more. "Really?" 
 Steve nodded. "Apparently things are a little stranger than we thought." 
 Terri snickered. "Your best friend was turned into a lion and has six wives, what could be stranger than that?" 
 "Well, for one, we're apparently in the opening stages of a war with denizens of another reality that they like to call 'demons', because that's where our myths of demons come from." 
 "Those guys who smell bad, they're demons, right?" 
 "Got it in one," Steve said with a smile. "They used to be human but got possessed somehow. Anyway, Sean's boss and the other lions never thought to see if the demons were trying to influence people in the government. When Sean heard about those two guys, he apparently had a talk with his boss and told him to call me and tell me what's going on." 
 "Why didn't Sean just tell you?" 
 "That's the strange part; you see, Sean doesn't know." 
 "Wait, what?" 
 "Lions are apparently strong believers in compartmentalization. They're not going to tell Sean all about the war until he finishes what he's doing now." 
 "Okay, that's weird." 
 Steve shrugged. "Sean knows something's coming; that's why he told them to talk to me." 
 "So are you gonna tell him?" 
 Steve shook his head. "Not unless I have to; they seem to know what they're doing, and I don't want to mess with it." 
 "If they knew what they were doing, they'd have known about the two stinkos our people found." 
 Steve mulled that over a moment. "You may have a point, dear. But just missing one thing when you've managed to cover a million others isn't that big a sin if you deal with it when you find out about it. One thing is for certain, we're going to start sending our researchers out to check out all the folks our seven pigeons have working for them and who they meet with, and see how many more of them stink." 
 Teri looked up at the clock. "You know, we have that dinner to go to tonight in four hours, and I'm sure the traffic is going to be terrible. We should leave now so we can get ready." 
 "Maybe you should see about a helicopter for us so we can miss all that traffic." 
 "I don't think Sean would appreciate that!" Terri laughed. 
 "You let me deal with Sean; you can deal with finding us a place to live that'll let us land it on the roof." 
 Shutting off his computer and standing up, Steve looked around the room. "Boz, Nell! Time to go. Granite, tell our driver to meet us down at the car." 
 "Sure thing, Steve." 
 "I can't believe we're going to have dinner with the president," Terri said with a grin. "And it's because of Sean of all people! Talk about unexpected!" 
 Steve nodded and led the way down to their car. "Couldn't have happened to a more deserving guy. Maybe one of these days I'll even be able to stop worrying about him!" 
 The driver opened the door and Nell jumped in first, then Terri and Steve, followed by Boz. The driver shut the door, got in the front seat, pulled out of the parking lot, and took off down the street to pick up the highway. The apartment wasn't that long a drive; Steve wished they could have gotten one even closer, but unfortunately housing was at a premium in DC, which had made his decision to switch over to a limo today a good one. He really hated driving in traffic. 
 The first indication Steve had that anything was wrong was when the limo suddenly lurched to the side and the door's window glass shattered and flew into the back.  
 Both he and Terri were thrown around, bouncing off the sides the car, as something big slammed into the side of them. Grabbing Terri, Steve pulled her down onto the floor of the car and huddled on top of her. He could feel that whatever had run into them was still pushing them; the sound of a loud over-revving diesel engine was filling the back passenger compartment of the limo, along with the sounds of tortured mental and screeching tires. 
 The car shook, tipped up at an angle, and started to bounce, the sound of the engine suddenly gone. After a few moments, the car shuddered to a stop.  
 "Stay down," Boz growled, "and don't move." 
 "How's the driver?" Steve heard somebody yell from outside the car. That was immediately followed by several loud gunshots. 
 "Dead," a second voice said. 
 "You sure?" 
 "Of course I'm sure; he doesn't have a head left! Now let's get those two out and take 'em to the boss. Watch out for the dogs!" 
 "One's lying back there up on the embankment, it ain't moving!" 
 "Probably dead. Come on, help me with this door." 
 "Let me put a couple of silver bullets in it just to be sure it's not one of them." 
 Steve heard the sound of the door opening and someone swearing. Opening his eyes, he saw four men, all of them armed with guns. One of them immediately shot Boz, who just flopped when the bullet hit as if he was already dead. 
 "I don't see no blood, so he must be dead!" The man then looked at Steve. "Now, if you don't want to die, I suggest you and your woman there do exactly as I..." 
 The screams from behind him as Nell, in full hybrid werewolf form, tore into the man at the back of the group made him turn away for a moment, which was all Boz needed as he launched himself at the man, going full werewolf as he did so. Sean saw Boz's left hand rip the man's throat out, while his jaws opened wide and clamped on the shoulder of the man behind him, who started to scream. His screams were short-lived, however, as Boz put his right hand through the man's chest and killed him. 
 Steve blinked and checked Terri, who was huddled below him with her eyes closed.  
 "You okay, Terri?" 
 "I'm fine, is everyone okay?" 
 Sitting up, Steve looked through the open partition to the front seat. Whatever they'd shot Paco with, it had been nasty. His head was in pieces, and Steve could tell, werewolf or not, he was dead. 
 "We need to get out of here before others come," Boz said. "Come on, out of the car, we need to move." 
 Steve shook his head slowly and let Boz manhandle him a little as he got him out of the car, then did the same with Terri, who was even more shaken up than Steve was. 
 A few moments later they were walking down the embankment to a street. Boz led them around a building and out of sight. Nell helped Terri, then Steve, brush the glass out of their clothing and their hair. 
 "Okay, I called Granite and let him know what happened," Boz said, coming back around the corner. "They're sending a car, but we can't stay here. So let's keep walking." 
 "But you're both covered in blood," Terri said a little breathlessly. 
 Boz and Nell both shifted back into their canine forms and started to roll around in the dirt. 
 "Now we're just two filthy dogs," Nell said in a growly voice. "Now lead, we'll follow!" 
 Steve took Terri's hand and walked away from the scene of the wreck. It was no longer his problem; his problem right now was to get Terri home and safe. 
 "Who did that?" Terri asked in a soft voice. 
 "Sean's enemies," Steve said. 
 "Paco's dead, isn't he?" 
 "I'm afraid so," Steve sighed. 
 "We're going to make them pay for that, right, dear?" 
 Steve nodded. "Of course we are." 
 Terri didn't say anything more, which was fine with Steve, as he didn't want to talk either. They weren't in the best of neighborhoods right now, so he was keeping his attention on his surroundings, but everyone could see the two large dogs cavorting around them that didn't hesitate to growl fiercely at anyone who either got too close, or seemed to be paying too much attention. 
 It took Granite twenty minutes to find them, pulling up in a van. Two men got out of the back and helped them inside. Boz and Nell jumped in after, and the men closed the door behind them as the van took off. 
 "Sorry I took so long. There's a tractor-trailer on its side on the highway blocking all the traffic." 
 "Probably the one that hit us," Steve replied. 
 "Probably. Where to, Steve?"  
 "Our apartment. We have a dinner to get ready for." 
 "You're still going?" 
 "There's only two reasons for them to have attacked us tonight," Steve said. "Keeping us from going to that dinner was one of them. So we're going." 
 "Got it, Steve. I'll have security send a few extras over to keep an eye on the place." 
   
 # 
   
 "So, how'd you like meeting the president?" Sean asked Steve as he and Terri entered their apartment. 
 "Sean! What are you doing here? I thought you were in Canada!" 
 "I thought about what you said. You're right, of course; this is where the fight is now. If we don't win this battle in Congress, things are going to get worse for all of us. Also, there's something else I realized." 
 "What's that?" 
 "That because you and Terri are still human, you're in serious danger, because the enemy sees you as weak links." Sean shook his head. "I heard about the attack, of course. I'd hoped to get here before anything like that happened, but thank god you're both okay." 
 "It was a bit scary," Terri sighed, "and I'm still upset over what happened to Paco; we'd only met him this morning." 
 "I'm going to talk to Granite in the morning about doubling our security," Steve admitted. "By the way, how did you get in here? The security in this place is supposed to be the best! Did John let you in?" 
 Sean snorted. "Sheila let us in." He motioned to where she was seated with Roxy and Peg, whom they both now noticed. 
 "Roxy! Peg! Sheila! I didn't even see you sitting over there," Steve said, a little surprised. 
 "And that's why I'm here." Sean sighed. "Steve, you're human. This war—and it is becoming a war, I'm afraid—is with things that will eat you for lunch because you can't resist it." 
 "So what, are you going to send us home?" Steve said, scowling at Sean. "I'm the only one you've got that can do this job, and you know it." 
 "Exactly, you're the only one. I really hate to push you into this Steve, but you and Terri both need to become lycans." 
 "What?" Terri gasped, and Steve just looked at him. 
 Sean sighed and held up his hand, ticking off his fingers. "Three items that will never be mentioned again: Masking Tape, Lighter Fluid, Rear Window." 
 Steve walked over to the easy chair and dropped down into it. "Gods, we almost got into so much trouble over that." He looked up at Sean. "Why?" 
 "Because they don't want to kill you. Well, not your bodies at least. They want to possess you, control you. I guess they figure with you inside our organization, they'll be able to derail us?" 
 "It'd never work, you can smell them!" 
 "They don't know that," Sean pointed out. "Though once they've possessed you, they will. But it gets even worse than that." 
 "How can it be worse than being murdered and having our bodies possessed?" Terri asked, looking worried. 
 "They don't just kill you. They eat your soul. No heaven, no afterlife; you're finished, kaput." Sean shook his head. "I can't let that happen to either one of you. I don't care if you hate me for it, but you're both becoming lycans. Tonight. Here." 
 "Just like that?" Steve asked. 
 Sean nodded. "Yup. The jokes about catgirls and catboys are about to become reality. Pick your poison, Steve, Terri." 
 Terri turned to Steve. "You have had an eye for Nate at the office, I've seen you checking out her butt." 
 Steve blinked. "You're okay with this?" 
 "Steve, if it wasn't for Boz and Nell, we'd be dead, or worse. We knew what we were getting into when we came here." Terri grinned suddenly. "Plus, I know you've got a thing for catgirl ass, you're always staring at them!" 
 Steve looked embarrassed. "I've just been wondering what your ass would look like with a tail, but if we're doing this," Steve looked at Sean and blushed, "Roxy's got the hottest ass of all the catgirls, it's almost as good as Terri's." Steve looked over at Terri again. "Plus, I think you'd look awesome as a cheetah." 
 Sean nodded. "And you Steve?" 
 "I've seen Roxy's dad; I wouldn't mind looking like that." 
 "I wouldn't mind it, either!" Terri said with a giggle. 
 "What was the bit with the 'three words?' Peg asked as Roxy got to her feet and shifted into her hybrid form. 
 Steve laughed. "When we were in high school, I borrowed my mom's minivan while the folks were out of town for the weekend. Someone stole the rear window off of it while I was out at the mall, and like an idiot, I used a roll of masking tape and some plastic to keep the rain out. 
 "Problem was, after a couple of days, masking tape leaves a hell of a residue." 
 "So Steve calls me up and asks for help," Sean continued, "and we're out there until three in the morning getting this damn gunk off, and lighter fluid was the only thing we could find that would work without taking the paint off." 
 "Lighter fluid?" Peg asked, "why'd you use that?" 
 "It was after eleven when I got there, on a Sunday night; everything was closed." 
 Steve nodded. "We were reduced to whatever was already in the house. We finally got it cleaned, and when my Mom and Dad got home that morning, 'someone must have stolen the window off the minivan while it was parked in the street that night'." 
 "Why didn't you just tell them what happened?" Peg asked. 
 "Because I was fifteen and didn't have a license?" Steven said with a guilty look. 
 "Oh." 
 "Sean could have just left me there to deal with it myself, but he stuck it out, and even got in trouble with his Mom for coming home late. We swore never to speak about it again, but," Steve shook his head, "I guess it's just one of those 'guy' things." 
 "No, no, I get it," Peg admitted. 
 "Is this going to hurt?" Terri asked as Roxy came over to her. 
 "Not really. But it is going to change your life." 
 "How's that?" 
 "Because cheetahs rule," Roxy said with a grin, and taking Terri's arm, she carefully bit her in the bicep, sinking her teeth in deep and keeping them in for a long moment. 
 "You okay, Terri?" Steve asked as Roxy released her arm. 
 "It stung a little, but now I'm feeling a chill running through me." 
 "It takes about a minute for the changes to start," Sean told her as Roxy went over and took Steve's arm. "It's actually a fairly quick process." 
 Roxy bit Steve's arm then, keeping her teeth in just a little longer. 
 "Oh, shit," Steve sighed when Roxy finally let go. 
 "What?" Roxy asked worriedly as she wiped her mouth. 
 "I just gave Sean the power to actually order me to do stuff! Damn! How could I have been so stupid?" 
 Sean just rolled his eyes; Steve had an ear-to-ear grin on his face. "Only you could make a joke out of all this." 
 "So how long until we can shift?" Terri asked, looking at Roxy. 
 "I would suggest both of you strip now, because you're probably going to shift here in a couple of minutes as your beast starts to assert itself, and I doubt you want to ruin your clothes." 
 "Don't you have any of those necklaces?" Steve asked. 
 "Jo and Dae will be bringing a bunch when they show up tomorrow." 
 Steven nodded and started to take off his clothes; he was just starting on his pants when suddenly there was a cheetah standing on the floor looking confused. A moment later there was a second one. Terri had made it out of her dress, but hadn't gotten as far as her stockings or her panties. 
 Roxy looked at Boz. "Is there a good place to go for a run around here?" 
 Boz just nodded his head. 
 "Peg, help me get Terri undressed. Sean, you can deal with Steve. Then I think Boz, Nell, and I are going to take them out and let them stretch their legs a little." 
 "Sure thing, Rox." 
   
 # 
   
 Chad looked up from his map as Ruthelma walked up in her faerie armor. He had to admit she looked pretty damn sexy in it. However, none of her people following her were checking out her ass—strike that, one of them was looking at her ass pretty intently, that was probably the tiger, Jonathon, whom she was sleeping with.  
 But from the grim looks on the faces of the rest of her crew, Chad suspected Montreal hadn't gone any easier than Winnipeg or Vancouver. 
 "So how bad was it?" Chad asked as she stopped in front of him. 
 "Bad?" Ruthelma smiled slowly. "Who said it was bad?" 
 "I'm talking about the lycans, Ruth," Chad sighed, "not about how many of the magic users you undoubtedly slaughtered while laughing maniacally at their pitiful attempts to defend themselves." 
 "I didn't laugh maniacally," Ruthelma replied. 
 "She did giggle a couple of times, though," Jonathon said in a deadpan voice. 
 Ruthelma turned and swatted him. He grabbed her head and kissed her, then let her go. When she turned back around, Chad could see the color on her cheeks, for all that she was frowning. 
 "Nice to see you found a keeper, Ruth," Chad said. "Now, back to business. The lycans?" 
 Ruth sighed and squatted down on the other side of the map, bringing her eyes level with Chad's. 
 "They'd murdered about a third of them; they had mercenaries there defending the place. We killed everyone on the council, anyone who opposed us, and all the mercs. We left the women, children, and probably a quarter of the men alive.  
 "What happened in Vancouver that caused my cousin to call me and change the rules?" 
 "Pretty much what you found in Montreal," Chad said, and then filled her in on what they'd run into, and what Sean's reaction had been to it. 
 Ruth looked at Chad with wide eyes when he told her how Sean had punished them. "He made them do that?" 
 "Yeah, he was pretty pissed. Then we get to Winnipeg and find out their leader and couple of others were possessed by devils, and well, he killed all the men there and burned everything to the ground." 
 Ruthelma turned to Jonathon. "Why can't you be more like him?" 
 "Because then you'd be jealous of me," Jonathon said, grinning at her. 
 "Anyway," Chad said, drawing her attention back to him, "we found out that it was their possessed leader's orders that caused a lot of what happened. Now ,Toronto here is a pretty good-sized place, they've got probably a hundred and eighty or so lycans." 
 "That many?" 
 "It's the major nexus of their smuggling operation," Max told her. "So they need a lot to protect their assets." 
 "So we're getting a fair deal of help from the local Sapientia," Chad continued, "above and beyond what we need for the silence." 
 "What's the local intelligence saying?" Jonathon asked. 
 "That as far as they can tell, nothing has changed. They haven't hired any mercenaries, their kids aren't disappearing, and they seem to have the same number of lycan guards as ever." 
 "Which means," Max picked back up, "we can't just run in there, guns blazing." 
 "Why not?" Ruthelma asked. 
 "Because none of us want Sean pissed at us?" Max said, in a voice that made it clear she thought it was a stupid question. 
 Ruthelma frowned at her. 
 "And because I said so," Chad said. "I'm in charge, and what I say goes. If we can win this with minimum outlay, that's how we play it." 
 "So what's the plan?" Jonathon asked, as Ruthelma suddenly jumped a little, making Chad wonder where Jonathon's right hand was and what he'd just done with it. 
 "We go up and ask them all nice-like to hand over their lycans and tell them if they do, we'll leave them alone." 
 "Like that'll happen," Ruthelma grumbled while rubbing her ass. 
 Chad wondered how Jonathon had gotten past her armor to do whatever it was he'd done. 
 "That's why we have all these positions marked on the map," Max said with a smile. "The moment they say no, we attack in force." 
 "And kill them all?" 
 Chad sighed. "If they haven't been killing their lycans, we're not killing them. Now, let me tell you the plan and what your part in it is..." 
   
 Five hours later, Chad and Max were with his command team as Chad got ready to approach the front gates. 
 "Think they'll roll over?" Baron asked. 
 "Think Ruthelma will behave herself if they do?" Max asked with a chuckle. 
 Chad shook his head. "I honestly don't know, and I'm not taking any bets. As for Ruth?" Chad shrugged. "She's both our biggest asset and our biggest liability. If things go sideways really badly, I suspect she'll be drawing so much attention that it'll give the rest of us time to deal with it." 
 Max leaned forward and gave Chad a kiss. "Don't you go taking any chances. Just remember, if anything happens to you, I'll be egging her on all the way." 
 Chad grinned. "Wow, I have my very own doomsday device! Well, the night's not getting any younger. Come on, Jace, first squad, let's go see if they want to be friends." 
 Nodding, they got out of the van and headed for their assigned positions. Max would be playing sniper, using the rifle Roxy had left behind, and keeping watch on what was going down. Baron was in the second-in-command role, passing out the orders and making sure everyone was following the plan. 
 Chad took Jace and all of first squad with him as he walked down the road and around the corner, coming within sight of the front gate. He had a white flag out, same as last time, and was curious how they were going to react to it. 
 "Can I help you?" the guard at the gate said when Chad finally got to it. He hadn't even bothered to grab a weapon. 
 "We're here for your lycans," Chad said, looking him over. 
 "Oh! Right. Yeah, we've been hearing about that. Also heard about what happened up in Winnipeg." The guard shook his head. "Let me call the council leader, Will Bayer, just a moment." 
 Chad watched as the guard went to the phone in the guard shack, picked it up, and dialed a number. 
 "Mr. Bayer? Front gate, Mr. Bayer. Those people from that lion are here. Okay, I'll let them know." 
 The guard hung up the phone and came back out. "He'll be right down." 
 "How come there aren't any mercs here?" Jace asked. 
 The guard blinked. "Why would there be? We're here." 
 Chad pondered that a minute. Will Bayer showed up rather quickly. 
 "Oh, good! No one is shooting at anybody," he said with a sigh of obvious relief. "I already gave the order; everyone should start assembling at the gate as soon as they have their things." He turned to the guard then. "Crockett, you're relieved. Go get your stuff and join the others." 
 "Thanks, Mr. Bayer," Crockett said, and with a nod trotted off. 
 "While I'm pleased at our reception, I must say I'm a bit confused, Mr. Bayer," Chad said. 
 Bayer shrugged. "I've known this day was coming for over a month now. When I heard about the other places," Chad noticed the distasteful look on his face when he said it, "I knew we were next. So I just told everyone to cooperate." 
 "That still doesn't explain the lack of mercenaries or why you didn't get rid of your lycans like the others did." 
 Bayer snorted. "I'm not fool enough to follow some stupid order just because a crazy old man gave it to me. Especially not after what your leader did to the Gradatim. Now that I've talked to Williams up at the Council of Sapientia in Winnipeg and heard about what happened to Watkins, I'm even happier I decided to go against his orders." 
 "You actually violated your boss's orders?" a very surprised Jace said. 
 "I run the biggest and most successful Vestibulum council in Canada, and possibly all of North America. I didn't get here by being anyone else's toady, and I can sure as hell see which way the wind is blowing. Doesn't take a crystal ball to see that!" 
 Bayer smiled then. "Besides, I was told we could hire them if they want to come back. They're not going to be able to do that if they're dead, and they're not going to want to if I don't start making some concessions. All those stuck-up idiots down in the States are now going to be paying a premium to get their work done, training new people and all that crap.  
 "Me? I'm just gonna hire 'em all back! I saw those numbers that Eruditio was shipping around to everyone. Like I said before, I'm no idiot." 
   
 Sure enough, twenty minutes later all the lycans came out the open gates and followed Chad back to their vehicles. 
 "So, do you think you'll go back?" Chad asked Crockett. 
 "Yeah, I think we're all gonna go back for now. See how it all goes. Now that we've got a choice, a lot of us are starting to think we'll stick with what we know for now, but once we have some savings set aside, maybe we'll go try a few new things." 
 Chad nodded and then stood there, watching everyone load up as Max caught up with him. 
 "Everyone pull back to Sapientia?" he asked her. 
 "They're doing it as we speak." 
 "How'd Ruthelma take it?" 
 Max snickered. "Not all that well, I think she wanted a fight." 
 "You're snickering," Chad observed. "What happened?" 
 "Jonathon put her over his knee and spanked her!" 
 Chad turned and looked at Max, his jaw dropping. 
 "He did what? And he's still alive?" 
 Max nodded and laughed. "From what I'm hearing after talking to a few of the others, every once in a while she'll do something outrageous and he'll 'punish' her for it. Then they'll go off and have wild sex for like the rest of the day and into the next. 
 "Apparently Sean's cousin is pretty seriously bent." 
 Chad looked down at Max and started to stroke his chin thoughtfully. "You don't say..." 
 "Hey! I'm only slightly bent!" Max said with a giggle. 
 Chad laughed then as well. "I wonder when the wedding is going to be?" 
 "Assuming they don't kill each other? No idea, but I thought Fae didn't marry mortals?" 
 "You're forgetting about Sean's grandfather," Chad pointed out. "Maitland told me it happens, but no one has been able to figure out how or why. On either side." 
 "Who knew Sean's cousin was such a first class perv." Max laughed, shaking her head. 
 "Have you even noticed the armor that girl wears?" Chad snorted. "It's obvious. Now, let's get everyone packed up, we need to head back to Reno, here. I've got a campaign to Mexico City to start planning." 
 




And Justice For All

   
 "Morning, everybody," Sean said, coming into the conference room. He almost laughed at the surprised expressions on everyone's faces. Sean had made it clear that no one was to talk about his being here, so no one had told any of the people in the room that he was showing up this morning. 
 "Where's Steve?" one of the team leads asked. 
 "Steve and Terri are spending today learning how to be cheetahs," Sean said, looking around the room. 
 "You bit them?" someone muttered. 
 Sean snorted and shook his head. "Did I say 'lions'? No, I didn't infect them. Roxy did it, and yes, I all but ordered it. I had my reasons, and that's all you need to know. 
 "Now, those people that stink real bad? They're demons, and we're going to go out and kill them." Sean looked around the room. "Today." 
 Everyone in the room sat up abruptly. 
 "Other than the first two, has anybody found any others yet?" 
 Sean looked around; everyone was shaking their heads. 
 "Okay, from this point forward, you find one, you pull back and call it in. We'll kill it as soon as possible. If the opportunity presents itself, kill one, but make sure somebody calls it in! These particular ones are weak enough that, with the right weapon, you can kill them easily." 
 "What's the right kind of weapon?" 
 Sean pulled the faerie sword he had strapped to his back out of the scabbard and showed it to everyone in the room.  
 "We don't have a lot of these, which is why I want you to call it in, so I can come and kill it, or someone else who knows how to use a sword can. But if you don't have one of these," Sean picked up a crowbar that was sitting on the table, "iron will work wonders. So we're gonna issue you all old crowbars and tire irons. Just remember, it's gotta be iron. If you're really desperate, tooth and claw." 
 "Seriously?" 
 Sean nodded. "I've done it, but I'm a lion, so I have a few benefits you don't, like size and really sharp claws. I'd rather none of you try it; we can't afford to lose any of you, remember that! You're not expendable! Don't go one on one. They're not any stronger or faster than a human, but they are hard to kill and can take a lot of damage." 
 "What about magic?" another person asked. 
 "If the body they possessed has magic, they will too. If it didn't, they won't." 
 Sean looked around the room. "Those of you who know where the two you saw already are, see me after this meeting. Now, time for the morning standup. Nate, you get to pick 'em as well as take notes." 
 Sean listened with half his attention as they ran down what they'd been up to. They had taken Steve's order yesterday to heart, and were actively searching now for the 'bad smell'. Eight of them now knew it by heart and the leads had shuffled the teams on their own initiative, so each of those eight were now on a separate team. 
 After they all left, the two team leads from the teams who had found the guys joined Sean at the front of the room. 
 "Okay, you know where the guy who's the campaign manager lives, right?" 
 "Yeah, it's in a nice part of town, we've already checked it out." 
 "Have you been inside?" 
 "No, the security is too good." 
 Sean nodded. "We'll go there first. Everyone, see Granite about a weapon. Any of you know how to fight with a sword?" 
 They all looked at each other and shook their heads. 
 "We'll have to see about fixing that. Now go see Granite and meet me by one of the vans. Whichever one of you knows where this place is can drive." 
 "What about the alarms on the place?" 
 "Don't worry," Sean said with a smile. 
   
 Sean was sitting in the back of the van with a nervous Sheila and a scowling Peg. 
 "Peg, all I need her for is to get us past the alarms and inside." 
 "It's a demon's house, Sean." 
 "Yeah, and she's carrying my baby, just like you are, by the way. If things go bad, hightail it out of there and let me deal with it. I need her skills, just as I need your skills. But I told you before, and I'm telling you again, I'm not going to put either of you at risk." 
 "You better not! I mean it, Sean. You get her hurt, and I'll be pissed beyond all belief," Peg said in a low but growly voice. 
 "Yes, Dear." Sean smiled and gave Peg a hug. He gave Sheila a hug then, too, causing her to jump slightly. 
 Lowering his mouth to Sheila's ear, Sean whispered, "You need to be honest with me too, Sheila. I need this done, but you need to be careful. If not for yourself, then for my child you're carrying. Okay?" 
 Sheila gulped and nodded. There was no way she ever wanted to fail Sean, but...there was no way she could risk his child, either. She had no doubts at all that if she got his kid killed, he'd punish her in the afterlife.  
 He was a lion, after all. 
 "Okay, we're here," said Clifford, the leader of the team assigned to Scheckley. 
 "Who was the one who scented him first?" Sean asked. 
 "I was."  
 "Cool." Sean peeked out the window; it was a townhouse in a very nice area. They were all wearing overalls with the logo of a national cleaning company on them. Steve had set that up, claiming no one would ever notice them. Sean figured he was probably right, but he was also going to take advantage of Peg's abilities to obscure cameras and other recording devices. 
 "Peg and Sheila, with me. The rest of you watch from here. Once we're inside, follow at staggered intervals in ones and twos. Got it?" 
  Everyone nodded. 
 Putting on a cap emblazoned with the company logo, Sean got out of the van and strolled right up to the front door. 
 "You're on, Sheila," Sean said while looking around nonchalantly. It was almost eleven, and nobody was paying them any attention. In fact, the few people walking by were far to wrapped up, either talking or texting on their cellphones, to notice anything. 
 "It's open," Sheila whispered after playing with the door lock for a few seconds and turning the knob. She gave it a little push. 
 "Thanks," Sean said and stepped inside, his defensive framework engaged as he shifted into his hybrid form in case of any unexpected surprises. Sheila followed him in and immediately went to the beeping panel on the wall. She popped it off, did something to the wires, and then hooked something she took out of her pocket to it.  
 Several seconds later it stopped beeping. With the distraction of the alarm gone, Sean noticed the faint stench that filled the room. 
 "Peg, stay with Sheila and keep your spells up. I'm going to investigate." 
 "Just be careful," Peg said softly while looking around. 
 "You know me," Sean said while drawing his sword. 
 Moving carefully, Sean stepped out of the short hallway and noticed immediately that the place was a mess. Obviously no one had cleaned up here in months. Peeking into the kitchen, he saw garbage bags piled in the corner, and the sink was full of dirty dishes that had been sitting there for so long, everything on them was hardened. Evidently once they possessed you, they didn't give a damn about housework. 
 Turning back, Sean made his way carefully into the living room. There was a stack of takeout pizza boxes that went to the ceiling, and sitting on the desk was a laptop! It was off, but that didn't matter to Sean. Unplugging it, he carried it back to Peg. 
 "Don't lose this," Sean said, and then went to check the downstairs bathroom. It was filthy, but at least the possessed still knew how to flush a toilet. He didn't see anything of interest there, so he carefully walked up the stairs to the second floor.  
 Once there, his nose picked up the scent of something dead. There were two bedrooms here, so he looked in on the master bedroom first, which was where he found the body. It was a woman, or at least he suspected it was. She'd been dead for weeks at least, probably longer. The whole body had been wrapped with what looked like plastic wrap, and the only way Sean knew it was a woman was from the shoes. The rest of the body was in a pretty advanced stage of decomposition, and the many air fresheners placed on the body weren't cutting it. 
 A quick search of the room didn't turn up anything beyond the usual clothing, though from the pile of it, Sean suspected the demon was just buying new clothing constantly and tossing the dirties here. It didn't look like anything had been washed. 
 Leaving the master bedroom, Sean looked into the other bedroom. Inside, there was what looked like a casting circle on the floor. Bending down and sniffing, Sean immediately discovered it was made from dried blood. 
 'I thought they couldn't do magic on their own?' 
 'That's not magical. Well, not in the way you understand magic. Demons sent here have no way to communicate with those in the underworld. They're not telepathic or linked in anyway. In this world, they can only communicate like humans do. So in order to get their orders, they create this circle using blood and some simple rituals. They then meditate in the circle, and the more powerful demons can reach them.' 
 'Why didn't we see this at the Vestibulum?' 
 'Because they were opening up a much more direct portal using the ritual magic circle so they could send souls back to feed the others.'

 Sean nodded; it made sense. Leaving the room, he went downstairs to the others. Clifford was in the room with one of his team members. 
 "Peg, take Sheila and go back out to the van. Clifford, cycle everyone through so they can smell it for themselves, then pull down to the end of the block and keep an eye on things." 
 "What are you going to do?" Peg asked. 
 "Wait for him to come home and kill him." 
 "That could be a while!"  
 "I'm going to call his cellphone from his phone here, then hang up. I'm sure he'll come home to investigate." 
 "That almost sounds too easy," Peg said, looking at him. 
 "Yeah, but it should work. There's a dead body upstairs and a satanic circle painted on the floor. He can't risk that getting out. Now go!" 
 Peg gave him one of 'those' looks that probably meant Roxy would be yelling at him later. So Sean kissed her, patted her on the ass, and pushed her out the front door.  
 Ten minutes later they were gone, and he closed the front door behind them. 
 'Do these things have a language, Dad?' Sean asked and sent the First a thought about what he wanted to do. 
 'Of course, why...oh! Yes, that would work very well, Son!' 
 Sean smiled and pulled out his phone to look through his notes for the right number. Finding it, he then picked up the wall phone, dialed the manager's number, and waited for a response. 
 "Who is this?" 
 Sean let the First have control, and a series of strange sounds came out of his mouth. Sean then hung up. 
 'I told him something important had happened and we needed to talk, now.' 
 "Almost too easy," Sean said with a smile. 
   
 It took about twenty minutes for him to show up. Sean heard the footsteps as the man walked up the sidewalk, then put the keys in the door. He waited until the man had stepped inside, then he quickly stepped around the corner, grabbed him, pulled him inside hard enough to send him flying, and kicked the door closed so there wouldn't be any witnesses to what happened next. 
 The moment Sean turned around, the man was on him; apparently this demon's human host was quicker and fitter than most. Sean punched him in the face, rocking his head back as the demon pulled out a taser of some sort and tried to shoot Sean with it. 
 Sean deflected the barbs and hit the man in the face again. Sean could see he was taking damage from the hits, but unlike a human, the attacks weren't stunning him. 
 The demon then backpedaled away from Sean and turned to run just as Sean drew his sword and gave chase. Unsurprisingly, the demon ran for the stairs, and he was fast for a human, but Sean had a cheetah for a wife and he knew all about fast. Catching up with the man halfway up the staircase, Sean ran him through from behind with the sword, driving it into the stairs and stopping him there.  
 The demon screeched loudly then, and started to yell something in an unintelligible language. So tightening his grip, Sean ripped his sword out of the stairs and the demon's body, brought it around and up, then quickly back down, cleaving the demon's head in two, killing it immediately.  
 Sean took a moment to catch his breath as he wiped his sword off on the demon's clothing. Heading back towards the doorway, he grabbed Sheila's device, ripping it away from the alarm board, all of the jumpers letting go of the wires she'd clipped them to. He then shifted back into human form, pulled his hat down low, and just walked out the front door, closing it behind him. He could see the van down the street, so walking down to it, he climbed in the front seat and they drove off. 
 "Here, Sheila." Sean passed her device back. 
 "Taking that set the alarm off, you know," Sheila said, looking at him. 
 "Yup, and I suspect by tomorrow the news of what happened will be all over the place. Now, let's go find the other one. Do we know who he is yet?" 
 "Yeah, we do," said Star, the one who'd found him. "He's a lobbyist from a small firm." 
 "How small?" 
 "He's the only one in it. He's close acquaintances with Senator Conway from Maryland. Lobbies for a lot of small town local stuff for the area they both grew up in. But lately it seems he's been expanding a bit. It looks like he might be the one lobbying Congressman Janks, and Malone from Maryland as well." 
 Sean nodded. "Well, that's a start. Where's he live?" 
 "About a two hour drive out of town," Star said with a sigh. "That's where his office is as well; he works out of his house." 
 "Damn. Let's stop by our office first so we can leave this laptop for John to play with and grab some lunch. Then I guess we can drive over there." 
 "Do you think these are the only two?" Star asked as they drove back to the office. 
 Sean shook his head. "I'm sure we'll turn up more; we still have three Senators we suspect are being swayed." 
 "You don't think it's the Vestibulum?" 
 Sean shrugged and looked out the window. "I'm no longer sure the Vestibulum was behind any of this recent resistance. I'm starting to wonder if maybe they were just the patsies set up to take the fall. So much of what they've done in the last few weeks really doesn't make any sense." 
 Peg shook her head. "Sorry, Hon, you're wrong. Maybe there are Vestis who sold out or got possessed and pushed for it, but the others went along willingly. Look at my father; look at where I came from. There wasn't anyone holding their hands and forcing them to do the things they did.  
 "Eruditio said no. Sapientia even said no. The Ascendance, of all people, has been coming around and starting to say 'no'! The Ascendance, for cryin' out loud!" 
 "You can't cheat an honest man, right?" Clifford spoke up, from the back now that Star was driving. 
 "How's that?" Sean asked, turning around and looking at him. 
 "Something my dad taught me. If you're honest and deal honestly with other people, it's a lot harder for anyone to cheat you, because cheating always plays on a person's innate greed. All these demons were doing were playing on the Vestis' innate need for power, their egos. They weren't led down any path or forced into doing the things they did. They did them willingly, with their eyes wide open." 
 "Do you think that's the same case with these Senators and Congressmen?" 
 "Hell, yeah. These people will do anything for power; most of them sold out any principles they may have had years ago. Oh, I doubt any of them know we exist, but you can believe they're being offered something, and that something, be it money, sex, drugs, or power, is all they really care about. Hell, even if we get rid of all these demons buying them off, they'll probably still keep pushing to overturn the president's order.  
 "What we need is a law, and we need one of these bastards to be the ones pushing it. Maybe we'll find out what they're being bribed with and we can use that to get their vote." 
 "Better yet," Sheila piped up, "maybe we can find some juicy blackmail material on them. If you hadn't set the alarm off, we might have been able to use the dead body in that man's house to pressure the Senator into doing what we wanted." 
 Sean chuckled. "I think I've just been schooled. Thank you, Sheila, I'll be sure to think about that next time." 
   
 It was after three when they finally made it to the next place. This one was a nice house in the middle of a fairly average suburban neighborhood. There was absolutely nothing to set it apart from the other houses. 
 "I think someone's home," Sheila said. 
 "How can you tell?" 
 "The car in the driveway; when I look at it with my infrared detector, I can see that the hood is still very hot. That car pulled in the driveway in the last half hour or so. Either he's home, or he has company. In either case, someone is there." 
 "If I try to kick in the front door, someone is bound to see me and call the police," Sean said, looking up and down the street. "If I try to bluff my way in, the moment they open the door, they're probably going to know what I am." 
 "How?" 
 "They won't be able to influence me the way they can influence humans." 
 "Are you sure they'll even try?" Star asked. 
 "We can't take the chance," Sheila said, "the moment they find out, they'll attack, and from everyone's point of view, Sean will be the bad guy." 
 "Let's just sneak in the back," Peg said. "We can stop on the next block over after the sun sets and cut through a few yards." 
 "Sunset is a few hours away yet. I'd rather not wait that long," Sean said, thinking about what he'd seen as they drove around the block.  
 "If you try to sneak in the back in broad daylight, chances are good people will see you around here. This isn't the city, where everyone is busy minding their own business." 
 Sean grumbled, but Peg had a point. There were kids out on the street and people doing things in their yards. 
 "Fine, let's go find a place to kill some time, and we'll see if we can't keep an eye on the place, at least, while we wait." 
 "That's like five hours from now, Sean." 
 "Yeah, I know, but it'll take longer than that to run back to the office and then drive back here. This way, at least, we can try and keep an eye on the place, and if they leave, or someone else shows up, we'll know it." 
 "You hope," Peg said. 
 "There's seven of us in the van now, after dropping Clifford and his crew off. I think that's enough to set up some kind of watch. If nothing else, it'll keep us from getting bored." 
 "I was thinking we could find a short-stay hotel and you, me, and Sheila spend the next five hours doing something a lot more enjoyable," Peg said with a grin. 
 "Oh? And what about Star and the others?" 
 "They can get their own room!" Peg said with a giggle. 
 Sean shook his head and sighed. "Maybe next time." 
 "Aww..." 
   
 Six hours later, Sean was thinking he should have let Peg talk him into the hotel. Nobody had seen anyone approach or leave the house. Walking back to the van, he got in and took the burger one of the wolves handed him. Someone at least had taken the time to walk down to the local Roy Rogers restaurant. Sean had never been to one before; apparently they were an east coast chain, but they weren't bad, so he wasn't complaining. 
 "So now what?" Star asked. 
 "Now you drop me, Sheila, and one of your crew off on the street behind our target's house. We'll sneak in the back way while you park in front of the house. Make it look like you just stopped to do some paperwork, and I'm sure everyone will ignore you. When I'm done, I'll ping you or something. Peg can handle any illusions or magical problems that arise." 
 "What do you need Sheila for?" Peg asked. 
 "I want her to check for alarms, and once I've dealt with things inside the house, she can tell me if we can use it or not to blackmail Conway." 
 Peg nodded, mollified. 
 Star put the van in gear and pulled out of the parking lot they'd been waiting in. 
 "Time to get the show on the road," she said. 
 When they turned down the road behind the house, they checked to make sure no one was out. Star slowed down to a crawl in the dark spot between two streetlights, and Sean quickly hopped out, with Sheila and Bryan, the wolf Sean had drafted, following. 
 It only took a moment for them to disappear between the houses. There was a fair deal of manicured shrubbery and trees on the property of the homes here, so staying out of sight was easy. Shifting into their hybrid forms to take advantage of their heightened senses as well as stronger bodies, they came to the fence around the back yard of the targeted house. 
 "It's clear," Sheila told them after a brief examination, so Sean went over first. He was in a back yard with a pool and a lot of nice lawn furniture. The pool was running, and it looked like it had some sort of automated cleaner in it. But other than that, it didn't really look like anyone had been out here in a while. There was just a general 'unused' feel to the place, even if the lawn was still well cut. 
 Sean waved the others over as he carefully approached the house. All the shades were drawn, but he didn't want to get too close, lest he trip any alarms. When Sheila caught up with him, he waited while she checked the windows and then the doors. 
 "Nothing," she whispered to him. "I guess this is a good neighborhood? I picked the lock on the back door while I was checking it. You can go in whenever you want." 
 Sean nodded and, creeping up to the windows, he carefully peeked inside each one. Only one light was on, on the ground floor; the rest were all out, and he didn't see anybody in any of the rooms. 
 "I think they're upstairs," he whispered to the others. "Wait here while I check it out." 
 Opening the door, Sean drew his sword and carefully stepped inside. 
 The scent of the demon hit him immediately, but there was also a faint smell of decay in the air. Slowly prowling around the downstairs, Sean found both a laptop and a desktop computer, both of which were on.  
 The kitchen was obviously unused, but it wasn't a mess like the other demon's had been. Either they weren't eating here, or they were at least taking the time to clean up. 
 Going to the stairway, Sean started up slowly, putting his feet toward the sides of the steps where they met the wall to cut down on creaking, a trick Steve had taught him years ago. Thankfully it worked. 
 At the top of the stairs was a hallway with one door to the left and three to the right. The farthest one on the right was open, and it was a bathroom. Turning to the left, Sean moved forward slowly until he was outside the door with his hand on the knob. Turning it slowly, he held his breath as he pushed the door open and looked into the room.  
 It was the master bedroom, and it was huge. The lobbyist he was after was sitting on the floor, eyes closed and mouth open, in the middle of another one of those circles, this one obviously made of blood like the previous one. 
 'The second you break that circle, they're going to know you're there.' 
 'Any advice?' 
 'If you can take his head off without stepping into the circle, and without your arm breaking the imaginary boundary-line, they won't know what happened. He'll just suddenly go away.' 
 'You sure?' 
 'Reasonably sure.' 
 Sean nodded once to himself and, readying his sword, he slowly crept into the room, carefully putting one foot in front of the other. He called up his offensive framework and readied an ice spell to freeze the demon solid, just in case he heard Sean and started to move. 
 Sean pulled his sword back to swing, and just then the demon suddenly leapt to its feet and spun to face him. Sean wasn't sure what had set him off, but he swung the sword forward with all his might as the demon started to come at him, the blade meeting it right at the waist and passing through a lot easier than Sean would have thought. The neatly-bisected demon fell to the floor and expired instantly. 
 'Think he told them?' 
 'I'm not sure. He probably told them someone was coming, but when he saw you, he was no longer meditating, so they may not know about you yet.' 
 Sean nodded and stepped back away from the ever-growing wet spot on the carpet as the body quickly bled out. Looking around the bedroom, it was fairly neat and had been kept clean, except of course for the circle on the carpet. Leaving the room, Sean checked the other two rooms, which both turned out to be children's rooms. But there weren't any children in them, and it didn't look like there had been in a while. 
 "I'm getting a bad feeling about this," Sean muttered to himself and went downstairs to let Sheila and Bryan in. 
 "He's upstairs; I cut him in half," Sean told them. "There's kid's rooms upstairs, and I assume he had a wife, but I don't see a sign of them anywhere." 
 "Did you check the basement?" 
 "Basement?" Sean said and then slapped his forehead with his hand. "No, I didn't. You two might want to stay up here." 
 Bryan nodded, but Sheila shook her head. "Trust me, I've probably seen worse, Sean." 
 Sean nodded and took a deep breath. "Anyone else I'd say was full of it. Well, let's check out the basement." 
 Sean went over to the door to what he guessed was the basement and opened it. The faint scent of decay got a little bit stronger. Pulling out his phone and turning on the light, Sean carefully led the way down the stairs. The basement was unfinished; it was just a big concrete box with a bunch of storm windows around the edges. There were children's toys, some boxes, a furnace, and a washer and dryer.  
 Also down there was a very large chest freezer, and sitting on the ground next to it was a large black plastic bag. 
 Sheila found the light switch and turned the lights on, so Sean turned his phone off and put it away. 
 "Stand behind me," Sheila said. 
 "Huh?"  
 "I want to film this." 
 Sean noticed she had her phone out now. 
 "Jared Scott's basement," Sheila said in a soft monotone voice that didn't quite sound like her. "I wonder what we'll find here? Oh look, a freezer! But what's in the black bag next to it?"  
 Sean kept his mouth shut and followed Sheila as she walked over to the bag and, using one hand, pulled it open. 
 "Ugh! Rotten meat. Why would there be a bag of rotting meat next to such a nice large freezer? What do you say we have a look?" 
 Sheila moved over and opened the freezer, and Sean choked off a curse. Underneath the body of a woman, whose eyes still held a look of fear, were two dead children. All of them had had their throats slit and their hands and legs were tightly bound with wire. 
 "Ah, it's the family, all together. From the looks of things, they've been here for quite a while. Seems your best friend is a very, very sick man. Would be a shame if the media were to learn you've been consorting with a mass murderer for the last several months now, wouldn't it? How many times have you been here, wondering where the wife and kids were, when they were right down here beneath your feet?" 
 Sheila stopped recording them and put her phone away. 
 "You said you killed it, right?"  
 Sean nodded. "Cut him in half." 
 "Thank god. Now make sure you didn't leave any fingerprints, and let's get out of this nightmare." 
 Going back upstairs, they turned the basement lights out. After that they shut down the computers and, while Sean and Bryan gathered them up, Sheila took a last look around, finding Jared's phone in the process. That done, they went out the front door, which they locked behind them, then got into the van and drove away.  
 "How bad was it?" 
 "It killed his whole family, Love," Sheila said and, wrapping her arms around Peg, she hugged her tight. "Two little kids. Snuffed out like they were cattle." Sheila turned and looked at Sean. "When the time comes, Your Highness, I'll do whatever it takes to keep that from happening to another child. They didn't deserve that; no child does." 
 Sean nodded. "No, they don't." 
 The ride back to the office was quiet; it was almost eleven when they got back and went inside. 
 "Hey! I see you got some more for me to crack!" John said as they came into his office. 
 "You finish with the other laptop yet?" 
 John laughed. "Took me all of ten minutes. These yahoos think a password will protect their computer; I just pull the drives out and bypass that completely. If you don't encrypt your drives, there's no point to using a password. Remember that!" 
 "So what did you find?" 
 John shrugged. "I dumped it all to another machine, there was too much for me to go through. Steve's sleuths are going through it. I just crack shit and do the security. You're the folks playing politics." 
 Sean nodded. "Hi, Cenna," he said and waved to John's girlfriend. 
 "Hi, Sean," she said, smiling back. 
 "We can look at all that stuff in the morning," Peg said with a yawn. "Let's check in with Granite, then catch a ride to Steve and Terri's. We can plot your next step in the morning." 
 Sean nodded. "Later, you two. We'll talk tomorrow," He said and followed Peg and Sheila out of the room. 
 




Next Morning

   
 "So what did you find?" Sean asked Granite as they all sat down the next morning. Roxy, Peg, Daelyn, Jolene, and Sheila were there. Daelyn and Jolene had arrived the day before, which was why Sean had his faerie sword. 
 Steve and Terri were there, having gotten a basic understanding of their new lives and abilities under Roxy's tutelage all day yesterday.  
 John and Cenna were also there, as well as three of the team leaders that had been assigned to go through all the data on the computers they'd captured yesterday. 
 "Well, Scheckley's campaign manager stopped using his computer almost three months ago. We're guessing the demon who possessed him wasn't very senior or technologically literate." 
 "Why would they put a junior-level demon in such a senior-level person?" Daelyn asked. 
 Granite shrugged. "No idea. Maybe they don't know any better? In any case, all we got out of his computer was a list of people he knew before being possessed. Conway's friend, however…" Granite motioned towards one of the sleuth team leads, a woman by the name of Criss. 
 "Jared's computers were being used regularly," she said. "Primarily the laptop. It had a calendar of all his meetings, past, present, and future; names and phone numbers of the people he was dealing with, and emails. Lots of emails. The one you killed in the morning reported to Jared. That one was taken at least four months ago, probably longer." 
 "So, do we know who else is possessed and where they are?" 
 "We've identified three others, two of which were possessed in the last two weeks. None of us really understand how that works; we're still digging through the emails and trying to make sense of them. We're only sure of those three because we sent people by their homes last night to literally sniff around. They found the scent at all three." 
 "I sent teams out this morning to put them under surveillance," Steve said, "after Granite told me about finding them." 
 Sean looked at Granite, who looked a little uncomfortable. "I report to Steve, you told me so yourself." 
 "And I report to you, Sean," Steve said. "Don't mess with the chain of command. I'm sure Chad's told you all about it." 
 Sean rolled his eyes. "Okay, okay. I wouldn't have minded being told, but this is Steve's show, so it's his job to handle it. Has the morning attack made the news yet?" 
 Steve nodded. "Boy has it! The police weren't able to keep a lid on it because the guy from the alarm company spilled his guts to a reporter. They probably floated him a large bribe, 'cause he got fired immediately and he had to know that would happen." 
 "What are they saying about it?" 
 "Satanic cult seems to be leading the speculation right now; the dead rotting body in the upstairs bed and the circle in blood on the floor point heavily to that, but they're wondering why the campaign manager was killed with a bladed weapon. Scheckley is scrambling already to put distance between himself and his now dead employee." 
 "Have you seen Sheila's tape from last night?" 
 "Sheila made a tape?" Steve asked, surprised, and looked over at her. 
 "She thinks we should try to blackmail Conway, and possibly the other two from Maryland, into doing what we want." 
 Steve smiled. "It's always nice to have a professional onboard. Let me look at it, and I'll see what we can do with it. But the big question right now is, what do we do with the three we know about?" 
 "Kill them," Peg said, and Sheila nodded. 
 "I have to agree with Peg," Roxy said. "Sheila showed me the video, and I saw what they're capable of in Canada. We need to get rid of them as quickly as possible before they take over more people." 
 "How is Chad doing in Canada?" Steve asked. 
 "He's done with Canada. Things in Toronto turned out a lot better than we expected. He's already back in the States and on his way to Reno. I agree with Peg and Rox, we need to move on these three today." 
 "How?" 
 Sean looked over at Criss. "Do we have access to their email?" 
 Criss looked at John, who nodded. "Piece a' cake." 
 "Okay, then. Jared was the senior one; he used email to talk to them, right? Let's set up a meeting and have them come to us. We'll just ambush them when they show." 
 "What's the excuse for the meeting?" Criss asked. 
 Sean shrugged. "See what he's used for an excuse in the past. See if they sent him anything yet today. Call them in one at a time if you can. If you need help, ask Sheila or Peg, they're good at that kind of thing." 
 "Where should we invite them to?" 
 "We should have kept the keys to Jared's house." Peg sighed. 
 "You mean these keys?" Sheila asked with a smile. 
 Sean blinked. "When did you...you know what? Never mind. We need to get on the road and get back there now so we can set up for these ambushes." 
 Sheila smiled and looked around the room. "Do we have anyone here who resembles someone famous?" 
 Steve nodded. "With a little makeup, we could make Roxy look like the vice president's youngest daughter, why?" 
 "Great, we do that and have everyone else wear black suits and act like security. We tell the others that we have the chance to possess someone close to the president and he needs their help distracting her security detail while he takes care of it." 
 "Oh, they'd definitely be all over that!" Steve laughed.  
 "Well, that is the idea. No one in the neighborhood will think twice because Jared is a lobbyist, and a VP's daughter is important, but not exactly newsworthy." 
 Sean nodded. "Great, let's make this happen." 
   
 The ride out to the house was considerably faster today, as it was Saturday, so there was no rush hour or work-related traffic. They'd taken one of the limousines and parked it in the driveway next to Jared's car, then they'd simply gotten out and gone inside.  
 Sean took Peg and Star with him after grabbing some bags and cleaning supplies, they went upstairs to deal with Jared's body. Peg wanted a good look at his face so she could place an illusion on one of wolves from Star's team, should it prove necessary. 
 Jack, another from Star's team, was sent to clean up the bag of rotting food and toss it in the garbage can outside to cut down on the smell in the house. It may have been faint, but it was getting to the point where a human could have smelled it, and Sheila was worried about anything that might tip off their prey. 
 The plan they had was simple; one of the agents would let the victim in, telling him that Jared was in the den with the vice president's daughter, and pointing for him to go. When they got there, Daelyn would hit them in the back of the head with her hammer, stunning them. Then Sean would open the door, pull them inside, and kill them, with Roxy helping. They'd covered the floor with plastic drop cloths to keep anything from getting stained. They'd then wrap up and bag each of the bodies after relieving them of their phone, wallet, ID and any keys they might have.  
 They started with the more recently possessed people, hoping they'd be the least experienced, and therefore the easiest to kill. When the first one showed up, they all went to their positions and waited. When Sean heard the loud 'smack' of Daelyn's thrown hammer hitting flesh, he opened the door, pulling the stunned demon in. Roxy ran him through with her sword, and Sean took his head off with his. 
 They quickly went through his pockets, tossed everything in a small bag, then rolled him up in plastic, stuck the body in a large body bag, and sealed it. Then Sean carried it out to the attached garage via an inside doorway and tossed it in the minivan parked inside with the bagged remains of Jared. 
 Roxy, meanwhile, took the bag with the keys to one of the wolves, who went out to the car the demon had driven up in and moved it out of sight. When they were finished here, each of the cars would be driven back to the home of the possessed person, where a team would meet them and they'd see what intelligence they could gather, as well as what kind of blackmail material they could find. 
 "How about you grab the next one and pull him in, and I'll just take his head off?" Sean told Roxy. 
 "Sure. Maybe we can make less of a mess," Roxy agreed. 
 The next one showed up an hour later, and again it went off like clockwork. Daelyn's hammer stunned them, Roxy pulled them in the room, and Sean decapitated them. 
 "Two down, one to go," Roxy said as they cleaned up the mess and prepared for the last one. 
 "Let's just hope this is the last of them," Sean replied. "If we have to hunt more of them down, it'll suck." 
 "I hear you on that!" 
 "Sean," Sheila said, coming into the room, "I'm worried about this next one, he's pinged Jared's phone with a text saying he was going to be late." 
 "Did you reply to him?" 
 "'Course I did. Told him to hurry and stop making excuses. I don't know if he's stalling; it'll be your call how long we need to wait." 
 "Well..." Sean started but was interrupted by Star. 
 "He just pulled up!" Star called from the front room. 
 "Bastard," Sheila growled and ran out of the room, as Sean pushed the door closed and Roxy threw down the last of the plastic tarps. They heard him come in the front door, and the 'Agent' tell him that Jared and the vice president's daughter were in the den. It sounded just like the previous ones, right up until they heard the smack of Daelyn's hammer. 
 But as Roxy opened the door and grabbed for him to pull him inside, this one was not only not stunned, but he was drawing weapons from under his suit jacket with both hands. 
 Roxy didn't have her sword out. He quickly moved back from her as his left hand cleared his jacket with a pistol in it, and he started to shoot at her. 
 Sean did have his sword out, but his initial reaction was panic—because Roxy was pregnant—so instincts kicked in and he bum-rushed the demon. Dropping a shoulder as he shifted into his hybrid form, he smashed it into the wall, embedding it into the plaster as it fired at him with two pistols. Grabbing it by the neck, Sean whipped it around and smashed in into the floor, then a sword suddenly sprouted from its head. Looking up, Sean saw Roxy with his sword; he must have dropped it. She had run it point first through the demon's head and into the floor beneath, killing it.  
 Sean fell over to the side, feeling a little weak. Apparently he'd just been shot about twenty or thirty times at point-blank range. The demon had been pretty fast on the triggers. 
 "What the hell was that?" Roxy growled. 
 "He was about to shoot you!" Sean panted. 
 "What have I told you about acting like an idiot and getting all shot up?" 
 Sean started coughing and spit out a mouthful of bullet fragments. "But you're pregnant!" he grumbled. 
 Roxy smacked him across the muzzle hard enough to turn his head. "I can get out of the way myself! A few bullets aren't going to hurt me!"  
 Sean took a minute to catch his breath; whatever those bullets were, they were pretty nasty.  
 "Roxy," Sean said and looked up at her, "I'll stand in front of you, or any of the rest of you, if you're being shot at." Sean coughed and spat out another bunch of fragments; it was like choking on gravel. "And," Sean did his best not to growl, "you will not bitch at me for it. Those weren't normal bullets, you're pregnant, and you're my wife." 
 "He's right, Rox," Dae said, coming over to them and checking Sean over. "You may not like it, and it may scare the hell out of you, but you can't fault him for protecting us." 
 "I think we should move on to more current problems, if you don't mind?" Star said from the front room. 
 "What's wrong?" Sean grunted. 
 "All those gun shots seemed to have gotten some attention. People are outside looking at the house." 
 "We need to clean this mess up," Roxy said. "Let's get the body into a bag and see if we can't do something about all this blood." 
 "What about the damaged wall?" 
 "Nothing to be done for it. I think we need to get this joker's car moved, then we all leave, except the guy Peg spelled to look like Jared. He goes out, opens the garage, pulls the one car in, the minivan out, and heads to the rendezvous point." 
 "What do we say to anyone who knocks at the door?" 
 "Tell them we're watching a movie and we accidentally turned the volume up," Sean said and coughed up another mouthful. He suspected the next visit to the toilet was going to be an unpleasant one. 
 "What were those bullets he shot you with, anyway?" Daelyn asked, looking at the floor. 
 "Mag Safes, or something like that I think," Roxy said. "They tend to expand a lot and fragment. They're pretty nasty." 
 "And I'm still feeling weak," Sean said and, checking his mana levels, he blinked. His regeneration had eaten up more than half of his base. While the multipliers he wore increased his casting abilities, his lycan regenerating abilities didn't get the same advantage, and just drew from his unmodified base mana, something that had never occurred to him before. 
 "Go sit in that tub and wash off all the blood," Roxy said and pointed. 
 "Yes, Ma'am," Sean said with a sigh and went and did as he was told.  
 When it came time to leave, he felt a lot better, though he was now starving. Peg had used some of her magic to help clean up the blood, so except for the damaged section of wall, the house looked almost normal now.  
 When they all left, 'Jared' came out and waved goodbye. Sean could see several of the neighbors who had been watching going back inside their homes.  
 "I need some food, let's hit a drive-thru," Sean grumbled. 
 "Maybe if you're lucky I'll let you eat some," Roxy said, still obviously a little upset. 
 Sean turned and looked at her. "You'll still eat my food before I do?" He hugged her. "I guess you're not really mad at me after all!" 
 Peg and Daelyn just snickered at that, while Roxy turned very red, looking extremely embarrassed. 
 'You're learning, Son. You're learning.' 
 




Awakenings

   
 Sean put down his sword, dismissing it, and then dismissing the armor he'd been wearing. 
 "I must say, I'm very impressed with your progress," Keairra told him. 
 "I've had a lot of incentive to learn." Sean sighed. "Now if I can stop making stupid mistakes like I did last week when that guy shot Roxy, I'll have it made." 
 "You haven't learned to think with the sword before thinking with your teeth and claws," Keairra said with a shrug. "Plus, it's finally dawning on you that they're pregnant." 
 "What do you mean, 'finally'?" Sean asked, looking at her. 
 "It's one thing to hear that your woman is carrying your child. It's another when you start to see it. That's when it really sinks in!" Keairra laughed. "Trust me, the first time I was pregnant, it didn't really get through to me until I saw my belly starting to swell." 
 Sean shrugged. In a strange sort of way, he guessed it made sense. 
 "Where's your husband, the First? I need to talk to him." 
 Keairra waved her hand, and a moment later the First came walking over in hybrid form. 
 "Yes, Son?" 
 "Chad's almost done with Mexico, and we haven't seen a demon or possessed person in DC since we killed the rest of that bunch last week. All the lycans are now freed, and we're making progress on Congress and the laws. This phase is almost done, and I need to know what's on my plate next. We're all but finished here; it's time to fess up, Dad." 
 "You still haven't gotten those politicians to change their position on lycans yet; I'm not so sure you're finished." 
 Sean nodded. "I know; they're digging in and refusing to change. I guess those demons really had something big on them, but it doesn't matter. I'm going to do whatever I have to do to bring them to heel. I don't expect them to be a problem much longer." 
 The First looked at him. "You sure you're ready to play hardball with them, Son?" 
 Sean shook his head. "I don't have a choice. Whether or not I like it or I'm ready for it, I still have to do it. You told me there's a war coming. Well, I need to know why this is so important in fighting it. I need to know what I'm doing next so I can prepare for it." 
 The First nodded. "Every few thousands of years, the conditions exist for the demons of the Onderwereld, what the Danes and the inhabitants of the fædreland consider to be 'hell', to invade this world. Normally they can only get here by traveling through the fædreland first, which is why so many people associate Dark Elves and Goblins with it, even though they're not really from there. 
 "They've done this more times than I know of, but there's never been enough food here to encourage them to stay and make it permanent. Earth was just another feeding ground, and they'd harvest it when the time came, again and again. I have no idea how many fledging civilizations they destroyed or how many hundreds of thousands have died.  
 "But when we came on the scene, we made this our land, our territory, and we resisted them. Eventually we were able to keep them out well enough for civilization to flourish. The cost to us was high; we lost so many of our people in the first war that we lions suffered for it." 
 "So is that what was behind the great 'die off'?" Sean asked. 
 The First nodded. "We suspect so now. You have to understand, when we had our lycan armies and kingdoms, there were a lot more of us than there are today." 
 Sean nodded and thought about that for a moment. 
 "As civilization flourished, the dwarves came in greater numbers. So too did the elves, the fae, all of them. So when the time came for the demons to harvest again, they were met with more resistance than they'd ever encountered before. That was the second time we were able to drive them off, and we achieved a much greater victory over them as well, mainly due to the better weapons and superior tactics we had learned. 
 "So for the next seven cycles, they only sent in token attacks, to probe us and see what we'd learned and what we're capable of." 
 "So what changed? Why now?" Sean asked. 
 "What changed is, humanity is over two billion people strong, Son. The larder is full, and they know if they can get a permanent beachhead here, they'll be able to feast off the humans for a thousand years, perhaps longer. Humanity has grown large enough for all the demon kings and rulers to rally together and stage a massive invasion when the next cycle begins. 
 "To put it bluntly, they want a more permanent connection to their favoite food supply. If they're successful, the gate between their world and ours will go from being a temporary bridge to a permanent one, and they'll kill every intelligent being on the planet." 
 Sean could feel the blood drain from his face, even here in this place, at those words. 
 "So what makes us instrumental in this fight?"  
 "I've told you, Son, they can't possess us, and none of their mental abilities will work against us. We can take the kinds of damage they deal without dying or even being taken out of the fight. But most of all," the First smiled nastily, "we can kill them." 
 "Lycans?" Sean asked. 
 "No, lions. When a god kills someone, they're dead. Period. If a human or lycan manages to kill one of these demons, it just sends them back home, unless of course you use a specially blessed and created magical weapon. Then they have to wait to be reborn again." 
 "Like the faerie swords?" 
 The First nodded. "Exactly, like the faerie swords. But if a lion kills them? They're dead for good. It's permanent. They don't come back, ever. It's why we can kill them with our teeth and our claws, if necessary. When we dispatch them, they're dead.  
 "This is why we need the lycans, our children, to be free. So they can fight without reservation, without concern, so they can fight not only for the magic users or the humans, but fight for us, the lions." 
 "And why do they need to fight for us lions?" Sean asked. 
 The First laughed. "I thought that would be obvious, Son. So we can break through their lines and kill their leaders! Without them, without their leaders, their tacticians, their army cannot function, and their invasion will fall apart." 
 Sean nodded slowly as it all settled in. "You'll be sending help, right?" 
 "What do you think everyone has been training for? North America won't be the only place they'll come out, just the largest place. You'll have help, but all the lycans already know who you are. They'll follow the rest of us, eventually, but they'll follow you right from the start." 
 "And just when does this war start?" 
 "It's already started; that's why those demons are here. They're the opening attacks. As for the gateways?" The First shrugged. "It's never easy to tell when, exactly, they will open. We'd thought we had until November, but now? I think we have a month. We could have two, but I wouldn't bet on anything beyond that." 
 Sean nodded. "Thanks for telling me, Dad. I'll get everything handled after I wake up. I'll make sure this is wrapped up by the end of the month, no matter what it takes." 
 The First smiled and then surprised the hell out of Sean by hugging him. 
 "I know you will, that's why you're my Son." 
   

§

   
   
 Sean was sitting in the small office he was sharing with the girls, thinking about what he'd learned last night. As the First had reminded him, almost a week had gone by since they'd killed the five possessed people, and nothing really had changed.  
 Oh, Scheckley was in a bit of a public relations nightmare because of what had happened to his campaign manager, but he was still holding firm, fighting the president's executive order. Conway had been showing signs of bending, up until Jared's house burned down in a very suspicious blaze. Jared and his family were now officially 'missing' and assumed to have fallen victim to foul play. 
 Sean was pretty pissed about that one—they'd had the place under surveillance, but someone had gotten to it anyway. Chad had already finished up in Mexico City, so the only thing really holding back the completion of Sean's job was right here in Washington DC. Steve had initiated a PR blitz that was beginning to have some effect. He'd hired two PR firms, and was ruthlessly overseeing both of them, while engaging in a meme war online that was both vicious and hilarious at the same time. Steve could have taught a course on rhetoric, his tactics were that refined. 
 But the end of July was drawing near, and as Sean had told the First, he'd finally run out of patience. It was time for the gloves to come off. Walking into Steve and Terri's office, he dropped down into one of the chairs and waited until Steve finished whatever he was typing on his laptop. 
 "Boy, you don't look happy," Steve said. 
 "I'm not. Pull the trigger on phase two, but hold off on incriminating our 'friends' just yet." 
 "You know once we start down that road, there's no turning back," Steve reminded him. 
 "We're going down that road sooner or later, whether we like it or not, and I suspect you already know that." 
 Steve gave a small nod. "So launch the lycan initiative campaign." 
 "Exactly." 
 "People are going to think it's a PR stunt, that it's all fake, you know." 
 Sean shrugged. "None of that matters to me at this point. All that matters now is getting it done. How soon do you think it'll take to reach critical level?" 
 "Well, today's Thursday; I'll tell the firms to slam it hard starting tomorrow, just before lunch, and all the way through until Sunday. Then on Monday we can start staging our little 'incidents' all over DC, New York, Atlanta, Seattle, LA, and Boston, where they'll get the most coverage." 
 Sean nodded. "Do it. I have a lunch appointment here in an hour." 
 "Really? With who?"  
 "Duncan, the head of Sapientia. I've heard Perkins is in town meeting with him." 
 "And they invited you?" 
 Sean smiled. "They don't even know I'm here. Yet." 
 Steve laughed. "Oh, they're going to love you. Are you going to ask for their help with the campaign?" 
 Sean shook his head. "I have a couple of others in mind for that. I want to get the bill introduced on Monday. That's why I want you to start the blitz now." 
 "I don't know, Sean. You've still got a tough row to hoe. Conway, Scheckley, and Markston are digging in for this one. I think they're still more afraid of their former taskmasters than whoever killed them." 
 Sean smiled and leaned over conspiratorially. "You know me, Charlie, I've got an angle!" 
 Steve snorted. "Well, he better not be named Hannover Fist, I'm not sure the capital could take it." 
 "Nah, it's better than that. But warn everyone to batten down the hatches; it's going to be rough ride from this point out," Sean said, getting up out of his seat. 
 "I'll make sure everyone's got their eyes on the lookout." 
 "Thanks," Sean said and, leaving the room, he rounded up Jolene, Roxy, Peg, and Daelyn. 
 "What's up?" 
 "We're going to the Sapientia Council Headquarters." 
 "They don't know yer comin', do they, Lion-boy?" Daelyn teased. 
 "Now where would the fun be in warning them? Besides, they don't even know I'm here. That'll make it even more fun. Everyone thinks I'm somewhere between Mexico and Reno." 
 "Does Eruditio meeting with Duncan have anything to do with this?" Jolene asked. 
 "A little," Sean admitted, "but I'm tired of reacting. That's all we've been doing now for weeks, reacting. It's time to start making things happen again." 
 "Uh, oh," Roxy sighed, "what are you planning on doing this time?" 
 "I'm thinking the lycans of this country are horribly underrepresented, don't you?" 
 "So you're going to represent them?" 
 "A lion running for office?" Sean shook his head. "I'm not that much of a sadist. But that can wait until after we've had our little meeting today. Let's grab one of the cars and give Daelyn a chance to set a cross-town speed record." 
 "Shotgun!" Roxy said with a grin. 
 "It's all yours, girl." Jolene sighed. 
 "Yeah, I think I'll be hiding in the back with Jo," Peg admitted. "The traffic here already scares me, I'd get motion sick watching Dae navigating it." 
 "Too bad Cali and Roberta aren't here," Roxy said with a frown, "I miss them both already." 
 "I know," Sean sighed, "I do to, but Cali needs to be there to train everyone and get some sort of system worked out, and Roberta needs to be there to keep an eye on things, and honestly, Sarah needs her mom, and she is starting to show." 
 Sean reached over and gave Jolene a pat on the belly. "And with Jo here carrying twins, she's starting to show a little as well." 
 Jolene blushed and Roxy laughed. "Let's go, you can abuse us all later." 
 "Abuse, me?" Sean scoffed, "If anyone here gets abused, it's moi, my dear lady." 
 "And you love every minute of it, Lion-boy." Daelyn snickered and smacked Sean on the ass hard enough to make him stagger as he blushed just a little, because frankly, it was true. 
 Rubbing his butt, Sean followed Daelyn as she led the way out to the car she'd already claimed as her own. With the work she'd put into it since they got here, most of the others were afraid to drive it now, as Daelyn had proven that, with a big enough turbocharger hooked to a supercharger, even a luxury sedan could be made to go fast. 
 Sean hadn't bothered to ask what she'd done to the suspension, but from the looks of the tires on the new rims, he had no doubt the car would now corner like a demon while being able to run like a scalded cat. 
 The car was painted black and had tinted windows, so it fit right in here in DC, where half the cars looked almost exactly like it. Sean wouldn't even be surprised to find out this one had armor in the doors. Things were definitely different in this part of the world. 
 "Okay," Roxy said, as they got settled in the car and Daelyn started it, pulling out a stopwatch. "On my mark... go!" 
 Sean just shook his head and let Jolene bury her face in his chest as she latched on to him, while Peg buried her face in her phone and started messing with something on that. 
 Overall, the ride wasn't that bad. Daelyn didn't fling them around all that much in the back of the car, but she did have a way of threading through traffic that was almost magical. 
 "Fourteen minutes, fifty-three point five seconds. Not bad," Roxy said, clicking off her stopwatch when they got there. 
 "I coulda gone faster," Daelyn said with a serious expression, "but I didn't want to upset Jo any more than she already was." 
 "What, don't I rate any concern?" Peg teased. 
 "You don't throw up," Daelyn said. "If it was anyone else, I'd be more than happy to let them blow chunks. But I'll slow down for Jo, because it really does bother her." 
 Sean smiled at that. For Daelyn to slow down for anybody was a pretty serious thing, considering her love of speed. 
 "Thanks, Dae," Jolene said, "I love you, too." 
 Daelyn blushed a little and turned the car off. 
 "Well, let's go say hello," Sean said, getting out of the car and helping Jolene out. Then the five of them walked up to the front gate, with Sean leading this time. 
 "Can I help you?" the lycan guard at the gate said, giving Sean a curious look. He obviously suspected Sean was a lycan, but was having trouble placing it. 
 "I'm here to see Duncan Roberts." 
 "Who are you, and do you have an appointment?" 
 "Sean Valens," Sean said, and then shifted into his hybrid form, "and I don't think I need one, do you?" 
 The guard blinked and immediately grabbed his radio. 
 "Tell Duncan that Sean Valens is here and is coming up to see him." 
 "Tell him to wait," came a voice back on the radio. 
 "You can tell him," the guard said, looking at the seven-plus-foot-tall lion. "I have no desire to piss off a lion." 
 The guard pressed a button and the smaller sidewalk gate opened. "Go on in, and please don't hurt anybody. They've been good to us, even before the slavery ban." 
 Sean nodded and patted him on the back as he walked by. "We're allies, I wouldn't dream of it." 
 They were halfway across the courtyard when a man in a suit hastily came out the front door and ran down the steps. 
 "Mr. Valens! This is highly unexpected! I'm afraid Duncan is busy at the moment, would you mind waiting?" 
 Sean smiled at him. "Of course I mind waiting. I came here to see both Roberts and Perkins, who I believe he's meeting with?" 
 The man nodded, looking a little surprised. 
 "Please let them know I'm here, and I want to talk to them. This will probably be their only opportunity before I leave." 
 "I see. I take it this isn't just a social call, that this is important?" 
 Sean nodded. 
 "Then come inside and I'll let them know." 
 "Lead on," Sean said and followed the man inside the house. Once inside, he motioned for them to wait by the door and hurried off for a moment. 
 A female lycan, whom Sean made to be a wolf, came up and greeted them, "Can I get you anything to drink?" 
 "Water, please?" Jolene asked. 
 "Of course," she said and went to fetch it. 
 "Pretty trusting of them to leave you here unguarded," Roxy said. 
 "That's because our guards are all lycans, and he's a lion, so what would be the point?" the man who had escorted them in said, quickly coming back down the hallway. 
 "Please, follow me." 
 Sean had to admit, Sapientia's main headquarters were rather nice, almost palatial in their design and decor, but then, if you're dealing with the nation's leaders, you probably have to make sure you look impressive. All the Sapientia council houses he'd been to so far had been nicely decorated, but in a much more understated fashion.  
 This was not at all 'understated'. 
 The room they were led into was much more comfortable looking, with one wall completely lined with bookshelves. There were a number of overstuffed chairs, and a fairly large couch. 
 In two of the chairs, sitting more or less across from each other, were two men. Both Duncan Roberts and Gerald Perkins had been described to Sean in the past, so it wasn't hard to tell the two of them apart. Gerald was also a lot older than Duncan, which helped. 
 Their guide steered Sean over to the couch, figuring correctly that Sean would want to sit with his wives. But Sean stopped first before the two men and gave a small bow to each, extending his hand. 
 "Duncan, Gerald, it's nice to finally meet you," Sean said and smiled when they each shook hands with him in turn. 
 "It's nice to meet you as well," Duncan said. "Arthur has had a lot to say about you, all of it good." 
 "Joseph has a lot to say as well," Gerald said with a smile. "He never fails to tell me how you leave him with more questions after every meeting than he had before!" 
 Sean smiled and sat down between Roxy and Jolene.  
 "It's a skill," he admitted. 
 "I had no idea you were in Washington. I've heard about what's going on in Mexico and had assumed you were there, as you were in Canada during the campaign there," Duncan said. 
 "Circumstances are such that I've had to come to Washington to deal with some problems," Sean said with a heavy sigh. 
 "I have to ask," Gerald said, "why are you so defensive of the Vestibulum's people after you did such a number on their men?" 
 "Because they were victims? I don't like the killing, Gerald. I only do it when I must, and I often hate it afterwards when I see the destruction I've left in my wake. Actions must have consequences, or those actions won't stop.  
 "Watkins was possessed by a demon, some sort of possessing spirit that destroys the host and takes over all that he is so that they can better mimic him. If the people of the Vestibulum hadn't been so willing to execute a couple dozen lycans—if they'd stopped and questioned what was going on—maybe the others who'd become possessed would have been spared that experience?" 
 "And you now believe that Jeremy Mays of the Vestibulum, one of their leaders, is now possessed as well?" 
 Sean nodded. "It makes sense. Watkins was possessed around the time of Mays' last visit, and I find it hard to believe the late Todd Adams would have decided to assassinate the president all on his own. Someone ordered him to do it, and the only people who could are all in Brussels." 
 "Adams claims it was a rogue member of his council who attempted the assassination." 
 "I know. Too bad the 'rogue' died almost immediately, isn't it?" Sean snorted. "I talked to one of the assassins. Adams ordered it. The dead guy was just a patsy." 
 "What!" Duncan said, bolting upright in his chair. "Are you sure?" 
 "Of course I'm sure. It's not common knowledge, however, so I wouldn't go spreading it around." 
 "Why not?" 
 Sean leaned back on the sofa. "It bothered me for a long time that the Vestibulum would try to do such a thing. It didn't make any sense. At least, not until we found out a member of the president's cabinet had made a deal with the devils and was involved in the attempt as well." 
 Sean noticed that Duncan and Gerald looked at each other. 
 "Didn't know about that part either, did you?" 
 "No, Sean," Gerald admitted. "We didn't." 
 "It started to make sense then, but I still wasn't seeing the whole picture. Did you know that several lobbyists and a campaign manager had been possessed by devils as well? Right here in Washington?" 
 "So it was you who killed Scheckley's man?" Duncan asked. 
 Sean nodded. "He was one of the first we found. There were four more we dealt with almost immediately. So far we haven't found another one, and I don't believe there are anymore here, yet." 
 "And I take it that explains why the congressmen and senators are opposing the president's order?" 
 Sean nodded. "They were either being blackmailed, or coerced in other ways. We'll be dealing with that shortly." 
 "Why?" Gerald asked. 
 "Why what?"  
 "Why are they doing this? What's so important about lycans that they would do all this to stop them from being freed?" 
 "Because we're not susceptible to a lot of things humans are, that even magic users are. When they realized the lions, through me, were freeing and uniting the lycans, they knew they had to do something about it. I suspect trying to get as many of you magic users killed in the process was probably just a bonus.  
 "I wonder if the Vestibulum held you all back now because of their own stupidity, or if they had help. Demonic help." 
 "That is a lot to take in, Sean," Duncan said slowly. 
 Sean nodded. "I know, but it has a lot to do with why we lions are taking an active interest in things once more. You see, we're about to be invaded by a metric shit ton of djevels from Onderwereld." 
 "How did you know about that?" Gerald asked, looking surprised. 
 Sean smiled and stood up. "We lions have always known about it. Who do you think has been leading the battle against them every time their world comes close enough to ours for the gates to open? Of course, for some time now their attacks have only been to test our resolve. This one is going to be one hell of an invasion. 
 "Just one word of warning." 
 "What?" Duncan asked. 
 "Please don't go against us or get in our way. We have to work together on this if we're all going to succeed. I'm going to be doing a few things you may not like, and which I find personally distasteful, but they have to be done if we're going to be ready to fight this war." 
 "One last question then, if you don't mind?" Gerald asked. 
 Sean shrugged as he helped each of the girls to her feet. "Shoot." 
 "How are you able to detect those who've been possessed?" 
 Sean wrinkled his nose, his face in a distasteful expression. "We can smell them. That was why Watkins wanted the lycans in Canada killed. They knew what he was, but of course, no one would listen to them. So they shut up instead." 
 Sean bowed to both of them. "Now, if you'll excuse us, there's much to do, and so little time left to do it." 
 And with that, he led the girls out of the room to return to their car, the lycan maid showing up to give Jolene her water as they walked down the hall. 
 'And you give me grief for messing with them,' the First said to Sean with a chuckle. 
 'Well, now at least I know how much fun it can be! Do you think they'll heed my warning?' 
 'They probably will; it seems apparent that they know something big is coming. But there are others who probably won't. They've spent too many years working at odds with each other to start agreeing now.' 
 Sean almost sighed out loud at that as they walked outside towards their car; he couldn't help but agree with the First's thoughts. 
   
 "Arthur was right," Duncan said. 
 "About what?" Gerald asked. 
 "That conversations with Sean often leave you with a thousand unanswered questions, even though he tells you more than you asked for." 
 Gerald nodded. "Joseph has made many of the same observations. But it would seem our seers were right, there is a dark force that'll be trying to take this world away from us. I'm just a little disappointed that the lions never came to us and asked for our help." 
 Duncan shook his head. "Would we have listened?" 
 Gerald looked thoughtful for a moment and then slowly shook his head. "No, probably not." 
 "Exactly. Now, about those letters the late and unlamented Mr. Adams' attorney sent us?" 
 Gerald sighed and shook his head. "They definitely back up Sean's claims, or perhaps I should say, Sean's claims lend credence to their words." 
 Duncan nodded in agreement. "And leads to even greater suspicions about exactly what's going on in Brussels. However, what can we actually do about it?" 
 "That is the pertinent question for the moment, isn't it?" 
 




Weapon of Choice

   
 "So, now what?" Roxy asked as they settled back into the office. 
 "Now we round up all of our problem children so I can have a little discussion with them," Sean said with a frown. 
 "Wait, we're going to do what?" Roxy said, looking shocked. 
 "Well, not 'we' as in the five of us," Sean said. "But I'm going to have Granite send out teams tonight to grab all four representatives, and the five congressmen we know for sure were cooperating with the enemy." 
 "You mean, being bribed or coerced," Roxy corrected. 
 "They're still doing as they're told. So in my book, they're cooperating." 
 "I don't think a mass assassination of members of the government is the kind of thing that'll go unnoticed," Jolene said, looking at Sean disapprovingly. 
 "I'm not going to kill them." 
 "Then why are you going to kidnap them?" 
 "Like I said, I think it's time I had a conversation with them and educated them on the realities of the world today." 
 "Do you really think they'll believe you?" 
 "Oh, I fully intend to prove it to them." 
 "And if they say no, what then?" 
 "Then I'll just have to use more persuasive arguments." 
 "And that's what worries us," Peg said with a chuckle. "Your 'persuasive' arguments often involve broken bones, blood, and even death." 
 "They're useless to us dead," Sean said, rolling his eyes. "I not only want them to change their stance on the EO, I want them to introduce a bill that explicitly grants those rights to lycans, fae, elves, dwarves, etc." 
 "Ah ha!" Roxy said. "Now I know why you wanted to stop by Sapientia's this morning! You're going to out the whole kit and caboodle! All of them! Oh, they're not going to be very pleased with you after this one, Hon!" 
 Sean shrugged. "I'm not going to mention magic users in the bill at all, so not my problem." Standing up, Sean stretched. "Well, I'm gonna go talk to Granite and get the planning going on this. I'm sure it's not going to be easy rounding them all up." 
 "Just be careful you don't give him a heart attack when you tell him!" Daelyn said with a laugh. 
 Sean shook his head, but Granite's reaction when Sean took him and his staff aside and told them what he wanted done wasn't that far removed. 
 "Sean! Are you sure you want to do this?" Granite said after the shock had worn off. 
 Sean nodded. "Yes, I do. Bag 'em all and bring 'em in. I want all of them tied to chairs with hoods on their heads, and a werewolf standing behind each one. Oh, make sure the chairs are bolted down, too, while you're at it. 
 "And when do we have to have them here?" 
 Sean shrugged. "Any time after ten tonight would be good, but if it has to be later, it can be later. Look, we've got blackmail material on several of them; we've been watching them for over a week now, so we know their habits. If you need help with planning, talk to Sheila. She understands this kind of thing quite well." 
 "Still, Sean. All of them? At the same time?" 
 "Hey, if I didn't think you could do it, I wouldn't have asked you, now would I?" 
 Sean smiled as they all puffed up a little bit in pride at his praise. 
 "Come on, they're not magic users, and they're not really all that important. Well, Conway is a little, but I'm sure you can figure this out and deal with it. If you need any magical help, let me know." 
 Granite nodded. "You got it, Boss." He turned to the rest of his staff. "Get everyone in here, we're going to need a lot of help to pull this off. It's already after two! Come on, move people! Hop to it!" 
 Sean smiled and went back to his office to take a nap. It was going to be a long night, he was sure. 
 'Are you sure you want to go down this road, Son?' the First asked. 
 'Bit late to back out now, Dad. Besides, I need to get this done, and I need to get it done now. Yeah, people are going to be pissed, but once the war starts, they'll have other things on their minds, I'm sure.' 
 'Just don't become too much like me. You're still way too young to become that cynical.' 
 Sean just nodded. Tonight wasn't going to be something he enjoyed, but it had to be done. Like it or not. 
   
   
 Sean walked into the room Granite had set aside for tonight's little affair. After spending the last ten hours thinking about it, Sean was already fairly certain of how this was going to play out, but he still felt he had to go through the motions first.  
 There were eight chairs in the room; each one had a person tied to it, with a bag over their head. Four senators, four congressmen from the House of Representatives. Peters, fortunately for him, had left town early, as he had a family emergency. But Sean was okay with that, Peters really wasn't one of the ringleaders, and Sean had already told Steve to publish all the blackmail material they had on him first thing tomorrow morning and let the chips fall where they may. 
 Sean stopped in front of them, took one last look around, then nodded to the wolves who, grabbing the hoods over the captive's heads, pulled them all off at once. 
 "How dare you!" 
 "Who do you think you are!" 
 "Do you have any idea how much trouble you're in!" 
 "Let me go! I demand that you let me go!" 
 Sean just stood there looking at them impassively as they all blustered and threatened him. After a minute, he realized that it didn't look like they were going to run down anytime soon. 
 "I should have known shutting up a politician was going to be hard," Sean grumbled loudly. "Now, Shut up!" 
 They kept going. 
 "If I slit one of your throats, would that encourage the rest of you to be quiet?" 
 That made them hesitate for a moment. But only a moment. 
 Shaking his head, Sean looked up at the eight werewolves. "Put a knife to their throats. If they don't shut up, cut 'em a little." 
 A moment later, Sean was greeted with blessed silence. They all had sharp blades held against their necks now, and only one of the congressmen, a congresswoman in this case, had any cuts on their necks at all. Sean healed it with a casual flick of a finger.  
 Looking around the room at them, he smiled. 
 "You're probably all wondering why I called you here today. It's really very simple, and I'll be happy to lay it out for you. But you all need to stop that senseless babble, understand? 
 "Now, how many of you are aware that Scheckley's campaign manager, Conway's friend Jared, and Mills, Hathaway, and Hamitt were actually no longer human?" 
 Sean paused a moment. "Oh right, the knives at your throats." Sean motioned to the wolves. "Put the knives away, guys. But keep 'em ready, just in case." 
 "What do you mean not human? I've known Jared for years!" Conway thundered. 
 Sean looked at the others. "Any of the rest of you? Did you know? This one's a freebee; admit it now and I won't kill you. If I find out you lied to me, however…" Sean drew a finger across his neck. "We don't have time for traitors." 
 The other seven all shook their heads vigorously. 
 "I'm still waiting for an answer, young man!" Conway said. 
 "Does this explain what happened with Kevin, my manager?" Scheckley asked suddenly, looking very worried. 
 "Yes, Senator Scheckley, it does. That's why I killed him. Senator Conway, I know you saw the video we sent you. We didn't kill Jared's children; the thing that took him over and destroyed him did. Just as Mills, Hathaway, and Hamitt murdered their spouses. Or rather, the thing that possessed them did." 
 "I have no time to listen to the demented fantasies of a young criminal! Release us now, and perhaps they'll go easy on the jail time!" Markston put in. 
 Sean snorted. "Jail time? Hardly. How many of you are familiar with the Treaty of York?" 
 Sean noticed Molson and Lewis' heads both came up. 
 "Ah, the representatives from Massachusetts! So, were you two simply following the Vestibulum's wishes?" 
 "Young man..." Markston started but was cut off when Sean took two long strides, grabbed him by the neck, and squeezed. "Speak only when spoken to! None of you know what you're dealing with, or just how much trouble you're in. I suggest you keep quiet until you know that much, at least!" 
 Keeping a strong grip on Markston's throat, Sean turned back to Molson and Lewis. "Did the Vestibulum put you up to this?" 
 Molson looked at Lewis, who shrugged. He nodded then, and turned to Sean. "Yes, they told us what was happening, and what we needed to do to protect the country. You're Sean Valens, aren't you?" 
 Sean nodded. "Yes, I am. If I'd known for certain you hadn't been in touch with the other five, I wouldn't have had you dragged in here. 
 "Now, do any of the rest of you know about the Treaty of York?" 
 "I do," Scheckley said.  
 "I do as well," Warden added. 
 Sean nodded and, letting go of Markston's throat, Sean walked back to his spot in front of all the chairs. 
 "Okay, for those of you who don't know, magic is real. There are groups of magic users who live amongst you. Because of the Treaty of York, which was signed back when the United States was first formed, magic users, by and large, are immune to the laws of the country." 
 "Preposterous!" Janks grumbled. 
 "I don't believe it!" Markston added. 
 "He's telling the truth! Believe it!" Scheckley said in a loud voice, causing the others to stop and look at him, falling silent. Sean wasn't sure whether it was Scheckley's admission or that they'd all suddenly noticed there were werewolves standing behind them. 
 "Ahem," Sean said, and they all looked back at him. He couldn't help but notice that some of them had very surprised expressions on their faces. 
 "I'm a magic user," Sean said and then simply conjured a ball of fire to appear floating above his hand. "So by the treaty, I can pretty much do whatever the hell I want here tonight. I suggest you keep that in mind as the night progresses." 
 "But you can't be a magic user!" Lewis blurted out. 
 Sean looked at her. "Why not?" 
 "Because you're one of them!" She nodded at one of the werewolves. 
 Sean laughed and shook his head. "I'm not exactly one of 'them', as you put it. I'm not a werewolf." 
 "But you are a lycan!"  
 Sean nodded. "Yes, I am. I'm also a magic user, and have been since long before I became a lycan. But we'll come back to that." 
 Sean looked around the room again and dismissed his ball of flame. "Now, as I revealed before, the five I mentioned had been possessed by demons." 
 "I find that hard to believe!" Markston rebutted. 
 Sean sighed and shook his head. "Scheckley, Conway, did either of those men ever strike you as the type to murder someone in cold blood and then just hide their bodies in their own homes?" 
 "What, what happened to him?" Scheckley asked in a soft voice. 
 "Well, it's nice to see somebody cares." Sean sighed and then shook his head. "We're not sure exactly how it came about. Conway's friend Jared was taken first. After that, the thing that took over after it had taken control of him took your friend, then the others." 
 "But, why?" Warden asked. 
 "Because in the next few months the United States—hell, all of North America, as I understand it—is going to become the front line in a war, as the demons invade in an attempt to conquer this plane." 
 "You're insane!" Markston said. 
 Sean shifted into his lion hybrid form then, and snarled, causing them all to flinch. 
 "No, I'm the emissary of the lions, the gods who created the lycans, and I've really had just about enough of your shit. The president is on board; he's seen what's going on, after a member of his cabinet was suborned by a devil and tried to murder him!" 
 "Walker?" Warden asked and then swore softly when Sean nodded. Conway and Scheckley suddenly turned very pale. 
 "Why, why didn't he attack us?" Conway asked. "Joe and I met with him often." 
 "Because the building the Congress meets in is warded against most devils and demons. If you were possessed, you'd never be able to set foot in there again." 
 "But Walker was able to go inside!" 
 "Walker wasn't possessed, he went willingly." Sean growled, "Walker was a traitor. Now," Sean continued, "I want to know why the hell you're still trying to overturn the president's executive order? The people pressuring you are dead; I should know, I killed them. We have more than enough dirt on you, why are you still in league with demons?" 
 They all started talking then, and Sean just let them run as he listened. It took them a couple of minutes to organize themselves, without consciously seeming to do so. It was a fascinating display of a group of politicians all working together to try and sell someone a load of bullshit. Their excuses all came down, eventually, to having to toe the party line now that it was set, and staying true to the people they represent, and how they really weren't being bribed. 
 "Enough," Sean sighed and raised his hand. "I get it, it's politics and you're all a lot more worried about your own skin than the country or the people you're hired to represent. 
 "Well, guess what? That's all about to change. Tomorrow, you're all going to start talking to the press and tell them that, after further consideration, you've had a change of heart, or that you were mistaken; sell it anyway you want to, I don't care. But you're going to tell everyone that not only are you no longer opposing the president's order, you're going to introduce a bill on Monday that explicitly backs the president's order and makes it law. 
 "Understand?" 
 "Oh yes!" 
 "Exactly!"  
 "I promise you, I'll do it!" 
 They all agreed, one after the other, until Markston spoke up loudly. 
 "You can't seriously believe I'm going to listen to a crazy man who kidnapped me!" 
 Sean couldn't help himself, he laughed. 
 "Senator Markston, thank you for your honesty. Damn, I know the others are all lying to me," Sean noticed several of them looked embarrassed then, "but let me be one hundred percent honest with you, as you've earned that, at least, for being honest with me. 
 "I'm not asking any of you, I'm ordering you. As a lion, as a god of the lycans. As your god." 
 "But we're not lycans!" Lewis blurted out. 
 Sean smiled slowly and looked up at the eight werewolves who were standing, one each, behind the chairs. 
 "Bite 'em!" he ordered. 
   
 # 
   
 Steve was on the floor laughing, having fallen out of his chair, while Terri, Roxy, Jolene, and Daelyn looked at him very unappreciatively. Peg was snickering, loudly, behind her hand. Sean had just told them about last night's little meeting, finishing up with what he'd done to them. 
 "I don't see what the issue is, we had a problem and I solved it," Sean said with a frown. "Now they have to do what we tell them to. They have no choice. I've taken the bill Steve had drafted up, gave it to them, and told them they either do as I told them to, or come Monday, I expect them to leave public office immediately and go live in the woods as a hermit." 
 "Really, now!" Roxy complained. "You turned that bunch of scum into wolves?" 
 Sean shrugged. "I can't waste any more time fighting this their way. So I just changed the rules." 
 "You mean you cheated!" Steve laughed. 
 "Did one of the other lions tell you to do this?" Daelyn asked. 
 "Like that 'First' guy you have to take orders from," Jolene added. "This almost sounds like something he would do." 
 Sean shook his head. "Nope. I came up with this one on my own. But they all agreed with me, after I'd decided it was the right move. We have a war coming; we need to get everyone ready for it. 
 "I mean, think of all the things we've done, things I've done." Sean grimaced as he spoke. "I didn't kill anybody last night; I didn't even ruin their lives. Yeah, I made them into werewolves. Yes, they'll have to do whatever I or one of the other lions tells them to. Oh, how terrible. It's not like these folks were shining beacons of morality. There's a reason the demons went after these particular folks, and I suspect it's because they could be bought." 
 Roxy sighed. "Still, I find it a bit galling that the very people who were trying to keep as second-class citizens, or worse, are now one of us." 
 "But that's what makes it so funny!" Steve said, still laughing. "They're now the very people they wanted to keep down! They're the targets of their own ignorance! It's classic! And the best part about it is, if they don't fix it, and fix it now, when they're finally exposed, they'll be run out of office! They're gonna work harder on this than they did on getting elected in the first place!" 
  Peg smiled and nodded. "I bet you a year from now, they'll be using the fact that they're lycans and that they took this brave stand for all lycans as part of their re-election strategy." 
 "Without a doubt!" Steve agreed, still chuckling as he got to his feet. "Who'd you make their alpha?" 
 "Granite," Sean told him. 
 "How much does he hate you?" 
 "A lot." Sean sighed and shook his head. "It wasn't the fairest thing to do to him, but I needed someone at the top of the organization, or their egos would have been hurt. I would have picked you, but you're both new to this, and you're not wolves." 
 "Thank god we dodged that bullet!" Terri sighed. 
 "So what are your plans now?" Steve asked, getting up off the floor. 
 Sean looked at Roxy, Jolene, Daelyn, and Peg, and smiled.  
 "Well, I sorta promised my mom that we'd have a wedding after we finished with Mexico, and guess what? We're finished with Mexico." 
 Roxy got to him first, but only because she was the fastest. To say that the girls approved would have been a massive understatement. 
 "So we're going home?" Roxy asked when they finally let him come up for air. 
 Sean nodded; he was on his back on the floor, he'd lost his sense of balance at some point during their little bout of glee. 
 "So you're just going to leave me and Granite to deal with those congressmen?" Steve asked, sounding a bit concerned. 
 Sean shook his head. "They're sending another lion here, actually a lioness, to take over handling them, and to help you out with your work." 
 "They're sending someone to help?" Roxy asked. 
 "About damn time," Daelyn grumbled. 
 "Yeah, her name is Tisha; she's cute as hell, looks to be eighteen, but is actually about ten thousand years old." 
 Terri gulped. "Did you say Ten thousand?" 
 "Yup, the number that follows after nine. So don't let the 'cute naive girl' act fool you, she's none of that." 
 Steve shook his head. "Didn't they have anyone younger? Less experienced? More gullible? Easy to manipulate? You know, like you?" Steve asked Sean while grinning at him. 
 "Nope, fresh out, Buddy. So you'll just have to make do. But don't worry; I've warned her extensively about you. So she knows when there's a problem, she's to call me first, rather than trying to take you on herself so she doesn't get fleeced." 
 Steve sighed. "Just make sure you invite us to the wedding, and have it on the weekend so we can be there." 
 Sean nodded. "I will, don't worry." 
 




Just Gazin'

   
 "Sean, what are you doing in here?" Louise asked, walking into Sean's shop, where he was currently finishing up another tag machine. 
 "I'm hiding," Sean told her. 
 "You? Hiding? From who?" 
 Sean snorted. "Who do you think? They're going crazy in there. I told them I'd wear whatever they gave me to wear, and suffer through whatever kind of ceremony they all decided on. Other than that, I want nothing to do with any of their insanity." 
 "Oh, come on now, Sean, really!" 
 "Mother," Sean sighed, "I was asked to pick which shade of white I like the most, from a selection of twenty-six shades of white that all looked the same to me. I'd go in there and put my foot down and make them behave, but I was warned against it." 
 "Oh? By who?" 
 "The other lions, and that specifically includes the lionesses. The threats of what they'd do to me if I messed up the girls' fun were interesting, as well as epic." 
 Louise laughed. "You're kidding me!" 
 Sean shook his head. "Nope. Lions are into weddings. Don't be surprised if a slew of them suddenly show up at the last minute. I'm actually starting to suspect that several lionesses have been calling the girls up and giving them suggestions to 'help' them out." 
 "Why would they do that?" Louise asked, giving Sean a curious look. 
 "Because I'm considered 'royalty'." 
 "What? How'd that happen?" 
 "I'm the adopted son of the head lion, Mom. So I get all the fun that goes with it." 
 "Well, that was nice of him." 
 "He didn't adopt me, Mom; I adopted him, and well," Sean shook his head and grinned foolishly, "it stuck." 
 "Sean! You didn't!" Louise laughed. 
 "I like him, actually; I think we kinda grew on each other. So, have they at least decided on a time and a place yet?" Sean asked. 
 "Saturday, so everyone can be there. Sometime after sunset, as well, so it won't be too hot." 
 "I guess that means we're outside?" Sean asked. 
 "They were a bit worried about how many people are going to show up. So it's going to be a big building that opens at one end." 
 "So, Claudia's?" 
 Louise smiled at him, "They're worried that might not be big enough." 
 Sean put down the piece he was working on and looked up at his mother. "Where are we having the wedding?" 
 "In a hanger," Louise admitted. 
 "A hanger? At an airport?" Sean shook his head. "Whatever." 
 "At least it's nearby." 
 "Wait, the only place nearby..." 
 Louise nodded. "The Reno-Stead airport, on the National Guard side." 
 "We're having a wedding at a military base?" Sean blinked. "How in the hell did they manage that?" 
 "Well," Louise looked a little embarrassed, "the president did accept his invitation, and everyone thought that would make security the easiest." 
 "Mom! They invited the president?" 
 "He did seem like such a nice man, and he seems to like you..." 
 "This was just supposed to be a nice, simple, enjoyable wedding! Dammit! I'm gonna..." 
 'Don't even think about it, Son. There are half a dozen lionesses out there, and they'll lynch you in a heartbeat if you even try.'  
 Sean could tell the First was laughing at him. 
 Sean shook his head and sat back down. "Mother, could you please lock the door on the way out? I think I've just decided to become a hermit." 
 "Oh, it won't be that bad, Sean." 
 "Maybe, maybe not. But in any case, you can tell them that the groom is incommunicado until the wedding. Well, except for Uncle Maitland, I still want him to teach me the basics of Faerie magic so I can figure out how the enchantments on these swords work." 
 "I'll be sure to let him know you want to talk to him," Louise said and, coming over, she gave her son a hug. "Don't fret so much, Sean. Every girl wants a big, fancy wedding, and you've got six of them, so you shouldn't be surprised that it got a little out of hand." 
 "It hardly sounds like 'a little', Mom." 
 "For most people, it wouldn't be. But for my son," Louise smiled, "I'm honestly not sure it'll be big enough." 
 Sean hugged her back. "Thanks, Mom. I'll get through it." 
   
 Less than an hour later, Maitland showed up. 
 "You wanted to see me, Sean?" 
 "Ah! Yes! I've been going through the enchantments on one of the swords, and honestly, I'm having a hell of a time figuring out the magic." 
 Maitland smiled. "How far have you gotten?" 
 " I figured out enough of one to realize it's supposed to balance energy levels throughout the length of the sword, though for the life of me, I can't figure out how it works, or what those big blank spaces are in the spell." 
 Maitland nodded. "Why'd you start with that one?" 
 Sean shrugged. "I just picked one at random, I wasn't able to tell what any of them did. To me, they're just a bunch of spells sitting there." 
 "You picked a good one to start with. The 'empty' spaces, as you call them, are reservoirs. Their purpose is to hold the energy the blade absorbs as it strikes any magical or enchanted artifact." 
 "So they're batteries?" 
 Maitland shook his head. "We don't do things the way the humans do. A reservoir is nothing but a big, empty space that power flows into and out of. The rate at which the power flows is controlled by the size of the pathways. Otherwise, like water, it tends to find an equilibrium." 
 "That makes sense," Sean agreed. "But how do you create these spaces? To me, they just look like large null areas." 
 "You don't, they're already there." 
 Sean looked at him. "Huh?" 
 "How do you create a reservoir?" 
 "You build a dam." 
 "And if there isn't a river there?" 
 Sean shrugged. "Build something like a pool." 
 "Exactly, you're not building what goes in the center, the actual reservoir, you're building what goes around it, what holds it in." 
 "Then why doesn't it show up like that in the spell?" 
 "Because, my Nephew, Faerie spells are based off of geography. We're a people of lands and maps, pathways and directions. We don't view spells as a series of steps that take place to create a desired result. We view them as a place, and we build everything on that place. Our spells are tied to the shape of the object, the way the things that make up the physical object are tied together." 
 "So they're like a painting? Or better yet, a model?" 
 "That's an interesting way to think about it," Maitland said, cocking his head and considering what Sean had said. He then picked up the sword lying on Sean's workbench. 
 "This sword is made in a specific manner. At its core it's a regular sword, though the minerals used are a bit more complicated than your usual iron. Once it's complete, we put several layers of other compounds over the base. 
 "But once that's finished, we take the sword and thread our magical spells through it, on each of the different layers, the spells on each layer with a specific geography across that layer, which, when joined to the others as they're stacked on top and fit together, provide the functions we want." 
 "So each layer, or spell, by itself doesn't work. They have to all be stacked one atop the other to work?" 
 Maitland nodded. "But they have to be crafted so that, as they stack on the different layers of the sword, they 'match up'. Some parts of the spell will lie on similar parts of other spells on the other layers so they can interact properly." 
 "So it's like a multilayer computer motherboard!" Sean said, dropping into his chair. 
 "A what?" Maitland looked at him. 
 "It's the main part of a computer," Sean told him. "Much of it is fairly simple, but it's done in layers, which are then sandwiched together so they can do hard things using simple methods and techniques. But if you don't put them together the right way, it won't work." 
 "Ah!" Maitland said and nodded. "Just so! Most of our magical spells and enchantments really are fairly simple, it's how you place them and stack them that matters." 
 "Cool! So how soon can you teach them to me?"  
 Maitland looked at Sean in surprise. "Why would you want to learn?" 
 "Because the wedding is on Saturday, it's Wednesday, and I need to do something to keep my mind off the insanity of my wives planning our wedding." 
 Maitland laughed. "That's as good a reason as any, I guess. But I don't know how much I can teach you in just a few days." 
 Sean shrugged. "I have a very unorthodox method for casting magic. Yours seems equally strange. If nothing else, it'll be fun." 
 Maitland nodded and recalled that Sean had apparently taught himself how to cast and enchant in an incredibly short span of time. "Then let's get started. 
   
 # 
   
 "Damn, would you look at all those people," Steve said to Sean. 
 "I know," Sean sighed. "Cali's family even sent a couple of people out here." 
 "What about Peg?" 
 "Her sister and brother-in-law are here." 
 "Jolene?" 
 "She and her mother are now on speaking terms, and I think Arthur turned out half of Sapientia. Joseph did about the same for Eruditio." 
 "Daelyn's family is easy to pick out at least," Steve joked. "Are those tanker trucks really full of beer?" 
 "And it's the good stuff. Make sure to try some before it's all gone." 
 "Roberta's family?" 
 "Roberta's mom is here, along with the whole Sorceress Guild. Goliard is here, too." 
 "Well, it's a party! Of course they would be." Steve grinned. 
 "Actually, rumor has it that Goliard and the Guild have been working on an alliance, maybe even a partnership." 
 "I thought the Guild didn't want male magic users in their midst?" 
 "The guys at Goliard only want to do two things, work like maniacs, and party like maniacs. They don't like dealing with the world or politics. The women at the Guild, however, like dealing with the very things the guys don't, that's why they formed their own group. So there's benefits for both of them." 
 "Time will tell," Steve said with a shrug. 
 "Exactly. Now, why don't you go find Roxy and tell her I want to get this thing started before your father figures out how to talk the president into something we'll all regret." 
 Steve laughed. "Yeah, I hear you on that one!" 
 Sean looked down at the tuxedo he was wearing. He suspected it had cost more than the trailer he and his mom used to live it. Shaking his head, he wondered once again how he'd gotten here. Or, more appropriately, how he'd gotten here alive.  
 Obviously it was because of the girls, and he owed them, he owed them everything. So if they wanted to have some big extravaganza of a wedding, then dammit, he was going to let them have one. Putting a smile on his face, he resolved to enjoy the ceremony and the night. 
 Looking out at the crowd again, he nodded to Sawyer, who was sitting in the front row, on the "groom's" side, of course. Sawyer had an army of relatives with him, and Sean had told him as long as there weren't any incidents that came to his or the girls' attention, they could knock themselves out. 
 "Honestly?" Sawyer had asked, giving Sean a sidelong look. 
 "I wouldn't be here if it wasn't for your help," Sean said. "Just remember, Roxy's the one you have to watch out for." 
 Sawyer had smiled broadly. "I gotcha, Kid. We'll keep the fleecing to a minimum." 
 The minister showed up then, a friend of Roxy's family from Las Vegas, and Sean walked out to stand by the altar. Sean hadn't been to any of the rehearsals; he'd told them he wanted his part to be kept simple, and it was. He'd told them that this was to be all about them, not him; it was their show, their chance to shine. He'd actually spent all day yesterday and most of this morning working on an enchantment. The one thing he had taken charge of was the wedding rings. He'd hired a dwarven smith to make them and, using what he was learning from Maitland, along with a great deal of what he already knew, he was making a set of rings specifically tailored to each of their needs. 
 He couldn't help but smile as the girls started to walk down the aisle, one at a time. Roxy was first, and the gown she was wearing was stunning. It didn't show a lot of flesh, but what it did show was enticing. The rest of the gown, especially the bodice, was tight enough that it left no doubt at all as to the shape beneath it, and her long legs would flash occasionally as she walked, the dress being slit up the side. 
 Jolene was next, starting down the aisle as Roxy climbed up the steps to the altar. Her neckline plunged a bit more than Roxy's had, and Roxy's had plunged a lot. Her dress was a slightly different style than Roxy's was, of course, the skirt being more traditional. But it was tight in all the right places, all the same, drawing just as many looks from the people in the room. 
 Daelyn's neckline plunged as low as Jolene's, and with the heels she was wearing, it really did some interesting things to both the way she walked, and the way her body moved. Her skirts were even longer than Jolene's had been, and her long black hair had been brushed so much it seemed to gleam as it ended just above her butt.  
 Roberta's outfit was probably the least revealing of all, being reminiscent of the robes she tended to fancy, but when she walked, the front fold over her chest seemed on the verge of revealing the charms hidden beneath, but never actually offered more than a few tantalizing glances.  
 Peg's outfit had a low bodice laced all the way down to her navel, though it wasn't quite as closed as perhaps it should be. Which was probably the point, knowing Peg, giving quite the view of her cleavage and skin underneath. She was wearing black heels and black gloves, which, along with her long red hair, he suspected was a subtle nod to her fox aspect. Her gown also had a small bustle, which acted almost like a tail, highlighting her nice ass. 
 Cali's outfit was, as he should have expected, skin tight. The dress had a slit up one side, which was probably the only reason she was able to walk, exposing one of those long, lean, and very dark legs as she carefully made her way down the aisle after Peg. The bodice was also laced, but it went up to her neck, though again, the gap between the laces was enticing, and went from her neck all the way down past her bellybutton, stopping just beyond it. Combined with the tightness of the thin fabric, it left nothing to the imagination. She had her fiery red hair pulled back for a change, tied up with a white bow beneath her bridal veil. 
 "Like?" Roxy asked in a whisper as she stopped next to him and they waited for the others. 
 "I'm afraid if anyone looks at you too long, I just might kill them out of jealousy," Sean said with a smile. 
 "Ha, ha," Roxy deadpanned. 
 "I'm not so sure I'm kidding. Suddenly I like the idea of all these people watching as I claim the most beautiful women in existence as my own." 
 Roxy 'shushed' him then, and from that point on, all Sean had to do was say 'I do' at the proper time, put the rings on each of their fingers, and then, when all was said and done, kiss the brides. 
 That last part took a while, because Sean was in absolutely no hurry as he took his time kissing each of them. 
 Then it was down into the crowd to meet everyone as the party started. That was when things got confusing, after a while, because there were just far too many people to remember, and he had to meet all of them. 
   
 Roxy smiled as she led them around to all the different groups and people they had to meet. She could tell that any and all of Sean's resistance to tonight's event had fled; he really was enjoying himself, which made them all very happy. She was also starting to suspect that Sean really was feeling very possessive tonight; the public displays of affection he was giving to each of them were almost non-stop, and she didn't doubt for an instant that if anyone were to step out of line tonight, Sean would set them straight in an incredibly violent instant. 
 So of course she was extremely turned on by the fact that her big, tough, dominant lion husband was being a big, tough, dominant lion.  
 He greeted each person he was introduced to with a ready smile, and a firm handshake. Then he'd hug one of them, exchange a comment or two about tonight's wedding, while the girls greeted them as well. Sean would then kiss another of the girls, thank the guest for coming to the wedding, and give another hug as they went off to meet the next guest. 
 When they came to her family, she could feel Sean relax for a moment. 
 "Congratulations, to all of you," Bill said. 
 "I guess this means you're officially part of the family," said Gloria, Roxy's mom, with a grin as Sean and each of the girls gave her a hug. 
 "If I'd known how much it meant to all of them, I'd have had a ceremony sooner," Sean admitted. 
 "This from the man calling all our plans 'insanity' for the last week!" Daelyn snickered. 
 Sean smiled. "Not your plans, just the way you were all behaving while making them." 
 "You seem to be handling it just fine now," Roxy said with a smile. 
 "As long as I don't have to remember anybody's name, I'll be fine," Sean said with a grin.  
 "Well come on then, I think I see Jo's mom over by Arthur." 
 Jolene took over the introductions when they reached the members of Sapientia who had come to attend. She couldn't help but smile as she recalled how she'd come full circle, just not in a way anybody had expected. 
 Uncle Arthur was as welcoming as ever, as were the other council members. After them, Jolene took a deep breath and led Sean and the others over to her mother. 
 "Sean, this is my mother, Sharon. Mom, this is Sean, my husband, and Roxy, Daelyn, Roberta, Peg, and Cali, my wives." 
 "It's a pleasure to meet you, Sharon," Sean said and, stepping up, gave her a hug. "I hope you can both work this out. Jo means so much to me," Sean said with a sincere smile. 
 Jolene couldn't miss the blush or the look of embarrassment on her mother's face.  
 Then Roxy, Daelyn, Roberta, Peg, and Cali all gave her a hug too, and Jolene almost cried at that, and hugged her mother herself when they were all done. As her old master had once told her, forgiveness of another is the biggest reward you can give yourself. 
 "I forgive you, Mom." 
 "Thanks, Jo," Sharon said and hugged her daughter back. "I'm sorry for what I did." 
 "It's in the past, Mom." 
 They spent another minute making small talk, then after a promise to talk later, they went back to making the rounds. 
 "Thanks, all of you," Jolene said to the others. 
 "It's what family does," Cali said with a smile, "I learned that from you." 
 They stopped for a momentary group hug. 
 "Who's next?" Sean asked. 
 "My turn," Peg said with a grin that was a little too wide to be totally friendly, as she led them over to where her sister Camellia was waiting with her husband, Richard. 
 "Camellia," Peg said as she nodded to her sister, "Richard. It's nice to finally meet you both as a couple; I do hope you're happy, and I honestly mean that. Now, you know Sean already, but I don't think you've met Roxy, Jolene, Daelyn, Roberta, or Cali." 
 "Sean, Peg," said Richard, the head of what was now the local Council of Solidad. "I just want to congratulate you both, as well as your wives, Roxy, Jolene, Daelyn, Roberta, and Cali." 
 Sean smiled politely. "Thank you for coming, and," Sean lowered his voice, "thank you very much for taking my advice and leaving Gradatim." 
 "Thank you for giving it," Richard said with a smile, "that's why we asked to come. Finding out that the Stuttgart Treaty had been violated was a very serious wake up call. With the number of rumors floating around lately, I'm starting to wonder very seriously about how some of us came to where we are today." 
 "Really?" Peg asked with a hint of sarcasm in her voice. 
 "None of us are angels, Peg. I think we can all agree to that, and I'm sure there's going to be a lot of bad blood floating around for a very long time. But, as Joseph says, we have to start somewhere." 
 Peg sighed and nodded. "Of course." Then she smiled as she noticed that Camellia was staring at the necklace she was wearing, her eyes wide. 
 'Gotcha!' Peg thought to herself and winked back at her sister, who then turned a very bright shade of red as she realized just who had robbed them that night. 
 Cali led them over to the contingent of dark elves that were also attending tonight. Each of the four families in North America had sent two representatives, and both of her parents, as well as two of her former house's leaders, had come as well. 
 She couldn't help but smile when she saw them. The last time they had seen her was when she'd been sent off on her 'mission' with Deidre and her two sisters. A mission apparently doomed from the start, yet she had redeemed herself and her honor, and found something so few of her house knew anymore. 
 "Cali," her mother greeted her in their native tongue, "what becomes?" 
 "A new House becomes. I am redeemed and have reclaimed that which was lost. I have done that which I was purposed for." 
 "How?" her father asked. 
 "That is no longer your concern." Switching to English, she then introduced House Valens and smiled happily as Sean put an arm around her and kissed her in front of the others. 
 "House Valens, House Tlyysengarten greets you and thanks you for the invitation this day; I am Feorn, the second of House Tlyysengarten." 
 Sean gave a small bow. "You're very welcome to be here. Cali has been a true gift to me, even with the many things she was forced to learn as a young girl." Sean smiled at Cali once again and pulled her closer to him, as the people from Cali's former house suddenly looked very suspiciously at Sean. 
 "I understand your codes and morals are very different from those I was raised with and live by now. So I feel it only fair to tell you House Valens will not engage in those kinds of activities." 
 "We had hoped for an alliance, seeing that your wife, our daughter, is from our house," Cali's father said. 
 Sean lowered his voice to a whisper. "What you did to my wife doesn't sit very well with me. I would strongly advise you to reconsider your methods, and perhaps investigate what lions often do to people who mistreat their wives." 
 "But that was before your marriage!" Feorn whispered back. 
 Sean smiled slowly. "When you're immortal, you tend to become chronologically challenged. Something to consider. I have no argument with you, nor do I seek one. But for now, I'm not interested in any alliances, either." 
 Leaning into Sean and putting her arms around him, Cali said something then in a language Sean didn't understand, and her relatives said something back, bowed, and returned to their seats. 
 "What did you say to them?" Sean whispered as they walked away. 
 "I told them I loved them, and I'd begged my husband not to kill them like you had Peg's father, and out of his love for me, my husband had agreed. But it might be best for them not to bring the matter up again for another hundred years or so." 
 "I don't seem to recall any begging," Peg said. 
 "Weren't you there when Sean knocked her up?" Daelyn asked with a snicker. 
 Peg blushed, surprisingly. "Other than that..." 
 "What they do not know," Cali smiled, "can be used to our benefit." 
   
 Roberta smiled and gave her mother a hug. "Thanks for coming, Mom." 
 "Daddy!" Sarah said and ran over to grab Sean around the legs. 
 Deanna laughed. "Oh, trust me, none of us would have missed this for the world! It may have taken six of you, but this time, you brought that lion to heel," Deanna said and winked at Sean. 
 "Mother!" Roberta protested. "You're not supposed to let them know!" 
 "At least not right away," Peg said with a nod. 
 "I think it's more Sarah that has him on a leash than any of us, sometimes." Roberta smiled, looking at her daughter as Sean squatted down to give Sarah a hug. 
 "Oh no, it's totally her mother and the rest of you," Sean said without looking up from Sarah. 
 "Apparently lions are really big on weddings and all that," Roberta said, still smiling. 
 "Actually, it's our wives who are really big on it, we're just devoted love slaves who know when we have it good." 
 "Oh! I see you already have him trained!" Deanna chuckled. 
 "He even puts the seat down," Roberta said with a nod. 
 "Amazing! What's your secret?"  
 "It's the sad cheetah eyes," Sean sighed. "Just ask Dae, no one can resist them." 
 "Oh, your daughters are going to rule you, Sean!" Deanna snickered. 
 "Somehow, I don't see myself minding," Sean said, looking up and smiling. 
 "No, you wouldn't, would you?" Roberta agreed. 
 They talked a few more minutes with Deanna and some of the others before moving on again. 
 "Let's pay our respects to the president," Sean said, "before we hit Daelyn's family. 
 "Why are mine last?" Daelyn asked. 
 "Because once your uncle starts pouring beer down my throat, I ain't getting up again," Sean said with a chuckle. "It's called 'saving the best for last'." 
 Daelyn smiled at that. 
 "Mr. President, I'm so happy you could come," Sean said, shaking hands with him, and then stepping aside so each of the girls could give him a hug, including Sarah, who had now attached herself to the group. 
 "Always a pleasure, Sean. Always a pleasure. I like your friend Steve, he's such a character. I think I'm gonna try to talk him into running for office when Senator Murlen retires." 
 "I'm not so sure you want to unleash the likes of Steve on the Senate," Roxy warned. 
 "Oh, they'll be fine, those old men could use a little shaking up," the president said with a smile. 
 Sean greeted both the governor and the mayor, who had also turned out for the wedding and were sitting with the president. 
 "Thanks for coming." 
 "Wouldn't be right if I didn't turn out for one of our leading citizens," the governor said diplomatically. 
 "And access to the president doesn't hurt, either," the mayor said with a smile. 
 "After all I've put our city through," Sean said with a guilty smile, "I can't blame you." 
 Sean retrieved the girls from the president then, and they all made their way over to where Daelyn's Uncle Samis and Aunt Sarah were waiting. After a couple of hugs and hearty back slaps, Sean sat down and was immediately handed a large mug of beer. 
 "What'd I tell ya, Daelyn?" Samis whispered as he hugged his niece. "He's better than any dwarf you could ever have married, right?" 
 Daelyn smiled and hugged Samis tighter. "Thanks, Uncle, for setting me straight; you were right, and I couldna' be happier with my Sean." 
 "Have you noticed all the envious looks yer getting?" Sarah said as Daelyn let go of her uncle and hugged her aunt. 
 "Oh, yeah!" Daelyn snickered. "And not just from the single girls, I think more'n a few of the married ones got that look in their eye as well." 
 Daelyn's brother came over to wish her and the others well, then joined Sean, who was already on his second beer. 
 "Looks like your hubby has taken root." Aunt Sarah smiled, looking over at Sean. 
 "I think we've walked him around enough today." Daelyn laughed. "And honestly, who would ye want to hang out with at your own wedding, more than a band of dwarves?" 
   
 Sean relaxed with Samis, Sarah, the rest of Daelyn's relatives, and the other dwarves, his wives and Roberta's daughter sitting there as well. It was nice to take a load off, and Roxy's parents, his mother, Maitland, and even Ruthelma and her boyfriend had joined them. The guests they hadn't had a chance to meet were coming by and paying their respects.  
 The girls were eating it up, of course, loving all the attention they were getting. Sean was just happy to be among family and friends. This was the biggest family gathering he'd ever been to in his life, and he had to admit, it was something he had sorely missed. The wedding was definitely a good idea, and he'd be sure to let them all know when they finally hauled him off to bed. 
 "Is that Sawyer going to work on Steve's dad over there?" Jolene asked, coming over and sitting down beside him. 
 Sean looked up, and sure enough, Sawyer was putting the moves on Steve's dad, from the looks of things. 
 "Oh, man, I need to put a stop to this before something bad happens," Sean said with a heavy sigh. Looking around, he noticed one of the other goblins was hanging around, probably eavesdropping on a couple of dwarves to see what he could learn. 
 Sean got his attention and crooked a finger. 
 "What? I wasn't doin' nuthin' wrong!" 
 "Please tell Sawyer that I need to speak with him immediately," Sean said, sending him off.  
 A moment later Sawyer came over. 
 "What is it, Kid?" 
 "What do you think you're doing with Steve's father over there?" 
 "Oh, come on, Kid! It ain't nothing bad, just a little bit of horse trading is all." 
 "Yeah, well, don't." 
 "Kid! You wound me! I wouldn't hurt any of your friends!" 
 "It's not him I'm worried about. It's you." 
 Sawyer blinked. "Say what?" 
 "Who do you think taught Steve everything he knows about swindling people? Sawyer, that one is way out of your league, prince or no. Last thing I want is to come to your place and see the name 'Bryson's Antiquities' on the front door!" 
 "Wait, him? That old guy?" Sawyer said and looked back at Steve's dad, who smiled happily and waved at them. 
 Sean waved back. "How much has he taken you for so far?" 
 "Why do you think he's taken me for anything?" 
 Jolene looked over at Sawyer. "You know they left to sail around the world in a sailboat, right?" 
 "Yeah, he was telling me all about that, and a line he's got on some really good jewelry in South America." 
 "Ask one of your 'sources' what kind of boat he ended up with." 
 "Are we talking about the same guy?" Sawyer asked, looking back at Steve's dad, who just smiled. 
 "It's got a crew of twelve on it," Jolene said. "I think it was on the cover of Forbes once? Steve says his father just can't help himself; whenever he sees a rube, he just has to strike." 
 "Whoa..." Sawyer said and then shook his head. "Thanks for the warning, Kid. You too, Jo." Sawyer turned to look at Roxy. "I'm shocked, Roxy." 
 "Shocked?" Roxy said. 
 "You didn't even think to warn your old pal Sawyer here, I thought we'd buried the hatchet and all that." 
 Roxy sighed and shook her head as Sawyer turned and walked away. Once he was out of earshot, she turned to look at Sean and Jolene, who were both grinning. 
 "Is any of that true?" 
 "Nope. Steve's dad is as honest as the day is long," Sean said with a laugh. 
 "However," Jolene said with a smirk, "we're not." 
   
 Sean looked around; almost everyone was gone, and even the dwarves were starting to pack it in. 
 "Well, that was one hell of a wedding, if I do say so myself," Samis said, stretching and getting up. 
 "I'm off to home, Sean. Stop by Monday. I think Sjon said they have some armor to fit you for." 
 Sean yawned and nodded. "Yeah, they do."  
 Getting up, Sean picked up Peg, who had been leaning against him, sound asleep. Looking around, he collected the rest of the girls. Jolene was sound asleep with her head in Roxy's lap, while Roxy was chatting with some friends, one of whom was Miles. 
 Roberta was talking with her mom, with Sarah sleeping in her lap, and Cali and Daelyn were talking with a couple of dwarves who didn't seem to have any issues with dark elves. 
 "Man, just look at that sunrise," Miles said as Roxy and the rest of the group got up and started to say their goodbyes. 
 Sean turned and looked. The sky was a ruddy, reddish color, shot through with some amazing golds and blues. 
 "Red skies at morning," one of Roxy's friends said. 
 "Sailors take warning..." Sean couldn't help but finish. 
   

End of Book Eleven
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