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 Somewhere in Kansas 
 
      
 
    "Gentlemen," Gerald Perkins, the Eruditio head for all of North America, said from his seat at the head of the table, "I'm very glad you could all make it here today." 
 
    "Well, it's not like you gave us much of a choice, now, is it?" Todd Quincy Adams, the Vestibulum's North American leader, replied. 
 
    Gerald smiled. "No, I did not, and I don't apologize for that, either. The Stuttgart treaty is clear, and as the administrators of that treaty, we hold to it very firmly, as our ancestors all agreed to. I can assure you, this same meeting is taking place on all continents, and as far as I know, no one has refused to show up." 
 
    Gerald looked around the room; no one looked happy to be here, not that he blamed them. Violation of the demon protocols was a very serious offense. Not showing up at any meeting that was called to discuss it was an automatic death sentence for the leader who refused. 
 
    "As per the agreement, no one is to engage in the summoning of demons. However," Gerald turned to look at Rupert Spencer, who was not just the leader of the North American Gradatim, but all of Gradatim, "someone has." 
 
    "Why are you looking at me?" Rupert replied heatedly. 
 
    "Because on May nineteenth, just two days ago, a demon was observed at your chapter in Eugene Oregon, engaged in battle." 
 
    "You mean the council compound that was attacked and later destroyed by that werelion rebel!"  
 
    "So you're not denying that members of your council had in fact summoned a demon?" 
 
    Gerald noticed that the leaders of the Vestibulum and the Ascendance both were looking surprised. Obviously the rumors hadn't reached them yet. 
 
    "They were attacked! How am I supposed to know what they did in their last desperate moments? Since I got the initial report from them about the attack, I've heard nothing from them! I just learned this morning from members of our Portland council that all of the buildings there have been burnt to the ground!" 
 
    "Rupert, the accords and the treaty are clear: Under no circumstances is the summoning of demons allowed. As for what your people found," Gerald looked around the table slowly, "I sent people to Eugene myself. They questioned, and then executed, all the people they found living there. Then they burned everything to the ground." 
 
    Gerald turned back to Rupert. "As per the accords and the treaty." 
 
    "How do we know about the demon?" Todd asked. 
 
    Gerald nodded to the flat-screen TV on the far wall. As everyone turned to look at it, a black and white video began to play. It showed a werelion fighting a demon on the roof of a building, up until the moment the demon suddenly disappeared. 
 
    "Where did you get that!" Rupert demanded, looking at Gerald. 
 
    "Sean Valens, the werelion in the video, sent it to Arthur Troy, the head of the Reno Council of Sapientia. Arthur, recognizing the danger involved, immediately sent it to me. I apologize for the poor quality of the video, but the fight was taking place at night. 
 
    "However," Gerald continued, "the people I dispatched to Eugene did in fact confirm that the people there were studying how to summon and control demons. So I must ask you Rupert: What did Gradatim, and you as their leader, know of these experiments?" 
 
    "Nothing!" Rupert lied. "And I resent the implication that those involved in this research had any backing, or even the consent, of the Council of Gradatim! The Eugene compound was a retirement community for our scholars! Its only purpose was the quiet study of magic and the expanding of our knowledge!" 
 
    "You mean weapon's research," Duncan Roberts, the Sapientia leader, said with a sarcastic snort. 
 
    "As if none of the rest of you are engaged in the same!" Rupert retorted. 
 
    "No, we're not. We honor the Demon Accords!" 
 
    "Gentlemen," Gerald said, raising a hand. "This is not the time for arguments. Rupert, the accords are quite clear on this. If another one of your councils are discovered engaging in this behavior, you and the rest of the leadership board for Gradatim will pay the price, and everyone at that council will be executed." 
 
    Rupert nodded his head angrily. "Of course! I understand, and trust me when I say that heads are going to roll when I get back to Los Angeles and have a long talk with my scholars as to why none of them alerted me to what was going on up there!" 
 
    Gerald nodded. "We will expect to be notified of anything you discover, again as per the accords." 
 
    "Yes, we'll notify you," Rupert sighed. 
 
    Geoffrey Marson of the Ascendance spoke up, "Gerald, are you one hundred percent sure none of the demons escaped?" 
 
    "That is why we killed everyone," Gerald replied. "A summoned demon can only stay as long as its summoner is still alive." 
 
    "Oh, I didn't know that," Geoffrey said, then looked over at Rupert, "my knowledge of demons is quite lacking, seeing as we don't study them in the Ascendance." 
 
    Geoffrey smiled at Rupert as he fumed but withheld any retort. 
 
    "Well," Todd said, looking at the others, "as long as we're here, what are we going to do about this lycan rebellion?" 
 
    "I wasn't aware we were required to do anything," Gerald replied. 
 
    "But they're endangering the silence! They're taking away our property!" 
 
    "I'd hardly refer to intelligent beings as 'property'. I don't understand your fascination with these outdated beliefs." 
 
    "If you're really worried about the silence, just let your lycans go free," Duncan said with a smile.  
 
    "You're just siding with them so you can reclaim your past glory!" Todd replied to him heatedly. 
 
    "Actually, the fiscal case was rather compelling," Duncan said, leaning back in his chair and looking around the table, "but I will share this with you; the government has become aware of Mr. Valens and his actions." 
 
    "They have?" Todd said, looking surprised. Duncan noticed that Gerald was the only one at the table who didn't seem surprised by this tidbit of information. 
 
    "Yes, they have. It also seems like they're leaning his way. I would not be surprised if they were to take sides." 
 
    "They can't do that!" Geoffrey said. 
 
    Duncan shrugged. "They can do whatever they please. The York Treaty with the United States specified that, as long as we stay out of their business, they'll stay out of ours." 
 
    "But the lycans are our business!" Todd said. 
 
    "Opinions on that seem to be varied," Duncan said, then looked back to Gerald. "Are we done?" 
 
    Gerald nodded. "We are adjourned." 
 
    "Finally!" Rupert said as he got up and quickly left the room. 
 
    "He lied to us, didn't he?" Geoffrey said, once the door had closed behind Rupert's back. 
 
    "It's not my place to speculate," Gerald said, "but yes, he did." 
 
    "I thought it wasn't your place to speculate?" Todd said with laugh. 
 
    "I'm not. We don't have enough proof to trigger the next phase of the accords, but we had enough that we called this meeting to make everyone aware of what happened, and that we will be watching Rupert and his people. I would suggest that the rest of you may wish to keep an eye on them, as well." 
 
    "Well, at least the government hasn't heard about this yet," Duncan said as he got to his feet. 
 
    "I'm surprised they found out about the lycan rebellion," Geoffrey said to Duncan as he got to his feet as well. 
 
    "Oh, they've been keeping an eye on us since they were founded. Let's just be happy that Mr. Valens has them distracted enough that they missed this. I'd hate to see what their reaction might be." 
 
    "Oh that, I think we can all agree," Geoffrey said as the others nodded. 
 
      
 
    "So, how bad was it?" Brenda asked her husband as he got into the car to take them back to the airport. 
 
    "Not as bad as I’d feared, but worse than I expected. They had video." 
 
    Brenda blinked. "Of the demon?" 
 
    "Yup, of it fighting that werelion." 
 
    "Huh, how was it doing?" 
 
    Rupert shrugged. "I didn't see enough to tell. Someone killed Morrison just as the fight was starting." He shook his head. "I can't believe that idiot decided to use the demon! I told him to keep it hidden, and he has it fighting someone on the roof of a building of all places!" 
 
    Brenda shrugged. "Maybe he lost control of it? Out of the dozen people who've tried to summon one, only four lived long enough to succeed, and three of those couldn't control them and were killed almost immediately." 
 
    Rupert sighed and shook his head. "Well, we'll never know now. Perkins sent in a cleanup crew and killed everyone who was there. Then he had it all burned to the ground." 
 
    "Harsh." 
 
    "Yeah, we're going to need to have Bera commit suicide. Set it up to look good, with a note confessing his guilt. We'll turn all his assistants over to Perkins." 
 
    "Won't Perkins kill them all?" 
 
    "Better them than us," Rupert said with a sour expression, "but this is why I met with Bera privately, and never allowed him to discuss the project with anyone else. If he told his assistants, I don't doubt they'll be drained of everything they know and killed. If he kept his mouth shut, we'll get them back." 
 
    "When should I stage his death?" 
 
    "Wait two days. I want it to look like the heat of the investigation, as well as his guilt at violating the accords, drove him to it. For now, order the scholars to search our records to make sure no one else is doing any research. I'll send out the order to everyone to make sure none of our people are doing anything they shouldn't be." 
 
    Brenda nodded. "Got it." 
 
    Rupert looked out the window of the limousine and sighed. "Gods, I hate Kansas; why the hell did they have the meeting here?" 
 
    "Because it's central to everyone, I guess," Brenda said with a shrug. 
 
    "So what do we do now?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "They hit Eugene. They're heading north, that means Portland has to be next." 
 
    "I would have thought they'd have gone for San Francisco." 
 
    "Me too, in fact Atticus was positive it was going to be next, so he sent a bunch of his boys up there to help defend it! And they hit Eugene instead." 
 
    "Maybe we should send Wilston?" Brenda mused. 
 
    "I thought he was your 'expert'?" 
 
    Brenda laughed. "What good is an expert if you don't use him? We make it simple: he kills that lion, all is forgiven, and we'll find him a place in the organization worthy of his skills." 
 
    "And if he doesn't?" Rupert asked. 
 
    Brenda smiled evilly. "Then I doubt we'll have to worry about him ever again, will we?"  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Messy's Place 
 
      
 
    Sean sat at the table while his sister-in-law loaded his plate down with more food. If there was one thing Messy could do, it was cook, and apparently she enjoyed doing it in large quantities. Daelyn's brother Caerwyn was talking with Daelyn as they sat next to each other. The current topic of discussion was techniques for mining old lava vents. Something Caerwyn was apparently quite the expert on.  
 
    What you mined from lava vents, Sean had no idea, nor really any interest. Roxy was chowing down about as heavily as he was, same for Peg. Roberta and Jolene were being much more refined in their appetites, probably to Messy's dismay, but even they were now eating more than they used to. 
 
    Cali was sitting so close to Sean that their legs and hips were touching. Sean actually had to put his left arm around her, because he couldn't use it without jostling her. Sean was also currently in his hybrid form, which meant he had to stoop a lot when going through any of the hallways. 
 
    The reason, plain and simple, was that a lot of dwarves didn't care much for dark elves. In fact, a fair number of them, he had discovered, actually hated them. They were willing to cut Cali some slack, because she was one of Sean's wives, and dwarves both liked and respected lions. But it had been made clear to all of them, that it would be best for Cali if she stayed by Sean's side whenever they were in the dwarven halls, which was what they called their towns. 
 
    Cali had taken this advice to heart after a quiet conversation with Daelyn. Daelyn had simply told Sean that she would introduce him to the business side of Maxwell, repeatedly, if she caught him without Cali around. 
 
    Sean figured that anything that worried Daelyn enough to make threats was something he needed to respect.  
 
    "What time are we meeting with the Portland area pack alpha?" Roberta asked. 
 
    "Sometime after ten," Sean said as he started in on his pancakes. "He's driving down here with Jonas." 
 
    "Why's Jonas going to be there?"  
 
    Sean snorted. "I think Jonas feels both angry and guilty over the whole Dawn incident. She snowed him for years, and he got caught with his pants down." 
 
    "He's also unhappy with you," Roxy said between bites. "You made him admit his biggest secret and his biggest fear." 
 
    "Yeah," Sean agreed, "I know. That's the problem with being the first lion any of these people have ever run into. They just don't understand that we're blunt." 
 
    "Was Sampson blunt?" Cali asked. 
 
    Roberta laughed. "Oh yeah, Sampson could be as blunt as a sledgehammer. He did it so often that the few times he decided to use a little finesse, you often didn't even realize he'd conned you out of your shorts until the next day." 
 
    "Is that how you ended up with Sarah?"  
 
    Sean almost laughed at the smirk on Roberta's face. "Oh no, that one was alllll me! Trust me on that one!" 
 
    "So where are we meeting them, here?" Roberta asked, turning back to Sean. 
 
    "No, the dwarves are all a little spooked about what happened in Eugene." 
 
    "More than just a little," Caerwyn spoke up. Sean guessed he'd been listening to them while talking with Daelyn. "Demons are serious business. We remember the stories of the demon wars, and until we're sure the issue in Eugene has been dealt with fully, the elders aren't allowing anyone they don't know inside the mountain." 
 
    "You let him in," Roberta pointed out. 
 
    "Yeah, but he's my brother-in-law, and he's a lion." 
 
    "You lions and your rule breaking!" Peg snickered. 
 
    "Yeah," Sean smiled, "it's a tough job, but somebody's got to do it." 
 
    "You know," Jolene said, looking thoughtful, "I know lions get to do things us mere mortals don't, but just why do you dwarves always make exceptions for them?" 
 
    Caerwyn shrugged. "No idea. It's just the law." 
 
    Jolene looked surprised at that. "It's the law?" 
 
    Caerwyn nodded. "Lions are always welcome, and always accepted. It's considered bad luck to anger one, as well." 
 
    "Really? Why's that?" 
 
    "Because they might kill you," Caerwyn said with a grin. 
 
    "And everyone will say 'he had it coming'." Daelyn chuckled. 
 
    "Do you know why?" Jolene asked, turning to look at Sean. 
 
    Sean shrugged. "I never asked. Oh, that reminds me," Sean turned back to Caerwyn, "could I get a couple of cheap iron swords?' 
 
    Cali sat up suddenly. "Oh! And daggers! Cold iron daggers, too! I'll balance them if you can't!" 
 
    Daelyn rolled her eyes. "Don't let any of the smiths hear you saying that." 
 
    "What's cold iron?" Roxy asked. "I've heard it mentioned before, but isn't it just regular iron?" 
 
    "Do you want yours to be cold iron as well, Sean?" Caerwyn asked. 
 
    'Yes!' the First spoke up, surprising Sean. 
 
    "Yes," Sean nodded, "if that's possible." 
 
    Caerwyn nodded to Sean and then turned to Roxy. "Cold iron is iron that has never known a furnace or a forge. It's not as strong as iron that has, of course, it's harder to work and takes longer to make, and is by no means as strong as steel." 
 
    "Then what's the use?" 
 
    "Demons are susceptible to cold iron," Sean said. 
 
    "All iron injures them, even that in steel," Caerwyn said with a nod, "but cold iron hurts them the most." 
 
    "Is there anything that flat out kills them?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Faerie swords," Sean said. 
 
    "Like those big ones your uncle Maitland and your cousin Ruth have?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Exactly. When we get back to Reno, I'm going to see if I can get him to train us how to make them or see if he can at least supply us with some." 
 
    "You don't think we're going to run into more of them, do you?" 
 
    Sean gave a small shake of his head. "I hope not, but I'd rather be prepared in case we do. So, Caerwyn, any idea of just how long it would take to get these?" 
 
    "I'll talk to some of the smiths and see what they've got. Fortunately we turn up a lot of magnetite in our operations, so I know we have a fairly large store of it. The hard part is working it without melting it." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Well, let me just finish up here, and I guess we'll see about meeting up with Steven and Jonas." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "I'm not exactly happy with our situation," Chad grumbled as they sat in the back of the diner and waited for the others to show. One of Luke's people, another werecougar, owned the place, so it had been deemed 'safe'. Roxy and Cali were also with him, while Jolene and Peg kept watch outside with several of Chad's men.  
 
    "What don't you like?" Sean asked. 
 
    "We're running a two-front war, three if you count the home front back in Reno." 
 
    "Maitland can take care of Reno." 
 
    "Which is why I'm not too worried about it," Chad agreed. "He's been in combat and run armies before. But I'm worried Art may be out of his depth if anyone should think to attack Sacramento, and I don't think he's got the chops to actually launch an attack beyond Sacramento." 
 
    "If it comes to that," Sean said, after thinking about it a moment, "I'll send Maitland and Ruth to Sacramento. I'm not worried about Oak being able to hold Reno, he's got a fair deal of experienced people around him, as well as a lot of allies. And," Sean grinned, "if worse comes to worst, we can always draft Steve." 
 
    "Steve knows how to lead an army?" Roxy asked, surprised. 
 
    "Steve's motto is 'fake it until you make it'," Sean said with a chuckle. 
 
    "And he's way too good at faking it," Chad sighed, "but he's a quick thinker and totally unorthodox. A real general would probably see right through him." 
 
    "But the enemy doesn't have any real generals," Roxy pointed out. 
 
    "We hope." Chad nodded. " I know it's what I've been counting on. But getting back to my original point, after we take Portland, we must move on to Seattle, and we'll need to deal with the minor councils in Bend and Spokane, as well. I think we can leave Vancouver alone; I don't think anyone up there will be willing to attack across the border." 
 
    "Why do we have to move on to Seattle?" 
 
    "Because I don't want to have an active two-front war!" Chad shook his head and sighed. "Honestly, I wanted to take California first, because the Gradatim's headquarters are there, and the sooner we beat one of the major councils, the sooner we can secure the west coast. Plus a big victory over them will go a long way towards engendering morale." 
 
    "You don't think taking Portland and Seattle will do that?" Sean asked. 
 
    "It'll help," Chad said, "but it's still not the big leagues. Until we take on and beat one of the big three opposing us, we're just a small issue in most people's eyes." 
 
    "But once we deal with Gradatim, then the real trouble starts, right?" 
 
    Chad nodded. "And that's when I'm going to put together a second army and stick Maitland in charge of it, and we'll both head east." 
 
    "Two armies?" Roxy said, looking surprised. 
 
    "I'd do three if I thought Sean here could pull it off!" Chad said with a grin. 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Gee, thanks for the vote of confidence!" 
 
    "Anytime, buddy! I think our guests are here." 
 
    Looking up at the door, Sean saw Jonas enter with another man he didn't know. Surprisingly, both Terry and Luke followed them in as well. 
 
    "Did you invite the others?" Sean asked. 
 
    Chad shook his head. "No, but it'll help having them here." 
 
    Jonas saw them in the back and headed directly over to them. 
 
    "Sean, Chad, this is Steven, the head of the wolf pack to the west of Portland and the surrounding area. Steven, Sean is the lion in charge of all this, Chad is his general, and is also in charge of the packs to the west of Reno." 
 
    "Hello, Sean," Steven said, shaking hands with him, "Jonas has told me a lot about you." Steven then turned to Chad and shook hands with him. "What happened to Michael?" 
 
    Chad smiled. "Sean fired him." 
 
    Steven blinked and cocked his head slightly to the side to look back at Sean. 
 
    "Obviously Jonas didn't tell you everything." Sean sighed. 
 
    "Oh, he told me, I just wasn't sure I believed it. The two women are your wives?" 
 
    Sean nodded and introduced Roxy and Cali to Steven. 
 
    "I've never met a dark elf before. I've heard rumors there are some in Seattle, but nothing more than that, I'm afraid." 
 
    Cali smiled. "We'll find out when we get there." 
 
    "I hope you don't mind that Terry and I decided to come along," Luke said as Jonas and Steven sat down. 
 
    "No, it's fine," Sean smiled, "but now we can't say bad things about you behind your backs." 
 
    "I had to come out here anyway," Terry said, "to pick up the folks you rescued." 
 
    "Have you had the chance to talk to any of Dawn's people yet?" Luke asked. 
 
    "I'm going to leave that to Terry and Jonas, for now," Sean said with a sigh, "I just don't have the time to spare on it. They're probably going to need a new alpha from outside to come in and take over. Odds are, her seconds were just as controlled as she was, or too weak to challenge her on it. 
 
    "It might be better to just drop a whole new pack in there and tell the others they either join it or leave," Luke said. 
 
    Jonas nodded. "Harsh, but you're probably right, Luke." 
 
    "Well, let's get to the whole reason for this meeting. Steven, what can you tell us about Portland?" 
 
    "The Eruditio's lycans are actually members of my pack; they employ a dozen of them, mainly as security and housecleaning. Sapientia's just joined my pack, and they now employ twice that, almost all of whom are security. They actually have more lycans there now than they did before they freed them. They told me that they were worried about the Vestibulum after something that happened in Sacramento, when they asked to hire actual pack members." 
 
    "How many wolves do the Vestis have?" Chad asked. 
 
    "Twenty-eight. Two assault teams, and the other eight are domestic staff." 
 
    "How many Vestis are in Portland? Do you know?" 
 
    "Not many, less than fifty, and that includes all of the family members that we know of. The Ascendance has less than that, and they have only ten lycans, six for security and four domestics." 
 
    "Why are there so few?" 
 
    Steven smiled. "We've been buying them. It's a small market, and we pay enough that it's cheaper and easier to hire a cleaning staff of mundanes to come in." 
 
    "You're buying them?" Sean said, surprised. 
 
    Steven nodded. "Most lycan dealers don't like to come to Portland, lead allergies you see." Steven winked outrageously when he said that. "Those that do, come here rarely, and one of the members of Eruditio has been kind enough to front for us and always buys up whatever stock's available. On top of that, he's also constantly making offers on those lycans held by the individual Ascendants, Vestibulum, and Gradatim members." 
 
    "How do you afford it?" 
 
    Steven looked a little embarrassed. "Umm, my wife inherited a fortune." 
 
    "I didn't know there were any rich werewolves?" 
 
    "I ummm," Steven looked guilty, "I bit her. She used to be a mundane." 
 
    Sean felt the First sit up and take an interest suddenly. 
 
    "Why did you do that?" Sean asked softly.  
 
    "Because she asked me to do it, and I wanted to," Steven said, staring back at Sean. "I won't apologize for it. Not now, not ever." 
 
    "Oh, in that case," Sean shrugged, "just don't make a habit of it." 
 
    'He shouldn't have done that.' 
 
    'Well he did, and he just challenged me over it. And guess what? I'm not calling him out on it, either.' 
 
    'Still...' 
 
    'Dad?' 
 
    'What?' 
 
    'Shut up.' 
 
    Sean felt the First snort and then settle back down. 
 
    "What about the Gradatim?" Chad asked. "You haven't mentioned them yet." 
 
    Steven sighed and nodded. "There's probably a thousand of them in Portland, including their families. They've got close to a hundred lycans, eighty-seven to be exact. But only thirty of them are security. All the rest are domestics, of one sort or the other." 
 
    "Sex slaves?" Chad asked with a distasteful expression. 
 
    "Of one sort or the other," Steven said and nodded. "Because the other councils here are all so much smaller, they really don't need that much security, so they're a bit more willing to indulge their baser natures. Honestly, I think all the rain brings out the worst in some people." 
 
    "Sounds like we're going to be doing a lot of door to door on this one." Chad looked at the others. "Okay, how many troops do each of you have for this operation? And let me be frank when I say, if I think you're holding back, I'll sic Sean on you." 
 
    Sean leaned back in his seat and put an arm around each of the girls, making it clear to everyone that Chad was now running the meeting.  
 
    Steven offered fifty people but made it clear only half of them were really trained. Luke offered a dozen but made it equally clear they were all highly trained. Terry had a hundred that were trained and could gather another eighty who weren't, but would listen to orders if necessary.  
 
    Jonas had four hundred. 
 
    "Four hundred?" Chad said, looking surprised. 
 
    Jonas nodded. "All trained. I can get more, but it'll take a week." 
 
    "You must have a pretty big pack." 
 
    "It's not just my pack. I'm the leader of the Northwest Alliance. So I started calling people when Sean said he was coming here. Two hundred of them are mine, the rest are coming from the other leaders, and they're only sending me half." 
 
     "So, five hundred and sixty of yours, and we've got almost three hundred of our own." Chad looked over at Sean. "I'm gonna send most of our folks back home tonight. We get too many people moving around, we're going to start attracting the wrong kind of attention." 
 
    "Keep the team we got from Claudia, and pick some of the teams we liberated from the Vestis," Sean said. 
 
    "Actually, I was planning on keeping some of my own boys. Let me work on team building some more." 
 
    "Then just keep Claudia's team for the assault, Travis' team for my security, and sort the rest out however you want." 
 
    Chad nodded. "Sounds good. Oh, I told John to send you the bill; I'm keeping him for the duration. Those damn drones of his are just too effective." 
 
    "So what's the next step?" Steven asked. 
 
    "The next step is you and I go for a ride around Portland, and you tell me everything you know about the places we're going to attack," Chad said. "I'll have you show me on a map first, but it's always best to get some first-hand intel before going in." 
 
    "When are you thinking of attacking?" Jonas asked. 
 
    "As soon as I can get everybody where I want them. They have to know we're coming; we took out Eugene, after all. So the longer we wait, the more we allow them to prepare. Right now, let's plan on Saturday morning, an hour before sunrise." 
 
    "That's a little less than forty-eight hours away!" Steven said, surprised. 
 
    "Yup, and if it surprises you, I'm sure it'll surprise them even more. We're gonna need a place to practice tomorrow. Somewhere big, and far enough out of the city to be away from prying eyes. Anybody know of a place?" 
 
    "I do," Terry said, "it's about ninety minutes southeast of Portland. We can easily drive up from there." 
 
    "Great. I'll need a map. For now, everybody send your people there. Tell them to bring some camping gear, while you're at it." 
 
    Steven, Terry, Luke, and Jonas all nodded. 
 
    "Okay, now let's get going; I got a van outside and we can go over the maps while one of my people drives. Sean, you coming?" Chad asked, looking over at him. 
 
    Sean nodded. "As long as you have room for Roxy and Cali." 
 
    "Bring Peg along, too, in case we need to cast some illusions." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Got it." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Keep it in the Family  
 
      
 
    Sam Wilston looked around the council grounds in Portland. He had to admit, the folks up here really had style. They were up in what was called the 'West Hills', and it really was beautiful. The city was only minutes away, but the grounds were in the middle of a forest, with a park on one side. After all those years in Reno, it really was quite a difference. 
 
    "So, Rupert seems pretty positive we're next on this lion's hit list," Owen, the right-hand man of Ethan, the council's local leader, said. 
 
    Sam nodded. "The kid must have figured Eugene would be an easy win, and that he could use it to impress his allies and gain support." 
 
    "Well he's going to be in for a bit of a surprise then, isn't he?" Owen said with a laugh. 
 
    Sam tried not to roll his eyes. He was a little annoyed that Ethan had foisted him off on Owen, but not annoyed enough to let it show. 
 
    "Don't be so quick to discount him. He's already cleaned out Reno and Sacramento. All the other councils in Portland are small and weak. We're the only tough nut he's got to crack. But if he sticks to his previous M.O., he'll hit us last, after he's gone for all the low-hanging fruit." 
 
    "So we'll have a warning then?" 
 
    Sam nodded. "Yes. Typically he's picked on a single council at a time, but with the Vestibulum and Ascendance being so small up here, I wouldn't be surprised if he hit them both at the same time." 
 
    "What about the minor councils? We've got a fair number of those up here." 
 
    Sam shook his head. "He'll wait till he's done with us, then he can hold it over their heads that he's the big tough guy and they either go along willingly, or else." 
 
    Owen nodded. "Makes sense." 
 
    "He may be a kid, but he's got some smart people pulling his strings; he's just a figurehead, after all. But he's the figurehead the entire rebellion is based on. We kill him, it all falls apart." 
 
    "That's not what Eruditio's saying. They told all of us that if this lion dies, another one will take his place, and they'll just keep going." 
 
    Sam snorted, and this time he did roll his eyes. Why were people so dumb? 
 
    "Do you really believe that? Eruditio has been on the side of the animals for how long now? Of course they'd push that myth out to the rest of us. I suspect they're backing the kid just as much as Sapientia is! Even if they're not, with the whole 'free the lycans' campaign they've been pushing for the last two decades, it's not hard to see which way they're leaning." 
 
    "You actually believe they'd lie?" Owen said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Would we lie to the other councils if it helped us gain power?" 
 
    Owen chuckled. "I see your point." 
 
    "Exactly, so we kill this Valens character, and we kill the rebellion." 
 
    "What about those silver protection amulets?" 
 
    Sam shrugged. "What about them? Sooner or later our enchanters will figure them out, and then we'll all have them. There are other ways to control lycans, after all, it's not like they're really all that much more than animals." 
 
    "Of course," Owens agreed. "So, where do we start then?" 
 
    "We need to put surveillance on both the Sapientia and Eruditio council houses. They're his strongest allies; Sapientia may even be the ones behind all this. So it only makes sense that he'll visit one or both of them when he gets to town." 
 
    "And then?" 
 
    "Then the moment we find him, we strike." 
 
    "We follow him?" 
 
    "No, we call in as many people we can get, as quickly as we can get them, and we attack. Right there, broad daylight." 
 
    "What about witnesses?" 
 
    "What about them?" Sam said, looking at Owen. "If there's only a few, we kill them too; if there's too many to kill, we just buy off the police and the press. Have it declared a gang shooting, or a drug deal gone bad. We do what we need to do, and we don't leave anything to chance. Killing this kid is a lot more important than anything else." 
 
    Owen thought about that a moment, and then nodded his head slowly. 
 
    "Rupert did say we needed to listen to you." 
 
    "One other thing," Sam added. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "Don't send out any lycans. They all believe in this 'lions are our gods' myth. You send them, he'll take them. Send out our own people." 
 
    "I'll have to talk to Ethan about that," Owen warned. 
 
    "Then talk to him. But we need to move on this now, right now. For all we know, he could be in the city at this very moment." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "So where exactly is everybody?" Sean asked, looking over the map with Chad and Steven as they got close to the city. All three of the girls were sound asleep, and honestly Sean would have liked to have joined them; the ride up here hadn't been all that exciting. 
 
    "Well, Eruditio and Sapientia are to the west, out past Beaverton. They relocated about forty years ago, when things started to grow up here. The Vestibulum are down in Lake Oswego not far off of the interstate, and the Ascendance is in the same general area. The Gradatim are to the west of the city, up in the West Hills, where all the really rich people used to live." 
 
    "Where do you live?" 
 
    "Further west, in Hillsboro. I don't really come into the city that often myself. We all tend to avoid it, when we can." 
 
    "Is that because of the magic users?" 
 
    "Nah, it's the traffic. Rush hours around here are just nasty." 
 
    "All the more reason to strike on the weekend," Chad said. "Jace, get the cameras ready, and take lots of pictures. I don't want to have to drive by any of these places a second time." 
 
    "What about aerial views? Are you gonna have John come up here with those drones of his?" Jace asked. 
 
    "Google Maps should be good enough. These guys are the small fry; the Gradatim are the ones I'm really worried about. I'll ask John to come back up here tonight and take a bunch of shots of their place after the sun's gone down." 
 
    Sean reached over and woke up Roxy, Cali, and Peg. 
 
    "We're about to start looking at the council houses," he told them. 
 
    "Ah, finally, something to do," Roxy said, stretching, as Sean appreciated the view. Cali smiled and did the same, showing off perhaps a little bit when she noticed Sean watching her as well." 
 
    "Is that all?" Peg said and yawned. "Wake me if anything exciting happens." 
 
    "Yeah, this can be pretty boring," Roxy agreed, "but it is important." 
 
    "Then wake me when something important happens," Peg mumbled, curled back up on the seat, and fell asleep. 
 
    "I thought lions were supposed to be the lazy ones?" Chad joked. 
 
    "More like the exhausted ones," Sean said with a wink. 
 
    "You got no one to blame for that but yourself." 
 
    "Oh, we definitely help," Roxy said, grinning. 
 
    "Well, let's look at what we're dealing with," Chad said, changing the subject, as they turned off the highway and started down towards the council houses. 
 
    "Cali, could you move up front and tell us if there are any traps on the walls?" 
 
    "Okay!" Cali smiled and moved up just behind Rufus in the passenger's seat up front, where she could have a direct view. 
 
    Sean and the others in the back turned to watch the monitors. The van didn't have any windows in the back, as that would make it easy for anyone outside to see the people inside. However, it did have a couple of flat-screen monitors set up, which were attached to cameras hidden on the roof of the van. Sean was fairly impressed. John had set this up for them a couple of days ago so they could drive around and gather information more discretely. 
 
    They all watched for the next hour, except for Peg who was sound asleep, as they drove around the neighborhood. First they went over the Vestibulum's compound, and then the Ascendance's. Exciting it wasn't, but the amount of security was minimal. The walls they had weren't really all that high. 
 
    Cali did find the open points in the spells on the walls, at least. There weren't any traps on them, but they did have quite a few alarm spells. 
 
    "Well, let's go check out the Gradatim," Chad ordered as they headed back to the highway." 
 
    "How about stopping for some lunch?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Yeah, I like the sound of that," Chad agreed. "Steven, tell Rufus up front where to go so we can stop and get something to eat." 
 
    "Sure thing. I'll take you to the Rams Head. It's on the way, and they've got good burgers." 
 
    They spent the ride looking over the pictures and marking weak spots as Chad planned, with Sean and Steven's help. The traffic got worse as they got closer to the city, and Steven ended up helping Chad develop routes for after the attack on Saturday night so they could get out of town as quickly as possible. 
 
    "So no one goes up the river?" Chad asked. 
 
    "Not really. It's almost always open up Highway 30, and if you take it up to here," Steven pointed to a spot well north of the city, "you can cross the river, bypass Vancouver, and be on your way to Seattle next." 
 
    "That would mean we'd have to move our marshaling point," Chad said, looking over the map. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "It's easier to start and come back to the same place. Less confusion among our people if they know to come back to where they started, if any of them should get separated." 
 
    "I guess we won't be marshaling out of Sapientia's place then?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Actually, I told Sean it wouldn't be a good idea to drag them into this," Chad told Roxy. "We haven't even sent anyone over there yet to request the silence ritual." 
 
    "Are you going to?" 
 
    "Well," Chad looked at Sean, who shrugged, "we're not sure. Sean's worried about us becoming too dependant on Sapientia, and I'm worried about it being too obvious if we keep relying on them." 
 
    "What other choice do you have?" 
 
    "We could go with Eruditio," Sean said, "or we could just forgo any of that at all. Peg, Jolene, and I could put some silence spells down on any blast points when we go in, then maybe have a diversion ready elsewhere if things get out of hand." 
 
    "We could stage down here by the rail yard," Steven said and pointed to the map. "My wife owns a couple of the warehouses down there, so it wouldn't be an issue." 
 
    Sean and Chad looked at each other, then back at Steven. 
 
    "She's rich. I thought I mentioned that before?" 
 
    "Just how rich is she?" Chad said. 
 
    "Umm, you know how some people have more money than god?" 
 
    "She's that rich?" Chad asked, looking impressed. 
 
    "Oh no, she makes them look poor," Steven said with a smirk. 
 
    "Whatever," Sean sighed, "that's not important right now." 
 
    "We're here!" Jace announced from the driver's seat. 
 
    "Good, I'm starved," Sean said. "Peg, wake up, food." 
 
    "Ah! Something important!" Peg yawned, stretching as she sat up, while Sean appreciated the view. 
 
    "Well, let's go inside, we can continue this later," Chad agreed. 
 
    The lunch crowd was just finishing up, so they didn't have too much trouble finding a place to sit. Sean slipped the hostess a twenty and got them all seated in the back. 
 
    "You know, no one knows we're here," Peg said, smiling. 
 
    "Old habits." 
 
    "How can they be old? You only got infected about four months ago!" 
 
    "Yeah, but it sure feels like a lifetime," Sean chuckled, then added with a wink, "must be the lack of sleep?" 
 
    Peg blushed as Cali giggled. 
 
    "Now, let's order and relax for a bit while we enjoy lunch." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Damn, I swear the traffic around here is worse than LA," Sam said to Owen as they headed back towards the Gradatim compound. They'd spent the last hour making sure they had people watching both Sapientia and Eruditio. Ethan Huell, the leader of the local Gradatim, had been quick to agree with Sam's assessment of the situation, thankfully. 
 
    "Yeah, between all the mountains, the rocky hills, and the rivers, it's kind of a tight squeeze around here," Owen agreed. "If we didn't have such a nice place up in the hills, I think we'd have moved further west ourselves." 
 
    "How about we stop and get something to eat? I'm famished." 
 
    Owen nodded, "Yeah, me too. Burgers okay? The local McMenamins has good burgers and about two dozen great beers on tap." 
 
    Sam laughed. "You had me at burgers, but damn I could go for a couple of beers right now, myself." 
 
    "Just be happy the lunch rush is over, these places are all packed come noon," Owen said as he found an open spot by the curb and pulled in. 
 
    "At least the weather up here is nice," Sam said as they got out and walked over to the pub. 
 
    "Summers are great up here, but the rest of the time, it's raining." Owen chuckled. 
 
    "It can't be raining all the time?" Sam asked curiously. 
 
    "We have twenty different words to describe the type of rain up here, Sam. Everything from 'misting' to 'torrential downpour'. Live here a few years, and you don't even bother with an umbrella anymore, getting wet is just part of the charm." 
 
    Sam laughed and shook his head. "Yeah, I don't think I could deal with that." 
 
    Opening the door, they went inside. 
 
    "Got anything by the window?" Owen asked. 
 
    "Sure," the hostess told them and led them over to a window seat. 
 
    "This is a really nice city you have here, Owen, even with the traffic." 
 
    "Yeah, and in the summertime the sun doesn't go down until really late. It'll be light here until ten." 
 
    "At least the short nights will make it a lot harder on that kid. He never strikes during the day." 
 
      
 
    Roxy had her hand over Sean's mouth and was sitting in his lap while Peg held on to one arm and Cali held on to the other. 
 
    "Stop it!" she whispered into his ear as Sean growled deep in his throat. Peg had noticed it the instant her father had come in, and Sean had tried to get up almost immediately to go kill him, witnesses be damned! 
 
    "This isn't the time or place!" Roxy said and banged his head lightly against the wall behind the booth to get his attention. "If you kill him now, they'll know you're here! You'll ruin everything!" 
 
    "He hurt Peg," Sean said in a soft, but very angry, voice. 
 
    "Sean, Honey," Peg whispered, "please? Not here? Not now? Do it for me? Please, Sean? I want him dead too, trust me on that! I want to see you kill him more than you want to kill him! But we can't do it here, we have to wait!" 
 
    Sean was so angry he was shaking. Right now almost nothing mattered more than getting up, going over there, ripping that smug bastard's arms off, and beating him to death with them.  
 
    Almost. 
 
    Roxy sitting in his lap blocked his view, and while he could overpower the three of them, it wasn't as pressing now that he couldn't see him. He couldn't recall ever being so angry in all his life! Never! Not once! The rage he'd felt was shocking in how overwhelming it was, and only now was he even considering holding it back. 
 
    'Is it always this bad?' 
 
    'No, as you get older and more experienced, you'll learn that waiting for the right time to tear them to pieces is just so much more satisfying,' the First chuckled in his head. 
 
    "This isn't the time," Sean admitted, slowly, though it felt like he was pulling his own teeth out as he said it.  
 
    "Thank god." Roxy sighed. 
 
    "Now I better get ready to cast an illusion if he comes this way," Peg said, letting go of Sean's arm. 
 
    "I'm thinking it might be better if I go out the back and hide out of sight someplace. If he walks by our booth, I'll have to kill him," Sean admitted. 
 
    "I'll go with you," Cali said. 
 
    "No, stay here. If two of us leave, it'll look suspicious." 
 
    "What about your food?" Chad asked. 
 
    "Get it to go, tell 'em I got a call from work and had to run back to the office," Sean said and, keeping his head down, he got up out of the booth and made a beeline for the back of the pub. Thankfully Sam Wilston was sitting up front by the window, and Sean and the others had sat in the back. 
 
    "Leaving?" the waiter asked as Sean ducked by him. 
 
    "My boss is out front, and I'm supposed to be working through lunch. My wife'll bring it to me when she leaves," Sean said quickly. 
 
    "Wow, he must really be some kind of asshole," The waiter said. 
 
    "You don't know the half of it." 
 
    Sean made his way through the kitchen and ducked out the back door before the cook could say anything. There really weren't a lot of places to hide, and he didn't feel all that much like hiding anyway. Heading back to the van, he figured he could wait there, or better yet, the pizza place a few doors down, once he realized he didn't have the keys for the van.  
 
    Ordering four slices and getting a drink, Sean sat down and waited for the others to come back to the van. Sam Wilston. What the hell was he doing up here? Is this where he ran to, after he'd escaped from Reno? Or was there something else going on? Gradatim's power base was more on the west coast, because their main headquarters was in Los Angeles. Sean had no idea how powerful they were in Europe, but he doubted they were as strong as they were here in the States.  
 
    Still, after what had gone on in Reno, Sean was shocked to see that apparently Sam was still accepted by the other members of the Gradatim. Steven had recognized who Sam was eating lunch with, Owen Lee, the right-hand man of Ethan Huell, the leader of the local Gradatim council. 
 
    Eating his pizza, Sean wondered what was going on, something was obviously happening. When two unmarked vans suddenly went flying by on the street, followed by the sounds of screeching tires, he dropped the pizza and ran for the exit as the sounds of an explosion brought all of his worst fears to life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 All The Madmen 
 
      
 
    Sam felt it, as he sat there eating his lunch, one of his daughters was here, and as Camellia was back in Reno, it could only be Peggy. 
 
    "Call a strike team," Sam said in a soft voice to Owen after he swallowed. 
 
    "What?" Owen looked surprised. 
 
    "My daughter Peggy is here, in this building someplace." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "So, I know she's taken up with that lion. I think he's even made her one of his wives. So if she's here..." 
 
    "He's here," Owen said, pulling out his phone and texting quickly, telling the team that they were at the McMenamins Ram's Head pub. 
 
    Sam picked up his beer and took a drink while trying to look around the pub unobtrusively. It went back a ways towards the kitchen and the bathrooms. There were still a good deal of people inside, so he didn't see anybody he recognized, but he knew all of his kids' magical auras; he'd made sure to become familiar with them, same as his wife's, so they wouldn't catch him when he was doing something best kept secret. 
 
    "Okay, they're on their way; they'll be here in five minutes." 
 
    "I thought you said traffic was bad?" 
 
    "We're not that far from the compound." 
 
    Sam nodded and looked out the window; there weren't all that many people on the street. 
 
    "What do we do about witnesses?" Owen asked. 
 
    "Kill them," Sam said without hesitation. 
 
    "You sure?" Owen asked, lowering his voice. 
 
    "Course I'm sure. If no one is alive to say what happened, it'll make it easier for us to make up a story and force it on the mundanes. Not like the news media or the police are magic users, right?" 
 
    "Ethan won't be happy." 
 
    "If we kill this lion, he won't care, and Rupert will reward all of us," Sam said calmly as he checked his protective spells to make sure he was ready for what was about to happen. 
 
    "What about your daughter?" 
 
    "What about her?" Sam asked. 
 
    "Don't you want her captured?" 
 
    Sam shrugged. "She's damaged goods; I don't think any magic user is going to want to be with her after she's been a lycan's plaything for the last few months." 
 
    Owen nodded slowly. "Yeah, I can see your point. Probably be doing her a kindness when we kill her." 
 
    Sam let out a heavy sigh to make it sound like he didn't care much for the idea, when truth was he didn't care in the slightest what happened to her. He'd heard a rumor she'd survived, that the boy had saved her, but he was sure every time she looked at the scars he'd left on her she was cursing him. Probably why she took up with the boy, not like a lot of people would want a woman as scarred as she no doubt was now from the whip he'd been using on her. 
 
    Owen's phone beeped once a couple of minutes later as they sat and waited. 
 
    "That's them; they'll be pulling up outside any moment." 
 
    Sam nodded. "Well, let's get this started," he said and, standing up, he stretched, then as a pair of vans stopped in the middle of the street, he cast a fireball into the back of the pub. 
 
      
 
    Peg had finished her burger and was waiting for the others to finish. She'd put up a small illusion to hide her own appearance, in case her father came back here to use the bathroom, she didn't want to chance just trying to hide her face. Roxy was now sitting next to her, Cali sitting next over, with Chad and Steven sitting across from them. Jace and Rufus, the other two from the van, were sitting in the booth across from theirs.  
 
    She was watching her father, carefully, while the others finished up and talked. She didn't trust the bastard. Not one inch. She knew everything he'd done, both to and with Sheila. She knew about all of his backstabbing ways, his manipulations, and how little he'd cared about either her or Camellia. Roger and Charles may have been worse, but she didn't doubt her father was fully capable of equal amounts of vileness and cruelty. He just did it to get ahead, unlike the other two, who had done it as much for fun as for advancement. 
 
    When he stood up and stretched, alarm bells went off in her head. "Guys!" she warned. 
 
    "What?" Roxy said, head snapping around instantly to look at Sam. 
 
    Peg swore as her father wound up and cast a fireball into the back of the bar, barely managing to cast a deflection spell as it flew back towards them, exploding with enough force to kill several of the patrons outright, and leave half a dozen more with their hair and clothing on fire. 
 
    Roxy didn't hesitate; the moment Peg had warned her she'd gone for her pistol, and as Sam cast the fireball, she immediately returned fire. Sam apparently had some sort of spell running that deflected her first two shots, but the man with him didn't, and Roxy had the satisfaction of seeing his head explode as she shot him in the left ear. 
 
    But her satisfaction was short lived as the windows blew in and a team of magic users started to fire more offensive spells in through the now shattered windows. 
 
    By now, both Jace and Rufus had started to return fire, and Cali was quickly flinging knives at the magic users who were either brave or fool enough to come in the front door. 
 
    "Out the back!" Chad yelled at them. "Quickly! Before they trap us in here!"  
 
    Roxy nodded and reloaded. "Cali and I will clear it! Move, Cali!" 
 
    Cali nodded, and Roxy noticed she know had a MAC-10 in her hands. Where the hell she'd been hiding that Roxy didn't have the time to ask, as they quickly fled the booth, heading towards the back. 
 
    Peg cast another deflection and shielding spell to protect their backs as they went. 
 
    "Steven! Go!" Chad called, and Peg noticed he had a wand he was using. She swore at that, all the wands they had laying around at home, and she hadn't thought to grab a single one! 
 
    "Go, Peg!" 
 
    Peg shook her head. "No, you go. I'm the only one with magic here!" 
 
    Chad swore, but Peg noticed he didn't argue. 
 
    "Jace, behind me, Rufus, cover her!" was all Chad said as he moved to the back. 
 
    Peg could hear gunfire out in the street now; she could only guess that Sean and the security team that had been following them all morning in a car were involved. There were some powerful spells going off outside, and a van out front suddenly blew up with enough force to shake the entire building.  
 
    She couldn't see her father anymore, and Rufus was shaking his head from the force of the explosion. From the ringing in her ears, she suspected her own eardrums had ruptured and were quickly growing back. Checking her own mana levels, Peg could see she was getting low. It was time to leave. 
 
    Moving to the end of the booth, she got ready to spring to the exit, where Chad was using another wand on the people at the front.  
 
    "Rufus, let's run!" Peg yelled as she made a dash for the back. 
 
    Something heavy came crashing down on her as soon as she left her seat, and that was the last thing she remembered. 
 
      
 
    Running back towards the pub, Sean saw the teams pile out of the two vans as the inside of the pub lit up with a bright flash. Someone had cast a fireball inside!  
 
    The men from the van cast some sort of spell, all the windows on the front of the pub exploded into a million shards of glass, and as they did, Sean could hear the measured shots of someone firing a gun. 
 
    "Roxy!" he growled and started slinging spells at the mages who were firing spells into the pub as he dodged several cars that were suddenly trying to get away from the violence in front of them.  
 
    Ducking behind a parked car as one of the magic users turned to face him, Sean drew his pistol and fired, dropping two of them before someone realized they were taking gunfire from another direction and erected a barrier.  
 
    Sean grunted as someone shot him in the back. Turning, there was some random guy with a gun pointed at him. Sean hit him with a sleep spell, and as the guy went down, Sean shifted into his lion hybrid form and charged the attackers as the sounds of more gunfire reached his ears. He could only guess it was random citizens, because they'd sent the security team off a while ago when they'd realized how conspicuous they were. 
 
    Sean cast a fireball into the midst of them, then as it exploded, he charged in and started to physically beat the attackers, using the pistol as a club in his right hand and clawing the others with his left. Looking into the pub, he saw the dead body of Owens lying over the table, but he didn't see Peg's father anyplace.  
 
    Just then the van behind him exploded, lifting him up and flinging him into a wall, which he hit with enough force to crack bricks and break a lot of his bones, leaving him stunned for several long moments. There were people screaming everywhere, he could hear the sounds of sirens, and the gunfire was starting to die down.  
 
    Checking his own power levels as he regained his wits, he saw he was low, but not so low he was in trouble, yet. The multipliers he was wearing had cut the cost of the spells he was casting, so his body was having no trouble healing. 
 
    Shifting back to human form and growling in pain, Sean put his pistol away and looked around. There were a lot of dead people on the ground, and the other van was now driving off. Stumbling towards the bar, he noticed one of the magic users was slowly trying to crawl away, so Sean hit him with a magical bolt to the head, killing him, and continued on into the pub. 
 
    The place was a mess; there were dead and dying people everywhere. Pushing his way to the back, he saw part of the ceiling had come down, and Rufus was lying on the floor, dead. He'd obviously been hit with a powerful spell. The way out back was now blocked from the collapsed ceiling, so turning around, Sean made his way back to the front, pausing only to cast a heal spell on the man who'd been their waiter, and he got outside just as the police showed up. 
 
    "Sean! Over here!" Turning, Sean saw Roxy, and he ran to her. 
 
    "Cali's hurt, she got shot, twice. You need to help her!"  
 
    Swearing, Sean followed Roxy back to the van. Jumping in the back he saw Cali, who was looking pale under her dark skin and was covered in blood. Putting his hands on her, he immediately started to pour healing spells into her. 
 
    "Did you see Peg inside the pub?" Roxy asked him. 
 
    "No! Isn't she with you?" Sean asked, glancing back at her. 
 
    Roxy shook her head. "She was bringing up the rear with Rufus, because she was shielding us from their attacks." 
 
    "Rufus is dead," Sean growled and turned back to Cali. "How are you feeling, Cali?" 
 
    "Is my baby alright?" Cali gasped, worried. 
 
    Sean nodded, he'd checked on their child while healing her. "Yes, our baby is fine." Turning back to Roxy he asked, "What happened?" 
 
    "Wilston must have recognized one of us or something. Suddenly he cast a fireball into the back as those two vans pulled up out front and attacked everyone. We ducked out the back, but there were a couple of people out there waiting for us. Cali and I took the brunt of it, along with Jace. Steven and Chad followed us out." 
 
    "Where are they?" 
 
    "Looking for Peg." 
 
    "If I had to guess, I'd say her father grabbed her and left." 
 
    "Why would he do a thing like that?" Roxy said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Because I didn't kill him when I had the chance," Sean growled. "Now go find Chad, we're going to attack." 
 
    "Now?" 
 
    "Now." 
 
    Roxy took one look at Sean's face, jumped out of the van, and ran off to gather the others. 
 
    "Don't be too hard on them," Cali said softly, "it's not their fault." 
 
    "You should have let me kill him," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "Hindsight always sees the furthest, my husband. I still don't think we should have let you kill him, but we should have done it differently than we did." 
 
    Sean sighed and nodded, slowly reaching down to take her hand and hold it. "You're right, Cali. But I'm afraid for Peg! What is he going to do to her?" 
 
    "It's obvious, is it not? He wants a hostage to use against you." 
 
    "I'm afraid you may be right." 
 
    Cali smiled up from the seat she was lying on. "Of course I'm right. Now, do you think you could find me a pillow? I think I'd like to sleep for a while." 
 
    Sean helped Cali get comfortable, then he got his phone out and dialed Daelyn. 
 
    "Sean! I heard! Roxy thinks they got Peg! What do you need?" 
 
    "I need to get everybody over here as quickly as possible. Where are you?" 
 
    "I'm about to fly up to the marshaling point Chad had assigned, with Jolene and the assault team." 
 
    "The troops Chad was going to release, are they still there?" 
 
    "Yeah, I can send them up, but it'll be a couple of hours before they can get there, or more if the traffic is as bad as I hear." 
 
    "Lean on your brother, hire some helicopters, as many as you can get your hands on, stuff everybody in them, and then call me. We're going to attack, and we're going to attack now. I need bodies, Dae. I need them as fast as you can get them." 
 
    "I'll lean on him, but I don't think it's going to be cheap!" 
 
    "Yeah, well, I got deep pockets," Sean said as the doors opened and the others piled into the van. 
 
    "Got it!" Daelyn said and hung up. 
 
    "Who was that?" Chad asked. 
 
    "I told Daelyn to hire all the helicopters she can get her hands on and fly everybody up here." 
 
    Chad nodded. "Roxy told me you want to attack immediately." 
 
    "Yes." Sean nodded. "They got Peg, and I'm not going to wait another minute. Steven, call your people, get their asses in gear. Use that rich wife of yours to hire some helicopters and fly them in, if you can. Or better yet, fly to the marshaling point we set up this morning and start ferrying people over." 
 
    "We need a plan, Sean!" Chad told him. 
 
    "Great, you've get ten minutes, make one!" Sean growled back. 
 
    "Jace! Drive us up to Gradatim." Chad said. "Steven, make some phone calls or I'll be sure to kill you before Sean kills me! Sean, sit your ass down, call Sapientia, and tell them we need their mages!" 
 
    "What are you going to do?" Sean growled at Chad. 
 
    "Pull a fucking rabbit out of my hat! What the hell do you think I'm going to do?" Chad growled, pulled out his own phone, and started making phone calls. 
 
    Sean smiled and sat down, looking back down at his phone. Chad was pissed, and Sean knew from experience that when Chad was pissed, shit got done. One of the few constants in his world, it seemed. Dialing the number for Arthur, he put the phone to his ear. 
 
    "Who's calling, please?" 
 
    "James, it's Sean, for Arthur. It's an emergency." 
 
    "Isn't it always?" James chuckled. "Just a moment." 
 
    Sean didn't hear anything for a few moments, then Arthur came on the line. 
 
    "Sean, what's wrong?" 
 
    "What's wrong is Gradatim just broke the silence up here, attacking my friends and family in broad daylight in a bar in the middle of Portland. They probably killed at least a dozen mundanes and injured a couple dozen more." 
 
    "Damnation," Arthur swore, "and you're going to attack them next. Am I correct?" 
 
    "I'm going to attack them now," Sean said with a growl. "Tell the local council if they don't want us breaking the silence up here in a hell of a big way, they need to get their butts in gear and head on out immediately. I'm about to fall on them like a ton of bricks. They kidnapped one of my wives, and if they hurt her, god himself won't be able to save them." 
 
    "Hold on a moment," Arthur said and Sean could hear some mumbled conversation. 
 
    Arthur came back on a moment later. "Dean says it's already making the news sites, there's even some pictures of the destruction. Idiots," Arthur said with a sigh. 
 
    "Yeah, dead idiots." 
 
    "I'll call Leonard and let him know, and I'll give him your phone number. Please try to give him a chance to at least show up, Sean." 
 
    "No promises," Sean said and hung up the phone. 
 
    "Thirty minutes," Chad said. 
 
    Sean looked up at him. "What?" 
 
    "Thirty minutes," Chad said angrily. "I can get this clusterfuck on the road in thirty minutes. It's the best damn deal you're gonna get, and if you won't take it, have Jace pull over and let me out, 'cause I'm done." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Thirty minutes is good. Pull this one off, and I'll buy you all the helicopters you can use." 
 
    "That's good, 'cause I want five." 
 
    "Five!" Sean said, surprised. 
 
    "Just be glad I'm not asking for more," Chad growled, "and I want Black Hawks, none of this antiquated crap." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Deal." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Dirty Deeds 
 
      
 
    Peg groaned and opened her eyes slowly. She didn't need to be told that something wasn't right, she could smell it. Even without her now enhanced senses, she knew the cologne her father wore. 
 
    Also, her hands were tied behind her back, and it felt like her feet were tied together as well. But at least she wasn't wearing a hood. Rolling over slowly, she sat up. She was on a thin mattress on a floor. At least that's what it felt like, as her vision slowly came into focus. 
 
    "What, no hood? You're slipping, Dad," Peg grumbled. 
 
    "How did you know it was me?" Sam asked. 
 
    "I bought you that cologne. What, you think I'm stupid? Sheesh. Why do you have to be such an ass, Dad?" 
 
    Peg looked around the room she was in. It was an actual prison cell, with bars instead of a door. The walls were made of wood, but the floor was concrete. The walls were whitewashed, which led to some unpleasant speculation, and other than the mattress and an oversized bedpan, there was nothing else in the room. The only light came from a fixture set in the ceiling. 
 
    "That's no way to talk to your father, young lady!" Sam said. 
 
    "Oh stuff it, Dad. You were going to whip me to death! Hell, I was already bleeding to death when you ran off. Any parental respect you deserve ran off when you did." 
 
    "I did it so you could be saved; if I'd stayed, the fight would have gone on longer." 
 
    Peg looked towards the cell door where her father was standing.  
 
    "Knock off the lies, Dad. Mom's dead, Ben's dead, hell it's just luck I'm not dead too." 
 
    "Ben's dead?" Sam said, surprised. 
 
    Peg snorted and nodded her head. "At least you cared about one of us. But yes, he's dead. He was visiting when they came and got us, wanted to talk to you about something and was waiting for you to come home." 
 
    "I, I thought he was out of town." Sam sighed and shook his head. His son, his only son. He was supposed to have been in Phoenix. 
 
    "What about Mom? Didn't you care about her at all, Dad?" Peg grumbled. "It's obvious you at least cared a little for Cam, as you decided to whip me to death first." 
 
    "Of course I cared about your mother! Why do you think I was willing to whip you and your sister to death? So I could get my revenge!" Sam said hotly. "You were both as good as dead, it didn't matter what I did to you! They were going to hand whatever was left over to Charles. So what was I supposed to do?" 
 
    Peg just sighed and shook her head. "Why am I here?" 
 
    "Why do you think? You're here because you're my daughter!" 
 
    "Knock off the lies, Dad. If that were the case, I wouldn't be bound and locked in a cell." 
 
    "You were with that lion! I've heard the rumors, that you're one of his now." 
 
    Peg didn't like the sound of that. She wondered how much her father really knew?  
 
    "So why didn't you just leave me there? Why the sudden caring when you didn't give a shit if I lived or died before?" 
 
    "Because that lion has been causing problems, big problems. They told me if I took care of him I'd be reinstated, they'd forget what I tried to do to Roger." 
 
    "So it wasn't enough for you to screw my life up once, now you have to come back and do it a second time." Peg shook her head. "Mom would have your ass for this." 
 
    "Don't tell me about what your mother would or wouldn't do! She's not here, and I can tell you she wouldn't approve of you sleeping with an animal!" Sam yelled at her. Peggy had always been a bit of a willful brat. When he'd learned she and his toy were fooling around, he'd figured he'd raised a lesbian. Apparently he'd raised something worse. 
 
    "He saved me, Dad. Unlike you, he took the time and used the magic to heal me. Did a damn good job too. So yeah, I'm Sean's girl now. So what? He treats me better than you ever did!" 
 
    "You and all the other women he's sleeping with," Sam retorted. 
 
    "Yeah, this from the guy who bought an expensive lycan sex toy. He also took her, by the way, got her to tell us all sorts of interesting things about you, Dad." 
 
    "You're not too big to spank, young lady!"  
 
    Peg smiled and hoped he'd try. She'd show him a thing or two. 
 
    "So, why am I here?" 
 
    "I thought that would be obvious even to you, Peggy. You're the bait. Your lion boyfriend will have to deal with me to get you back, and trust me when I tell you, we're going to make it a costly experience for him." 
 
    "What makes you think he'll be willing to deal if he's got all those other women to satisfy him?" Peg asked, looking up at her father. 
 
    "Because animals are nothing if not predictable. He'll want you because he's claimed you." 
 
    "So you're saying he cares about me?" Peg asked innocently, then frowned. "Unlike say, you, my father." 
 
    "That's enough out of you!" Sam said, scowling, and cast a sleep spell on her.  
 
    Closing her eyes, Peg fell over on the matt. She could tell her father had removed all of her rings and bracelets. The only thing he hadn't gotten was the lycan collar, because it was locked, and only she could take it off. But even though she didn't have the protection amulet Sean had given her, she'd learned the spell from Jolene, and had it running all the time now out of habit. 
 
    But her father wouldn't know that, and it was better if he thought she was asleep. Once he was gone, she could see about breaking the ropes they'd tied her up with, then try to figure out how to get out of here. She didn't doubt her father meant to use her, probably even kill her. Just as she didn't doubt that Sean would be here a lot sooner than later. 
 
      
 
    Sam shook his head and swore softly; his daughter had always been such a willful brat. Not like Camellia, which was undoubtedly why Richard had made a play for her. Camellia had always been the perfect child. Unlike Peggy, who had run wild so many times he'd eventually had to give up on her. What his wife had seen in the girl he never understood, and now never would.  
 
    He'd have to find a new wife soon and see if he could replace Ben. Who knows, after all this was finished, he might very well have his pick of the younger women. Maybe this time he'd get lucky and find one that would give him more than one son. 
 
    "How's she taking it?" Ethan asked Sam as he joined him back in the main building. 
 
    Sam snorted. "It wasn't a happy family reunion, if that's what you're getting at." 
 
    "I'm a bit worried about leaving her alone in a cell; she is a magic user, after all." 
 
    "Peg was never very powerful, plus I took all of her rings and bracelets, then cast sleep on her and left her sleeping on the floor of the cell." 
 
    "And how do you plan to use your daughter to catch this lion?" 
 
    "Simple, I have her phone; he's on the speed dial. I'm going to call him up and arrange a trade." 
 
    "Oh? And what does he have that we could possibly want?"  
 
    "Him. We want him. I'll offer to trade her for him." 
 
    "You really think he's going to fall for that?" Ethan scoffed. 
 
    "Oh, I suspect he'll try to figure out a way to trick us or take advantage of the situation. I don't care either way." 
 
    "And why not? If she's our bargaining chip, why would we risk her?" 
 
    "Because, plain and simple, the whole thing will be a trap. Like I've said before, when the kid loses his temper, he gets irrational. We set up a nice little trade, and just as we're about to start it, we kill her. Something messy, like run a sword through her and rip her guts out." 
 
    "You'd do that to your own daughter?" Ethan said, looking at him askance. 
 
    "She's been sleeping with an animal, hell, she loves animals. She's a lost cause!" 
 
    Ethan sighed and nodded. "Yeah, I get your point. I'd kill my daughter, too, if she did that to me." 
 
    "The kid'll flip, and any plans he made will go out the window as he attacks me. That'll be our moment to strike." 
 
    "And just how are we going to strike? He's a lycan and a magic user. He's not going to just drop like a mundane, and we already know silver won't stop him." 
 
    "High explosives," Sam said with a smile.  
 
    "Explosives?"  
 
    Sam nodded. "We make the exchange at a nice public place, set it up for tomorrow night. Someplace where they figure we won't try anything too outrageous. But tonight we have our guys station a couple of cars full of explosives to either side of the road. The second he's in the killing zone, you trigger it." 
 
    "What about you?" Ethan asked, eyeing Sam warily. 
 
    "You let me worry about me."  
 
    "You do have a talent for surviving when those around you are dying," Ethan said a little sarcastically. "Owen was a good man; he'd helped me for many years." 
 
    Sam sighed. "I told him to get ready. No, I didn't expect them to have guns, but I put up a shield anyway, and I thought he'd done the same. They started shooting when the van stopped outside, so I cast a fireball to try and distract them. When I turned to look, he was already dead.  
 
    "Look, once we kill this lion, we'll hunt down the rest of them and kill them all. That should at least pay them back for Owen." 
 
    Ethan nodded slowly. "You're right, of course." 
 
    "Well, I have a phone call to make." 
 
    Ethan watched Sam leave the room and wondered if the man was just lucky, or if there was something else at work here. Owen had never been careless, but then again, four of the ten magic users on the assault team had been killed as well. Sam had warned them the lion was not to be taken lightly, and today's deaths were proof of that. 
 
    Sam shook his head as he found a quiet spot to make his phone call. Owen getting himself killed hadn't helped him. Apparently living up here in the boonies had weakened their survival reflexes or something. 
 
    Opening up the phone, Sam pressed the link to call Sean, and then waited. It wasn't long before a young man answered. 
 
    "Who is this?" 
 
    "Who do you think it is?" Sam said. "I have my daughter, and if you want her back, you're going to have to agree to switch places with her." 
 
    "And why would I do that?" 
 
    Sam thought he heard a bit of a growl. 
 
    "Because if you don't, I'll kill her." 
 
    "You'll kill her anyway," Sean replied on the phone. 
 
    "She's my daughter! Why would I kill her? I'm not the one you have to worry about anyway! It's Ethan, the leader. He's really unhappy about you killing his friend today, and he wanted to kill Peggy the moment I brought her here!  
 
    "But I got him to hold off by telling him I could get you instead. I mean, everyone says you lions are supposed to be gods! Surely you aren't afraid of a simple exchange!" 
 
    Sean sighed into the phone and wondered if people really fell for this crap. 
 
    "When and where were you thinking?" 
 
    "Tomorrow night, someplace public; this way you can't show up with an army." 
 
    "Let me get back to you once I've found a place." 
 
    "Oh no, I'm not going to give you an opportunity to set up an ambush. You've got the bigger army. I'll pick the spot, and I'll be sure to make it something where, if you try anything, I'll see it coming." 
 
    "Fine, just call me back. And when you do, I want to talk to Peg to make sure she's okay." 
 
    Sam smiled. "Of course," he said and hung up the phone.  
 
      
 
    Sean turned to the others in the van. "Wilston wants to do an exchange." 
 
    "We heard," Chad said. "Do you know what that means?" 
 
    "No, but I think you're going to tell me." Sean sighed. 
 
    "We have more time, that's what it means!" 
 
    "Chad," Sean warned. 
 
    "If we hit them just before sunset, that means we'll have full dark when it comes time to retreat. It also means we can hit the other two homes at the same time! Look, sunset is around nine pm here tonight. We hit them at eight, do all our shit, then if anything goes wrong, we have the cover of darkness to pull out. We'll still get the element of surprise because they won't be expecting this." 
 
    Sean looked at the monitor, they were driving by the outside of the Gradatim compound, and it was well guarded. Apparently everybody was on alert because of what had just gone down in town. 
 
    "We'll wait, but I don't know if we'll wait that long," Sean told Chad while looking at his watch. It was a few minutes after two. He looked over at Steven. "When's the height of rush-hour here?" 
 
    "Six. It starts to slack off after that," Steven told him. 
 
    Sean looked at Chad, who sighed. 
 
    "We've got helicopters, and we've got a lot of woods," Sean said. "Look, the police are gonna hear this; it's going to be noisy no matter what we do. Someone's gonna investigate. With the traffic a complete mess, we'll be the only ones with any mobility at all." 
 
    "Ass." Chad sighed. "Okay, we hit them in four hours. I'll start making phone calls. It still gives us a lot more time to move more people into position." Chad turned to Steven. "Steven, where's a good mall around here? Something popular, but not in the middle of downtown." 
 
    "Why?"  
 
    "We need a counter-proposal for Sean to call them back with for the exchange. We know it's a setup, but let's act dumb and give them something they'll want. Something where they figure they'll have a good shot at killing him." 
 
    "Well, there's Jantzen Beach just north of us. It's on an island, only one road on and off, I-5."' 
 
    "Great. Sean, call him back now and tell him you want it to be at Jantzen Beach." 
 
    "Shouldn't I wait for him to call?" 
 
    "No, let's give him something to think about. They'll have to start moving people and planning stuff tonight if they don't want us to see them coming." 
 
      
 
    Sam put Sean on hold and ran to find Ethan. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Ethan asked as Sam caught up with him. 
 
    "They want to move it to Jantzen Beach, do it in the mall there." 
 
    Ethan smiled. "That's even better than the previous idea. In fact, it's perfect. Tell them outside the building at the old Carousel." 
 
    "Shouldn't we be worried? It's a mall! There may be too many people there." 
 
    "Everything closes at six on a Friday night, and even better, there's only one road in and out of the place. We can set up your high explosives on the road and just annihilate them before they even get there." 
 
    "What if they don't take the road?" 
 
    Ethan shrugged. "Like I said, the mall closes at six. Set the trade up for after five, the place will be almost empty. We can use your car bomb idea there, as well. Tell them it's okay, and I'll send some people down there to start preparing things." 
 
    Sam nodded and, getting back on the phone, he told Sean it was acceptable as he headed back to where Peggy was.  
 
    "Wake up, Peggy, your boyfriend wants to talk to you!" Sam said and put the phone on speaker. 
 
    "Peg?" Sean asked over the phone. 
 
    "Sean! Are you okay? How is everyone?" 
 
    "Everybody's fine, how are you doing, Peg?" 
 
    "I'm, I'm okay. They haven't hurt me, yet. Look, whatever my father said, don't trust him! I'll be okay, Sean! Please don't fall into his trap!" 
 
    Sam turned the speaker off and put the phone to his ear as he moved away from the cell door. 
 
    "As you can see, she's still fine." 
 
    "I'll call again in the morning, and she better still be fine," Sean growled. "Understand?" 
 
    "Oh, don't worry, she will be!" Sam chuckled and hung up the phone. 
 
    "What are you going to do to him?" Peg asked from inside the cell. 
 
    "That's none of your concern, Peggy. Now go sit down and be quiet, and I'll see if maybe I can talk them into giving you some dinner tonight." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 In the West Hills 
 
      
 
    "You know this is going to be a complete mess," Chad said as they hid in the trees, just out of sight of the people in the Gradatim compound. 
 
    "Aren't they always?" Sean sighed. "Hopefully we'll at least have the element of surprise." 
 
    "Oh, they're going to be surprised, alright," Chad said with a snort. "We've got people dropping bombs into the middle of their compound; of course they're going to be surprised!" 
 
    "Don't blame that one on me," Sean protested. "It was all John's idea!" 
 
    "John's got the moral restraint of a six-year-old. You told him he could do it, I'm blaming you. Now get ready, they're almost in position." 
 
    Sean nodded and looked back towards the wall. He could see the black dots off in the distance; they'd actually managed to get their hands on several helicopters. Steven's wife was apparently very rich, as none of the pilots were asking any questions about the heavily-armed people in the back. 
 
    "Go!" Chad called out, and as one, they all broke out and charged the walls of the compound. They were seen, of course, and the alarm was immediately raised. As the guards took aim on the crowd charging the walls, a small black helicopter darted in quickly over the eight-foot walls. 
 
      
 
    John had a pair of VR goggles on his head and was enjoying the view from the broadcast head on his latest project. He'd actually gotten the idea from the military; they had a number of dumb bombs they'd just put fins on, and the difference between a fifty-gallon drum filled with a mix of diesel fuel and fertilizer and a large dumb bomb was really only a camera, a cheap nose cone, and some steering fins. 
 
    Nothing he couldn't whip up in an hour or two. 
 
    He saw it as it came into view, a white van sitting in the middle of the compound with a bunch of men overseeing some others loading stuff into the back of it. Stuff that looked like barrels with bright yellow labels on the sides. 
 
    Stuff he bet would go perfect with his little bomb. 
 
    "Bombs away!" John chuckled and pulled the cord that released the bomb. 
 
    "Better get us out of here, quick!" John warned the pilot as he fought the controls to keep the bomb on target. The bomb was slowing down, fast, and he was having to keep shifting his aimpoint to make the van as it quickly grew larger in his goggles. It didn't help that the pilot had taken his words literally, and he was now being pinned to his seat. One of the workers turned, said something, and suddenly they were all fleeing while one of the magic users looked like he was casting a spell. 
 
    John pushed the control forward hard and thumbed the trigger circuit, hoping to drop it in a few feet short of the van as the feed suddenly cut off. 
 
    A moment later, as he pulled the goggles off, there was a very loud noise and the helicopter started to rock as a number of smaller explosions started to sound off back behind them. 
 
    "What the hell was in that thing?" 
 
    "Oh, just a little anfo," John chuckled. 
 
    "That was not a 'little'!" the pilot growled. 
 
    "I think they were loading explosives into the van." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "It looked like barrels of black powder. I think I just ruined somebody's day!" John chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Sean picked himself up off the ground, they'd all hit the dirt when the helicopter had gone overhead.  
 
    "What the hell did that jackass do this time?" Chad growled as smaller explosions went off all over the place, some of which were outside the walls. 
 
    "It worked, didn't it?" Roxy laughed. 
 
    All the guards had turned to look at what happened; several had actually been knocked off the wall. Those with their backs turned were quickly taken out by wands as the attackers hit the wall and, leaping up, grabbed the top and pulled themselves over. 
 
     As Sean pulled himself over, he scanned the grounds, there was a big hole in the ground by several parked vehicles and what looked like the burning remains of some sort of, well, something that was now in lots of pieces. There were also small fires all over the place where the other smaller explosions must have gone off.  
 
    All of the buildings showed signs of damage; one even had a hole blown in the front of it. Just then another explosion went off, and everyone flattened a moment as several small barrels went flying up in the air. One of them exploded in the air, and the other two exploded when they hit the ground. 
 
    "What the hell?" Sean said. 
 
    "Black powder," Roxy said, shaking her head. "These people really are living in the stone age. Come on! Attack!" 
 
    As per the plan, they all jumped down from the walls and mobbed any defenders that were inside the walls. Thanks to the size of the initial explosion, the defenders were mostly stunned or wounded. Those that weren't dead, at least.  
 
    As they cleared the center of the compound, the first helicopter swooped in. It didn't even touch the ground, it just hovered a second as everyone jumped out the back, then it took off again. Another one was doing the same on the roof of the main building. They'd been using the helicopters all day to ferry everyone up into the woods, but the last hundred were going to be dropped directly into the fray or placed on the tops of the higher buildings so they could work their way down from inside. 
 
    Most of the buildings were only two stories, but they were all rather large. Clearing them was not going to be fast, or easy. 
 
    Sean triggered a scrying spell as the others ran forward. He'd forgotten that his scrying protection spell had a backdoor specifically keyed to Jolene and himself. She'd located where Peg was located on the property. Now he was just going to verify the information before he charged ahead. 
 
    It only took a moment, but he found her. However, she wasn't in the same spot she'd been before, and she was moving. 
 
    Growling, Sean took off in her direction, with Roxy closely following. 
 
      
 
    Sam was jolted out of the conversation he'd been having with a very promising young woman when the alarms suddenly went off.  
 
    "They can't be!" he said, surprised. 
 
    "Who can't be what?" the young lady asked, and just then he heard the sound of a low-flying helicopter, which was immediately followed by a loud explosion that shook the building. 
 
    "Stay here!" Sam told the panic-stricken woman as he raced out of the room. There was really only one place they'd be going for, and he had to get there first!  
 
    Running down the hallway and out the back door, he dashed across the open space between the two buildings. Werewolves were swarming over the walls, the van they'd been loading the explosives into was no longer there, and small fires and body parts littered the ground. 
 
    Throwing up his shield as he dashed for the other door, Sam got it up just in time, as several spells deflected off of it, then he was through the door and into the other building, the one that held both the security office and the cells for the prisoners.  
 
    "What's going on out there?" someone yelled at Sam as he ran by. 
 
    "Lycans are attacking us!" he yelled back, then slid to a halt in front of the cell his daughter was in. 
 
    Peg smiled as her father stopped outside her cell. She still had her hands behind her back, though they were no longer tied; she'd broken her bonds as soon as the alarm had gone off. The only reason she hadn't broken out of here was she was afraid to touch the cell door. She didn't doubt there were some very nasty spells on it. 
 
    "Move away from the door!" Sam commanded her. 
 
    "Oh, I like it right here where I am," Peg said, grinning. "I see Sean decided not to wait for whatever little plan you were making." 
 
    "Move back from the door, or I'll hurt you!" her father warned. 
 
    "But not kill, right? Because if you kill me, what will you trade to Sean for your pathetic little life," Peg said with a smile, but she moved back.  
 
    The moment she was back from the door, Sam undid the lock as well as the spells on it and pushed it open. 
 
    "Step out," her father told her and moved back from the door. 
 
    Shrugging, Peg did as he said, walking up to him and staring at her father. 
 
    "You know, I used to love you, Daddy. Just like a girl is supposed to love her father. Too bad you never felt the same about me, isn't it?" 
 
    "Shut up!" Sam said and slapped her across the face. Then grabbing her by the left upper arm, he dragged her along as he ran for the back of the building.  
 
    Peg was momentarily shocked when her father slapped her. In all of their years, he'd never hit her, never, not once. 
 
    "You hit me!" she said accusingly. 
 
    "You're just damaged goods," Sam muttered as he stopped to peak around a corner; seeing it clear, he ran on, dragging Peg with him. "Do you really think anyone is going to want to have anything to do with you now that everyone knows you've been sleeping with a lion?" 
 
    "Oh, is that so?" Peg said angrily. "But I wasn't so damaged that you left me behind." 
 
    "I needed bait, and you're it. That's all you two have ever been, you and your sister. Just something for me to use so I could get ahead. If you hadn't been so quick to give it up for your animal boyfriend, I probably could have gotten you married to some important man like I did for your sister." 
 
    "He's not my boyfriend!" Peg growled, and planting her feet, she stopped dead and shifted into her hybrid form. "He's my husband!" 
 
    Sam had a pretty good grip on Peg's arm, and when she suddenly stopped, he was caught by surprise and almost lost his balance. Turning back to look at Peg, his eyes widened in shock; where he expected to see his daughter, there was now a werefox. An incredibly attractive werefox, one that reminded him very much of his toy Sheila.  
 
    "Peggy! What happened?" he blurted out. 
 
    "Sheila infected me, Daddy. It was the only thing that could save me at that point. Sean told her to bite me, so she did." 
 
    "What that..." 
 
    "And you know what, Daddy," Peg said, cutting him off, "I'm happy he did! I'm stronger than you, faster than you, and I have more magic than you. The only reason I'm not going to kill you, here and now, is because I want to watch as Sean rips you into tiny little pieces as he kills you.  
 
    "If I were you, Daddy, I'd run like the devil himself was behind me. Because he is!" 
 
    Letting go of her arm, Sam cast a sleep spell on Peg, who just smiled at him, showing lots of very sharp teeth in her muzzle. 
 
    "Did I mention that my husband also taught me all sorts of new spells? Better run, Daddy, I think I hear him coming now!" 
 
    Sam swore, this was his last trump card, and suddenly he couldn't play it! He could cast something nastier on her, but if that didn't work, then what? Even with all the multipliers he'd stolen from her, he'd still be... 
 
    Sam spun around as Peg hauled off and slapped him across the face. 
 
    "That's for hitting me! Now I suggest you run, before I decide to kill you myself!"  
 
    Shaking his head and gathering his wits, Sam turned and ran, heading for the back door. The attack had come from the front; maybe if he was lucky he could get over the wall and hijack a car or something. He had no doubt at all who was going to win this battle. Ethan's people just weren't up to the kinds of combat his old council had been, and they hadn't stopped this damn kid, either! 
 
    Pushing open the door, there was no one in sight, and the sounds of fighting were still going on throughout the compound. The wall was only twenty feet from the back door, and willing himself not to look back, Sam dashed across the open space. Casting a spell to lighten him, he jumped up and grabbed the edge of the wall and started to pull himself up.  
 
    And stopped. Straining harder, Sam tried to pull himself over the wall, but instead of going up, he found himself violently jerked back down, falling to the ground. Looking up, there was a werelion looking down at him, a vicious snarl on his face. 
 
    "You beat Peg nearly to death, you wounded Cali, you killed those wolves you sent to steal from me, and you stole my father's book." 
 
    Sam cast a firebolt at him and was shocked as Sean just deflected it with a wave of his hand. 
 
    "And now, I'm finally going to beat you to death like you deserve, you vile, nasty, filthy, bastard!" 
 
    Sam cast the cramping spell and was shocked when it had no effect. It was his biggest defensive spell! He started to cast one more, when Sean grabbed his arm and, putting a large foot on his chest, he pulled. 
 
    Sam screamed as his arm was literally ripped from its socket, only to scream again as he was hit in the face with the bloody stump! This couldn't be happening! It just couldn't! 
 
      
 
    Peg stood next to Roxy and watched as Sean literally beat her father to death with his own arm. Though by the way he was bleeding from where Sean had ripped his arm off, she wasn't sure which had killed him first, the violent beating that was slowly turning his head to a pulp, or the loss of blood. 
 
    "Sean?" Peg asked softly. 
 
    Sean continued to growl, still beating her father's dead body. 
 
    Roxy snorted, and then putting two fingers in her mouth, let out an ear-piercing whistle. 
 
    Sean jumped and turned to look at the two of them. 
 
    "He's dead. In fact, he's been dead for several minutes. I think you're done here, Hon," Roxy said with a grin. 
 
    Peg nodded. "Thanks for coming and getting me, Sean." She walked up to him then, and grabbing his mane, she pulled his head down and kissed him. "And I especially want to thank you for killing him for me." 
 
    "Are you sure you're okay?" Sean asked, blinking. 
 
    "I'm fine." Peg smiled and rubbed up against him, getting some of the drying blood on her own clothes, not that anyone would notice with all the dirt and burns already there. "In fact, how about tonight I show you just how 'okay' I am?"  
 
    Sean purred loudly at that and straightened back up as Peg let go of him. 
 
    "Let's go find Chad and see how everything is going," Sean said and started walking around the building. 
 
    "Umm, Sean?" Peg said. 
 
    "Yes?"  
 
    "Are you going to carry that arm everywhere? If so, can I have my magic items back off of it?"  
 
    Sean looked down at the arm he was holding onto. How had that gotten there? Oh right…Sean's facial fur bushed out in a blush, and he dropped the arm. Peg was already removing all of her father's magic items, as well as his wallet and a few other things. Sean watched as she quickly stripped the arm, then put the rings and bracelets he'd made for her back on. 
 
    "Okay, now let's go find Chad." Roxy chuckled. 
 
      
 
    They found Chad with Steven, Daelyn, and Roberta. 
 
    "Peg!" Daelyn and Roberta both said, running up to her and giving her a hug. 
 
    "How are we doing?" Sean asked Chad as the girls took a moment to hug and kiss Peg. "We done?" 
 
    "Almost. I have their leader calling all those who have lycans, telling them to give them up peacefully, or they'll be killed, along with him, as our teams go house to house." 
 
    "So everything here is secure?" 
 
    Chad nodded. "Yeah, but I'm gonna have words with John after this, that bomb of his killed quite a few lycans." 
 
    "I don't know if you can really blame him for that one." Sean sighed. 
 
    "Oh, just you watch me," Chad growled. 
 
    "Where's Cali?" Peg asked, looking around. "And Jo?" 
 
    "Still recovering," Roxy told her. 
 
    "Recovering?" 
 
    "Cali got shot. Sean healed her, but she's still pretty weak, so Jo's keeping her company." 
 
    Sean sighed. "I better go find the local Sapientia people, see if they kept a lid on this." 
 
    "I know where they are," Steven said. "I'll take you to them." 
 
    "Thanks." 
 
    Steven led Sean out through the gates and across the street to a man who was standing back in the trees. 
 
    "Leonard, this is Sean. Sean, this is Leonard." 
 
    Sean nodded. "So, how much of this did you manage to contain?" 
 
    "Most, but not all. None of the noise got out, but we didn't have enough power to keep anyone from seeing what was going on. I suspect we may have some company soon. No one's reporting any sirens, but that doesn't mean no one is going to investigate." 
 
    Sean nodded and looked around. "I guess we better start pulling out of here. I'll go tell Chad. Hopefully we're almost done with the door to door phase." 
 
    "Door to door?" 
 
    "Picking up the lycans that were at member's homes." 
 
    "I see. What about the other two councils?" 
 
    "We'll be paying them both a visit, very shortly, to let them know they can either do this the easy way, or they can die." Sean shook his head. "I'm really hoping for the easy way. I don't think Gradatim is going to be very happy with us when they get the body count for today." 
 
    "That bad?" Leonard asked. 
 
    "Four died in the ambush, I killed a particularly nasty person, and I'm sure the explosion took out more than a few." Sean looked at Leonard. "So much for coming in unexpectedly Sunday morning and cleaning them out with no losses." 
 
    "Well, if it's any consolation, I don't think the local Vestibulum or Ascendants will give you much trouble. The people up here, most of them really don't care for confrontations.  
 
    "Seattle, on the other hand, I think you're going to have your work cut out for you." 
 
      
 
    They were relaxing at a nice hotel outside of town. Apparently Steven's wife owned it, among other things, and she'd set all of them up with some very nice rooms. Sean and the girls were in some sort of VIP suite, and he had to admit it was quite nice. Cali was relaxing on the couch; he was still a little worried about her. While he'd managed to heal her just fine, he knew a serious wound could still weaken you even after it was healed. Both Jolene, who had better healing than he did, and Roberta were keeping close tabs on her, sitting to either side of her on the couch. 
 
    Cali seemed to be in seventh heaven from all the attention. 
 
    Sean smiled. "So, movie?" 
 
    "Actually," Peg smiled coming over to him, "I have a better idea." 
 
    Sean looked down at Peg, she was wearing one of the tight shirts she liked to take a razor and cut all sorts of interesting holes into. The snug jeans she was wearing had also been subjected to the same treatment, and Sean had his hands on her ass and had pulled her up against him without even thinking about it. 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "I seem to recall promising to show you just how happy I was to see you back when you saved me?" 
 
    Sean smiled down at her and had to purr, "Oh, yes, I do seem to recall that!" Lowering his head to hers, he kissed her as he let his hands massage and kneed the nice tight butt they were already gripping. 
 
    Peg put her arms around him, slid her own hands into his pants, and did the same to Sean as she pressed against his muscular chest. She found it hard to believe that Sean was once just a normal boy, just as she had once been a 'normal' girl. 
 
    "You know what else I'd like?" Peg smiled up at him when he broke the kiss. 
 
    "To use the bed?" Sean said with a wink. 
 
    Peg grinned and snorted. "No, silly. I want a baby, just like the others." 
 
    Peg smiled as Sean all but melted against her; she'd seen the way he'd been with Cali and Daelyn, even Deidre, when he'd bred them. 
 
    And now, now she wanted to have one of his brats too, and suddenly, suddenly it wasn't just breeding, and it wasn't just some brat. Apparently sometime in the last week she'd caught the mommy bug from the others. They were gonna make a baby, and damn if she didn't want it! 
 
    "Are you sure?" Sean asked in a whisper. 
 
    "Don't ask, Lion-boy," Peg giggled, using one of Daelyn's pet names for him, "just do!" 
 
    "You tell 'im, Girl!" Daelyn cheered and the others all laughed and clapped. 
 
    Sweeping Peg up into a bridal carry, Sean didn't even hear the others as he carried Peg through the doorway and into the suite's bedroom. Lying her down carefully on the bed, he quickly pulled his clothes off as Peg watched him with a smile. 
 
    "Somebody want something?" She giggled. 
 
    "I was an only child. I always used to dream about having brothers and sisters," he said as he moved up onto the bed, straddling her legs as he smiled down at her. "Now, now I've been blessed with the most wonderful women in the world, and just like me, they all want a family." Putting his hands on Peg's flat tummy, he rubbed it, then slowly ran his hands up her body and under her shirt until he was cupping those nice full breasts of hers. 
 
    Pinching her nipples and causing her to shiver beneath him, Sean lowered his head down and kissed her exposed stomach, enjoying the way she shivered beneath him. 
 
    "Oh, that feels niiiice," Peg whispered. "So you want a lot of kids? Hmmm?" 
 
    "I love you, Peg. Of course I want to have children with you. I've wanted to do this since the moment you came down into my lab in that tight shirt! That you wanted me too," Sean lowered his hands to her waistband and unbuttoned her jeans, "makes me the luckiest man in the world." 
 
    "Lion," Peg moaned and ran her fingers through his hair as he kissed his way down towards her now exposed sex, "you're the luckiest lion in the world!" 
 
    Sean reached her sex then, and just before he dove in, he purred, "A very lucky lion!" 
 
    Peg gasped and moaned and wrapped her legs around his head as Sean went down on her. Jolene had once told her that Sean was a very apt pupil, and she'd taught him everything she knew. Between the use of his fingers, tongue, and teeth, it wasn't long before he had reduced her to moaning and gasping. Sean had developed some serious skills, and he really seemed to enjoy giving oral sex just as much as Peg enjoyed getting it.  
 
    When she finally cried out his name, he let her wind down a little as he removed her pants the rest of the way and slowly kissed his way back up her body. Pushing her shirt up and over her head, Peg pulled it off as his strong hands stroked up along her sides, and his lips and then his teeth, kissed and nipped along her stomach, then her breasts, as his hands slid up from the sides of her body to cup and squeeze them.  
 
    She gasped and arched each time he bit at one of her nipples, and from the noises he was making, apparently Sean was appreciating the way her body was moving beneath his. But Peg knew what she wanted, and being teased wasn't it. Reaching down between their bodies, she grabbed his shaft and tugged, pulling him up and leading him to her entrance. 
 
    "Somebody's greedy," Sean whispered in her ear. 
 
    "Damn right!" Peg growled. "Now quit holding out, Lion-boy, and give your wife what she wants!" 
 
    Sean grinned, and when Peg poised him at her lips, he pushed in, purring at the wet heat of her as she gasped and moaned and wrapped her arms and legs around him, clinging to him tightly as he moved forward and didn't stop until he was deep inside her. 
 
    "Better," Peg gasped, clinging to him tightly as she sank her nails into the skin of his back. 
 
    Sean kissed her and, spreading his own legs slightly, he wrapped his arms around her to take some of the weight off. He began to move slowly back and for inside her, only to have Peg reach down and smack him on the ass. 
 
    "Give it to me, Sean, make me a baby! Give it to me, hard! I need it, Hon, just take me there! Give me a lioness, Sean! Make me a cub!" 
 
    Sean blinked, but he didn't hesitate; the idea of what he was doing was overwhelming, as always, he was making a child. Reaching deep inside, he sent the energy of his lion out into Peg to make her receptive to his seed as he took her hard and fast, just as she was demanding, her hand continuing to smack his ass as she got more and more vocal with her encouragements, as well as lewder. 
 
    Something tripped deep down inside of Peg when she felt Sean's magic flow into her and trigger her cycle. Jolene had mentioned it to the others, how it had felt when Sean had put her 'in heat' to make his cubs, and now that she was feeling it, all she knew was that this was what she wanted more than anything else in the world. Her mother had once told her how much joy Peg had brought into her life, and suddenly Peg understood it. 
 
    She screamed in pure joy when she hit her peak, grinding back against Sean, and he followed her shortly afterwards, biting her shoulder as she shook and bucked beneath him, working back against him, draining him and taking all he had to offer. 
 
    It was several minutes before she'd caught her breath, the idea of what she'd just done making her head spin as Sean kissed her over and over again. 
 
    "Liked that, did you?" Peg panted. 
 
    "I loved it," Sean whispered happily. 
 
    "Good, cause we're going to be doing it all night long." Peg snickered and hugged him back. She'd started on making a baby, a lioness no less! Between her, Sheila, and Cali, Peg was going to make her daughter into a complete holy terror! 
 
    "Life is good," Peg purred. 
 
    "Making it is even better," Sean agreed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Cause and Effect 
 
      
 
    "Vincent?" Carl asked, tapping on the Director's door. 
 
    "What's up, Carl? 
 
    "We got something going on in Portland, and it isn't anything good." 
 
    "Is this about that shootout yesterday at the pub?" 
 
    Carl nodded, and walking up to Vincent's desk, he pulled a couple of pictures out of the folder he was carrying and laid one of them down in front of him. 
 
    "Is that a lion?" Vincent asked, looking at the slightly blurry picture that showed what looked like a lionman holding a large pistol and shooting one of the men who were pointing what looked like sticks into the pub, which no longer had any windows.  
 
    "Our NSA guy picked this up off the web last night. I sent Jacob and Adams out to get a handle on things this morning. But it gets worse." 
 
    "How can it get worse?" Vincent sighed. 
 
    "I had one of the CIA's imaging birds take some pictures of the area an hour ago. Told them it was for a training class. Here's a picture of the Gradatim compound from Google," Carl set it down, "and here's one from six AM local time." 
 
    "Is that a crater?" Vincent asked, looking closely at the CIA picture, which was a lot higher definition than the Google Maps picture. 
 
    "Yes, and if look closely, the remains of what looks like a car are scattered all over here," Carl pointed. 
 
    "Now, there are probably some businesses down in the city with security cameras that point up in that direction. I'm going to get a FISA warrant, have Jacob and Adams run around to the places we know about with a couple of the local FBI, and see about grabbing any taped evidence so we can get an idea of what time it went off." 
 
    Vincent looked at the damage at the Gradatim compound, then back at the pictures of the shootout at the pub in Portland. The news media was going crazy over that one. Right now it was being ruled a terrorist attack. 
 
    "I better call the Seattle office and have them fly some of our people down to get in front of that." Vincent sighed. 
 
    "I just got off the phone with them. They're sending two people down to investigate this morning, after some rumors they heard late last night from some sources in the magic community. They haven't called in because they haven't gotten there yet, but I think once they see these pictures, they'll swing into gear." 
 
    Vincent looked at the clock; it was just past ten here, which meant just past seven on the west coast. "Nice to know the field offices are on top of things. Who do you think started it?" 
 
    Carl shook his head. "From the look of things, Valens is just showing up, but I can't be sure. I asked the FBI guy I was talking to if the pub had any kind of security system. He said they did, but all the cameras stopped recording about forty minutes before the attack." 
 
    "How convenient," Vincent grumbled. 
 
    Carl nodded. "I know, right? That leads me to believe that the whole thing was a planned attack. The only question is, who were they attacking?" 
 
    "Maybe they thought Valens was inside? It would at least explain why he was in the area." 
 
    "Then they screwed up, because not only was he not inside, it looks like he managed to kill several of them. There were four outside who were dead from gunshot wounds. The FBI's got them all on slab down at a secure morgue while they run backgrounds on them. It looks like all four of them were locals." 
 
    Vincent swore at that. "So not only where they stupid, criminal, and incompetent, they were sloppy." He shook his head, this was not going to end well, he was sure of it. "How many inside were killed?" 
 
    "Eight. One of them is from Reno, just moved there from Sacramento last month." 
 
    "That doesn't sound good. What about the others?" 
 
    "All locals. One of the cooks said a bunch of people went out the back door when everything started." 
 
    "You talked to him?" Vincent asked, surprised. 
 
    "No, the FBI sent me the transcripts of their questioning all of the witnesses. I had to apply a little pressure though Homeland, by the way. I got the impression that someone out there doesn't want to share, so I dropped our contact at the DOJ on him, just in case he's been suborned by some of the local mages. I also gave Adams a picture of Valens. I'm going to have him talk to that cook and ask him if he saw Valens go out the back door." 
 
    Vincent nodded. "I'm going to call Roberts over at Sapientia and ask for a meeting. This is a pretty clear violation of their 'silence', and I don't think the President is going to want to let this one slide once we bring this to his attention. It's one thing when they're only killing each other, but when they start killing citizens and it makes the nightly news, that's a bit too much." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rupert Spencer swore loudly as he looked at the report. "Wilston's dead? Owen Lee's dead? Fourteen of our people were killed, and they raided us in broad daylight! What the hell is going on up there?" 
 
    "They got hit by that lion," Atticus said, looking over the rest of the report. "Wilston had managed to get his hands on one of the lion's women and took her hostage." 
 
    "By shooting up a bar in the middle of the city!" Rupert almost yelled. "What the hell was he thinking?" 
 
    "Probably that if he killed this lion, we'd forgive him," Atticus said with a sigh. "If he had, we would have, too. But apparently it didn't go as planned; five of our people died in the attack on the pub, including Lee, then nine more died when they hit the compound." 
 
    "They bombed them? Is that what I'm reading?" 
 
    "A combination of bad luck and bad timing," Brenda said, looking up. "I talked to Ethan about an hour ago. They were filling a van with explosives when they were attacked. Something caused it to explode. That's where they lost most of their people during the attack. He said there's two more people missing, and if they don't find them soon, they're going to assume they were killed in the blast as well." 
 
    "So it looks like we lost fourteen people, fourteen of our own, and this lion just managed to walk right in, and not only steal our property, but destroyed a quite a bit of it as well! What next?" 
 
    "I think it's a safe bet he's going to move on to Seattle next," Atticus said. 
 
    "I wonder why he didn't just come here first?" Brenda asked. 
 
    "Because we're too strong for him," Rupert replied. 
 
    "I'm not so sure of that anymore, Rupert," Atticus said, looking up at his friend. "He hit Ethan's place with an overwhelming force. They had helicopters and a lot of soldiers. Not just dozens, hundreds. They weren't all werewolves, either. I talked to Eldridge, he told me he saw several different breeds there, and they were all well armed, with wands as well as firearms. This isn't something that's just going to go away. This isn't some small-time revolt. This is serious. I think we need to start taking some serious measures ourselves." 
 
    "Such as?" 
 
    "We need to get rid of the lycans before he can use them against us." 
 
    "I'm not giving in to this kid! Or whoever the hell is backing him! I'm not letting our lycans go!" Rupert said hotly. 
 
    "Who said anything about letting them go?" Atticus said with a nasty smile. "Last thing I want is to end up fighting them when they come around looking for revenge. I say we just kill them. All of them. This is a war, Rupert, a war for survival. We need to deny them any more soldiers. We kill the ones we've got, then we kill the rest of them." 
 
    "Another night of the Silver Death?" Jim Hines mused. "But what about that silver amulet thing they've got now?" 
 
    "They're still making them; I'm guessing they still only have enough for their army. If we move first and start killing them, at least their army can't get any bigger." 
 
    Rupert leaned back in his chair and thought about it. They had over two hundred lycans here at the headquarters council, and that wasn't even counting the number in the hands of their members at their homes. He knew there were probably a couple thousand living in the surrounding area; a lot of lycans had come out west back in the early days. But Atticus had a point, these animals were always hot-headed, and once they were freed, it wouldn't be long until they started bitching and moaning about how they'd been treated. Next thing, they'd want revenge for the things that had been done to them.  
 
    "Call all of our other council leaders," Rupert said, "I think Atticus is right, we need to get rid of them now before they get rid of us. I'll take a vote; if everyone agrees, we'll start with our own, we'll kill all of our own lycans. Then we'll put together teams to start killing them in the surrounding areas. Sapientia and Eruditio are right; we don't need the lycans anymore. It's time they were done away with." 
 
    Rupert looked around the room. "All of them. I'm sure our other councils will see the light once we start killing them." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Josh was eating breakfast when his father came into the house in a rush. 
 
    "What's up, dad?" 
 
    "That lion hit us again! He hit Portland last night! Rupert has called for a meeting of all the council heads; they're going to vote on what to do about it." 
 
    Josh noticed his father glace sidelong at Rose, the female werewolf who'd been their cook and maid for as long as Josh could remember.  
 
    "What happened in Portland?" 
 
    Josh listened as his father ran down the list of what had taken place with only half a mind. He suspected a lot of what was being claimed probably wasn't true. Ever since the events of Las Vegas, Josh had started to doubt the things he was being told.  
 
    "What are they planning to do about it, Dad?" Josh asked when his father had finished. 
 
    His father glanced at Rose a moment. "Come up to my study, we can talk about it in private." 
 
    Josh felt a sense of dread, but simply nodded. Setting down his fork, he got up as his father left the kitchen. 
 
    "I won't let them hurt you, Rose," Josh said in a soft voice. "I've met that lion, and he scares the hell out of me." 
 
    Rose looked at Josh, shocked, as he left the room. 
 
    Following his father upstairs, Josh closed the door behind him and looked at his father. 
 
    "What's so secret that you couldn't speak of it in front of Rose? She's been with us forever, Dad. We can trust her." 
 
    "Rupert has proposed killing all of the lycans. All of them! We can't trust any of them, Josh. That's just the problem! This lion is raising them all up against us!" 
 
    "That's a lie, Dad, and you should know better," Josh grumbled. 
 
    "What! How can you say that?" 
 
    "Because they're all liars! If the lion wanted us all dead, why did he save me!" Josh yelled at his father, then snapped his mouth closed as he realized what he'd just said. 
 
    "Saved you?" Josh's father looked at him. "What are you talking about?" 
 
    Josh sighed and, walking over to one of the chairs in his father's study, he dropped into it. 
 
    "Everything I told you about what happened in Las Vegas was a lie." 
 
    "What! Why?" 
 
    "Because Blake was a complete scumbag, and I didn't want anything to happen to you, Dad. Plus I didn't want that lion coming after me after he saved my life, even though I'd been trying to kill him." 
 
    Cory Booker stared at his son. "Tell me what happened, Josh." 
 
    "Blake had been stealing stuff from his father for the last year, from that expensive collection his father has, taking it out to some fence in Vegas and selling it. At one point he needed my help. Told me he'd tell his father about some stuff he heard you talking about, about how you were plotting against one of the other council members to get your own place on the council." 
 
    "That's a lie!" Cory said. 
 
    "Yeah, that's what I said," Josh sighed, "but Blake asked who his father would believe? Him or me? Or even you, for that matter? He'd blame all the stolen stuff on you as well, I bet." 
 
    Josh noticed his father's face go pale. 
 
    "Then of course after I helped him, he blackmailed me with that, too." 
 
    Josh proceeded to tell his father about how Blake had been shown up by a magic user and then went after him later, only to crash when they found out he was a werelion. 
 
    "He saved me, Dad. When I told him I'd been forced to help Blake, rather than let me die, he saved me. Then he went and killed Blake." 
 
    "Wait, I thought Blake died because he wasn't wearing his seatbelt?" 
 
    "No, Blake was wearing it, alright. In fact, he forced me to take mine off so I could shoot at the other car. But it gets even worse, Dad." 
 
    "How can it get any worse?" 
 
    "The deputy who came in with the sheriff while we were talking to Atticus?" 
 
    Cory nodded. "What about him?" 
 
    "That was the lion, Dad. I got a real good look at him at the gas station where all of this started. He knows who I am, where I live, all of it! He told me not to make him regret saving me!" 
 
    "Damn," Cory said, sitting down. 
 
    "Yeah, and if Rupert kills all the lycans, what do you think is going to happen next?" 
 
    "He's just one man, son, what can he do?" 
 
    "You've heard everything they're blaming him for!" Josh yelled. "What can't he do? Call Mom, get Jen home from school. Let's get in the car and take Rose to that lycan sheriff in Las Vegas. Hell, have her hide in the trunk until we get out of town! If nothing happens, we can always say we killed her, but Mom and Jen were upset and we took them to Vegas to get their minds off of it." 
 
    Cory Booker looked at his son. Atticus was a nasty man, vindictive too, there was no doubt about that. His son, Blake, had been a chip off the old block, as they liked to say. He didn't doubt a word of what Josh had just told him, and the truth of the matter was simple; if he did this and his son was wrong, nothing bad would happen. If his son was right, they at least wouldn't be tarred with the same brush as the rest of Gradatim. In either case, he'd have his son's respect. 
 
    Twenty years of dealing with the often cut-throat politics that took place here, which had at times left his own hands dirty, made it clear what his choice was. He'd coach his wife, Julie, on what to say if anyone asked. Same for Jen. 
 
    Opening the door to the study he called out, "Rose, grab your things! We're going on vacation and you're coming with us! And be quick!" 
 
    "Thanks, Dad," Josh said with a smile. 
 
    "Run next door and grab their lycan, tell old Mrs. Smith we'll take care of him for her." 
 
    Josh nodded and, getting up, he ran for the door, stopping only to hug Rose, who smiled at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gary looked around his office; the entire council was there and not a single one of them was older than him. Hell, one of them was only nineteen!  
 
    "I just got off of the phone with Rupert Spencer and all the other Gradatim council leaders, and I mean all of them. Rupert called everyone in." 
 
    "Why?" Dave asked from his wheelchair. They hadn't fitted him for a prosthetic leg yet, and Gary was seriously thinking of asking everyone to chip in and buy him a magical one, seeing as Dave had been the first one to throw in with him. 
 
    "Because they've decided to be complete fuckwads! That's why!" Gary yelled, throwing his hands up in the air. "It's not bad enough we all got our asses handed to us for trying to maintain an old and outdated belief! Oh no! Now he wants everybody to kill all their lycans!" 
 
    "What?!" Dave, Steve, and the others all said. 
 
    "What's the big deal? We don't have any lycans anymore," Niles said. 
 
    "The big deal is after that, we're supposed to start hunting down and killing all of the lycans in town!" Gary told them. 
 
    "Oh, fuck that!" Niles said, and the others all nodded. "Last time we tried that, I lost my father!" 
 
    "Yeah, you and me both." Gary sighed and, dropping back into his seat, he scrubbed at his face with his hands. "Dammit, tomorrow I'm getting married! I did not want to have to deal with anything this stupid before that." 
 
    "What are you going to do? Hell, what are we going to do?" Dave asked. 
 
    Gary heard several others mumble their agreement with Dave's question. 
 
    "Well," Gary said with a heavy sigh, "I know what I'm going to do. I just don't know if you all are going to want to do it, too." 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "I'm leaving Gradatim. For good. I'm gonna pick up that phone and ask Sapientia if they've got room for one more. I'm done with this bullshit. I said it up in the mountains, and I'm sayin' it again here and now." Gary looked around the room. 
 
    "What about the rest of you?" 
 
    "I'm with you, Gary," Dave said, and then pushing himself up onto his one leg, he glared at the others, "and you all are with him too, right?" 
 
    Gary watched as they all looked at each other and nodded. Steve looked a little worried for a moment, but then even he sighed and nodded. 
 
    "So, show of hands," Gary called, "who here wants to stay with Gradatim?" 
 
    Not a single hand was raised. 
 
    "Okay, everyone go get a can of spray paint, and paint over all the Gradatim emblems. I'm gonna call Walter Clark over at Sapientia and see what advice he has." 
 
    "What's the rush?" Steve asked. 
 
    "The very idea of being associated with such a stupid idea is making my skin crawl. The sooner we're gone, the better." 
 
    "Aren't you worried about Spencer and his goons down in LA?" 
 
    Gary snorted. "Reno's a lot closer than LA." 
 
    "Call Becker over at Eruditio," Dave suggested. "If anyone has good advice, it's always Eruditio." 
 
    Gary thought about that a moment and nodded. "Okay, I'll call him too." 
 
      
 
      
 
    "So, on to Seattle?" Chad asked Sean. They were sitting around a table, Chad, Sean, Steven, Jonas, Roxy, and Daelyn. Peg, Roberta, and Jolene were off with Cali. 
 
    Sean nodded. "I think we'll need to meet up with Jonas' fellowship first, talk with everyone, and make sure we know what we're getting into. Seattle is the biggest city we've come up against, so I'd expect the councils there to be a lot larger, as well." 
 
    "There's also a fairly large foreign presence," Jonas added. "There are a couple of Asian groups in Seattle we're going to have to deal with." 
 
    "I'm sure that will be..." 
 
    'SHIT!' the First suddenly yelled in Sean's head, and Sean felt it too: his whole body was suddenly on fire, every part of him seemed to burn and ache, the pain going on for almost an entire minute as it flowed over his body. It felt like he was burning up from the inside, being shot, stabbed, strangled, and every other way you could kill a person. Then just as quickly as it had come, it was gone. 
 
    "Sean? You alright?" Chad asked, looking at Sean, who had suddenly shifted into his hybrid form and roared loudly, and then just sat there, growling with his eyes glowing as he looked off into the distance. 
 
    Sean shook his head and held up a hand. 
 
    'What just happened?' 
 
    'A thousand of us just died,' the First growled. 
 
    'Us? Lions?' 
 
    'No, our people. Someone just slaughtered a whole lot of us. We're...we're talking about it.'  
 
    Sean waited a moment, his paw still up in the air, while the others all looked at him, concerned. 
 
    'It was the Gradatim. They executed all their lycans. It wasn't just their headquarters; it looks like all of their councils did it as well. We're still feeling a few small spikes as a few remaining groups are killed.' 
 
    'Are you positive?' Sean asked, growling himself, and started to think about the things in his father's book he wasn't going to share and just how he might use one of them here and now. 
 
    'Yes, I'm...' the First paused a moment as he saw the thought in Sean's mind, 'Yes, Son. Yes, let's do that! Let's do that to them now!' the First growled. 
 
    Sean lowered his hand and looked at the others. "The Gradatim just executed all their lycans. All their lycans. We are now at war with them. You are all to kill them, any of them that you meet, from this point forward. 
 
    "Chad," Sean turned to look at him, "I have to go back to Reno immediately. You're in charge. Handle Seattle any way you see fit. Jonas," Sean turned to look at him, "please give Chad your full cooperation. Steven?" 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "I need to rent a jet, and I need to rent one this instant. I need your help." 
 
    "You can borrow my wife's." 
 
    "You have a jet?" Roxy asked, surprised. 
 
    "Actually, we have two," Steven said, looking embarrassed. 
 
    "Thanks," Sean said and turned to Roxy. "Get the others, we're leaving now." 
 
    "Sean," Chad asked as Sean stood up, "how? How do you know what happened?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "I don't know the details yet; I'll learn them soon enough. As for how I know about it?" Sean shrugged. "I'm a lion now. We're all connected, not just to the other lions, but to all of you. The abilities I have with other lycans? That 'mystical shit', as I like to call it? That connection goes both ways. I felt it when they were all murdered, and it hurt. Now," Sean growled out the rest of the sentence, "I'm going to make them hurt, too." 
 
    They all watched him walk out. 
 
    "What do you think he's going to do?" Jonas asked Chad. 
 
    "Damned if I know, but in all the time I've known Sean, I don't think I've ever seen him that angry. And trust me; I've seen him pissed off before!  
 
    "But that's neither here nor there. He gave us a job to do, and I suggest we get to it. Whatever he's going to do, I'm sure we'll hear about it soon enough." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Consequences 
 
      
 
    "Dae, I need you to make something for me," Sean said as they sat in the back of Steven's private jet. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I need a device that will drop a silver bar down a tube when a timer runs out," Sean showed her the simple sketch he'd made on a piece of paper. 
 
    Daelyn snorted. "I could do that in my sleep, Sean." 
 
    "I also need it to have a small cup with blood in it that will pour out onto a rock fixed underneath ten seconds before the bar is dropped down the tube." 
 
    Daelyn looked at him. "Blood?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Blood." 
 
    "You're going to use that recall stone, aren't you?" 
 
    Sean nodded. 
 
    "Are you sure it goes back to Gradatim?" 
 
    "I plotted it out after Sawyer told me about spinning it. It either goes right to their headquarters, or someplace close enough to it that it makes no difference." 
 
    Daelyn nodded slowly. "It'll take me about a half hour to make it." 
 
    "Make two." 
 
    "Two? Why?"  
 
    "I want to test the effect first, be sure that it works." 
 
    Daelyn nodded. 
 
    "What are you going to do?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "You know how I've been using the tags to power my enchanting?" 
 
    Roxy nodded. 
 
    "I'm going to overload one with silver and set it to release all of the energy at once." 
 
    "How big a bar are you going to use?" 
 
    "Five ounces for the test, twenty-five for the actual."  
 
    "Are you sure about that?" 
 
    "Worried it might be too big?" Sean asked, looking up at her. 
 
    "No," Roxy growled, "I'm worried it might be too small!" 
 
    Sean grinned at her. "I'll check my math, but I think a nice hundred-foot-wide fireball just outside of LA should get everyone's attention while dealing with the Gradatim issue rather effectively, don't you?" 
 
    "You know this is going to cause problems, don't you?" Roberta asked. 
 
    Sean sighed and nodded. "Yeah, but we're all agreed. It's time to send a message. A very loud and very violent message. They pushed too far, and now we're going to smack them down, hard, before they try to kill any more of us or give anyone else any ideas. That reminds me," Sean looked to the back of the plane, "Jo?" 
 
    "Yeah?" 
 
    "Go see Sawyer and tell him to pull all his assets out of Gradatim households." 
 
    "I'll go with her," Cali said with a smile, "Sawyer will listen to me if I advise him to do it." 
 
    "You sure you're okay, Cali?" Sean asked, concerned. 
 
    Cali smiled. "Yes, Husband. I'm fine. Your magic fixed everything." 
 
    Sean nodded and smiled. 
 
    "So by we, you mean the other lions?" Roxy asked, steering Sean back to the previous conversation. 
 
    Sean nodded. "Yeah, I suggested it, and they all liked the idea, a lot. I don't think anyone really understands how strong our connection is with our 'children'. Or just how much they mean to us. Hell, up until an hour ago, I didn't understand it. Killing so many of them," Sean shook his head and looked down at the floor, "we just can't allow that. We just can't." 
 
    The girls nodded and then sat there quietly as Sean pondered the ramifications of what he was about to do. The magic user community would all be in an uproar, that was for sure. No one had ever wiped out an entire council headquarters without warning before. Well, not in the blink of an eye, at least. 
 
    While Sean was cheating with his use of the recall stone, he could have just as easily had the device dropped out of an airplane or such. It really wouldn't be all that big, and it definitely would not look like a bomb.  
 
    Then there was the government. He was about to unleash a hell of a surprise on them, as well. Sean didn't doubt for a moment that the government would become involved, they'd simply have no choice. Thankfully, because he was using a recall stone, they at least wouldn't have any proof he'd done it. The last thing he wanted to do right now was end up in jail trying to explain how he'd vaporized all of Gradatim. 
 
    After they landed, it only took about an hour for Daelyn to build the two devices. Sean glued the beta stone to the bottom of one of them, just below the small container that would hold the blood. Then he got two silver tags from the machine that was now turning them out, and after turning off the encryption, he undid all the fail-safes and set his father's program to change everything it encountered as quickly as possible, though he limited the growth of the shield to ten inches. If his guess was correct, it would take about a tenth of a second for it to go critical. 
 
    He then glued the tags to the bottom of the tube that would hold the silver bar, just to be safe. 
 
    "So how does this work?" he asked her. 
 
    "You press the button on this remote," Daelyn handed him what looked like a car remote with the letter 'A' written on it in paint. "That starts a thirty-second timer. Then this valve opens, the blood hits the rock, and a ten-second timer starts." 
 
    "Is there any chance of the bar not falling onto the tag?" 
 
    Daelyn shook her head. "It's spring-loaded. I even put a safety on it that pops off when the valve opens, because I didn't want to take any chances on it going off when I load it." 
 
    "What I load it, you mean." 
 
    Sean blinked as his head rocked to the side; Daelyn had smacked him. 
 
    "When I load it, Lion-boy. This isn't something just anyone can mess around with. It has to be done just right if it's going to work, and that means I'm loading it. Besides," Daelyn grinned, "I want to see the test one blow up." 
 
    Sean rubbed the side of his head and nodded. He'd already learned that arguing with either Roxy or Daelyn when they were being militant was a lost cause. Especially since they always ganged up on him. 
 
    "Okay, get one of the helicopters, I want to fly north a ways to where no one will see this." Sean looked around. "Who's coming?" 
 
    Cali, Roxy, Jolene, Daelyn, Peg, and even Roberta immediately raised their hands. 
 
      
 
    The trip out to their 'test site' was a poignant one for Sean. He was about to change the rules of the game; the aftereffects of this would be felt for a long time to come, he was sure. But he didn't have a choice. Jolene and Cali had told him when they'd come back from Sawyer's that several of his contacts had heard the Gradatim conference call, and that they were calling for a new 'Night of the Silver Death'. Only this time, they weren't planning on stopping until every last lycan was dead. They wanted a war of extermination.  
 
    Well, if that was the game they wanted to play, then Sean and the lions could play it, too. Gradatim members around the world were going to be assassinated if they set foot out of their compounds. Artillery was being stolen or redirected. Twenty-four hours after this bomb went off, a lot more people were going to die. Sean would deliver their message for them: the Gradatim was about to be eliminated.  
 
    "That looks like a good spot!" Daelyn said to the pilot, who nodded and brought them in for a landing between two hills. 
 
    Daelyn got out, and Sean followed her. They both trotted over to a spot a hundred yards away from the helicopter so it wouldn't bother them with its idling rotor. 
 
    "This is pretty simple, really," Daelyn said. "I just fastened those bars you gave me to this device in the cap. I drilled a thin hole through them so I can hold them in place with a retaining pin." Sean watched as she put the bar in place, slipped a pin through the device to hold them there, checked the safety in the tube, then screwed the top down.  
 
    After that, she pressed a test button on the base of the unit, pulled the safety lock out of the tube, and looked at him. 
 
    "Let's go. There's a sixty-second timer that's now counting down. If the button is pressed before it runs out, nothing happens." 
 
    Sean nodded and, getting up, he grabbed Daelyn, who squawked as he threw her over his shoulder and ran as fast as he could to the helicopter. 
 
    "What the hell was that for!" Daelyn sputtered as he jumped inside and set her down. 
 
    "Pregnant wives near atomic weapons have that effect on me." Sean grinned as the helicopter took off. 
 
    "How far should I get away from this thing, Sean?" George, the pilot, asked. 
 
    "A mile." 
 
    "Does the remote have that kind of range?" Roxy asked Daelyn, who nodded. 
 
    Sean waited until the pilot had moved them away, then turned the helicopter to face back towards where they left the bomb. 
 
    "Okay, let's see what happens," Sean said and pushed the button. 
 
    "Nothing happened!" Cali said with a pout. 
 
    "It takes forty seconds," Daelyn whispered. 
 
    Roxy had been looking at her watch when Sean pressed the button and counted down the last few seconds. 
 
    "Five, four, three, two, one..." 
 
    There was a bright flash and a large fireball off in the distance. 
 
    "Damn, look at that shockwave!" the pilot said. 
 
    "Are we okay?" 
 
    "At this distance? Yeah, won't even feel a breeze." 
 
    "Okay, so we know it works," Roxy said. "Now what?" 
 
    "Now we land and put the big one together," Sean said. "And we move a lot farther away this time, in case something goes wrong." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atticus was sitting at his desk writing up a report. Everyone was busy going over their jobs and whatever tasks they'd been doing, trying to figure out what was going to be impacted by the sudden loss of labor. Atticus' biggest problem was that they'd just killed off their entire security force. 
 
    He didn't mind the loss of the strike teams; they hadn't used them in almost a year, and even then it had been mostly minor stuff. Seeing as they couldn't use them against this Valens kid, they wouldn't be missed in the slightest. 
 
    But compound security, that was a different issue. While it was always overseen by a couple of magic users, now it would have to be done solely by his people. Atticus was already going over lists of the younger magic users, many of whom he had always thought could use a little more discipline and training in their lives. Honestly, this could actually turn out for the best, especially once they had to send out the hunter teams to start killing the lycans now living in and around the city. 
 
    Suddenly there was a loud clang in the room as something landed on the floor. 
 
    Atticus looked up. Sitting on the floor next to his display case was a strange mechanical device. Jumping to his feet, he cast a shield spell and looked at it. It was lying on its side, a small pool of blood was forming on the carpet next to it, and it reminded him of an overgrown pen and pencil set for your desk, only it was made out of hastily welded together metal. A strange buzzing noise was coming from it. He was asking himself how it had gotten here when he spied the beta stone glued to it. 
 
    The beta stone that had been missing for weeks now. 
 
    He heard a loud metallic click just at that moment. 
 
    "Oh, shi—" 
 
    Atticus never finished the thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vincent was sitting at a table across from Duncan; they were at a small bistro about halfway between Vincent's office and Duncan's house. Short of taking a helicopter, an option Vincent had actually considered, this was the best option if they wanted to meet as quickly as possible without drawing any undue attention. 
 
    "Duncan," Vincent said, after they'd made their orders and sat down, "I hate to be rude, but what the hell happened in Portland?" 
 
    Duncan shook his head. "I only found out about it this morning. After you called to suggest this meeting, I called Arthur Troy out in Reno." 
 
    "Who?" Vincent interrupted. 
 
    "Arthur Troy. He's the council leader in Reno; his niece is one of Sean Valens' wives. He's actually on very good terms with the young man and has dealt with him a number of times now." 
 
    "You couldn't tell me this earlier?"  
 
    Duncan shook his head. "No, it's none of the government's business." Duncan sighed then. "Or at least it wasn't. Anyway, as I was saying, after you called I called him because I had a suspicion that anything so important as to require an 'immediate' meeting most probably involved Mr. Valens." 
 
    "And what did he tell you?" 
 
    "That Gradatim launched an attack on a pub where Sean's wives had been eating lunch and took one of them hostage. Sean was extremely angry and said he was going to be launching an immediate attack on Gradatim. Thankfully he at least waited until our people were there, but Leonard, our council leader in Portland, told me it was rather nasty when I talked to him next. Mr. Valens personally killed the man responsible by ripping his arm off and beating him to death with it. There was also something of an explosion. Apparently Mr. Valens is employing helicopters and some form of guided bombs." 
 
    "He's what?" Vincent said, his eyes widening. 
 
    "Using modern weapons. You have to understand, Vincent, that Mr. Valens is a complete enigma to us. He's a very powerful magic user and has obvious pioneered methods of enchanting that, if three of my council leaders hadn't seen actual physical proof of, none of us would have believed possible. 
 
    "And then of course, there is this whole 'lion' business that has all our scholars scrambling through our archives and lore to learn more about." 
 
    Vincent's phone vibrated in his pocket. He'd told his secretary to hold all calls short of the President. 
 
    "One moment," Vincent said and, pulling out his phone, he put it to his ear. 
 
    "This better be important." 
 
    "Someone just set a nuke off outside Los Angeles," Carl's voice came over the phone. 
 
    "WHAT!" Vincent shouted. 
 
    "A small one. The President wants to see us. Now. Bring your friend." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because it went off exactly where the headquarters for the Gradatim used to be. Now there's nothing more than a smoking hole and a large blast radius. We're sending a helicopter to pick you up. I'll brief you on the way to the White House." 
 
    "What happened?" Duncan asked. 
 
    "Someone set off a nuke," Vincent said, "outside of Los Angeles. We've both been summoned by the President. 
 
    "Why would he want to see me?" 
 
    "Because it went off where the Gradatim used to be." 
 
    "Used to be?" 
 
    "I think our Mr. Valens may have just upped his game." 
 
    "I need to make some calls!"  
 
    "You can do it on the helicopter." 
 
    Vincent noticed that Duncan looked torn for a moment, but then he nodded. "You're right, I must go with you. This, this is not something any of us foresaw." 
 
      
 
      
 
    "You did What?" Arthur yelled in shock, staring at Sean, who was sitting across from him in his hybrid form, looking totally nonplussed. 
 
    "Wiped out Gradatim's headquarters. Nuked it. It's gone." 
 
    "How could you! What about the silence! What about..." 
 
    "Arthur," Sean growled, bringing him up short. "They murdered over a thousand lycans. We learned they were planning on another 'Night of the Silver Death' from our sources. All of Gradatim is going to be exterminated, all of them. This isn't up for discussion; it's been decided." 
 
    "But what about the silence!" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "What about it? No one seems too concerned over Gradatim blowing up a pub and killing a bunch of mundanes in the middle of Portland, for god's sake! Right now I have an army sitting outside Seattle. I'm about to take a second one into Sacramento and remove the Gradatim from there before pushing down to LA, so we can make sure to kill any who might have survived the blast. Apparently too many people have been mistaking our restraint for weakness. I suggest you tell them otherwise." 
 
    "Does this mean you're going to kill the local Gradatim chapter as well?" Arthur asked. 
 
    Sean sighed. "I'm going to offer them a day to change sides. They didn't have any lycans to kill, and one of my wives' sisters is married to their new head." Sean thought a moment. "If you're really that worried, I would suggest you deal with the Gradatim before we get there. Though you have to understand, anyone who murdered a lycan will still be put to death." 
 
    "I don't like this, Sean," Arthur warned. 
 
    "You think I do?" Sean said, glaring back at Arthur. "You think I want to spend the next few weeks killing people? Killing their families? Their wives? Their children? Fuck no, I don't want to do this at all." 
 
    "Then don't!" 
 
    "I Don't Have A Choice!" Sean said, almost biting off each of the words. "They forced my hand, and now I have my orders. I may be the one in charge here, the one who leads, Arthur, but I'm not the first of us! I can guarantee you, over the next few days, Gradatim councils are going to be slaughtered all over the world. And as much as it may pain me to say it, I'm alright with it! They want an extermination? Well, they got what they were asking for!" 
 
    Arthur didn't miss Sean's admission that even he answered to someone else. They'd all suspected it, and now Sean had laid it out in the open. He also didn't miss that Sean really wasn't looking forward to the carnage he was about to unleash in Washington and California, and then probably the rest of the country after that. 
 
    "Thank you for the warning, Sean. I need to make some phone calls, and I need to talk to the other Sapientia council heads, as well as our main leadership." 
 
    "Please inform Eruditio as well." Sean sighed, getting up, and Jolene, Cali, and Roxy got up as well. 
 
    "Of course." Arthur nodded and, standing up, he shook hands with Sean, who then turned and walked out the door, followed by his three wives. 
 
    "Wow, Boss," Dean said, looking at the closed door, "I guess you were right about not wanting to admit to backing him officially. This isn't going to be good." 
 
    Arthur shook his head and sighed. "No, no it's not. He vaporized a building! Killed hundreds, wounded hundreds more! Thank the gods Gradatim's headquarters were outside the city and on a private estate! I don't want to think about what the fallout would have been if this had been within the city limits, and that doesn't even begin to address what the other councils are going to say!" 
 
    Dean shrugged. "Good riddance to bad rubbish?" 
 
    "Oh, I don't think anyone is going to mourn the Gradatim; I'm sure you caught his subtle suggestion that we should get rid of them before he shows up. Once word of this gets out, I wouldn't be surprised if some of their chapters beg us to take their people in. But I'm talking about that explosion! That young man just vaporized a city block, over six hundred miles from here, and no one saw it coming. Hell, no one knows how he did it, either! If I'd thought for a moment that killing him would have gotten rid of that knowledge, we'd all be dead now, Dean." 
 
    Dean thought about that a moment and then nodded slowly. "I get it boss. But like he's said before, what one lion knows..." 
 
    "They all know," Arthur finished with a sigh. "And apparently they know a lot more about magic than we ever realized." 
 
    "Makes you wonder about that whole 'god' thing the other lycans are always telling us, doesn't it?" 
 
    "Boss," James said, coming into the room," Duncan's on the phone for you." 
 
    Arthur nodded and walked over to his desk. "I can just guess what he wants to talk about." 
 
      
 
    Sean walked up to the front porch of the Gradatim's main council house. He had a squad of wolves behind him with no obvious weapons showing. It was broad daylight, so he figured no one would try anything.  
 
    "Stop right there," a nervous-looking young man standing outside by the door said. 
 
    Sean stopped. "Please ask Richard Sorother to come down here. I wish to speak to him for a minute." 
 
    "And why would I do that?" the young man said a little angrily. 
 
    "Because if I have to go in there, it will mean killing you first, won't it?" Sean said with a sad look and a heavy sigh. "Look, you know I have the people and the power to kill you all. I'm not here today to look for a fight. I simply wish to talk for a minute. Then I will leave." 
 
    Sean watched as the young man turned to talk to the other young man on the porch, told him to wait, then ran inside the building. Five minutes later he came back out with Richard in tow. 
 
    "What do you want? You're not welcome here!" Richard said. 
 
    "I know your leaders ordered all the lycans killed, and I know that those of you who still had them did so. I also know they were planning a sequel to the 'Night of the Silver Death'," Sean said, looking at Richard, who flinched. 
 
    "That is why I destroyed them." 
 
    "What!" Richard said loudly, looking shocked. "How do you know..." 
 
    Sean continued, talking over him, "Now, as you don't have any lycans because we took them all, and because you're my brother-in-law..." 
 
    "You are not!" 
 
    "Camellia's sister is one of my wives," Sean noticed the confused look on Richard's face. "Lions have multiple wives, and Peg is one of mine. Therefore, like it or not, you're family, so you get this warning. 
 
    "Understand that if you are still a part of Gradatim twenty-four hours from now, I will kill all of you. We are at war with the Gradatim. We will not stop until they cease to exist. I suggest you leave them now, while you still can. Camellia may have disowned her sister Peg, but I know she would still be sad if I was forced to kill both her and her new husband." 
 
    Sean turned and walked away, leaving Richard muttering behind his back a moment, then he yelled. "I thought you said if we left you alone you'd never come back!" 
 
    "Twenty-four hours, Richard," Sean said without turning around. "Please don't make me kill you." 
 
    Sean walked down to the car and got in it. 
 
    "Think he'll listen?" Cali asked. 
 
    "He'd be a fool not to," Roxy growled. 
 
    "He'll listen," Jolene said with a nod of her head. "I know Richard, he never really bought into the power-mongering bullshit the others did." 
 
    "Is there anyone you haven't slept with?" Roxy sighed. 
 
    Jolene grinned. "Oh, a couple here and there." 
 
    "TMI," Sean said holding up his hand. "Now, let's go home and put together another army. If he cooperates, tomorrow we're heading to Sacramento." 
 
    "And if he doesn't?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "Then I guess I'm killing him." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 White House 
 
      
 
    The White House chief of staff escorted them into the meeting room. 
 
    "Mr. President, this is Director Vincent Kensington of the Secret Service. As you may recall, the government oversight of the magic users and other related issues are primarily under their purview." 
 
    "Mr. President," Kensington said with a bow, "this is Carl Mince, he's in charge of the newly formed Lycan Affairs group." 
 
    Carl gave a small bow. 
 
    "This is Alistair Meriwether, he's in charge of the Magic Users Affairs group." Alistair bowed. 
 
    "And this is Duncan Roberts," Kensington continued, "he is the national head of the Council of Sapientia, who are becoming the preeminent magic user's council once again." 
 
    Duncan smiled and also gave a small bow. 
 
    "Lycan affairs?" the President asked. "I'm not aware of such a division." 
 
    "Yes, Sir," Kensington said as they were directed to their seats at the conference table. "I've only recently authorized the creation of the new team, as it has become clear that the lycans, lycanthropes to be more specific, are finally gaining their freedom from the magic users." 
 
    "I see, and you suspect their involvement in this terrorist attack in Los Angeles." 
 
    Kensington sighed. "There's a war on, Sir." 
 
    "A war?" the President said, looking at him. All of the others at the table, several of whom were in military uniforms, also looked at him. 
 
    "Sir, many of the magical councils have held lycan slaves for hundreds, possibly thousands of years. Several months ago a werelion started to free them from their slavery. Some of the councils were more than happy to comply with this, such as Sapientia," Kensington motioned towards Duncan, "and Eruditio. Most of the rest, however, reacted rather poorly, and in some cases violently, against it." 
 
    "Why was I not informed of this development?" 
 
    "Because up until yesterday all of this had been kept quiet. The magic users had been doing what they have always done to keep the rest of us unaware, under their practice known as the 'silence', and the lycans had been doing the same." 
 
    "Well, I would hardly call setting off a nuclear bomb outside LA as keeping this quiet! What happened yesterday?" 
 
    "The terrorist attack in Portland yesterday was an attempt by members of the Council of Gradatim to kill or capture the lion who is apparently leading this movement." 
 
    "And those are the people whose place was destroyed today?" 
 
    "Yes, Sir." Kensington nodded. 
 
    "And you believe this was in retaliation for that?" 
 
    "The lion retaliated on the local Gradatim council in Portland immediately. I'm not at all sure why this happened," Kensington sighed, "but I do suspect him." 
 
    "Who is this 'lion', anyway?" 
 
    "His name is Sean Valens," Carl said, opening the folder he'd set on the desk before him and passing out an information sheet to the others at the table. "He's twenty-one years old, and has apparently only been a werelion since sometime in March. He's also a powerful magic user, and the son of an enchanter who was assassinated by one of the councils when he tried to help free the lycans some twelve years ago." 
 
    The President turned and looked at Duncan. "Just what the hell have you people been doing? Assassinations? Slaves? War?" 
 
    Duncan shrugged. "We had no part in the assassination of Mr. Valens' father. In fact, we've been on good terms with him almost since the beginning of this. I must ask, are you sure it was a nuclear device?" 
 
    One of the men in uniform spoke up then. "The blast was captured by one of our early warning satellites, as well as picked up on a number of seismographs. While small, we estimate the yield was around a half a kiloton; the speed of the blast, along with the observed light and radiation given off, proves it was nuclear. The reaction team we sent in there also found some residual radiation in the area, primarily alpha and beta particles." 
 
    "What I want to know," the President said, "is how this Sean Valens got his hands on a nuclear weapon, if he is in fact responsible for what happened." 
 
    Kensington noticed that Duncan was looking very thoughtful. 
 
    "Duncan, you have something you'd like to share with us?" Kensington prompted him. 
 
    "According to my sources, earlier today the national leadership of Gradatim ordered all of their councils and their members to kill all their lycan slaves, worldwide." 
 
    "What?" several people around the table exclaimed, sitting up and looking at him. 
 
    "The lions retaliated. Sean blew up the Gradatim headquarters. How he did it, no one knows, but he told us he did, in fact, do it. That he was ordered to." 
 
    "Ordered to? By who?" the President asked. 
 
    "Apparently Mr. Valens isn't the head lion, which we've suspected since the beginning, due to his young age. But we know so little about them, and what we do know," Duncan shrugged, "often leads to more questions than we have answers." 
 
    "Just what exactly do you know?" 
 
    "If I may, Mr. President?" Carl asked. 
 
    "If you can make some sense out of this, I would love to hear it." 
 
    Carl nodded. "First, Lions are considered, by all lycans, to be their gods, because they were the first lycanthropes and created all of the rest. This is a firmly held belief by all lycans, one I have encountered myself.  
 
    "Second, from what I've been able to learn, it appears that at some time in the past, according to what the lions claim, they gave the magic users stewardship over the lycans to educate and civilize them.  
 
    "Third, the lycans have now been subject to the whims of magic users for over a thousand years, with a fair number of them enslaved by magic users, and these days they are treated as not much more than smart animals. This has led to some incredibly large amounts of abuse by the councils, who often used lycans as disposable foot soldiers in their wars against each other for dominance." 
 
    Carl looked up from his notes at the President. 
 
    "That leads us to the current situation; the lions have been unhappy with this state of affairs for some time now. As of last March, the lions let it be known that they were withdrawing all lycans from the slavery they were now in, that no lycan could be held against their will, and that they were going to go around freeing them. Needless to say, there has been a great deal of resistance by many in the magical community." 
 
    "So what changed? Why did they decide to do this now, rather than years ago?" 
 
    "Sean Valens has found a way to protect lycans from silver, which the magic users have been using to subject them to their will, and he has been distributing it." 
 
    The President looked around the table. "Could someone please tell me why we've allowed this situation to go on as long as it has? I thought the thirteenth amendment put an end to slavery?" 
 
    "Actually, Sir," one of the advisors spoke up, "the magical community is considered to be a sovereign nation under the York Treaty, which was signed between the three leading magical councils and the United States at the time of the country's founding. As long as they do not interfere in our affairs, we do not interfere in their affairs." 
 
    "I fail to see how that covers lycans, Jeff," the President said, looking back at the advisor. "They're not magic users, right? And I would assume there is some provision in that treaty to keep the magic users from being able to do whatever they damn well please." 
 
    "Well, Sir, lycans were considered property, and sadly I believe many bought into the idea that they weren't human, so therefore the laws didn't apply to them." 
 
    "I've heard that argument before!" the President said, looking around the table. "Jeff, after this meeting, you get on over to the Supreme Court, and tell them I want them to start deliberations for a ruling recognizing that lycans are human, and that the thirteenth amendment doesn't just apply to humans, and if it looks like they're going to balk on this, we'll bring the DOJ on board and make a case." 
 
    The President turned and looked at Duncan. "Do you have a problem with that, Mr. Roberts?" 
 
    Duncan shook his head. "Actually, no I do not. Nor do the rest of the members of Sapientia. Same for the members of the Council of Eruditio." 
 
    "Umm," Jeff said, looking at the President, "do the justices know about the lycans and the magic users? I know the attorney general does, but after that?" 
 
    The President and everyone else looked at Kensington. 
 
    "The chief justice knows; beyond that," Kensington shrugged, "some may, it would depend on if they've ever been involved with the FISA court when a sensitive matter involving this came up. Few members of the government are aware of the situation, Sir." 
 
    "Jeff, grab the attorney general and go take care of it. Now, back to this Mr. Valens. We can't afford to have someone with access to nuclear devices popping them off wherever he sees fit. What are we going to do about him?" 
 
    "I would urge restraint," Duncan said, speaking up. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Well, first, there is the treaty that exists between my people and your country." 
 
    "But Mr. Valens is a lycan, is he not?" 
 
    "Before he became a lycan, he was a magic user, and he is a magic user now, one of considerable power, I might point out. That would put him under the clause of the treaty. Then of course, there is this whole matter of him being a lion." 
 
    "What does that have to do with anything?" one of the other advisors, George Walker from the CIA, asked. 
 
    "Well," Duncan looked around the table and then shrugged, "do you really want to piss off a god?" 
 
    "You can't be serious!"  
 
    Duncan shook his head and smiled. "I would advise against it. Now if you'll excuse me, Mr. President, Gentlemen, I think I should return home to deal with the issues this event is causing in the magical community before someone else does something stupid." 
 
    The President nodded. "Thank you for your time, Mr. Roberts." 
 
    Everyone waited until Duncan had been escorted out of the room, then the President looked at Kensington. 
 
    "How much of what he said should we believe?" 
 
    "Well, Sir, the Council of Sapientia is currently involved in a struggle against the council of Vestibulum to regain control over the magical community at large. Something they lost around the time this country was founded. So they do have their own interests at heart, and this lycan revolt is playing into that." 
 
    "So you're saying we need to keep our own counsel?" 
 
    Kensington nodded. "Yes, Sir. However, I would like to point out that having the lycans on our side would be a great boon. So I'd advise dealing with Mr. Valens cautiously." 
 
    "He just set off a half-kiloton nuclear device outside of LA, I think you can be assured that we'll be dealing with him very cautiously." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Mountain House, Friday Night 
 
      
 
    Sean sat down and looked around the living room. All of his wives were there, of course, so was his mother, and Philo, Ruth, Maitland, Oak, Hunter, Sten, Granite, Claudia, Boris, and Jorge were there as well. 
 
    "Okay, I'm sure you've all heard the news by now?" Sean asked, looking around the room as they all nodded. 
 
    "Great. Tomorrow morning, I'm leading an army out of here. We're going to hit Sacramento first and deal with the Gradatim compound there. Then the one in San Francisco, followed by the one in Fresno, and we'll end up in Los Angeles. In each case, we're going to free all the lycans in each of those cities and wipe out the Gradatim." 
 
    "What do you mean with this 'wipe them out'?" Boris, the head of the Nevada tiger clans, asked. 
 
    "Kill them. All of them. The Gradatim wanted to kill all the lycans? Welp, too bad for them, but we're going to kill them all first." 
 
    "What if they should ask to surrender?" 
 
    "Then they die," Sean said, looking at the shocked expressions. "Understand, I'm pretty pissed about this, and so are all the other lions. We went out of our way to avoid a war, and well, now we've got a war. Anyone who calls themselves Gradatim is going to die." 
 
    "What if they join another group?" 
 
    "Then as long as they didn't murder anyone, and actually mean it, I don't care." 
 
    "What about the other councils?" Maitland asked. 
 
    "We're going to march up to their gates and dictate terms. If they give us what we want, namely all their lycans, we'll smile happily, thank them, and be on our way." 
 
    "And if they don't?" 
 
    "We'll take our people by force and step on anybody who gets in our way." Sean looked at everyone again. "Note that I said 'step on' and not 'kill'. We'll continue to restrain our activities with the other magic user councils. It's my biggest wish right now that the others see the light and don't put up a fight. I'm hoping what I just did to the Gradatim will have them all in a state of shock so that they'll roll over for us when we show up." 
 
    "So what's this army look like, and who are you leaving behind?" Claudia asked. 
 
    "My great uncle Maitland is going to be my general leading the fight," Sean said and noticed that Maitland sat up, looking proud. "I currently have about four hundred effective troops here, and another hundred with Chad, who's heading up to Seattle. I'm going to take two hundred of what I have here and pick up all of the troops I left in Sacramento under Art. What I would like from you three," Sean motioned towards Claudia, Boris, and Jorge, "are any troops you can spare, as well as a firm commitment to help defend us here if we should be attacked." 
 
    "What about helicopters?" Claudia asked. 
 
    "Fresno would be the only place we could use one, I fear." Sean sighed. "San Francisco and Los Angeles are just too congested, with too many mundanes, air traffic, and radar tracking." 
 
    "Okay, I can lend you sixty, but I want access to the one helicopter you left behind. I've got crews enough to cover that one, as well as the two at my base." 
 
    Sean nodded and looked at Boris. 
 
    "I'll send you a dozen. I'd send more, but there really aren't a lot of us up here in Reno." 
 
    "Jorge?" Sean asked. 
 
    "I've got a hundred and forty-three I can send with you. It won't leave me with much here at home, but if I even tried to hold any of the younger men back, they'd never let me hear the end of it." 
 
    Sean blinked. "I had no idea there were that many wereboars in Reno!" 
 
    Jorge smiled. "We like to keep a low profile. Normally we're only interested in defense, but that bit about wanting to kill off the lycans in the surrounding area? Well, we got a lot of relatives living in the central valley. We're not about to stand for that." 
 
    "Thanks." Sean nodded. 
 
    "Ruth, I'd like you to come with us. Mom, I want you to stay here. Roxy, Jolene, and Daelyn will also be staying here to hold down the fort. 
 
    "Why them?" Louise asked. 
 
    "Daelyn because she can easily call on the local dwarves for support. Jolene because she's the next best healer after me, and offense isn't exactly her strong point. Roxy because she'll be in charge while I'm gone. If we should be attacked here while I'm gone, we'll put Steve in charge of the fight if Roxy thinks she can't handle it." 
 
    "Steve Bryson?" Louise said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Yes." Sean nodded. 
 
    "What are we going to do after we finish with Los Angeles?" Maitland asked. 
 
    "I'm not sure yet. We'll either swing through Las Vegas and head home, or we'll hit Phoenix. A lot will depend on what condition we're in, and what the other councils are doing." 
 
    "It might be best to plan on hitting Phoenix, sweeping up through Albuquerque, and meeting up with Chad's army in Denver," Maitland suggested. "He could curve down from the north, cleaning up the smaller councils up there along the way. That would put a third of the country under our sway and give us multiple options on where to go next." 
 
    Sean thought about that and nodded. "We should discuss this with Chad, but until we're done with LA, it's a bit early to start making those plans." 
 
    "Are you sure five hundred fighters will be enough?" Hunter asked. 
 
    Sean nodded. "The hardest nut to crack on this was the Gradatim headquarters, and they no longer exist. After that it was Sacramento, and we already put one beatdown on them a week ago. They're not going to be ready for this." 
 
    Hunter nodded. 
 
    "Any other questions?" Sean asked, and all he saw were heads shaking 'no'. 
 
    "Great. Please get your people organized and here as early in the morning as possible. I'd like to hit Sacramento before lunch tomorrow." 
 
    "What about the Gradatim council here?" Maitland asked. 
 
    "They've left the Gradatim and joined with Solidad." 
 
    "Solidad? Who are they?" 
 
    "A small but older council group that rallies for solidarity among the different magic user councils and prefers negotiation over confrontation. Not sure why they picked it, but Jolene tells me they're pretty safe." 
 
    "Ah, okay." 
 
    "Anything else? No? Okay, until tomorrow, everyone!" 
 
    Sean watched as everyone got up and left, a few people stopping to talk to Roxy on the way out. 
 
    "Max tells me you promised to buy Chad some Black Hawks?" Claudia snickered, coming over to him. 
 
    Sean sighed. "Yeah, I guess I'm on the hook for a ton of money now. I need to talk to Deidre, who does my books, and find out just how much I need to earn." 
 
    "A lot, it's going to be a lot," Claudia said with a grin. 
 
    "So other than rubbing that in, what brings you over here?" Sean asked with a smile. 
 
    "I want in on your casino project." 
 
    "Oh? Why?"  
 
    "You're not the only one looking at money issues, obviously." 
 
    Sean nodded. "What can you bring to the table?" 
 
    "Connections. I've been doing business here for a very long time, I have a fair number of connections with the licensing bureaus, and even know a few people on the gaming commission. While no one will break the law for me, they'll grease the skids a bit, so we'd be looking at a faster turnaround." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Still, it's going to take a few years." 
 
    "Ah! Here's the kicker," Claudia smiled, "I've got a piece of property I've been trying to turn into a casino for several years now. I just haven't had the money, the staff, or the acts. You now have all of those, with the people you picked up from Vegas. So if we partner, we could have a casino in there by the end of the year." 
 
    "And just what kind of a deal are we looking at?" 
 
    "Sixty, forty." 
 
    Sean thought about that a moment. "I don't know, sounds like you're putting up a lot for only a forty percent share," he said with a worried look. 
 
    "I meant the other way 'round," Claudia said with a frown. 
 
    "Sure you did!" Now it was Sean's turn to grin. "I have a much better idea, we split it evenly, three ways between me, you, and my friend Steve, who has better business sense than the two of us." 
 
    "But he's a mundane!" 
 
    "Not if his lust for catgirls wins out and he convinces his wife to let Roxy or one of the others bite him," Sean joked. 
 
    "Are you serious?" 
 
    "Well, not really," Sean chuckled, "but these days, you never know. Steve is my best friend. If he ever did ask, I wouldn't even think twice about it." 
 
    Claudia sighed and nodded. "Well, he's been doing a hell of a job with his father's business, and he's got a lot of contacts in town, too. Fine. I'll have my lawyer talk to your lawyer."  
 
    Sean smiled. "Great!" Standing up, he stretched as Claudia headed out.  
 
    "So, girls, what's up for tonight?" Sean asked, looking around the room. 
 
    "You are, obviously!" Roxy smirked. "And me, Jo, and Dae get first dibs, because we're the ones who are going to be staying at home!" 
 
    "No rest for the wicked," Sean said with a laugh. 
 
    "More like no rest for the lion-boy!" Daelyn said with a grin. 
 
    Sean sighed as Roxy and Jolene grabbed him and dragged him off to the bedroom, with Daelyn pushing him. Not that he was resisting, of course. 
 
    As soon as they got him into the room, Jolene slipped out of her dress, and Sean wasn't all that surprised to see that she wasn't wearing anything underneath. Roxy pushed him back onto the bed, and she wasn't wearing any clothes, either, as she straddled his head, Jolene straddled his legs, and three sets of hands started to tease him. Not that he needed much teasing at that point! 
 
    Putting his tongue and lips to work on Roxy, he ran one hand over her body, and with the other he reached up to fondle Jolene's body with the other one as she raised up for a moment, only to direct his member into her as she lowered her body back down onto his. It was at that moment that Daelyn joined them, surprising him, as she straddled his chest between Roxy and Jolene and joined into their little three-way, turning it into something a lot more. 
 
    Sean could only guess that Jolene's 'corruption' of Daelyn had become successful, as Daelyn was facing Jolene, and the two of them weren't being shy about what they were doing as Jolene rode his erection. 
 
    Roxy wasn't being shy with Daelyn either, Sean soon discovered, and for all that they tended to butt heads from time to time, here in the bedroom, apparently, the feelings they shared were quite loving. 
 
    For the next hour or two, Sean really couldn't tell how long it was, they kept him on his back on the bed, swapping places as they used and abused his body. When they finally let him be on top, he took his time loving each one of them, with the other two helping as he did. He wasn't really surprised that Daelyn was attracted to Jolene, Jolene was a tantric witch, after all, heavily studied in the arts of seduction and attraction. But the affection she was showing for Roxy was rather telling. 
 
    Roxy, of course, had been 'corrupted' by Jolene long ago, but then again, Jolene had been the only woman Roxy had ever been with until he'd brought Daelyn into the family. 
 
    Sean had to admit it made him happy to see that the three of them got along so well, and had no problems with sharing him at the same time.  
 
    When Roberta, Peg, and Cali joined in, then he started to worry, but more about himself as they all used and abused him as much as the other three already had. Peg and Cali were quite shameless, almost Jolene's equals on that scale. As for Roberta, well, she seemed to be as good at abusing him and instigating the others as the rest.  
 
    They didn't let up until the sun started to peek through the curtains, and Sean found himself in a pleasantly mellow and slightly exhausted frame of mind. 
 
    "So, what are you thinking, Sean?" Roberta asked as he stared at the ceiling with a smile on his face. 
 
    "Maybe I should get a seventh? I'm still conscious, after all." 
 
    He then spent the next ten minutes being soundly beaten by pillows until they all fell asleep from exhaustion. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Dog Eat Dog 
 
      
 
    Chad sighed and looked out the window of the helicopter as they flew a circle around Seattle, and Jonas pointed out all of the council compounds. Sapientia had the largest setup, followed by Eruditio, surprisingly. The Vesti's, the Grad's and the Ascendance's were all fairly small. Jonas figured they had probably fewer than two hundred lycans among the three of them. 
 
    The problem was the Asian councils. Most of the Asian councils were not found anywhere but on the Asian continent or Indian subcontinent. There were three of them in Seattle, however, and they were all fairly large. On top of that, as if it wasn't enough, the Dragon Triad, which was the only magical gang in the Asian area, also maintained a large presence in Seattle. Probably because of the other three councils. 
 
    "This isn't going to be easy, is it," Jonas asked Chad as he looked it all over. 
 
    "No, no it isn't. But we have seven hundred and fifty troops, so we're not lacking in manpower. Do you have access to any boats?" 
 
    "Boats? Why do you want boats?" 
 
    "Because the city is on the side of a huge ass bay." 
 
    "Sound," Jonas corrected. 
 
    "Whatever. In any case, we could use a couple of boats to move our people in and out a lot faster. We're not in Steven's territory anymore, so I'd feel kind of bad if I had to ask him to pony up for some more helicopters." 
 
    "You could always get Sean to ask him," Jonas suggested with a laugh. 
 
    "Sean's got his own problems right now, trust me. I think we're going to need to meet with Sapientia's head up here. Can you arrange that, or do I need to do it?" 
 
    "I've never met the man," Jonas admitted. 
 
    "Well, no time like the present. George, take us back to the airport." 
 
    "You got it!" George said from the pilot's seat and banked them around as Chad studied his map. Sapientia was just on the edge of Newcastle, Eruditio was a little further north in Bellevue. The other three were all to the northern side of the city; the Grads were just inside the city limits, but the Vestis and the Ascendants were not, with the Ascendants being the furthest north.  
 
    The three Asian councils were all in the city limits, two on the east side and one on the west. As for the triad, they were scattered in numerous places. Chad wasn't sure if he should really worry about them, yet. They were a criminal enterprise; taking them on would be a whole different ballgame.  
 
    He spent the trip back to the airport looking at the map and considering his options. When they finally got back to the van, one of Jonas's people sat in the front and gave Jace directions on where to go. 
 
    Pulling out his cellphone, Chad dialed the Sapientia number. 
 
    "Who's calling?" a woman's voice answered. 
 
    "Chad, could I speak to Arthur, please?" 
 
    "What's this in regard to?" 
 
    "I'd like him to warn the folks up here in Newcastle that I'm about to stop by for a pow-wow." 
 
    "One moment." 
 
    Chad looked out the window as they continued north. It wasn't quite as green as Portland, but compared to Reno, it was still pretty green. 
 
    "Chad!" Arthur came on the line. "Do you know what Sean did?" 
 
    "Something nasty, from the sound of it," Chad said, "but he's a big boy, and I work for him now, so it's not like I can call him up and chew him out over it, Arthur." 
 
    "He nuked the Gradatim headquarters in LA!" 
 
    "Is that what the news is going on about? I just saw something about a big explosion, and they were wondering if it was terrorists. Are you sure it was him?" 
 
    "He was here earlier today and told me, so yes, I know he did it." 
 
    "Well, what's the problem? Like I said, Arthur, he's the boss now. I'm about to roll up on your friends here in Seattle, and I'd really appreciate it if you could let them know I'm coming so they'll talk to me." 
 
    "Chad, this is serious! Someone needs to talk to him. We can't have Sean just blowing places up!" 
 
    "Arthur, how many of your friends have been killed in the last two months?" 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Yeah, I've lost over a dozen. If you're looking for a pity party, or even a sympathetic ear, you've come to the wrong place. There's a war on, Arthur. People die in a war. You don't like it, well then, why don't you ask all of the other councils to play nice and turn our people over to us, and we'll all live happily ever after." 
 
    "That was uncalled for, Chad," Arthur said in a stern voice. 
 
    "Yeah, well, a friend of mine got murdered in a bar in Portland the other day; you might have seen it on the news? So maybe I'm not in the best of moods right now. All I do know is I've got enough troops up here to peel the city like an onion, but I'd prefer a far less violent solution, 'cause I really don't want to see any more of my friends die." 
 
    "This isn't a game, Chad." 
 
    "Yeah, I know. And congrats on looking up my gamer cred, did you get to the part where a random gang member mistook me for a Crip and blew out my knee?" 
 
    Chad grinned at the silence from the other end of the phone; he loved it when he got there first in an argument. 
 
    Arthur sighed into the phone. "I'll call them. But still, you're his friend, talk to him; he went too far this time." 
 
    "Arthur, you're not taking the long view. If this stops the other councils from engaging in such foolishness, maybe, just maybe, we'll have this all wrapped up in a month. Then you can think of how many lives were saved. But if it'll make you sleep better at night, I'll talk to him." 
 
    "That's all I can ask, Chad."  
 
    Chad smiled and hung up the phone. 
 
    "What are you going to say to him?" Jonas asked, curious. 
 
    "That he made an awesome strategic decision, and I'm gonna award him a thousand XP the next time we play!" Chad said with a chuckle. "He said he was going to do something over the top, and hell if that didn't send just the right message." 
 
    "Aren't you worried about the feds getting involved?" 
 
    "That depends on whether they're going to side with us freedom fighters or the oppressive slavers. Course I don't think the rest of the country would appreciate hearing that slavery is alive and well in the ole' USA, do you?" 
 
    "You'd out everybody?" Jonas said, looking shocked. 
 
    "Jonas, there's two rules in life, the first is 'always win'." 
 
    "And the second?" 
 
    Chad smiled widely, showing all of his teeth. "Beats the hell outta me! I don't lose, so I never had to learn it!" 
 
      
 
    When they got to the gate, the guards there just smiled and waved them through once Jace told them who they were. Parking the car and walking up to the front door, they were met by a man who reminded Chad of Robert Stack from the Airplane movie. 
 
    "Hello, you must be Chad. I'm Burke Devlin, the head of the Seattle Sapientia council. Arthur called and said you would be by. Please, come inside and we can discuss why you're here." 
 
    "Thank you." Chad nodded. "This is Jonas, he's the leader of the northwest lycan fellowship. I don't think you've had the opportunity to meet him before." 
 
    "No, I haven't," Burke said, leading them inside. He directed them to a parlor near the front door and showed them to a pair of seats. 
 
    "Now, I've gathered from Arthur, as well as events, that you're here to free the lycans who are being held in bondage by the Vestibulum, Ascendance, and Gradatim. Am I correct?" 
 
    Chad nodded. "As well as the three Asian councils; the Jade Society, the Huan Council, and the Saad Council. However, if what I've heard is true, the Gradatim won't have any lycans left." 
 
    "Sadly, that would not surprise me. They have always been a very reactionary group. They only really came to power in the late forties. They caught on quickly in certain parts of Europe, but not really the rest of the world." 
 
    Chad nodded, "What I would like your help with is maintaining the silence, of course. All of these places are in the middle of populated areas, especially the three Asian groups." 
 
    "Actually, the Saad Council are mostly Indians from the subcontinent. They're fairly new to the area; normally they tend to stay close to home." 
 
    "Thank you," Chad said and smiled. "Do you have any intelligence on those councils you'd be willing to share with me?" 
 
    "Oh, we have a little. What would you like to know?" 
 
    Chad sat back and got comfortable as he asked questions based on what Jason had already told him and the things he'd observed from the air. He wanted to see how much of what Burke told him agreed with what Jason said, and later tonight, when he caught up with John, he'd tell him what he'd learned and send him out with his toy collection to see what further information he could gather. 
 
    Burke did ask once what Chad might know about the explosion in Los Angeles, but Chad didn't know anything, and told him as much. He was surprised that Burke also asked about the demon they'd run into down in Eugene. Chad answered all his questions on that score and noticed Burke looked worried when Chad recounted the affair to him. 
 
    It was getting late when Chad finally said goodbye to Burke, having gotten a phone number and a promise of assistance when it came time to strike his targets. Burk had several teams of magic users, it seemed, but then from the size of the place, it was obvious a lot of Sapientia magic users had made the Seattle area their home. 
 
    "Well, that went well," Jonas said as they left to drive back to their encampment in a warehouse outside of town. 
 
    "Yes, thankfully, it did. I think tomorrow night we'll deal with the Vestibulum and the Ascendance. We'll start on the other councils on Monday." 
 
    "What about the Gradatim?" 
 
    "We'll leave them until last. I think once we hit them, the local Sapientia council may not be that happy with us anymore." 
 
    "Why even bother asking them for help? There's a lot of us, and very few of them. I don't think it's going to take all that long." 
 
    Chad sighed and nodded. "Yeah, it probably won't. Not looking forward to it." 
 
    "They murdered our people, Chad!" 
 
    "The men did, and maybe their women did too. I'm not so sure about the kids, though, are you?" 
 
    Now it was Jonas's turn to sigh. "I won't tell Sean if you don't tell Sean." 
 
    Chad grinned slightly. "Kill the men, leave the woman and children alone." 
 
    "Deal." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Gil looked out over the low wall that surrounded the compound, watching as a car drove by. 
 
    "Damn, Gil. Give it a rest already," Wes said. "No one's bothered us in like forty years. They're not going to start tonight." 
 
    "I don't know, Wes. What if they come here? What do we do? We don't have any lycan guards here anymore!" 
 
    Wes snorted. "That's why we got rid of 'em all. If we don't have 'em, that lion isn't gonna come here to free 'em." 
 
    "Wes, he destroyed the LA council! Killed all of them! He already hit Portland! He'll get us next, I'm sure!" 
 
    "He didn't kill everyone in Portland, Gil, did he? No, just the ones that got in the way. Look, we're small fry. We're not gonna matter to this guy. We don't have any lycans anymore, and he ain't gonna bother us." 
 
    Gil heard another car, and popping his head up, he saw a van driving down the street, "I don't know, Wes..." 
 
    Wes blinked as Gil's head exploded like a ripe pumpkin, showering him with blood and brains. 
 
    "We're under attack!" Wes screamed and, picking up the rifle with silver ammunition that he'd never fired before, he pointed it over the wall and pulled the trigger, making sure to keep his head well out of sight.  
 
    All around him he could hear the sounds of gunfire now, and looking down towards the gate, he saw a car ramming them and busting them open. Turning his gun towards the figures coming in through the gates, he took a couple of shots, dropping one of the attackers, who howled loudly as he died, before his gun jammed. 
 
    "Werewolves!" Wes yelled. Gil had been right! They were coming after them anyway! Looking at the rifle, he noticed that the bolt was locked open, and it took him a few precious moments to realize that it hadn't jammed, he was just out of bullets! 
 
    Throwing it at the werewolf coming up the ladder, he grabbed Gil's weapon and fired it down at the werewolf, killing him. Looking around, he could see the others hadn't been so lucky, there were dead werewolves on the ground, sure, but there were more dead people than wolves, and they all knew he was up there now, and were taking cover as he tried to shoot them. 
 
    Dropping flat on the small platform, he tried to get as much cover as he could as he hid from their return fire. Wes was trying to pick off one of the attacking wolves shooting at him when he suddenly felt a strong hand grab him by the back of the neck. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell?" John mumbled as he looked through the viewscreen for his drone that was currently flying over the Vestibulum compound. 
 
    "What's going on?" Cenna, a very attractive female lycan wolf who had apparently taken an interest in him, asked. John probably shouldn't have agreed to let her help him, she'd been trying to get him into bed now for days. But she was actually pretty damn smart, and a very quick learner. 
 
    "There's a large group of people moving out of the Vesti's compound. On foot, no less!" 
 
    "Let me see," Cenna said and called the image up on her display. 
 
    "It's a strike team!" she said after a moment and looked at him. 
 
    John sighed and picked up his phone and called Chad. 
 
    "What's up?" Chad answered. 
 
    "The Vestis are sending out a strike team. Looks to be about forty strong. Shouldn't it be a multiple of six?" 
 
    "The Vestis use ten-member teams," Cenna said. 
 
    "The Vesti teams are based on ten," Chad echoed. 
 
    "Well, they look like they mean business," John said. "They're definitely well armed." 
 
    "They see you?" 
 
    "Nah, we're over a half mile away." 
 
    "Okay, follow them, keep me informed. I'll tell George to spin up the chopper, and I'll get a team together to see if we can't tag 'em before they get where they're going." 
 
    "I'll listen for you on the radio," John said and hung up the phone. 
 
    "I think they're heading to the Gradatim compound," Cenna said as John set the drone to follow them. 
 
    "I think you're right." 
 
    "They just got rid of all of their lycans, didn't they?" 
 
    "Yup, and I guess the Vestis have decided to strike before we take theirs away as well." John checked the map on his second monitor. "Tell your friend Swift to drive us over a bit closer to the Grads, but don't get too close. I don't want to end up in the middle of this." 
 
    "He's not really my friend," Cenna said and patted him on the leg with a smile, "you are." 
 
    John sighed and went back to flying the drone. 
 
      
 
    "Looks like you were right, Sir," Fastpaw said to Kory, the mage that was leading them. "All of their lycans just left the property, except for their domestics." 
 
    Kory nodded. "Let's go back to the others. It should take them about twenty minutes to get to the Gradatim's compound. We'll strike then." 
 
    "Yes, Sir," Fastpaw said and, putting his binoculars away, he followed Kory back to the cars and trucks that were waiting down the block from them. 
 
    "Okay," Kory said, looking around at the twenty-four wolves and five other mages. Unlike the Vestibulum, Kory was not about to leave the main compound of the Ascendants undefended. "Tonight is our chance to pay them back for Reno. We will hit the compound first. Kill every Vestibulum member you come across. Be quick about it, too, I want us to be gone before their raiding party returns. Also," Kory smiled, "we have about a dozen homes to visit before the word gets out." 
 
    "What about their lycans?" Peppermint, one of their lycans, asked. 
 
    Kory shrugged. "If they don't get in the way, leave them alone. If they want to run or come with us, that's fine. But don't waste your bullets."  
 
      
 
    "John, what's the status?" Chad asked over the radio. 
 
    "Where the hell have you been, Chad?" John grumbled into his mike. "They're almost done! They're forming up to start heading back." 
 
    "Sorry about that, took a little longer to get spun up than I thought. Besides, not our monkeys, not our circus, right?" 
 
    John sighed. "Chad, just because they're the bad guys, it doesn't mean I enjoy watching what just happened. Let me pull my drone back so you guys don't have to deal with it." 
 
    "Sounds good. I'm going to drop our people to intercept them on the way back. How many of them are there?" 
 
    "Eighteen." 
 
    "Eighteen? I thought you said forty went out?" 
 
    "Why do you think I'm bitching at you?" John sighed. 
 
    "Damn. Okay, we got it from here. Just let me know when we're about to make contact, then I want you to circle 'round and keep an eye on the Vestis for me. 
 
    "Got it," John said, then looking up at Cenna, he saw she was topless again. Normally he'd just appreciate the view.  
 
    "Put your damn shirt on, Cenna." 
 
    "But it's hot in here," she said, winking at him coyly. 
 
    "Not tonight," he all but growled at her, "I'm not in the mood for any games." 
 
    Cenna sighed and, grabbing her shirt, she put it back on. "Sorry, I thought it might take your mind off of it," she said and motioned towards the monitors. 
 
    John grumbled, but he knew she meant well. Why she was so interested in him of all people was beyond him, however. There were a lot more male wolves around than females, and she was the center of a lot of attention. Yet she was ignoring them and focusing on him.  
 
    At least she was bright. He was going to talk to Sean about hiring her when they got back to Reno. He could definitely use the help, and if she wanted to flash him once in a while, well, he'd just 'suffer' through it. 
 
    John had Cenna launch the second drone and fly it over to the Vestibulum's compound as he followed their wolves. When the Vestibulum's wolves fell into Chad's ambush, there was a brief scuffle, but Chad had a bunch of wands, and he didn't hesitate to use them, quickly splitting four off from the main group. As soon as those four were collared and had their pellets removed, Chad sent them back to their cohorts, who almost immediately surrendered. 
 
    John had to admit, turning Chad into a wolf and making him his general had been one of Sean's better ideas. He set the drone to fly back to the van and looked over at Cenna. 
 
    "You've been awfully quiet, Cenna. What's up with the Vestis?" John asked, switching his monitor over to the second channel. 
 
    "I don't see anyone," she looked up at him, "anyone alive. I think I see bodies, but that's it." 
 
    "Shit," John keyed the mike, "Chad, I think we have a problem!" 
 
    "Are the Vestis coming after us?" 
 
    "No, they're dead." 
 
    "You sure?" 
 
    "Give me a few, but you might want to take your new-found friends and go check the place out." 
 
    "Roger." 
 
    John took over control of the drone, a special quad-copter design and fairly quiet as those things went, but he normally kept it up as high as possible due to the werewolves' hearing. Now he brought it down to fifty feet so he could get a better picture. 
 
    "Damn, those are bodies alright," John swore and circled the main building slowly. Coming down lower, he moved over to the windows and looked into them.  
 
    "Great Spirit," John swore, looking at the scene before him as he came to the third window. Lying on the floor was a dead woman with a baby in her arms. A dead baby. 
 
    Raising the drone, he pressed the recall button on it. 
 
    "It's a slaughter, Chad. I'm not so sure you want to go there." 
 
    "The folks we just got want to check it out. Head back to base. We'll talk to you there." 
 
    "Got it," John said and turned off the radio, then leaned back in the seat thinking about what he'd seen. Sean had told him about what the Vestis had done to the Ascendants back in Reno. And now someone had done it to them up here. 
 
    Someone sat in his lap as the van started up. Opening his eyes, he saw Cenna was looking up at him; the two drones were now sitting in their racks. 
 
    "I'm sorry you had to see that," she said in a soft voice. 
 
    "How have you managed to live with those people?" John asked. 
 
    "Like this," Cenna said and, pressing up against him, she kissed him. 
 
    John put his arms around her; suddenly the idea of spending the night alone wasn't as attractive as it had been half an hour before. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 On the Road  
 
      
 
    "I see they gave you a good sendoff!" Maitland laughed as Sean tried to snooze in the back of the large van they were riding in. 
 
    "Well at least they're out like a light." Sean sighed and looked at Peg, Cali, and Roberta, who were curled up against each other and sound asleep. 
 
    "And both my cousin and father wonder why I made a pass at you." Ruth snorted. 
 
    "It was the glamour part that pissed me off." Sean sighed. "Yeah, it's a bit of an ego boost that a faerie would even consider me, but really Ruth, that part was just rude." 
 
    Ruth sighed. "Yeah, your mom really lit into me for it. But in my defense, I'm incredibly spoiled and used to getting what I want when it comes to men!" Ruth grinned at him after she finished. 
 
    Sean yawned and shook his head. "I don't even want to know about faerie courting rituals or how any of that works. Just please, don't ever try it again." 
 
    "I won't, don't worry! Like I said, Louise was quite clear, and she has a history of following through on her threats. Besides, your cheetah, Roxy, would skin me alive!" Ruth said with a chuckle. "Get her some faerie armor and a sword, and she'd be a sight to behold!" 
 
    Sean blinked and remembered a conversation then from almost a week ago. 
 
    "Just how hard is it to get faerie armor and weapons?" 
 
    "I don't know." Ruth shrugged and turned to her father. "Do you know?" 
 
    Maitland nodded. "Actually, I do. Why would you be interested in it, though? Your firearms are far more powerful than our swords." 
 
    Sean made a face. "Because we ran into a demon up in Eugene. A raseri djevel, I believe it was called." 
 
    Maitland looked surprised, and Ruth's eyes were wide. 
 
    "How the hell did one of those get there?" 
 
    "They were summoning them." Sean sighed. "We killed the summoner, only way we could get rid of it, since we didn't have any cold iron weapons, nor did we have anything magical enough to slay it." 
 
    "Your dwarven friends should be able to make it, as long as they have the proper materials, and I guess I can teach you how to enchant it. Making it of high enough quality to properly accept the enchantments is the hard part. The next hardest is getting the proper materials and finding a smith who is talented enough to be able to smith them together." 
 
    "What makes getting the materials so hard?" 
 
    "Most of them are only found in volcanic vents, so that makes them fairly expensive." 
 
    "Thankfully we have more than enough of them out here," Sean mused, thinking about what Daelyn's brother, his brother-in-law, did up in Oregon. 
 
    "I'll talk to Daelyn's uncle about it, I'm sure he'll know somebody with the appropriate skill levels." 
 
    Sean nodded and looked at his watch and then outside the van. "Looks like we're almost there," he said and, leaning back, started to stretch. "Time to go to work." 
 
      
 
    Gary sighed pacing back and forth a little nervously. The wedding wouldn't start for at least another hour, and guests were just now starting to arrive. Yesterday's destruction of the Gradatim national headquarters had proven his instincts correct, and suddenly everyone felt a lot better about breaking from the national council. Gary had no idea how the hell the lycans had done it, but he'd bet his last dollar they were behind it. 
 
    Obviously they'd gotten wind of the Gradatim's plans and had decided they'd had enough and acted first. He really had no idea where he wanted to go with everything next. Walter Clark over at Sapientia had suggested Solidad, but Gary wasn't sure that was where the future lay. He was seriously considering making overtures to Eruditio; their staunch neutrality and focus on learning really looked like the future to him. Sure, it would mean stepping down as the head, but this wasn't about him really. 
 
    "Gary! Come quick! Trouble!" someone yelled from the front of the gathering hall. 
 
    "Dammit!" Gary swore under his breath and ran for the front door.  
 
    Running outside, there were a number of people curled up on the ground, and a large force of men with wands and weapons, who were all being led by a werelion. 
 
    "There are no lycans here!" Gary yelled angrily at him. "You took them! Why can't you just leave us alone!" 
 
    "Well then, you won't mind if we have a look, will you?" the lion yelled back. 
 
    "Look all you want, but stop messing with my guests and my people! Just who the hell do you think you are?" 
 
    The lion gave him a look then and walked over to him. Gary noticed he wasn't carrying any weapons, but then, after what he'd seen him do up in the mountains last week, he didn't think he needed any. 
 
    "Who are you?" the lion growled at him. 
 
    "I'm Gary, and for now at least, I'm the guy in charge of this," Gary waved a hand at the compound. "I want nothing to do with lycans anymore, no one here does! That's why we broke with Gradatim when they put out that stupid order! I don't need this shit, today of all days, and I don't need you! 
 
    "Just go away, and leave us alone!"  
 
    Sean looked down at the magic user in front of him, the guy was in a tux, but then everyone around here was all dressed up, and there were decorations everywhere. 
 
    "What's going on here?" 
 
    "A wedding, as if it's any of your damn business!" Gary said, staring at him. "After you slaughtered us up in the hills, I thought maybe it might be a nice idea to give everyone something nice to focus on, and you have to come here and fuck it all up!" 
 
    Sean blinked, this guy had balls. He was almost in Sean's face yelling at him, but he hadn't resorted to force or tried any magic on him. 
 
    "Sean," Hunter said, trotting over. 
 
    "Yeah?" Sean asked without taking his eyes off the angry magic user in front of him. 
 
    "That guy's on the level, he's the one we saw up in the hills that I told you about, name's Gary. Also, all the Gradatim stuff has been either painted over or torn down. Sten's calling Clark to see what he knows." 
 
    "See!" Gary yelled at him. "Just like I told you!" 
 
    Sean shrugged. "Fine, have a few of your people lead my folks around to show them it's all like you said. If everything is fine, we'll be out of here in a few minutes. 
 
    "But if you try anything," Sean growled, "I'll kill everyone here, understood?" 
 
    Gary clenched his fists and all but growled, "Dave! Niles! Show them whatever they want to see and make sure everyone behaves! Jill will kill me if you mess up the decorations! And that goes for you and your people too, Sean! Anyone messes up the decorations, and I promise you my fiancée will have your ass!" 
 
    Sean looked down at Gary as his eyebrows went up. Somebody had obviously reached the 'too pissed to give a damn' level. 
 
    "Anyone breaks anything," Sean called out, "and I will put my foot up their ass. Let's not ruin the gal's wedding." 
 
    "Thank you." Gary sighed, and then looked at the men on the ground. "Shit, how many of them did you cramp?" 
 
    "I'll take care of it," Sean said. "So you really broke with Gradatim before I blew them up?" 
 
    "Hell, yeah. I'm not an idiot, after what you did up in the mountains, it's pretty damn obvious we've become a council of morons. Fat and lazy morons who were too afraid to stand on our own two feet anymore. At least now I don't have to worry about them trying to kill me and my friends, because I told Rupert we were done. So thanks for that, I guess." Gary stopped and took a breath, then dropping his voice so only Sean and Hunter could hear him, he continued. 
 
    "I know what we did was wrong, and yeah, morally you had every right to do to us what you did up there. But understand, you killed my father and the father of my fiancée. So if you're not off my property and out of my sight in the next fifteen minutes, Sean Valens, I'm going to do my best to kill you. I don't blame anyone else here for what happened, but I do blame you. Understand?" 
 
    Sean nodded slowly. "Yeah, I understand. Hunter, keep a hand on things, I'm gonna unlock the folks we cramped and go wait outside the gates. If they're not Gradatim and they're not holding any lycans, we don't have any quarrel with them." 
 
    "Sure thing, Sean," Hunter said and watched Gary as Sean dealt with the folks they'd cramped up then left the compound. 
 
    "That was pretty brave of you," Hunter said. 
 
    "I just don't want to see anybody else hurt." Gary sighed. 
 
    "No, I mean threatening to kill him. You wouldn't last a second against him, he's a god." 
 
    Gary snorted. 
 
    Hunter grinned. "No, really. I've seen him do shit." Hunter shook his head. "He doesn't believe it himself, but it's weird. We all know it, hard not to when you've seen all the shit some of us have. It was pretty shocking to find out the myths were actually true. 
 
    "So, you gonna join Solidad like the Reno group did?" 
 
    "Actually, I'm thinking maybe we should join Eruditio, if they'll have us." 
 
    "You know, if you really are going to do that, and you want to break completely from the past, you should sell this place." 
 
    Gary blinked and looked at him. "You think so?" 
 
    Hunter nodded. "That or tear down the walls you got up around it. You guys all wall yourself in, you separate yourselves from each other, from the mundanes, from the world around you. You all think you're still living in the dark ages. The Eruditio folks, they don't do that." Hunter got out a card and handed it to Gary. 
 
    "If you want to sell this place, give me a call. My wife's trying to get her realtor's license. She'd be thrilled." 
 
    Gary shook his head and gave a soft laugh as he looked at the card. "Werewolves selling real estate. You're right; we are out of touch with the world around us." 
 
      
 
    Two hours later they were rolling into San Francisco; Sean and Maitland were looking over the maps that they had of the area. 
 
    "Well, that's their building," Sean said, pointing to a large building in Nob Hill, one that was almost as long as a city block. 
 
    "Everyone lives there?" Maitland asked. 
 
    Sean nodded. "Apparently. When you consider the cost of housing in the area, I'm not all that surprised, really. It's one of the best parts of town, or so I'm told." 
 
    "Well, that will make it easier, at least. Once we take the doors, no one is getting in or out until we're done with the place." 
 
    "And it's a Saturday, so hopefully we'll catch most of them inside. If we discover a bunch are missing, we'll just hold it until they come back and we can deal with them the moment they're inside." 
 
    Maitland looked up at him. "How many are you planning on killing, Sean?" 
 
    "All of them," Sean growled. 
 
    "Women and children too?" 
 
    "Women and..." Sean stopped a moment. He could feel a set of fingernails slowly pushing harder and harder into his side. Glancing back, Cali was sitting behind him, and looked like she hadn't a care in the world. She even winked at him when he looked back. Peg looked worried, and Roberta was scowling at him.  
 
    But it was Cali's fingernails that were trying to drive their way through his shirt and into his side. 
 
    'Dad?' 
 
    'You're going to have to argue with me over this one, Son. If you're not going to kill all of them, I want to hear a good reason.' 
 
    'Because I'm not sure it's the right thing to do? Children?' 
 
    'Children grow up, Son. Women have more of them. They didn't care about killing our women and children, did they?' 
 
    'I'm not so sure I want to be like they are, Dad. Somewhere there has to be a line, doesn't there?' 
 
    'I can do this for you, if you want.' 
 
    'No. The other soldiers don't get a choice; they don't have someone else who can do it for them. I'm doing this, not you.' Sean thought about that a moment, then spoke out loud to everyone, "All the men, and any of the older women who resist or are leaders. Younger women, children, anyone who's a mother with children, we leave them alone." 
 
    Sean noticed Cali was no longer trying to skewer him with her nails. 
 
    'I thought I said 'all'.' 
 
    'I'm doing this, Dad. Me. I don't want to be like they are, and I don't want my people to become like them, either. If I'm going to do this, I'm going to do this my way. That's my reason, Dad.' 
 
    'It's not my way,' the First growled. 
 
    'No, but it's the way it's going to be done. Sorry, Dad, but you put me in charge, and that's the way it's going to be.' 
 
    'I'd have words with you right now, but my own lionesses are threatening me.' 
 
    'Nice to know I have allies,' Sean joked. 
 
    Sean felt the First give a heavy sigh. 'They just may be right. When a hard-boiled assassin like your wife thinks you're going too far, maybe you are.' 
 
    Sean looked back at Cali and leaned over to kiss her, then smiled at Peg and Roberta, who both looked a lot happier than they had a moment ago. 
 
    'Thanks for not killing me, Dad.' 
 
    'Actually, I'm kind of proud that you stood up to me. Just don't make a habit of it!' the First growled. 
 
    "I'm happy to hear you say that, Sean. Because I don't think I could have gone along with you if you hadn't," Maitland was saying. "There are times to withhold mercy, but this isn't one of them. The enemy may hate you after today, but at least your own men won't." 
 
    Sean grunted. "The enemy already hates me. I just don't want to end up hating myself." 
 
    Cali patted him on the butt then, and Sean figured after they got done here, he'd call Chad and make sure he laid off the women and children, too. 
 
    Pulling up just past the front doors, the driver idled for a moment as Sean and the rest got out of the van, their weapons in the packs they were holding in their hands. Then a bus pulled up front, stopped and the doors opened. 
 
    Looking up and down the street, Sean could see another of the buses they'd rented stopped at each end as well.  
 
    "Time to go!" Walking up to the front door, Sean stopped as Cali looked it over. 
 
    "No traps, but there is an alarm," she warned him. 
 
    "How long to drain it?" 
 
    "A minute." 
 
    Sean noticed he was getting looks from inside. 
 
    "We don't have a minute, stand aside." Calling up his defense and offense frameworks, Sean stuck his hand into the pack he was carrying and grabbed the suppressed rifle inside. Then, kicking in the door, he walked in and started shooting the people who were standing behind the security desk in the building's lobby. 
 
    Six spells hit him almost immediately, five of which were mind spells of either the sleep or paralyze variety. Sean dealt with those easily, or at least his firewall spell did. The sixth spell, however, was a disintegration spell, not unlike the one he'd been hit with in Las Vegas. He watched as his defensive framework maxed out on the incoming energy as the spell started to overwhelm his defenses, but he knew what was coming this time and was able to redirect a fair amount of the energy into a series of ice bolts that he cast into the room.  
 
    But when it was done, he was once again naked; the only things that survived were his watch, his magical items, and the rifle in his hand. At least there wasn't a burned ring on the floor this time. 
 
    "Dammit, now I need to get another phone!" Sean growled and switched into his hybrid form. Looking around, there were no magic users left alive. Those he hadn't shot he'd gotten with the ice bolts. 
 
    "I don't know, I kind of like the view!" Peg said from behind him as their soldiers began to stream into the building. 
 
    "Isn't that the second time you've been hit with one of those?" Roberta asked as she came in. 
 
    "Yeah, why?" Sean grumbled. 
 
    "I would have thought you'd have come up with a defense after the first one." 
 
    Sean felt his ears go down in embarrassment. 
 
    "Umm, err, yeah. I shoulda'," Sean winced, then looked around; apparently when the bag had disintegrated, it took his extra ammo with it.  
 
    "Anyone got any ammo? I'm out." 
 
    Someone tossed a fresh magazine to him. Catching it, Sean quickly reloaded and started up the staircase as Peg and Roberta split up. Roberta went with Maitland and Ruth to offer magical support to the men on the ground floor. Peg followed him up the stairs to supply him with magical support, while Cali came to make sure he didn't get blindsided while dealing with magical issues and to warn him about traps.  
 
    Sean could already hear the soft report of the suppressed rifles, along with more than a few screams, which were quickly cut off when the screamer was either shot or cramped. 
 
    Trotting up to the front of the line, Sean positioned a squad to watch the stairs for anyone trying to sneak up on them from behind. Kicking open the door to the second floor, he fired down the hallway, the first few shots over people's heads to clear the hallway and give him a moment to pick his targets. 
 
    Sten and his team came out behind him, leading with their wands, as Sean picked off stragglers making for cover. Everyone was still in shock, they'd been caught unaware, and Sean quickly moved down the hallway, letting the men behind him deal with the people in the rooms to either side. It really was a nice building; the apartments to either side of the hall were all rather large.  
 
    A man came out on his right and tried a firebolt on Sean, who deflected it back at the man, burning him to death. The screaming Sean had thought to be the man's turned out to be a young boy who was standing on the far side of the room.  
 
    "Sleep," Sean said and hit the boy with a sleep spell, then looked at the terrified woman, who looked like she was about to cast a spell. 
 
    "Don't," Sean warned. "Lay down and stay down!" 
 
    Moving on, he didn't wait to see if she took his advice, as there were people popping out of doorways and casting spells, or at least trying to. Sten's men were dropping everyone fairly quickly with well-placed shots. Only those with wands were even able to get their spells off, and both Sean and Peg were suddenly spending most of their time deflecting or draining attack spells.  
 
    Before he knew it, they were at the staircase at the other end of the hallway. There was already a squad of troops from Maitland's team there. 
 
    "There weren't any living quarters on the first floor," one of them told Sean, "so we got through it fast." 
 
    Sean nodded and looked at his men. "Peg, go with Granite. Granite, grab half and go up to the third floor on the other stair, I'll take this one with Sten." 
 
    "Now it gets harder," Sten said as they dashed up the stairs, and Sean begged another magazine and reloaded. "They've had time to get ready." 
 
    When they hit the third floor, Sten got out two flash-bang grenades, and the moment Sean kicked the door open, he flung them down the hallway, making sure to bounce them off the walls so they would follow an erratic path to make them harder to target by the magic users. 
 
    Both of them moved back from the doorway as a number of fire and ice bolts blasted through the open door, along with a spell that burned a hole right through the wall to the outside. 
 
    The flash-bangs both went off then, and Sean immediately leaned out into the hallway with his rifle shouldered and picked off the people in the hallway. Then he dashed to the first door on the right as Sten took the one on the left, and bursting into the room, Sean shot two men, yelling "Down or die!" at the sole woman in the room. She dropped, and three of his men, along with Cali, came in behind him and quickly swept the apartment as Sean went back to the door. 
 
    A team of soldiers at the entrance from the stairwell were laying down suppressing fire and had everyone's attention, when Granite's team suddenly burst out of the other staircase and took out half of the defenders. 
 
    While they were doing that, Sean dashed across the hallway into the next room down on the opposite side. There was an older woman in the room who had been using a couple of wands to attack them, and he butt-stroked her in the face as he ran into the room, killing her. A younger woman screamed and started to cast something, so Sean shot her in the legs, dropping her. Looking around, he saw some more children in the room, the oldest of which was probably all of fourteen. 
 
    "Better stop that bleeding," he told the young girl. "If you don't want her to die, that is." 
 
    "You monster!" the woman on the floor yelled as the kids just stared at him wide-eyed. 
 
    "You should talk." Sean snorted. "Now behave yourself, or I'll make them orphans." 
 
    Sean stuck his head back out and took a couple of shots to keep people out of the hallway as Granite and Sten's people continued to work their way down the corridor. Just then he got hit with a sleep spell.  
 
    Turning, he looked back at the woman, who was staring at the young girl with her eyes wide. The young girl had her hands up and had obviously hit him with the spell. 
 
    "Stay!" Sean growled and hit her with a paralyze spell, which all but rooted her to the spot. "Any of the rest of you get any bright ideas, your mom there dies. Now grab some rags and bandage her legs!" Sean growled and snapped his fingers at them. 
 
    Ducking back out into the hallway, he dashed for the next room and ignored the damage he took as someone connected with a force bolt as he burst into the next room. He really didn't want to kill any little girls today.  
 
    There were two dead bodies in the doorway to this room, a man and a woman. Sean vaguely recalled shooting them earlier, and as Sten's people caught up with him, they searched the room quickly and then moved on to the next one. No one was willing to stick their heads out the doors anymore, and only two more men were found and killed at this point. 
 
    "Why are you doing this!" one of the women screamed at them. 
 
    "Why did you murder all our brothers?" Granite yelled back at her, causing her face to go a pale white. "Just be glad we're not like you, we don't kill defenseless woman and children!" 
 
    Sean could hear more than a few of the others growling. Between the blood and the combat, everyone's tempers were running hot now. 
 
    "Next floor!" Sean yelled. "Set guards on the stairways! Let's go! Now!" 
 
    Sean got them all moving again, and they caught up with Maitland on the fifth floor, he'd already cleared the third. 
 
    "The bosses are up here," Maitland told him. "I held everyone back until you got up here as well, so we can hit them with all our might." 
 
    Sean nodded and checked his magical reserves. He was down about half; he hadn't been casting all that much, but he'd been hit with a few physical damage spells, and suspected he'd strayed into someone's line of fire at least once.  
 
    "Sten, two more flash-bangs, but follow these up with four frags a few seconds later." 
 
    "You sure, Sean?" 
 
    "We can't stay here much longer. Sooner or later the police or the fire department are going to come investigate." Sean looked at his watch, then looked again. Twelve minutes. They'd been here twelve minutes.  
 
    It felt a lot longer than that for some reason. 
 
    "Fire in the hole!" Sten called out and threw the flash-bangs, counted to two, then threw the frags in just as the flash-bangs went off. 
 
    A moment after the flash-bangs went off, several nasty spells came flying through the doorway, and what Sean could only describe as a continuous stream of ice. Obviously someone knew better than to use a flame spell in their own home. 
 
    Then the fragmentation grenades blew, all the spells stopped, and several people started screaming. 
 
    Shifting into his full lion form as he ran through the doorway and down the hall, Sean let his claws slide out as he ran over the dead, the dying, and the wounded, ripping them to pieces as he charged down and into what looked like the main penthouse. Cali was following him once again, and anyone he didn't kill, she did.  
 
    Dashing in through the doorway, there were several shocked looking people in the room. Sean swatted a chair as he ran in, sending it flying to the left as he moved to the right and started to shred bodies. Someone hit him with some sort of energy spell, and it overwhelmed his defenses, causing him to roar in pain as he ducked under the large table in the center of the room and shifted back to his hybrid form. Standing up, he grabbed the table with his hands, letting his claws sink into it to get a firm grip. Then he used it like a scythe, sweeping it back and forth across the room, as his body took damage from numerous ice bolts and other physical damage spells. 
 
    Then suddenly rifle fire sounded from the hallway, and the few remaining magic users dropped to the floor. 
 
    "Are you okay?" Cali asked, running into the room behind him. 
 
    "Yeah," Sean panted, "I'm fine," he lied. He was so low on mana his healing had almost ground to a halt. He'd have to make sure he didn't cast anything for a while. 
 
    "How many are left?" 
 
    "None," Hunter said from the doorway. "Maitland's already heading back downstairs to check on our exit." 
 
    Sean nodded and looked around. "Tell everyone to pull out. I think we've killed enough people today." 
 
    "Do you want us to go back down and do a second sweep? We could get a head count, maybe question a few people before we leave." 
 
    Sean looked around at the carnage in the room and in the hallway, and it was carnage. He thought back to what they'd done on the floors below, where they'd left the floors as covered in blood as this one. He shook his head and sighed, this was even worse than what they'd done in the hills. 
 
    "You know what, fuck it. Call the buses around. Let's just get out of here. Tell all leaders to pull back to the stairs and let's go." 
 
    Sean listened as Hunter passed his orders over the radio. 
 
    "What do we do about all this blood on our boots?" he heard someone ask on his own headset. 
 
    "I'll have someone set up a hose out back," Maitland responded, "we'll leave via the alley. Might be better than letting folks see us come out the front of the building." 
 
    "Great," Sean said with a nod, "I could stand to be hosed down, let's go." 
 
      
 
    "How many did we lose?" Sean asked Maitland as he flopped down on the floor of the van. Cali had found a brush someplace and was brushing out his mane. He was still in his hybrid form, as he didn't have enough power to shift. Roberta had at least stopped the bleeding on the few wounds that hadn't totally healed, now that his regeneration had slowed down to a crawl. 
 
    "Four," Maitland said looking up from his notes, surprised. "All that mayhem, and we only lost four!" 
 
    "It's the regeneration," Peg told him. "It makes us a lot harder to put down." 
 
    Maitland nodded. "Now I know why they don't want to let you go. If they had to defend themselves against a human attack, they'd never get past you." 
 
    "That was the original deal." Sean sighed and, rolling over onto his stomach, he folded his arms under his head. Cali took the hint, and straddling his back, she went back to work on his mane. 
 
    "Really?" Maitland asked. 
 
    "They civilize our children, and we protect them from the people who want to make the magic users their slaves." 
 
    "Too bad they forgot and started to use them to fight amongst themselves," Peg added. 
 
    "Isn't this where you're supposed to tell us about the moral superiority of the Faeries over Humans?" Roberta asked. 
 
    Maitland laughed. "Oh, definitely not! I'm willing to bet we would have messed it up just as badly as you humans did! Sometimes I think if we didn't have our fear of the humans and other things, like demons, we would have killed each other off long ago. We are a very contentious lot; our pride often knows no boundaries." 
 
    "So, where are we off to next?" Cali asked. 
 
    "Fresno, then Los Angeles," Sean said and closed his eyes, thinking about everything that had just happened. "I shot a couple of women up there." He sighed. 
 
    "Seven," Cali said, "not counting the ones in that last room, but then you didn't shoot them." She giggled. 
 
    "Really, Cali?" Roberta grumbled. 
 
    Sean felt her shrug on his back. "They were all actively trying to kill him. I know he didn't want to do it, but it was them or us. He didn't shoot that young girl that attacked him from behind. Several of the children threw stuff at him; he didn't even react to it." 
 
    Sean opened his eyes and twisting his head back he looked up at her. "They did?" 
 
    "Yup. I thought you were just ignoring it, you didn't notice?" 
 
    Sean gave his head a small shake as he put his chin back on his crossed arms and closed his eyes. "I feel really bad about the mother I shot in the legs. I hope she didn't bleed to death." 
 
    "You didn't kill her, that's the important thing." 
 
    "Still, when we get to Fresno tonight, I'm going to try to be careful. I know we need to make examples, but I'm getting less and less of a stomach for it as time goes on." Sean yawned, he really needed to take a nap and try to recover some of his energy for tonight.  
 
    "That reminds me, can anyone lend me a phone, I need to call Chad." 
 
    Peg passed hers to him; it took him a minute to remember Chad's number. He wasn't surprised when Chad answered on the second ring. 
 
    "Peg?" 
 
    "No, I lost another phone." Sean sighed. 
 
    "Ah, you know, the strangest thing happened last night." 
 
    "Oh? What?" 
 
    "The Vestis wiped out the Grads, and while they were off doing that, the Ascendants wiped out the Vestis." 
 
    Sean shook his head. "What?" 
 
    "Yup. Tonight we're going to pay the Ascendance a little visit and relieve them of their lycans." 
 
    "Damn. Oh, you can lay off the women and children, if you haven't decided to already and just weren't going to tell me." 
 
    "Good, saves me from having to lie to you." 
 
    "Any other problems up there? Or are you almost done?" 
 
    "We've got three Asian groups, or more correctly, one Chinese, one general Asian, and one Indian. I'm not sure exactly how I'm going to deal with them yet. I'm thinking I'm going to pick off all the minor councils first while I get more intelligence on them." 
 
    "Talk to Sapientia and Eruditio, I'm sure they'll help." 
 
    "Sapientia already is. In fact, they're going to present my terms to the Ascendance later tonight." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "Yeah, John got a bunch of really gruesome footage of what they did to the Vestis. They didn't just kill the men, they killed everyone. If they don't hand our people over, I'm going to send it to the Vesti's national HQ." 
 
    "Whatever works, I guess." Sean sighed. 
 
    "Yeah, John's pretty upset about it, and after seeing some of the pictures, I can understand why. For all that I hate the Vestis, I'll happily send those pictures to them at the slightest provocation." 
 
    "That bad?" 
 
    "John still hasn't left his bed." 
 
    "You check on him?" 
 
    "Yeah, one of the wolf gals took a liking to him and has been trying to bed him for the last week, and last I peeked in on them, him and her are still pretty tightly wrapped around each other." 
 
    "Make sure she knows she has to ask before she bites." 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure she'll ask him." 
 
    "Not just him, me. Though in this case, I'll let you decide for me." 
 
    "Why's that?" Chad asked. 
 
    "Why's what?" 
 
    "Why does she need your permission?" 
 
    "Eh, one of the rules the lions set down centuries ago was 'no biting' the mundanes. It's a pretty serious crime, and you can end up dead for it." 
 
    "Well, now I know why Steven was so defensive when you asked him." Chad chuckled. 
 
    "We're on our way to Fresno now. Probably get there tonight." 
 
    "You got through Sacratomato and San Stinko already?" 
 
    "The folks in Sac had already quit the Grads. After what we did to them in the hills, the extermination order didn't sit well with them. SF was a slaughterhouse." Sean sighed. "I just hope ten years from now I don't have some kid telling me that 'I killed his father, prepare to die'." 
 
    "Inconceivable!"  
 
    "Dude, not funny. I'm just hoping the rest change their allegiance or something, so we can just say that they're gone and not have to do this too many more times. Call me when you figure out how to deal with the rest of that mess up there." 
 
    "Okay, later." 
 
    Sean hung up the phone and passed it back to Peg. 
 
    "Does this mean you're not going to punish the rest of them?" Peg asked. 
 
    "Ask me when we're leaving LA. Those that killed the lycans, they'll still have to pay. But hopefully after Fresno, there won't be any mass slaughters for a while." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Meetings, Bloody Meetings 
 
      
 
    "I'd like to thank everyone for attending," Duncan said over the voice server. Conference calls weren't as good as meeting face to face, but they could be called at the drop of a hat. Thanks to modern technology and the internet, they could be a lot more easily managed, as well as more secure, than what they'd used in the old days. 
 
    "Arthur, why don't you start for us?" 
 
    Arthur noticed on the screen that his name was highlighted. 
 
    "Sean left this morning for Sacramento. He gave the local Gradatim chapter until today to change alliances or be wiped out. Thankfully, they changed." 
 
    "He did?" Duncan asked. "Why?" 
 
    "He told me it was because their new leader is his brother-in-law, and he didn't want to upset his wife by killing her sister." 
 
    "And what's your take? You know him better than any of the rest of us." 
 
    "He's angry, but I'm not sure how much of this is being led by him. He said, and I quote, 'I may be the one in charge here, the one who leads, but I'm not the first of us.' The idea of killing the women and children didn't seem to sit very well with him." 
 
    "Well, I just got off the phone with Pierre in Paris, and he told me ten Gradatim compounds across northern and southern Europe were attacked last night. Everyone was killed, no one was spared. Some looked to be the work of lycans, but that's all we know; some of them may very well have been one of the other councils.  
 
    "All of their remaining councils have been bleeding members as they're forsaking the Gradatim and trying to get taken in by someone else. Pierre's ordered strikes on several of the smaller Gradatim councils, hoping that by taking them over and removing their leadership, the rank and file will survive." 
 
    "What happened in Sacramento and Fresno?" Arthur asked. "I haven't seen any messages yet." 
 
    "The Sacramento chapter of the Gradatim quit on Thursday," Walter Clark said. "I just got back from there, they had a wedding today. Their new council leader got married, and he was still a bit upset at Sean for showing up this morning. I gathered from some of the others that they had words, Gary stood his ground, and Sean honored his separation." 
 
    "Well that's good news at least." 
 
    "Duncan?" Bryce from San Francisco spoke up. 
 
    Duncan flagged him to speak. "Yes, Bryce?" 
 
    "I just got word about ten minutes ago, I sent someone over to check when you sent out the meeting notice. Sean hit the Gradatim here today, and he hit them hard. We're still trying to find out what happened, but word is a 'lion' came in with a 'huge army' and killed every man in the place, as well as some of the senior women. I'm guessing the body count there has to be well over a hundred." 
 
    "Duncan?" 
 
    Duncan looked down and noticed Sam Clark, who ran the Fresno council, wanted to speak. 
 
    "Yes, Sam?" 
 
    "The Vestibulum down here hit the Gradatim last night, same as up in Seattle. It was pretty messy, from the looks of things. We're in pretty tight with the local wolf pack; our lycan staff hooked up with them pretty quickly, so we're not in any danger. But," Sam sighed, "a lot of the Vestibulum lycans, well the ones that were left anyway, were sent south this morning." 
 
    "South?" 
 
    "I think they mean to take Los Angeles." 
 
    "Vincent?" Duncan asked the Los Angeles council head. 
 
    "I know. Sam called me an hour ago. I'm doing what I can, but we never really had a large security force down here. My guess is the Vestibulum is either going to settle scores with the Ascendance, or with us." 
 
    "Or both." Duncan sighed. 
 
    Duncan saw Arthur's request to speak. "Yes, Arthur?" 
 
    "I'll call Sean and ask for his help." 
 
    "Is that wise?" 
 
    "It's part of the agreement I negotiated with him back when all of this started. That if we were attacked by another council, using lycans, they'd help protect us." 
 
    "If we're seen siding with the lycans in Los Angeles, after what they did here," Vincent said, "we'll risk being seen as condoning it." 
 
    "Everyone already thinks we're behind this," Arthur said with a sigh. 
 
    Duncan heard several surprised exclamations over the channel at that, before everyone's self-discipline reasserted itself. 
 
    "Gradatim certainly did," Duncan said. "I've seen the reports on the rumors out there. The Ascendance knows we favor Mr. Valens, and the Vestibulum think we're just riding his coattails back into power..." 
 
    There were a few snickers then. 
 
    "Which I don't think I'll bother denying. But I do think it's in our best interest to encourage the remaining Gradatim councils, wherever they may be in this country, to change their allegiance. Maybe we can cut down on the bloodshed. 
 
    "Now, let's go down the list, and the rest of you can tell me what's going on in your cities and towns." 
 
    Duncan listened as each of the council heads took their turn. The Gradatim had been hit in both Miami and Montreal, and the Vestibulum were the suspects in both of those attacks. Bad blood had existed between the two since the Gradatim had been started, probably because most of the people who'd founded the Gradatim had come from the Vestibulum after a major internal power struggle. 
 
    When the last council leader reported that so far everything in Boston had been quiet, Duncan picked up the reins again. 
 
    "Two more things. First, I talked to Perkins, the head of Eruditio in Vancouver. They're coming down off the fence to back Mr. Valens. He wouldn't say why, beyond that what happened with the Gradatim was a part of it. Second, I was called to the White House yesterday. The government is now quite aware of what Mr. Valens is up to, and while they don't appear to approve of his methods, I wouldn't be at all surprised to see the United States government weigh in on this issue and dictate terms to the councils on the matter of lycan rights and slavery." 
 
    "Does that mean they're going to violate the York Treaty?" Bryce asked. 
 
    "Violate it? No, I don't think so. Reinterpret it? Definitely. Gentlemen, we need to realize we no longer have the upper hand, and thanks to the rather shortsighted leadership of the Vestibulum, we've very much put ourselves in a poor bargaining position. I will be making this case to the other national council heads Thursday when we meet to discuss the future." 
 
    "I can just imagine what Todd Adams over at the Vestibulum is going to say about that!" Arthur said with a snort. 
 
    "Facts are facts, and if I have to rub his nose in them, I will," Duncan replied. "When was the last time a council member was summoned to the White House?" 
 
    "I...you know, I don't think it's ever happened before." 
 
    "No, it hasn't. They always came to us. Not the other way around. So Arthur, call up Mr. Valens, enlist his help, and make damn sure he understands we will ally with him publicly if he asks for it. 
 
    "If push comes to shove, gentlemen, the last thing we want is for the lycans to side with the government against us. If we can't have them on our side, I'd at least like them to be unaligned in any future conflicts. One of the things I'm going to drive home to the other three major councils, as well as the minor ones, is that the lycans hate the Vestibulum, but they don't hate us at all. In fact, they seem to like us, considering we already have an agreement with them. 
 
    "Any questions?" 
 
    Duncan waited a moment, then smiled to himself. "Fine. Good day, Gentlemen, and don't hesitate to contact me if there are any further problems." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "What have you got for me?" Vincent Kensington asked Carl as they walked down the hallway to their meeting. 
 
    "Well, Adams questioned the cook and showed him the picture of Valens. Turns out he did see Valens leave the pub ten to fifteen minutes before the shooting started. Apparently he didn't want someone to see him." 
 
    "So he was trying to avoid a confrontation." 
 
    "Apparently," Carl said, agreeing with him. "We did find one camera that had a partial view of the Gradatim compound. The quality sucks, and it's only partially in the frame, but several large explosions were recorded, and then a couple of helicopters coming and going. That's all we got." 
 
    "Anything else?" 
 
    "The dead guy from Reno was definitely a lycan. One of the guys who got shot in the head was the Gradatim's second in command up there. The rest of the dead and wounded in the pub were mundanes." 
 
    "I'm going to threaten to seize all of the Gradatim's holdings in Oregon," Alistair piped up, "to cover the costs of the medical care for the wounded and survivors benefits for the dead." 
 
    "Don't threaten," Kensington said, "do it. I'll talk to Duncan later today and let him know we're going to penalize them for breaking the silence and killing all those mundanes. I've taken another look at the reports that came out of Reno back in March. We need to remind them that interfering with the lives of our citizens will carry penalties." 
 
    "Got it." Alistair nodded. 
 
    "Well, let's see what they want from us today." Kensington sighed and led them into the conference room, where they quickly took their seats. They were the last to arrive. 
 
    "I want to thank you all for coming today, Gentlemen. I know it's a Saturday and you'd all rather be with your families, but the President has become concerned with this whole 'Valens' situation." the Secretary of Homeland Security said, looking at the small group gathered in the room. 
 
    "How so, Ma'am?" Kensington asked. There were three other people in the room besides Carl and Alistair, who had come with him. Carl was now the government's leading expert on lycans. Alistair was the one in charge of tracking what the magic users were up to. They both worked for him, of course. 
 
    The other three were Peter Cohen, who was the head of the US Marshal's office, Tom Matthews from the NSA, whom Kensington knew had only been read in on all of this yesterday, and George Walker, the current head of the CIA. 
 
    "He's not comfortable with the idea of a twenty-one-year-old man who apparently has the ability to 'call in personal nuclear strikes' just freely wandering around. He likes it even less when that young man is apparently engaged in a very violent war," George said. 
 
    The Secretary sighed. "He wasn't that vehement, George, but he's definitely unhappy with the situation. I showed him your report, Vincent, on the fight up on Interstate 80, and Tom has pulled out several suspicious pictures and phone calls in the last twenty-four hours." 
 
    "Yes, Ma'am. So what does he want us to do?" Peter Cohen asked. 
 
    "That's what we're here to discuss today. As I see it, our options are:" the secretary started to count off on her fingers, "one, do nothing. Two, make contact with him. Three, bring him in for questioning. Four, arrest him for terrorism. Five, assassinate him." 
 
    "I'm not sure we have the legal powers necessary for an assassination," Kensington said a little uneasily. 
 
    "I'm sure we can get a FISA court to agree with us on this one," George said. 
 
    "I'd also like to say that I'm not comfortable with George being here," Kensington said. "The CIA's charter specifically prevents it from being involved in domestic affairs." 
 
    The Secretary shook her head. "George is here only in an advisory position, because he's one of the few people in D.C. with the knowledge and experience dealing with magic users, even if it is outside of the country. Also, as the magic users are considered a separate entity from the US, due to treaty, that prohibition doesn't exactly apply." 
 
    "But the lycans aren't covered under the treaty," Kensington pointed out. "They're citizens. Mr. Valens is registered to vote, has a social security number, pays taxes, and even has a selective service card. The President has even said he's seeking to separate them from the Treaty of York." Kensington turned to George. "I'm not trying to get in your face here, George, but if this ever comes up for closed-door hearings, let's not give anybody any more reasons to attack us than they'll already have." 
 
    George nodded, and the Secretary just sighed. 
 
    "About point number five," Carl spoke up, "that needs to come right off the table." 
 
    "And why's that, Mr. Mince?" the Secretary said a little frostily. 
 
    "Call me Carl, please," Carl smiled, ignoring the tone of her response. "As to why, well, assuming we even could kill Valens, it'll only piss him off. And while I don't think he'd nuke us, I do suspect there would be some uncomfortable lessons involved." 
 
    "Are you saying you don't think the United States government can kill a twenty-one-year-old man?" George spoke up. 
 
    Carl shook his head. "No Sir. I'm saying I don't think we can kill a werelion. I'm also saying that I don't think it would be advisable to try." 
 
    "Vincent?" The Secretary turned to look at Kensington. 
 
    "Ma'am, I don't know a damn thing about lions, Carl's our only expert. Even the mages don't seem to know all that much." 
 
    "George?" she asked, looking at him next. Kensington didn't miss that George appeared to be here in a lot more than just an 'advisory' position. George had better access to the President than he did, and he started to wonder just what dog George had in this fight. 
 
    George shook his head. "The only people I found who really seem to know anything about them were the dwarves, and when I asked them, they told me they consider lions to be honored and welcome guests in their halls. Everyone else just says they're myths." 
 
    "And why is that?" 
 
    "Because they're gods," Carl supplied. 
 
    "Really, Carl?" the Secretary asked, looking at him. 
 
    "The lycans believe it, the dwarves have a lot of respect for them, and most of the magic users who've been scoffing at it seem to be ending up dead." Carl shrugged. "They claim they created all the lycan races, and they claim that what one of them knows, all of them know. In less than three months, Mr. Valens has amassed a considerable fortune, engaged in magical practices that any mage will tell you are impossible, and put together an army of well over a thousand people. All in plain sight, yet no one saw it. We're even hearing rumors that he came back from the dead." 
 
    The Secretary sighed and shook her head. "Okay, option five is off the table. Alistair, what's going on in the magic user community?" 
 
    "In short, a realignment of power. For the last several hundred years, the group in power was the Vestibulum. They edged the Sapientia out around the time of the American Revolution. But in the last few months, Sapientia has been reclaiming their position." 
 
    "Is that due to Mr. Valens' revolt?" 
 
    Alistair nodded. "That appears to be the case. We have a few contacts within some of the councils, low-ranked members, so we can keep an ear on their gossip. Mr. Valens has been the subject of quite a few rumors now. I'm starting to suspect a lot more battles than we know about have taken place under their 'silence'." 
 
    "That's another thing that worries the President. Friday's explosion was most certainly not under the 'silence' the councils have promised to follow, even if the previous actions were. For that matter, the attack on the Pub on Thursday, and several other earlier events, all of which involve Mr. Valens, weren't under their code of 'silence' either." 
 
    "Other than Friday's explosion, I don't think we can blame Valens for the other events," Carl said. 
 
    "That's neither here nor there. The fact remains that he's the center of all of these actions, and we don't have the slightest idea what the end of all those actions will be. We know he's motivated to free the lycans, but what happens after that?" 
 
    Everyone in the room looked at each other uncomfortably. 
 
    "And that's my point." The Secretary sighed. "So, what do we do? Option one is definitely off the table; we have to do something." 
 
    "I'd recommend we send someone out to make contact with him," Kensington said. 
 
    "I think we should bring him in," Peter disagreed, shaking his head. "If we cater to him, we're letting him think he's the one with the power. I say bring him in, charge him with terrorism." 
 
    "George?" the Secretary asked, noticing that he looked a little uncertain. 
 
    "I agree with most of what Peter said. We need to show him he's just a man, and we're the most powerful nation on Earth. Put the fear of that in the back of his mind. But I would only threaten him with the charges, and I sure wouldn't make it public. Use the threat as a lever to get what we want, then once we have him in our pocket, we can just drop 'em." 
 
    The Secretary nodded. "I don't think I have to ask Carl, he'll go with Vincent, I'm sure. Alistair?" 
 
    "I'd go with my boss as well. You have to understand, Ma'am, the Gradatim really weren't very nice people. We know they slaughtered over a thousand lycans the day before yesterday. Men, women, and children." 
 
    "Just because they may have been bad people, that does not give Mr. Valens the right to set off nuclear weapons. Especially not within our country's borders so close to a major city." 
 
    The Secretary sighed. "Thank you for your time, gentlemen. Don't leave town, the President may have need of your counsel again." 
 
    "Yes, Ma'am," they all said, and standing up, they filed out of the room. 
 
    "They're gonna try and arrest him, aren't they?" Carl asked after they were out of earshot of the others. 
 
    "I think that's a fair conclusion," Kensington said with a shake of his head. What good is having an expert when no one listens to them? 
 
    "I feel sorry for the poor fools they send to bring him in." Carl chuckled. 
 
    "Don't you mean their widows?" Alistair asked. 
 
    "Nah. In fact, I'll lay you five-to-one odds he sends them home with their tails between their legs." 
 
    "I'll put twenty on that!" Alistair chuckled.  
 
    "Here's hoping you lose, Alistair," Kensington said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Todd Quincy Adams, the national head of the Vestibulum in the United States, looked around the council room of their estate in Boston. They had Virgil Gerhard on one of their magical communications devices, which, while not as clear as a telephone, could not be tapped or traced by a third party. 
 
    "Virgil, we here on the council have been discussing the future, and we wondered, with the Gradatim in Los Angeles all but wiped out, how hard would it be for you to become the preeminent council there?" 
 
    "I'd have to take on Sapientia; they've got close to the same number of mages we do, though we've got double the number of lycans, probably more, since they freed a lot of theirs and cut their staff down. Still, I'd want to, at the very least, borrow Lehmann's from up in Fresno." 
 
    "We talked to him earlier today; he attacked the Gradatim last night. He won, but their lycan force took a hell of a beating. I can tell him to send them to you, but I don't think he's got more than thirty or forty left." 
 
    "It'd help. What about the Ascendance?" 
 
    "What about them?" Todd asked. 
 
    "Well, I heard they took advantage of our Seattle compatriots last night," 
 
    "More like wiped them out," Edward, one of the men on the council, grumbled. 
 
    "So I was wondering if I should hit them as well?" Virgil continued. 
 
    "I'll leave that decision in your hands, but Sapientia is the key here. They're pushing for dominance over us now; I guess they figure without our lycans we can't stand up to them. Well here in Boston, we've been thinking if we don't want to lose our standing, we're going to need to cut Sapientia down in both size and standing. We believe if we could either remove or reduce their presence in a few key locations, that the others would still look to us as the leaders, and we'd then have the numbers over all the other councils. 
 
    "Plus, of course, the demonstrated will to use it." 
 
    "Okay," Virgil agreed. "What about this werelion who's going around releasing the lycans?" 
 
    "Last we heard, he just hit San Francisco today. That's another reason to get this done tonight, before he gets to you. I want you to win this, then send whatever you've got left on to Phoenix. As soon as they get there, we'll use them to attack Sapientia. After that, we'll send them on to Dallas. 
 
    "It's use them or lose them, so we might as well use them to our best advantage." 
 
    "Does that mean it's a foregone conclusion that this werelion is going to win?" 
 
    "We're hearing rumors from our contacts in Washington that the President is going to reinterpret the York Treaty to remove the lycans as 'property' and set them free, at which point they'll become his problem, and he's welcome to them." 
 
    "Alright. I'll get right on it. If there's nothing else, I need to get to work on this right now." 
 
    "No, that's it. Good bye, Virgil." 
 
    Todd looked around the room again as the connection with Virgil was severed. 
 
    "Next order of business, what to do with our lycans up here in the northeast." 
 
    "I say we should send them all to Atlanta," Edward said. "With that many, we could easily overwhelm all the other councils there and make it our city, as well. Then we could send whatever we have left to Mexico and get them out of the country where that werelion won't be able to get to them, and any presidential dictates won't matter." 
 
    "I agree," Kevin, another council member, said with a heavy sigh. "As much as I would like to push all the other councils out of Boston and make it our city once and for all, there are too many people here. We'd never be able to keep the silence. If the President is already thinking of making changes to the treaty, any public outcry would put us in a bad position. We don't have enough lycans to take on the government." 
 
    Todd nodded. "Especially if Sapientia and Eruditio were to side with them."  
 
    "But we would have enough to take on the Mexican government," Edward chuckled, "if we end up shipping everything we've got there after these 'lessons'." 
 
    "A valid point," Todd conceded. "Anyone have any other ideas?" 
 
    Todd went around the table and let each of the council members speak their mind. Most agreed with Edward's idea, but there were a few who were feeling a bit more cautious. 
 
    "I like Edward's idea," Roland, one of the older members said. "However, I'm concerned about where the Ascendance is going to fall, as well as who is going to rise up to replace Gradatim. I would suggest we take attacks against the Ascendance off the table and see if we can't patch things up with them." 
 
    "Why would we want to do that?" Kevin asked. 
 
    "Because if we push too many people over to Sapientia's side, we risk losing everything." 
 
    Todd raised his hand before Kevin could reply.  
 
    "I agree that we need to proceed cautiously for now. That's why we only had Virgil in the meeting, and not any of the other council heads. I want to see how tonight's battle in Los Angeles plays out among the other councils, and the U.S. government, should they get wind of it. If worse comes to worst, we can rebuke Virgil and tell everyone he acted on his own." 
 
    "That would mean we couldn't attack Sapientia in Atlanta, wouldn't it?" Edward asked. 
 
    Todd nodded. "I'm afraid so. But on the other hand, that would give us far greater numbers in Mexico." 
 
    "It might be time to start pushing down into South America," Roland pointed out. "We'd have a much freer hand there, and things are much more civilized there now than they used to be." 
 
    "And we'd be back in a position of power with the governments there," Edward said with a smile. 
 
    Todd tapped on the table. "Gentlemen, let's not get ahead of ourselves! Let's wait and see how events play out tonight. If Los Angeles doesn't generate any backlash, then we'll let the Atlanta operation go forward.  
 
    "If it causes too many problems, we'll have them skip Atlanta and just move on to Mexico as we discussed. Agreed?" 
 
    Todd looked around the table as the others all agreed. 
 
    "Wonderful. Let's meet here tomorrow morning, about ten. We'll discuss our next steps then." 
 
    Standing up, Todd dismissed the others. If they could keep their status here in the US and Mexico, that would go a long way towards keeping the Vestibulum's status overall, but right now they had to play it smart. One wrong move, and they could find themselves at a serious disadvantage.  
 
    He'd talked to their main headquarters in Brussels last night, and there was still a good bit of hope that the lycan rebellion wouldn't be spreading over there, that they'd be able to contain it to the United States. Todd wasn't sure about that, but he couldn't fault their 'wait and see' attitude—well, not publicly at least. He personally had no intention of waiting any longer. Now it was time to act and grab as much as he could to keep the Vestibulum well positioned for whatever was coming next. If this gambit didn't work out in Las Angeles, it just meant he'd have to switch to other methods. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fresno 
 
      
 
    "Okay, according to our information, that's the Gradatim compound," Sean said, looking out the window of the van. 
 
    "The one with the gates blown off?" Cali asked. 
 
    "Looks like someone got here before we did," Peg added. 
 
    "Sure does." 
 
    "Why don't we ask that man waving to us from the other side of the street," Maitland said. 
 
    Sean looked in the direction Maitland had indicated, and sure enough, there was a man standing there waving at them. 
 
    "Might as well." Sean looked at the driver. "Pull over by them, I'll go see what they want." 
 
    "I'll tell the buses to hang back," Roberta said and grabbed the radio. 
 
    Getting out of the van with Cali in tow, Sean walked up to the man who was looking at them. 
 
    "Sean?" he asked, a little uncertain. 
 
    "Sorry about the lack of clothing," Sean said, as he was only wearing a pair of pants. "I had a bit of an accident. You are?" 
 
    "Henry, Henry Blake of Sapientia. Our council head told me to wait here; he said Arthur Troy has been trying to call you for a while now." 
 
    "Oh? Why's that? And what happened here?" 
 
    "What happened here is, the Vestibulum took out Gradatim last night. They then sent their surviving lycans off to the city to join up with their people there. We suspect they're going to hit either the Ascendants or us." 
 
    "Let me guess, Arthur wants us to go to LA and protect your people there?" 
 
    "Well," Henry hesitated a moment and looked a little surprised, "yeah! Arthur said you promised to help us if we were attacked by lycans still in thrall to one of the other councils, and well…" Henry gestured to the damaged gates across the street. 
 
    Sean looked at the van, the driver had the window down and Maitland was no doubt listening in. 
 
    "How long a drive is it from here to LA?" 
 
    "Four hours? It's like two hundred miles." 
 
    Sean looked at his watch, it was almost five. 
 
    "Guess we're going to LA. Come on, you can show us where to go." 
 
    "What?" Henry said, looking shocked. 
 
    "I'm betting they won't hit until after the sun sets, but I got a couple hundred people who need to eat, rest, and get set up for tonight. That means we're leaving now. As my phone was destroyed when my pants got disintegrated, that also means I need someone to coordinate," Sean smiled at him, "and that would be you." 
 
    "Umm, but I..." 
 
    "Henry," Sean said, taking his arm and dragging him to the van, "if you were important, they wouldn't have sent you here. So look on the bright side, now you're important. You get to tell everyone you brought the cavalry." 
 
    Sean could see the gears turning in Henry's head. "Well, when you put it that way!" he said with a huge smile. 
 
    "Great. Roberta, call the buses, let 'em know what we're doing. We'll stop for gas and munchies at the next truck stop." 
 
    "Got it, Hon." 
 
    Sean introduced Henry to everyone in the van, then sat down by Maitland as Henry got out his phone and called his council head. 
 
    "Relieved or disappointed?" Maitland asked him in a low voice. 
 
    "Relieved," Sean said with a wry smile. "You?" 
 
    "Excited. I like battles where I'm the defender; they feel so much more justified. I didn't enjoy this afternoon, and I wasn't looking forward to this one here, either." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Me neither, but it had to be done," he said with a shrug and a sigh. 
 
    "Yes, it had to be done," Maitland agreed. "Sometimes we just have to bear down and teach the other side that there is a difference between a fight and an all-out war. We don't have to like it, in fact, it's better if we hate it, lest we find ourselves engaging in the very things we despise our enemies for." 
 
    Sean nodded; obviously his great uncle had spent a lot of time considering these things in the past. "Well, let's look at the maps and get Henry there to tell us where we're going and see if we can't figure out some sort of strategy," Sean said, grabbing his laptop. 
 
    "You mean, have me figure out a strategy while you try to poke holes in it," Maitland said with a smile. 
 
    "Uh-oh," Peg leaned over and whispered in his ear. "Looks like Ruth has found a new plaything!" 
 
    Sean glanced back and saw that Ruth was putting the moves on Henry, not that it looked like it was taking all that many. 
 
    "Eh, he's a grown man. He can take care of himself." 
 
    "You sure about that?" Peg asked with a chuckle. 
 
    "He's got some faerie blood in him," Maitland said after looking back at his daughter and Henry for a moment. "Not as much as Sean, here, but a little. I'm sure he'll be okay. But still, we better get the address and whatever knowledge he's got out of him before he's too besotted to think about anything else." Maitland chuckled. 
 
      
 
    The sun had already set and it was almost ten o'clock when they finally got there. Sean wasn't pleased with the late hour, but traffic had been worse than expected, and the buses had been a bit slower going over the grapevine, as well.  
 
    Fortunately everyone was well-rested, having slept on the buses, apparently in wolf form, from the smell of things. Sean just hoped he didn't get any funny questions from the rental agency when he brought the buses back. 
 
    Thankfully the local folks had sent some of their lycans out to pick up a couple of vanloads of food. 
 
    "Sean?" 
 
    Sean looked over and saw an older man, thin and clean-shaven, with graying blond hair walking over towards him. 
 
    "Yes, that would be me. And you are?" 
 
    "Vincent Powers, I'm the local council head. I really want to thank you for coming to our aid here tonight."  
 
    Sean smiled and shook hands with him. "Well, I told Arthur we'd help out if something like this should come to pass, but honestly, Sapientia has been very helpful. Maybe not as much as Eruditio," Sean added with a grin, "but hands down, you're the folks I'd rather see running things." 
 
    "About that, we had a meeting earlier today, all of the council leaders here in the US, that is. We discussed it, and we've decided to publicly back you, to become your allies. If you'll have us, that is." 
 
    Sean blinked, momentarily taken aback by that. Even the First had sat up in his head and taken notice. 
 
    "You want to be our allies?" Sean said, his surprise evident. "After what I did to the Gradatim here?" 
 
    "Sean," Vincent said, looking a little unhappy, "there are those of us who wonder if we'd taken a stronger and more public stance backing you, if maybe we could have prevented all of that. Gradatim was already in trouble for other things with the other councils." 
 
    'That demon I'll bet,' the First said. 
 
    "That demon in Eugene?" Sean repeated. 
 
    Vincent nodded. "Perceptive. They were in serious trouble over it, trouble like we've never had before, well, at least not in this country. Besides, it's not like we haven't been helping you already, well Arthur has been at least, right?" 
 
    'Any qualms before I accept his offer?' Sean asked the First. 
 
    'Not a one.' 
 
    Sean smiled. "I'd be delighted to have Sapientia as allies." 
 
    Vincent smiled broadly. "Thank you. Now, I was thinking that, as you are our allies, I would call up the Ascendance, tell them what the Vestibulum is planning, and offer to defend them, but only on the condition that they release all their lycans immediately." 
 
    "One moment." Sean looked around and spied Maitland talking with his daughter. 
 
    "Maitland! I need your advice!" 
 
    Maitland looked up and saw him, said something to his daughter, and hurried over. 
 
    "Yes, Sean?" 
 
    Sean quickly explained Vincent's idea. "I'm worried because we'd have to split our forces." 
 
    Maitland nodded. "I need to look at a map, but I think we could put one quarter here, one quarter at the other location, and stick half someplace in the middle to serve as a reaction force. It shouldn't be hard to hold the Vestibulum off long enough for them to show up." 
 
    "And give them one hell of a surprise," Sean agreed and looked up at Vincent. "Let's look at a map and make sure we can do this. If it looks plausible, I'm all for it. We can tell them if they refuse, we'll come and get their lycans now and leave them high and dry when the Vestibulum shows up." 
 
    Vincent smiled. "That's wonderful! I love it! Let's go inside, I've got a couple of forestry maps of the area with a lot of detail. I'll have Guillermo, my security head, go over everything with you." 
 
    Ten minutes later Vincent got off the phone and smiled at them. "Frank Gerold, their leader, agreed to it. They don't have a very large council here; it's less than a hundred people, really. He told me he'll free all their lycans immediately, and the sooner we can get there, the happier he'll be." 
 
    "And you're sure it's not a trap?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Fairly certain, Frank's always been a fairly straightforward man." 
 
    "I'll send Ruthelma," Maitland said. "If there's one thing we faerie are good at, it's knowing when we're about to be betrayed." 
 
    "Okay, that sounds good. I think we can leave Guillermo in charge here," Sean said, nodding to the werewolf who was in charge of Sapientia's security. "I'll set up with you and the reaction force over here." Sean pointed to the spot on the map they'd agreed on. 
 
    "Sean," Maitland said, lowering his voice, "I really think it would be better if you stayed here." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "Because you're one of the strongest magic users we've got, and honestly, this is a key position that needs to be defended." 
 
    "You just don't want me second-guessing you in the field," Sean said with a smile to take any possible sting out of his words. 
 
    Maitland smiled back. "That too." 
 
    Sean sighed and smiled. "Well, I gave you the job, so I have to listen to your advice. Fine, I'll stay here. Now, if only we knew how many people they're going to be attacking us with." 
 
    "The Vestibulum have about a hundred and fifty lycans," Guillermo said. "According to my counterpart in Fresno, they think they'll be adding another forty or so." 
 
    "Two hundred lycans, plus I wonder how many magic users?" Maitland said. 
 
    "Well, if they hit the Ascendants first, probably only a handful," Sean mused. "But if they come here first? I'd expect a lot more." 
 
    "Assuming they want to risk their own skins," Maitland pointed out. 
 
    Sean shrugged. "If they weren't, I don't think they'd be attacking at all." 
 
    "Well, let me gather my group up and get going. The sooner we're out of sight, the better." 
 
    Sean nodded. "I'll work on the defenses here with Guillermo and Vincent. Are you sure Ruth will be okay?" 
 
    "She's actually fairly experienced at defensive stands, this won't be her first. As long as you tell the others to listen to her, she'll be okay." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Well, you know her better than I do, so if you say so, I'm good. I'll go make sure everyone knows she's the one in charge." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Chad stood back as Burke argued with the leader of the Ascendance at the front gate of their compound. They'd shown him the video, they'd told him about their overwhelming numbers, yet this asshole was still arguing with Burke. 
 
    "Alright, it's been twenty minutes! Times up!" Chad said with a growl, and pressing the transmit button on his radio, he continued. "Okay, Charlie. It's no good. Put plan 'A' to work." 
 
    "It's about time," someone replied on the radio as a half dozen explosions went off, destroying most of the wall that surrounded the Ascendant's compound. Chad had taken the time to have his small squad of 'sappers' place mines against the walls using John's two quad-copters. After what he'd seen last night, John had been all too willing to help. 
 
    "Now," Chad raised his voice, "are you going to comply? Or am I going to have to use plan 'B'?" 
 
    "What's plan 'B'?" Burke said, looking rather worried as the Vestibulum's leader's face suddenly went pale. 
 
    "We do to them what they did to the Vestis last night," Chad growled. "Only we're going to use a lot more high explosives." 
 
    "Okay! Okay!" the Vestibulum's leader said, waving his hands. "No need to get hasty!" He turned back to the people behind him in the compound, several of whom had dropped to the ground when the explosions had gone off. 
 
    "Get all of our lycans! Send them out here!" 
 
    Chad smiled at Burke. "And to think I doubted you when you told me the people here would be reasonable." 
 
    Burke sighed and shook his head but didn't say anything as they both stood there and waited for the lycans to come out.  
 
    When they finally did, the team Chad had brought with him to the gate immediately set about collaring and tagging each of the werewolves as they came out to remove their silver tags.  
 
    "Great!" Chad said when they were all done. "Now, which of you was in charge in there?" he asked the assembled wolves.  
 
    One of them raised his hand. 
 
    "Wonderful! You're going to lead a bunch of my people through a search of the compound inside to make sure we didn't miss anybody." 
 
    "What!" the man at the gate exclaimed hotly. "You can't do that!" 
 
    Chad smiled at the man. "I can do whatever the hell I want, including leveling this entire compound with artillery without ever having to set a foot inside. Plan 'B' is still very much an option." Chad turned to the other wolf. "You are?" 
 
    "Silverback, and there's about a dozen females still inside." 
 
    "Ah." Chad turned back Burke. "Would you accompany Silverback and my men to make sure that nothing untoward happens? I would hate for any of my people to get out of hand." 
 
    "Now see here!" the Ascendance's leader said. 
 
    Chad clicked his radio again. "Targeting!" 
 
    Suddenly there were eight red dots on the man's shirt, and looking down, he gasped. 
 
    "Ah! I see you are familiar with laser sights!" Chad smiled. "So you're going to be a good boy and stand right there, and if any of these missing fems turn up dead...well, let's just say you're not going to be around to worry about the consequences. Understand?" 
 
    "Burke! How, how could you let this happen?" the man sputtered. 
 
    "Kurt, so far I haven't let anything happen. Now if you stop cooperating, or if any of those poor women you're still holding should suddenly die, well then I guess I'll be guilty of letting all sorts of bad things happen. 
 
    "I mean really, after what you guys did last night, you're hardly in a position to plead for any kind of mercy or have any guise of innocence! Even the Vestibulum didn't go after the children, Kurt! Honestly! You're still coming out ahead in the game. Just shut up and cooperate, and you'll be fine." 
 
    "Alright already!" Kurt grumbled. "Ian! Robert! Escort Burke here and whatever wolves he brings with him and make sure everyone understands they're not to kill anyone or anything! Got that?" 
 
    "Yes, Kurt!" they both said and nodded. 
 
    "Jonas," Chad said looking over at him, "take your team and Silverback there and accompany Burke." 
 
    "You got it," Jonas said with a nod. 
 
    "What are you going to do?" Burke asked. 
 
    "Why, I'm going to stay here with my new special friend and have a lovely chat," Chad said with a toothy grin; he really did love his werewolf form. 
 
    For the next forty-five minutes, Chad got to watch Kurt sweat. Chad could listen to the running commentary from Jonas as they searched the buildings. They found the missing women immediately, but Jonas wanted to search every last inch, even though Silverback was pretty sure there wasn't anyone else. 
 
    Chad suspected Jonas didn't think there was anyone else, either. He was just being rude and obnoxious, and Chad was more than willing to allow it. 
 
    When they finally did come out, they all headed over to their cars and vans and left for Sapientia, while Chad gave the order to withdraw. 
 
    "Feel better?" Chad whispered to Jonas as they headed back. 
 
    "What do you mean?" Jonas whispered back, looking at him. 
 
    "You were an Ascendance wolf, weren't you?" 
 
    "Was it that obvious?" 
 
    "You wanted to know if anyone recognized you, didn't you?" 
 
    Jonas sighed. "I don't know if I should feel insulted or relieved that absolutely no one there remembered me. Even if it was over twenty years ago." 
 
    "Do you remember them?" 
 
    Jonas nodded. "I remember the people, the older ones that is. The younger ones? They weren't here back then. There is one thing that makes me sad, however." 
 
    "And that is?" 
 
    "None of the wolves I knew back then are here with us now." 
 
    Chad nodded. "Now that truly is sad." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Virgil Gerhard looked at the gathered forces out in front of their local council building. He had sixty mages, ten of whom were experienced in combat, four of whom were his lycan handlers. With the addition of the Fresno lycans, he had a total of two hundred and twenty-nine lycans, and that was all their lycans. He'd taken the maids, the butlers, even the bedroom toys, put them all in uniform, and handed them a weapon.  
 
    As Todd had said, it was 'use them or lose them', and there was no point in leaving any of them behind. It wasn't like it really mattered if they lived or died, just as long as they helped in the upcoming fight. He now had four times the number of lycans Sapientia was expected to have on defense. 
 
    "What about the Ascendance?" Bill Jeffries, his lead lycan handler, asked him. 
 
    "What about them?" 
 
    "Are we going after them first, or last?" 
 
    Virgil shook his head. "We're not. I don't want to push my luck or split my forces. We'll hit Sapientia tonight. Once that's done and we've beaten them, we'll ship all our lycans off to Phoenix. When that lion gets here, we let him deal with the Ascendance, and after that, we can clean up whatever's left, if the folks back in Boston decide it's necessary." 
 
    Bill nodded. "Sounds good to me. I got Tim setting up some rentals on some trucks so we can haul them all out of here come the morning." 
 
    Virgil nodded and signaled everyone to get into their vehicles. Then he got into the command van at the back of the line and waved Bill to lead them out. This whole month had been just crazy. First the rumors about a lycan revolt, then the destruction of the Gradatim headquarters, and now this. He'd spent the day getting his family packed, sent them north on a vacation on the coast, and told everyone else to do the same. He wasn't stupid; there was a war on, like it or not, and if you didn't take care of your family, they might not be there when you got back. 
 
    As for what they were about to do, well, he was no stranger to conflict. They'd had several battles with the Gradatim over the years. While none of them had been to the same level as this one, any one of them could have turned into something nasty. There had never been any love lost between the Gradatim and the Vestibulum, and it had taken decades for things to settle down into the uneasy peace that had existed in Los Angeles for the last several decades. 
 
    And now it was about to all blow up again. But, like that old movie said, you needed these little wars every now and again, to clean out the bad blood and get rid of the dead wood.  
 
    It was late, and the ride to the Sapientia compound didn't take all that long. For all that it was late on a Saturday night, traffic was light. Virgil had waited until after two AM, mainly because after what had happened with the Gradatim, a lot of eyes were on the Los Angeles area, and the last thing he wanted to do was to have this show up on anybody's radar. 
 
    They stopped by a park about a quarter mile from their destination, did a quick check, dumped half of their wolves to run ahead to their positions, and sent the mages who would be holding the silence off to set up. 
 
    Then they drove off to the compound, each of them going to their assigned positions and deploying. Virgil gave the signal from the van he was running everything from, and they all attacked. 
 
    The first line of werewolves charged the wall, jumped up to the top, and pulled themselves over it. No alarms were raised, which made Virgil wonder if the Sapientia had anybody on watch. He'd expected there to be some sort of alarm raised, or at least some sort of noise. He was just about to call for an all-out attack when two of the first team over the wall stood up at the top and waved for the next group to join them, then ducked down out of sight. 
 
    "What's going on over there, Bill?" Virgil asked on his radio. 
 
    "The two guards on duty were distracted by a bitch in heat." Bill snickered. "I told them they could keep the bitch, as long as they got to the gates without raising an alarm." 
 
    "What?" Virgil said in surprise. "Don't they keep their females on birth control?" 
 
    "Apparently not anymore. They're 'free', don't you know!"  
 
    Virgil sighed. "And that's why we don't free animals." 
 
    "No kidding! They're about to open the gates. Let's see how many we can get inside before the balloon goes up!" 
 
    "Okay," Virgil replied and then gave the orders for the first six squads, backed up by his combat experienced mages, to move in as soon as the gates were opened.  
 
    Opening the door on the side of the van, Virgil watched as the gates opened and sixty werewolves ran inside, followed a moment later by the ten mages.  
 
    Suddenly there was a very bright flash, and he felt the ground tremble under his feet, but oddly enough there was no noise, and the last four mages just disappeared as the ground beneath their feet exploded. 
 
    "It's a trap!" someone screamed over the radio, and then with a sudden gurgling noise the voice cut off. 
 
    "Everyone, attack!" Virgil called over the radio, and dropping to the ground, he cast his own personal shields. Then pulling out one of his wands, he looked around for targets of opportunity as the sound of gunfire and explosions filled the air. 
 
      
 
    Sean watched as the five surviving mages who had come in through the gates were quickly subdued. Guillermo had laid a number of metal mesh mats on the ground near the gates, then simply electrified them with high voltage A/C current when the time was right. The effect on the magic users who had made it past the claymores was quite educational. 
 
    The wolves who had run in had either been slept or were staring in wonder at their brothers, who were quickly moving among them and removing their silver. It hadn't been hard for Sean to overwhelm the first group over the wall, and once they'd gotten over the shock of it, he'd dealt with their silver pellets and let them call the next group, who'd suddenly found themselves in a very strange situation. Not that they'd put up any sort of a fight when their friends and alphas had told them what was going on, as they'd stared at the lion who had told them all to 'sit'. 
 
    "So, how many did we get?" Sean asked Guillermo. 
 
    "About half, according to the senior alpha. They've also got about another fifty mages outside our walls." 
 
    "So not counting the ones we just grabbed, we've got about the same number of lycans and twice the magic users. Think they'll run?" 
 
    Guillermo shrugged. "They don't know you're here. They may just figure we got lucky." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Well, if they don't leave in the next five minutes, they're never going to."  
 
    "They're gathering their people for another attempt to storm the gates," one of Guillermo's people said over the radio. 
 
    Shaking his head, Sean started to prepare another mass sleep spell. The last one had eaten up half his mana pool; this one would definitely take him out of the fight. 
 
    "Peg, could you throw some new illusions over those mesh mats?" Sean asked as he got ready. 
 
    "Everyone else, get your guns ready!" Guillermo called. "And make sure you're not using any silver! These are our brothers! They will be with us soon enough!" 
 
      
 
    Virgil ordered the next group into the gap, only this time he had his magic users mixed in with the lycans, who had orders to put their bodies between any guns and their mages. Virgil hoped that whatever the trap was, it hadn't been reset yet, but if nothing else, charging through the front gates would focus the Sapientia forces there, while the rest of his group attacked the south wall.  
 
    It may not be the best diversion, but it was the only one he was going to get. 
 
    "Everybody ready?" he called over the radio. 
 
    "Ready on the south wall!" 
 
    "Ready by the gates!" 
 
    "Charge!" Virgil said.  
 
    The sound of the fighting got even louder then, as a group of fifty charged the gates with six mages mixed in with them. Virgil left his command post and jogged over to where the second group was preparing to launch their attack. One more wouldn't hurt, and it might make the difference, he figured. 
 
    They started to assault the wall just as he got there, the first group going up and over without any trouble, but just as the second group started to go over the wall, a line of machine guns opened up from the tree line, taking everyone out at the knees! 
 
    Virgil screamed as he got shot in both legs, then collapsed to the ground. As he tried to crawl forward towards the others, he saw a large group of werewolves, definitely a lot more than what he'd brought today, come streaming out of the woods. All were armed, and none of them seemed to be shy about putting another shot into anyone who didn't stop moving. 
 
    "Mages keep your mouths shut and your hands up, and we'll heal you and send you home!" someone was yelling. 
 
    "Lycans do the same, and we'll pull your pellets! Medics! Look for the magic users! They're the ones who'll still be bleeding!" 
 
    Virgil saw the speaker then, a tall handsome man, who was wearing some sort of armor that appeared to have ghostlike flames dancing over it.  
 
    Virgil figured he could probably get a spell off, maybe even kill or seriously hurt the man in the armor before they killed him. 
 
    He also figured he'd much rather see his kids grow up. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Okay everyone, listen up!" Ruthelma said. "I just got word they hit the Sapientia first, and my father has them wrapped up. So get your gear, and let's get out of here." 
 
    "That's it?" Frank Gerold asked. 
 
    Ruthelma nodded. "They're not coming here. Honestly, I think you got lucky; this place is a lot smaller, I would have thought they'd come here first. It sounds like they really had quite the group." 
 
    "So you're just going to leave? Go back to Sapientia?" 
 
    Ruthelma grinned at him evilly. "Leave? Yes. Go back to Sapientia..." she hesitated and then winked at him, "I thought perhaps we might swing by the Vestibulum and take a little look at who and what they left behind. Care to join us?" 
 
    Frank's face split in a big grin. "Has anyone told you that you look lovely when plotting mayhem?" 
 
    "Does this mean you're coming?" 
 
    "Stacy! Get your men sorted and into their cars! We're following Ruth here over to the Vestibulum!" 
 
    "Guess that answers that!" Ruthelma said with a chuckle and headed over to one of the vans they'd come here in. Surprisingly, this Henry guy had decided to follow along. Leading him on had been fun, but not as much fun as delivering a little 'divine retribution' onto the group that had started tonight's events was going to be.  
 
    She really hated being called out to fight and not getting to. She'd just have to make sure this Gerold guy didn't go overboard. She didn't have any stomach for killing the innocents. But she definitely wanted to do at least some damage tonight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sunday Morning  
 
      
 
    Sean sighed and looked at Ruthelma. "Seriously? You razed all of their buildings?" 
 
    Ruthelma shrugged, "Not all of them, just the main one and the kennels, oh and the garage. The people guarding them all ran off after I killed the first two, so what was I supposed to do?" 
 
    "So you only killed two?" Sean asked. 
 
    "I was lucky to get them too! I guess they thought I wasn't anything to be afraid of, because I was a girl." 
 
    Sean snorted, "I doubt that. I've seen you in your armor, Ruth, I'd be afraid to go after you if I didn't have to. Maybe they were worried about their families?" 
 
    Ruthelma shook her head, "The place was pretty much deserted. I tell you, cousin, after the disappointment of them not attacking us at the other place, I was at least hoping for some nice fighting when we got there. Yeah, that first fight was fun, but since then, it's been nothing but a bore. Girl can't even get laid around here!" 
 
    Sean coughed, "I've got hundreds of men all over the place, and you can't get laid?" 
 
    Ruthelma shrugged. "If you ain't faerie, it takes a lot of work to get into our pants." She paused a moment, then giggled, shocking Sean with the sudden transition. "Actually, even if you are, it can take a lot of work to get there!" 
 
    "What about that Frank guy?" 
 
    "Eh, he's a bit too passive for my tastes." 
 
    "Doesn't stack up well against dad, huh?" Sean said with a grin, then laughed as Ruthelma blushed. 
 
    "Maybe you should start chasing some of the wolves or other lycans around here? If you want, I could tell them you're fair game," Sean said with a smirk. 
 
    "Don't you dare!" Ruthelma growled. 
 
    "Okay, now I'm definitely doing it, cousin," Sean said and laughed again. "There's gotta be someone out there who'll at least help rid you of some of those frustrations!" 
 
    "If your mother wasn't my best friend..." Ruthelma grumbled. 
 
    "If we weren't cousins, maybe I'd consider it," Sean said, then stuck out his tongue. "Damn, even thinking about it, I just can't get the fact you're family out of my head! Besides, it didn't work last time, it wouldn't work any other time. Now go find a place to clean up, I think your dad wants to be on the road by lunchtime." 
 
    Ruthelma got up, still grumbling, and left the room. Sean yawned and stretched. He hadn't slept at all either. 
 
    "Want me to spread the word?" Roberta asked. 
 
    Sean grinned. "Definitely." 
 
    "Send Jonathon after her," Cali said. 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "One of the tigers; he looks a little funny, I think he's magical or something." 
 
    "All lycans are magical, Cali dear," Roberta said. 
 
    "Not like him or Sean!" Cali said with a grin. 
 
    "Okay." Roberta shrugged. 
 
    "Where's Peg?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Sleeping, where we should be," Roberta said with a yawn of her own. 
 
    "Well, I've got a bunch of phone calls to make, then I need to talk to Maitland. Phoenix is next on the hit parade, so I need to start planning that with him." 
 
    Borrowing Roberta's phone, Sean called Roxy. 
 
    "Hi, Hon." 
 
    "Gee, is that how you greet Roberta?" Sean teased. 
 
    "Yup, it's how I greet all of 'em, even Dae. What's up?" 
 
    "We're about to leave LA and head on to Phoenix. What's up back home?" 
 
    "Well, let's see. We need you to make more collars, now the tag machine is running. So perhaps you should come back and make a collar machine as well?" 
 
    "What else?" 
 
    Roxy then proceeded to run down a laundry list of things he needed to come home and take care of. 
 
    "Plus, Roberta and Cali probably shouldn't be out in the field anymore, Roberta has got to be starting to show by now." 
 
    Sean looked over at Roberta and put his hand on her belly, causing her to smile at him. She was two and a half months pregnant, and yeah, she was starting to show. 
 
    "I don't know, Hon," he told Roxy. "I'm not sure they can do this without me being here." 
 
    "Chad's doing it without you being there." 
 
    "Actually, he's still stuck in Seattle. So I have no idea." 
 
    Roxy sighed into the phone. "Don't make me start calling people on you, Sean."  
 
    Sean laughed. "Okay, I'll bring it up. Love you and the others. Let them know. I gotta go track down Maitland and see what's up." 
 
    "Bye!" 
 
    Hanging up, Sean looked at Cali and Roberta. "Let's go see what Maitland's up to." 
 
    "Sean!" Maitland said when Sean caught up with him a few minutes later. "I've been talking with Vincent and his counterpart in Phoenix. I've already got a basic plan, but it looks like we'll have to be there a few days." 
 
    "Well, Chad's still in Seattle, so I don't see that as an issue. Are you sure you want to move everyone on today?" 
 
    "Actually, I was thinking we should stay here a few more days and clean out all of the minor councils in the area. Turns out there's a couple dozen of them here." 
 
    "Really? I had no idea." 
 
    "Well, that's not really your job anymore, is it, Sean? You did give it to me, after all." 
 
    Sean tried not to look too embarrassed at that. 
 
    "It's hard to let go, Son. Seen it a hundred times. You go from being the guy in the trenches with only your own butt to worry about, to the man in the castle managing a dozen armies and worrying about thousands of people." 
 
    Sean blew out his breath and nodded. "I just kinda feel like I'm abandoning everybody if I'm not out there with 'em." 
 
    "Yup, but they all signed up because they believe in you, and not a one of them wants you out front in the day to day slog. That's their job, and they know it." 
 
    "So, what are you saying?" 
 
    "That you should probably take some of the new folks we freed last night home to Reno. Give them some time to get used to the way things are now." 
 
    "Did Roxy call you?" Sean asked suspiciously. 
 
    "Not yet," Maitland smiled, "but wouldn't matter either way. I can handle this. Phoenix isn't going to be that big of a battle." 
 
    "Umm, I thought the Vestibulum had a pretty big presence there?" 
 
    "I talked to Oak and Claudia an hour ago. Between the two of them, they're sending me a couple hundred more. Plus I picked up a hundred and fifty good fighters last night. Between them, what's coming down from Reno, and the folks I'll be able to borrow when I get there, I daresay we'll have close to a thousand to deal with the situation." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Well, there are a lot of reasons for me to be back in Reno, but I just don't want to abandon you out here, which I guess is pretty egotistical of me, seeing as you've probably fought a hundred times the battles I have." 
 
    "Don't worry, if I need you when we get to Phoenix, I'll call you," Maitland said with a smile. 
 
    "And now I don't know what should worry me more, if you call me, or if you don't!" Sean said with a chuckle. 
 
    "Well, let me show you my plans, so at least you have something to think about on the ride back to Reno." 
 
    Sean nodded, and they spent the next two hours going over Maitland's plans for dealing with the minor councils here, in Las Angeles, and the situation in Phoenix when he got there. Sean was a little surprised that Maitland planned to send a hundred of his people ahead, having them leave tonight. 
 
    "What's that for?" 
 
    "To keep the Vestibulum from getting any ideas about Sapientia before we get there, of course." 
 
    Sean nodded and agreed. Then he went off to find Vincent and Guillermo. Some of the people they'd rescued from the Vestibulum weren't fighters, same for the Ascendance. Those fifty-some-odd people would be going back with Sean and the girls, so he was going to need to rent a bus for the trip. 
 
    In the end, he took one of the buses they'd rented back in Reno, while Maitland made arrangements to rent several more to deal with the next leg of his campaign. 
 
    "I still feel like I'm abandoning them." Sean sighed to the girls when the bus finally pulled out to head back to Reno. 
 
    "You can't be everywhere at once, my Husband," Cali told him. "You are starting to stretch yourself a little thin." 
 
    Roberta and Peg both nodded. 
 
    "She's right," Roberta agreed. 
 
    "Besides which, now if they lose a battle, you get to show up and save the day," Peg said with a grin. 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "You can't lose the battle if you're not there. Everyone will just blame your subordinate. Then you can come in with the second wave and clean house. Sooner or later you're going to lose one, Hon. It's just the odds of the game. It's a lot better for that loss to go to someone else." 
 
    'I knew I liked that girl,' the First said. 
 
    'Oh hush, you. You like all of them!' 
 
    "Well, if there's nothing else, I'm gonna stretch out and work on the design for my collar machine. Rox told me I need to get working on that one, so no time like the present." 
 
    Moving to the back of the bus, Sean stretched out on a couple of seats and, closing his eyes, he opened up his workshop. He'd check on his stats later, not that he expected to see much having changed in the last week, but for now, he needed to get to work on his next machine. He had a lot of experience from the last one, so he was hopeful this one would go a lot smoother and faster. 
 
      
 
    Sean felt his body being shaken, so looking at his work, he made sure to save off all the latest changes, shut down his workshop, and opened his eyes.  
 
    "What?" he asked Peg. 
 
    "We're in Vegas, and Roberta called Roxy's parents to see if they wanted to do dinner." 
 
    "But Roxy's not with us," Sean said, looking at her, then immediately grunted as she smacked him on the shoulder. 
 
    "They're our in-laws, dork. All of ours. We're here, and we're visiting them!" 
 
    "Alright! Alright!" Sean sighed. "Just not used to having relatives, it's still kind of strange." 
 
    "Uh-huh. Sure. Grab your stuff, the bus will drop us off at their place." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Bill said he'd set us up with a flight back to Reno in the morning." 
 
    "Umm, does that mean we're going to sleep in Roxy's room without Roxy?" Cali asked, looking deceptively innocent. 
 
    "I'd imagine so," Peg nodded, "though I don't know how much sleeping our Sean is going to be doing." She smirked at him and winked. 
 
    "Lots! I haven't slept in two days." 
 
    "Then I guess you'll just have to go for three!" Cali giggled and patted him on the head. 
 
    Sean was actually quite happy to see Roxy's mom and dad when they got to her parent's house. They all took a few minutes to freshen up, then headed out to a small local restaurant Bill and Gloria were fond of. 
 
    As they were following their waiter to their table, Sean noticed a young man with his eyes wide, staring at him. It took him a moment to place the kid, what did it was the kid's father leaning over and asking him if everything was okay. 
 
    "I'll catch up with you in a moment," Sean told the others and walked over to the table. The kid, Josh was his name, gulped, and his father looked up, and after a moment he seemed to remember Sean as well. 
 
    "Josh, how's it going," Sean said with a smile, "I think I can honestly say I'm happy to see you here." 
 
    "You, you…" Josh looked around and lowered his voice, "you killed them all, didn't you?" 
 
    Sean sighed and nodded. "Not one of my prouder moments, I'll admit it. How did you end up here?" 
 
    "Hello, my name is Cory Booker, I believe we met before, Mr.?" 
 
    "Sean. Sean Valens." 
 
    "Yes, please excuse me if I don't shake hands. My son Josh here, well, he told me what really happened out in the desert, and he also convinced me we needed to take our maid and get out of LA when they started to talk about killing everyone." 
 
    Sean noticed there were two lycans sitting at the table, an older female wolf who was staring at him in amazement, and a slightly younger man, also a wolf. 
 
    "Well, good for you for listening to your son," Sean smiled, "and better still that you had the kindness to bring them with you." Sean nodded to the two lycans. 
 
    "Would the two of you care to join my friends and I? We could take care of your pellets, remove them." 
 
    "Is that an order?" the woman lycan asked. 
 
    "Yes, I'm afraid it is," Sean said with a nod. "All the lions, including myself, have decided that no one will have a pellet in them, or be forced by such methods to serve others." 
 
    "But, then what? What do I do after that?" 
 
    "Why, whatever you want to," Sean said with a smile. 
 
    "So I could come back here? And continue to work for the Bookers?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "If that's what you want to do, that's fine. The fact that they took the time to save you speaks highly of them." 
 
    "I just can't believe they're all...gone," the older of the two human women at the table said with a mournful look. She looked up at Sean then. "We lost everything, everything, you understand. What will we do?" 
 
    "Well, if you're looking for a job, I happen to know a few important people in this town, and seeing that you were willing to take a risk for your lycan maid, I'm sure they'd be able to hook you up." 
 
    "Why?" Mrs. Booker asked, looking up at him. "Why would you do this for us?" 
 
    "Because you saved them," Sean nodded towards the two lycans, "and because you raised a good son."  
 
    Sean looked at the two lycans. "Now, if the two of you would join me for a moment?" 
 
    They both nodded and, getting up from their seats, they followed Sean over to where the others were seated. 
 
    "This is my father and mother-in-law, Bill and Gloria. These are three of my wives, Roberta, Peg, and Cali." 
 
    "Hi, I'm Rose, and this is Josue." 
 
    Sean nodded and took off his tag and his necklace as they exchanged greetings. "Put the necklace on, then the tag." 
 
    Rose nodded and did as she was told, shivering a bit from the sudden pain that momentarily passed inside her. She then took the tag and necklace off and passed it to Josue, who did the same. 
 
    "So, now that you're free, what are you going to do?" Gloria asked. 
 
    Rose blushed. "I'm going to go back with the Bookers. They'd be lost without me, and well, Mr. Valens here was right. They were kind enough to save me, so I will keep helping them." 
 
    "Bill," Sean asked, "do you have one of Ted's cards? Seems like Mr. Booker over there no longer has a job." 
 
    Bill nodded and handed it to Rose, who thanked him and left. 
 
    "And what are your plans, Josue?" 
 
    "While I'm thankful they saved me, I'd much rather make it on my own now." 
 
    Bill nodded and took out his phone. "Go out front, I'll have someone stop by and take you somewhere safe, where you can figure out your next step." 
 
    "Thank you," Josue said, and after shaking Sean's hand, he left the restaurant. 
 
    "Who are the Bookers?" Gloria asked. 
 
    "Their kid is the one Sean saved when he was here last," Bill said, putting the phone up to his ear. "I'll warn Ted about them." 
 
    "Everyone deserves a chance," Sean said with a smile. For some odd reason, he suddenly didn't feel so bad about what he'd done in the last few days. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Home Again 
 
      
 
    Sean was immediately mobbed by Roxy, Daelyn, and Jolene when he got home. 
 
    "It's only been two days," he said and chuckled as he hugged and kissed each of them. 
 
    "Yeah, but we're the ones who keep you in line!" Daelyn joked. "Without us around, who knows what kind of trouble you'll get in!" 
 
    "I think we've been dissed," Roberta whispered. 
 
    "You got owned by your six-year-old daughter," Peg whispered back, "and he makes me pant like a dog, so I'm not complaining!" 
 
    Sean shook his head and decided to ignore the byplay.  
 
    "Anything I need to know about?" 
 
    "Nope, everything's fine," Roxy said with a smile. 
 
    "Good, cause I'm going to my shop to start work on the collar machine." Sean looked at Daelyn. "Did you get the hardware for that finished?" 
 
    Daelyn nodded. "Two of 'em, plus another two tag machines." 
 
    "Stewart's been wanting to see you, too," Jolene added. "From the looks of things, he's past the starting level on enchanting." 
 
    "I guess I'm going to have to sit down and decide what I'm going to teach him," Sean said. 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "Because everything I know is pretty radical. Some of it I'm not so sure I want to share." 
 
    "So order him not to tell anyone," Peg said with a shrug. "He's a fox now, not like you can't rule him like you do the rest of us." 
 
    Sean grinned. "Yeah, but you love it!" 
 
    "We all love it, actually," Roxy snickered, "but go get some work done. I'll bring him by around lunchtime. You can discuss things with him then. We really need to get that collar machine done. Sawyer's been calling me up several times a day." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Okay." 
 
    "Oh, and here's a new phone," Roxy said and handed it to him. "John had one of Chad's wolves drive down here to give it to you." 
 
    "Why not just FedEx it?" 
 
    Roxy snickered. "You've known him for how long, and you still ask that question?" 
 
    Sean smiled guiltily. "Yeah, I guess you have a point there." 
 
    Walking out to his shop, he decided to drop John a line and see what was going on. 
 
    "Hey! See you got the new phone!" John said. 
 
    "Yeah, I feel bad about it." 
 
    "Ah, don't worry, you needed an upgrade anyway. That old one of yours needed replacing." 
 
    "John, you gave me that phone only six weeks ago." 
 
    "Yup, positively ancient," John said with a chuckle. 
 
    "Chad told me you're having a rough time of it, anything I can do to help?" 
 
    Sean heard John sigh then. "Honestly, Sean. I don't know how you deal. That was some pretty nasty shit I saw, and Chad told me you've seen worse." 
 
    "Yeah, and I freaked out a whole hell of a lot worse than you did! Don't think I'm holding up any better than you are, I've done some nasty shit in all of this. Chad told me you hooked up with a wolf girl?" 
 
    "Yeah, Brenna. Thinking I'm gonna keep her, too." 
 
    "I thought you weren't interested in girls who turned furry?" Sean teased. 
 
    "Neither did I," John admitted, "but she grew up with this stuff, yet she copes just fine. Plus she wants me." 
 
    "Seriously?"  
 
    "Dude, I haven't had this kind of attention from a girl since Jane in tenth grade, remember her? She was the one who got it into her head that she just had to sleep with an Indian." 
 
    "Whatever happened to her, anyway?" 
 
    "She married my cousin," John laughed, "and up until a day ago I wondered if I had made the biggest mistake of my life." 
 
    "So you like her?" 
 
    "I was going to ask to hire her for my business and just put up with all of the constant attempts to bed me. She's hella smart and hella sexy. It's not like the tribe really has a problem with wolves, anyway." 
 
    "Thinking about letting her infect you?" Sean was curious about that. He could see why Chad had done it. It wasn't just the knee for Chad, but the unconscious desire to lead others, to be the top dog. Chad was born an alpha. 
 
    John, however, was a lot more laid back on a lot of things. 
 
    "I don't know, honestly. I always pictured myself with more of a cougar's spirit than that of a wolf. The whole pack dynamic thing never really meshed with me. Probably why I spend all my time working for oddballs and paranormals and living in town instead of back on the Res." 
 
    "I could always have Roger infect you, if that's what you want," Sean offered. 
 
    "I'd have to think about that, and he'd have to agree to it," John replied after a moment's hesitation. 
 
    "He'll do it if I tell him to, John." 
 
    "Yeah, don't go doing that. If he doesn't want to do it, leave it at that. Understand?" 
 
    Sean blinked. "If that's what you want, of course." 
 
    "Just 'cause I often don't act like it, I'm still an Indian, Sean. When it comes to the gods and the spirits, we don't take gifts that aren't willingly offered, and even then, we think about it long and hard. In fact, once we get done up here, I'm taking Brenna home with me and having a long talk with my cousin." 
 
    "Oh? Why?" 
 
    "He's one of our medicine men. They know a lot about the lycans, the fey and faerie, as well as demons and spirits." John paused a moment. "Actually, maybe I should bring your furry butt down to visit him some time as well." 
 
    That brought Sean up for a moment. "Wait, what?" 
 
    "Yeah, I think I'll ask him about that." 
 
    "John, ever since I've known you, you've never once offered to bring me onto the reservation or even introduced me to anyone in your family beyond your father." 
 
    "Well, yeah, you were just another city kid, no offense Sean, but you were about as vanilla as mundanes get." 
 
    "Oh? And now I'm not?" Sean said with a laugh. 
 
    "Actually, it's more a case of you needing all the help you can get," John snarked back at him. "Maybe we can learn you something before you embarrass yourself in front of all the other lions." 
 
    'Too late!' 
 
    "Oh, the abuse I take from all of you." Sean sighed. "Put Brenna on." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "'Cause I asked you to?" 
 
    "Just a moment." 
 
    Sean went inside his shop and started to clear off his workbench. 
 
    "Sean?" a timid voice asked over the phone. 
 
    "So, you like him?" 
 
    "Oh, yes! Can I have him?" 
 
    "You can't bite him unless he's willing and totally clear on it, and you clear it with me or Chad first, understand?" 
 
    Brenna grumbled. "I understand." 
 
    "Great, 'cause as of this moment, he's your alpha." 
 
    "Thank you, Sean!" 
 
    "Have fun, bye," Sean said and hung up the phone. It only took him a minute to find the machine Daelyn had built. The large post-it note helped. Taking his clothes off, he shifted into his hybrid form, then got the silver spool set up. He'd enchant the batteries first, then he'd see about the power section. That was all the same as the previous one, so he should have it all done before dinner. 
 
      
 
    "Sean? Roxy said you wanted to see me?"  
 
    Sean looked up and saw Stewart standing in the doorway. He pointed to a chair, then finished untarring the battery spell into the last of the batteries. That done, he dumped the excess energy into one of the finished batteries as he hooked them together. 
 
    "How far have you gotten through the books I gave you?" 
 
    "I'm done with them," Stewart said with a smile. "The only part I really didn't know was the spell that keeps your work from unraveling on you." 
 
    Sean nodded. "Yeah, that's a handy one. I'm surprised you didn't know it." 
 
    "Well, my father wanted me to be a member of the goon squad, basically. He didn't like the idea that I was a skilled enchanter. So I never got the advanced lessons, I'm mostly self-taught." 
 
    Sean looked up at him. "Really?" 
 
    Stewart nodded. 
 
    "Awesome! That's going to make all of this so much easier." 
 
    "Really?" Stewart asked, looking surprised. 
 
    "Yup, and before we start," Sean reached down into his own lion 'self' and pointed at Stewart. "You cannot teach any of what I'm about to teach you to anyone else, unless I, or another lion, allows it." 
 
    Stewart's eyes widened at that. "How'd you do that!" 
 
    Sean grinned. "I'm a lion. All those stories they tell about us? They're true." 
 
    "But Art told me you've only been a lion for a few months!" 
 
    "Being a lion is sort of an all or nothing proposition. Lucky for me, I got the 'all'." 
 
    "What happens to the nothings?" 
 
    "They die." 
 
    "Eww. So is that where you learned how to enchant? From the lions?" 
 
    Sean shook his head. "Nope, I figured all this out on my own. Course, now that I know it, they all know it." 
 
    "How come there aren't any other lions around?" 
 
    "There are, but they don't want people getting confused, as I'm the one in charge of this whole 'rebellion' thing, so they're staying out of the way for now." 
 
    Stewart just nodded and accepted that. Both Rachel and April had spent some time telling him about lions. Stewart was pretty sure now that they worshipped them. 
 
    "So, how do you do this," Stewart waved his hand at the machine Sean was working on. "I took a look at that tag machine you made, and while I couldn't figure out any of the spells on it, from what I do know, it should have taken years to make. And you did it in a week?" 
 
    "Actually, once you learn how to enchant by the normal methods, you could probably do a job like that in eight or so months. But I didn't have the time for that, so I had to come up with new methods.  
 
    "Now, what do you know about computer programming?" 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "You know what computers are, right?" 
 
    Stewart looked at Sean like he was mental. Sean almost laughed; it had been months since a lycan had looked at him like that. 
 
    "Of course I know what computers are!" 
 
    "And programming?" 
 
    Stewart shrugged. "Why should I learn that? I'm a magic user." 
 
    Sean smiled. "Because casting magic is very much like programming a computer." 
 
    Stewart stared at him, his jaw dropping. 
 
    "So you're going to sign up for college to study computer programming here at UNR." 
 
    "You want me to go to college?" Stewart looked at Sean in a combination of shock, surprise, and dread. 
 
    "I spent three years studying for a degree in computer science. I don't have the time to teach you everything I learned, Stew. It's going to take me months to teach you how to apply what you learn there to magic, but I need you to learn it first, and I need you to learn it with the idea that eventually you're going to be teaching my kids, and your own as well." 
 
    "But I don't want to go back to school!" Stewart complained. "I want to learn enchanting!" 
 
    "You will be learning it. When you get done, you'll know it better than anyone other than me." 
 
    Stewart sighed. "Yeah, but I sucked at school." 
 
    "Sign Rachel up for the same courses. She's pretty smart." 
 
    "But she can't cast magic!" 
 
    "No, but she can help you study, and between her and April, I'm sure they can come up with all sorts of wonderful awards for when you do well," Sean said with a smirk. 
 
    "Ummm…" Stewart blushed. 
 
    "Talk to Roxy about getting enrolled, then talk to Deidre about finances. You'll be living here, of course. Once you get in, bring me the course book, and I'll tell you what's important and what's not." 
 
    Stewart sighed again; he really wasn't a big fan of school. And now he was going back to it. What made it worse was he didn't know a damn thing about computers. 
 
    "Isn't there anything you can teach me now?" Stewart asked. 
 
    Sean stopped and thought about that, he could make Stewart a watch like his father had made for him, with some of the same study aids in it. Some of the stuff was pretty advanced, and he could add to it as Stewart progressed. 
 
    "Once I get this done," Sean said and motioned to the machines, "I'll put together some stuff for you to start with. But you're going to be making stuff the old-fashioned way for some time to come." 
 
    "At least I'll be doing something," Stewart said with a smile, "I just don't want to be useless, you know?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Trust me, I know. Now, let's go get some lunch. Then I need to get back to work here. If you want to work on your own projects, you can use the workshop, just use the table on the other side of the room." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "I have a tendency to set things on fire," Sean said with a grin. "That's why there's all these fire extinguishers in the room." 
 
      
 
    It was after dinner, and Sean was considering paying Deidre a visit and either going over the books or having a romp in bed with her. It had been a while, and she was carrying one of his kids, so the last thing he wanted was for her to think he didn't care. 
 
    "Sean, Love?" 
 
    Turning, Sean saw Sheila standing there in human form and smiling up at him. She really was a very pretty young woman, and for all that Sean now knew a lot more about her non-bedroom talents, she looked as innocent as they came. 
 
    The single-piece thin wool dress she was wearing, which only came down to her thighs, also made it clear that Sheila was one very desirable woman. He revised that to an excited and desirable woman, seeing the way her nipples were causing very visible bumps under the dress that was already being stretched by her chest. 
 
    "Yes, Sheila?" 
 
    "Could I talk to you a minute?" She smiled up at him. "In private?" 
 
    Sean nodded. "Lead on." 
 
    Following her, it was obvious she wasn't wearing any underwear, and Sean had to admit the view from behind was as good as the view from the front.  
 
    "Close the door, please," Sheila said as they entered her bedroom. 
 
    Sean pushed it closed, then watched in surprise as she reached down and grabbed the hem of her dress, pulled it up over her head, then dropped to her knees before him and tossed it off to the side. She had his pants undone and was yanking them down before he was quite sure what she was up to. 
 
    "Sheila, what's..." Sean sighed as she took him into her mouth and teased him erect with her tongue. 
 
    "Hmmm?" she asked, the vibrations having the intended effect as he just smiled and leaned back against the door. Sheila winked at him and started to fellate him. Sean actually hadn't slept with Sheila in weeks, even though he did have feelings for her. This had been a tough decision for him, because with all of her training, she was a complete animal in bed, and sleeping with her was quite the experience.  
 
    The problem was, her submissive attitude towards him meant that, as long as he kept having sex with her, she wouldn't hook up with another male. Well, hook up permanently, that is. From the things Peg had told him, Sheila was hooking up with the guys on a temporary basis several times a day.  
 
    Putting his hands on her head, Sean just closed his eyes and enjoyed the experience. It wasn't until he was starting to get close that she suddenly stopped and, opening his eyes, Sean noticed the look on her face as she literally climbed up his body. It was a look of determination. 
 
    "Breed me," Sheila whispered in his ear as she wrapped her legs around his waist and slowly settled back down, taking him inside her. He was shocked at just how wet she was, and his lion suddenly told him that Sheila was most certainly in heat. 
 
    "What?" Sean gasped as he grabbed her hips and slowly worked himself in and out of her. 
 
    "Breed me. I want a lion cub. Just like you gave Peg." Sheila bit her lip and looked at him. He could see a brief expression of apprehension cross her face. 
 
    "Wait, what? You want me to put a cub in you?" Sean asked; he hadn't stopped screwing her. He liked Sheila, and dammit if the idea of making cubs was one that went right to the core of his being. His lion was also very much in favor of the idea, not that Sean was opposed in the slightest. 
 
    "Yes." Sheila leaned forward and, putting one hand behind his neck, she licked and nuzzled his earlobe. He actually felt himself growing stiffer at that. 
 
    "Why?" Sean asked. 
 
    "You have to ask why?" she whispered throatily into his ear. 
 
    "Hell yes, I have to ask why. It's been weeks since we've had sex, and now you're begging me to not just knock you up, put to put a lioness in you like I did Peg. Why?" 
 
    Sheila giggled. "I don't feel you slowing down." 
 
    "No, you're getting knocked up, like it or not. But unless you want a fox, I want to know why?" 
 
    She growled then and nipped his ear, which definitely cooled his ardor. 
 
    "Because you're my king, my master, my liege, my leader, my god! You're my lover's husband! You're the biggest and the best, and the lion that scares the hell out of this little fox, because we both know I'll do whatever you tell me to, even if it means my death, and I'll sing your praises the entire time!  
 
    "You're a god, Love, and you're my god! Of course I want your babies! I want what you gave Peg because I love Peg, and for all that you scare me half to death, you also make me want to melt at your feet, to wrap my body around yours every time I see you, I want this! I want to have your cub inside me, I want to give you as many lions or lionesses as you'll let me!" 
 
    Sheila had a tight grip on his hair now, and she was staring into his eyes with a look of utter need. 
 
    "I'll never have this chance again, Love! Never!" 
 
    "Oh, you're going to be getting this chance a lot!" Sean growled and, grabbing her hips tightly in his hands, he spread his legs and pumped his hips up in counterpoint to her body moving up and down against him. "I'll give you all the lionesses you wa..." Sheila mouth came down on his, and in an instant, she had a serious case of lip lock going on, as her talented tongue snaked around his mouth and teased at his. 
 
    Honestly, Sean hadn't been this turned on since Roxy had made her desires clear to him! Submissive Sheila, the bold temptress to all she came across—well beside him—who could seduce any man, lycan, or magic user she met, was begging him, him, for children. 
 
    Oh, he was so going to do this! 
 
    Dropping to his knees, he laid her back onto the floor, covering her body with his as her legs came up and wrapped around his waist, and one hand wrapped around his neck to run through his hair, the other going down low to tickle his balls. 
 
    Reaching down inside, as he had done with Peg, Jolene, and Roxy, Sean triggered the magic that laid within his lion just as Sheila released his lips and screamed as she had an orgasm Sean could only describe as epic, causing him to immediately go over the edge as well. Grinding in to the hilt, he just held himself there as he came, filling her with his seed. 
 
    Lowering himself carefully, Sean pulled her body close to his as they both shivered and shook, though Sheila continued to shiver and moan for several minutes after his own orgasm had run its course. 
 
    "Thank you, my lord," Sheila whispered in his ear when her breathing had finally slowed down. 
 
    "I'll give you all the cubs you can handle," Sean said, his voice a little growly, "but I'm the only one who gets to put his cubs inside you, understand?" 
 
    Sheila looked up at Sean with wide eyes. She could hear the possessiveness in his voice, and it made her insides melt. She'd fretted over this decision from the moment Peg had told her she was pregnant. She'd immediately felt jealous then, as a need arose out of nowhere and filled her mind. 
 
    When they'd shaped her mind and her habits back in the kennel she'd been trained in, she'd been told again and again that her wants and needs didn't matter. That she was a servant to the pleasures of others, a toy, and even now that she was free, she enjoyed the lifestyle into which she'd been raised and trained. But the very thought of being fit to have the children of one such as Sean, a lion, a god! To be worthy to give birth to the gods themselves, that was not something one such as her should ask for. 
 
    But she had. She'd thought he'd tell her no, perhaps punish her. 
 
    "Thank you, Love!" Sheila said, hugging him tightly. 
 
    Sean smiled. "No, thank you. You're a treasure, Sheila. The girls might yell at me for taking another mistress, but damn if you're not worth it." Sean kissed her. "Now, how about round two?" 
 
    Sheila smiled shyly up at him. "What about your wives?" 
 
    "Oh, I'll take care of them, don't worry about that! But what kind of a lion would I be if I didn't show my loyal and faithful servant just how much I cared and loved her?" 
 
    Sean blinked in surprise as she went off under him a second time. Oh yeah, there was no way his ego was gonna fit through the door out of here anytime soon. 
 
    It was good to be the king. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Failure is not an Option 
 
      
 
    "What the hell?" Chad asked, looking at the screens as the van drove through the streets of Seattle. "Is there a convention going on or something?" 
 
    "Hard to believe it's two in the morning." John sighed. 
 
    "Look at all these people! And the cops! There's stuff going on everywhere." 
 
    "Almost like somebody didn't want an army of people coming down on the sly to cause problems," Jonas said, looking over at Chad. 
 
    "Got that right." Chad keyed his microphone. "All units, return to the marshaling area. We're not doing this tonight. Ryan, take your team, strip down to your street clothes, and do a recon. I want find out what the hell is going on out there!" 
 
    "Sure thing, Chad." 
 
    "Jace, take us once more around the block, then back to the marshaling point." 
 
    "You got it." 
 
    "Wonder how they knew we were coming," Jonas asked. 
 
    "I think everyone knows we're coming now." Chad sighed. "Not like you can hide what we're doing from anyone who knows the real score." 
 
    "Well, gotta give them props for the way they're dealing with us. With this many people around, and the police presence, if we try anything, it'll be all over the national news," John said, looking at his displays. 
 
    "Well, at least it proves they're afraid of us." Chad sighed, looking at all the people walking around. It definitely looked like some sort of celebration was going on. "And they know that they can't beat us in a straight-up fight." 
 
    "So what do we do then? Move on to Spokane and come back later?" 
 
    Chad looked at John and snorted. "What do you think Sean would do to me if I did that?" 
 
    John shrugged. "I don't know, what?" 
 
    "I don't know either, and I don't particularly want to find out." Chad sighed. "I don't know if you've noticed, but our friend has changed, just a little bit." 
 
    John laughed. "He turns into a massive lion! Kinda hard to miss that!" 
 
    Chad shook his head. "No, it's more than that. You weren't there that time he lowered the boom on me." 
 
    "You just don't want to admit that your ego wouldn't stand the shock of you failing at something," John said, grinning. 
 
    Chad grinned back at him. "Well, yeah! Of course not! If I don't deliver, Sean might put someone else in charge, and we both know that would only lead to disaster!" 
 
    "And to think, the other wolves were afraid you wouldn't have a big enough ego to be an alpha!" John snickered. 
 
    "Hey, when you got it, flaunt it and abuse the hell out of it every chance you get." 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, Ryan came back and joined Chad and the others at their improvised headquarters. 
 
    "Brenna, stop abusing John." Chad yawned as Max woke him up. 
 
    "You should talk," Max said with a smile. 
 
    "I do! All the time! So, Ryan," Chad turned to his second in command, "what'd ya find?" 
 
    "They're celebrating the lunar equinox." 
 
    "What the hell is that?" John grumbled, firing up his laptop and pulling up Google. 
 
    "Something they made up, I'm sure," Ryan said with a snort, "but they're having all sorts of parties and shit, and it's not going to end for a couple of weeks." 
 
    "We don't have a couple of weeks," Chad said and gave Max a kiss as she got off of his lap. 
 
    "Doesn't matter if we did. They've got three new bars under construction, and with all the new traffic they're expecting to have in this new 'district', they're putting in a police substation as well." Ryan shook his head. "I think they out-maneuvered us, Boss." 
 
    "Notice how they always call me 'boss' when they think they're giving me bad news?" Chad whispered loudly to Max. 
 
    "You mean it isn't?" Max asked, smiling back at him. 
 
    "Course not. In fact, it's great news! If I can't use the whole army, I don't need to keep them here. I can send them off under Ryan to deal with Spokane, then Bend, while we take care of business here!" 
 
    Max laughed and shook her head. "Your exuberance knows no bounds." 
 
    "Neither does his bullshit." John yawned. "You're stumped, Chad, just admit it so I can call Sean and we can both enjoy a good gloat." 
 
    "Oh ye of little faith!" Chad said, looking disappointedly at John. "When have I ever failed at a task?" 
 
    "Well, there was that one time at Dairy Queen." 
 
    "Dairy Queen?" Max asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    "Don't ask, I was young and stupid." 
 
    "It was last summer!" John retorted. 
 
    "Two summers ago, actually," Chad reminded him. 
 
    "Still!" 
 
    "Uh-huh. Now, tell me, John, can you get an accurate list of all the people living in each of those compounds? A list of members and their families, along with their addresses?" 
 
    John snorted. "Piece o' cake." 
 
    "Fine, I want you to do that. Sort it by council, then by families. Ryan?" 
 
    "Yes, Chad?" 
 
    "Take half the men and head off to Spokane once everyone's rested. Leave me Baron's group and Ray's. Pick whoever you want for the rest." 
 
    "You already have a plan?" John asked, looking surprised. 
 
    "Course I do." 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "That can wait until the morning. We'll all think better after a few hours of sleep. Meet me here at noon. Now, off with you!" Chad said and yawned. 
 
    Max stood there and waited until the last of them were gone from the room. 
 
    "You don't have a clue, do you?" she asked him. 
 
    Chad grinned. "I will come tomorrow." 
 
    "You know, one of these days your braggadocio and bluffing is going to get you in trouble." 
 
    "When that day comes, I fully expect you to bail me out, my cute little fluff pup!" 
 
    Max growled. "If you keep calling me that, I don't think there's going to be any bailing." 
 
    "I only tease you because I love you. Now, let's go to bed and do some planning for the future." 
 
    "Trying to knock me up isn't planning!" Max said, rolling her eyes, but she couldn't help but smirk. 
 
    "Do or do not, there is no try!" Chad snickered and, taking Max's hand, they both headed off towards the bedroom. So today was a setback. Some days you just had to take it as it came, one thing at a time. 
 
    Chad stopped a moment. One thing at a time. One thing at a time. 
 
    "Oh no, it couldn't be that easy!" he snickered. 
 
    "You figured it out already?" Max said shaking her head. 
 
    "Hey, now I'm free to concentrate all my considerable attentions and thoughts on you, Dear." 
 
    "I think I like the sound of that..." 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Okay, so what's this big idea," John asked as he caught up with Chad and the others in their impromptu command center. 
 
    "First," Chad asked, "did you get all the data I asked for?" 
 
    John nodded. "Wasn't too hard. These folks have never heard of data security." 
 
    "Think you can get us pictures, too?" 
 
    "Already did. I hit the DMV up for their license photos, and the schools they send their kids to all do picture IDs as well." 
 
    "You hacked the DMV?" Max asked. 
 
    John snorted. "I wouldn't exactly call it 'hacked', I let Brenna do it as a learning experience. The schools were a bit harder, had to do those myself." 
 
    Chad nodded. "Okay. Today I'm going to have everyone take turns driving around the area, get the lay of the land, so to speak. Then starting tomorrow morning, we're going to start grabbing them, one at a time." 
 
    "The lycans?" Baron asked. 
 
    "No, the magic users. We're going to bag and tag as many of them as we can. We'll see if we can't hit a school bus, or however they get their kids to classes, as well. We'll mainly aim at women and children, though any of the men we can grab, we'll go for too." 
 
    "Why are we grabbing the women and children?" John asked. 
 
    "Easier targets. They won't be as experienced in magic or fighting, and they'll be worth more as hostages." 
 
    "And then what?" 
 
    "Then, once we get enough, and we have them too afraid to set foot out of their compounds, we offer a straight-up trade. They give us our people, we give them their families. Nice and simple." 
 
    "What if they don't want to trade?" John asked. 
 
    "We turn them over to their biggest adversary, or something equally face-shaming. Maybe we send them to Harvard or Yale so they can be culturally assimilated." Chad shrugged. "I'm sure we can think of something that's a lot worse than killing them, as far as their leaders are concerned." 
 
    John nodded, mollified. 
 
    "Why not start tonight?" Ray asked. 
 
    "Because then they'll be on the lookout for us tomorrow morning. I want a full day of picking people off the streets in broad daylight. By the time night falls, they'll be confused, and odds are the word won't have spread around to everyone. By the next day, we'll have to get creative." 
 
    "You want us to pick people off the street in broad daylight? How?" 
 
    "John, think you can hack Uber?" Chad asked. 
 
    "Oh! Now that would be a challenge!" 
 
    "We should probably steal a couple of taxicabs as well," Baron said, "just in case." 
 
    "That's why I want you to spend today looking around. See what they use, how they get around. Come on, guys, I want to see the skills that made the chop shops of Reno and Sparks famous!" 
 
    "How the hell did you find out about that?" Ray asked, surprised. 
 
    "Dude, I'm your alpha," Chad said with a smile, as if that explained everything. 
 
    "Let's get out of here before he starts asking the embarrassing questions," Baron said and, grabbing his two lieutenants, he headed out with Ray and his lieutenants in tow. 
 
    "Lucky guess?" John asked as he fired up his laptop. 
 
    "Educated guess," Chad admitted. "Ever since word went out that Steve is mine and Sean's friend, there've been zero thefts from his lots." 
 
    "Figures." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Frank Kane looked at his partner, Norman Page. They'd worked together as United States Marshals for four years now. 
 
    "Why are they sending us?" Norman asked him. "Isn't this the Secret Service's job?" 
 
    Frank shook his head. "Best I can figure it, from what Cohen told me, is the Secret Service is opposed to bringing the kid in. So the Secretary decided to ask the Marshal's office to handle it." 
 
    "What, does she think they'd refuse an order?" Norman snorted. 
 
    "I don't know, Cohen seems to think they're afraid of him or something." 
 
    "Afraid of him? Why? He's not the first lycan we've had to bring in." 
 
    "I guess 'cause he's a mage as well," Frank said as he toyed with the amulet hanging around his neck. The two of them were loaded down with quite a few magical charms and other protections. They'd been in the Marshal's office for over a hundred years now. They didn't go after magic users or lycans very often, but when they did, they made sure they had the best defense that money could buy. 
 
    "Well I hope they're not expecting just the two of us to run up there and drag him out. From the sound of it, he's got something of an army up at his place." 
 
    "They're assigning us a full team from the office, twenty men, armored SUVs, the works." 
 
    "These guys read in?" 
 
    Frank shook his head. "Nope. Just the two of us. The local director's seat is still vacant, and the acting deputy director hasn't been read in, either. Didn't you read the file?" 
 
    Norman shook his head and grinned. "Why would I do that when I can just ask you?" 
 
    As they walked out of the building at the National Guard base their official jet had landed at, Frank was at least happy to see a string of SUVs with agents milling about. 
 
    "Frank Kane? Norman Page?" one of the men asked, walking up to them. 
 
    "I'm Frank, he's Norman," Frank said as they shook hands with the man. 
 
    "Lars Souther. So what's the story on this op? All we got was a notice we were going to roll up on a house in the hills here. That's it, nothing more." 
 
    "National Security," Norman said with a smile. 
 
    "Seriously?" 
 
    "That's why they flew us in from D.C." Frank sighed. 
 
    "I've looked over the address, house is owned by one Sean Valens, aged twenty-one. Paid for in cash, by the way. He's got quite a few people living up there with him, too. Are you sure you want to roll up there with just twenty men?" 
 
    "Worried?" 
 
    "This is a pretty gun-happy state, guys. Odds are, if they're up to no good, they'll have a lot of weapons up there. Hell, even if they aren't up to no good, odds are they'll still have more than a few." 
 
    "You look like a man with a suggestion," Norman said. "What is it?" 
 
    "Valens owns a building downtown, one that got hit by a fire a couple of months ago. We could have the city inspector say he wants to meet with him about the repair work he's doing." 
 
    "And when Valens shows up, he sees us instead?" Norman smiled. "I like it. Whaddya' think, Frank?" 
 
    "Sounds good to me. Let's head back to your office, Lars, and make it happen." 
 
    "What about the rest of them?" Lars waved at his other men. 
 
    "We may need a show of force, a little bit of intimidation," Frank said after a moment's thought. "Hold on to half of them, we can use them to drive the point home that we mean business." 
 
    Lars nodded. "Well, come with me and we'll head back to the office." 
 
      
 
    "Sean, I got a call for you from the building inspector's office," Deidre said, coming into the living room and handing him the phone. 
 
    "Hello?"  
 
    "Mr. Valens?" 
 
    "Yes, that's me," Sean said. "What can I help you with?" 
 
    "There seem to be some issues with the building permits for your property. Seems some of the paperwork wasn't filled out properly. I'm gonna need you to come down here and sign about a half dozen permits." 
 
    "Is that all?" Sean asked with a sigh. 
 
    "Well, there's a few fees you're going to have to pay, so you might as well bring your checkbook. We got a few questions about a couple of things on the plans, as well." 
 
    Sean sighed and shook his head, bureaucrats. "Fine. When do you need me to come down?" 
 
    "Well, the sooner the better. We haven't sent anyone out to the job site yet, and if you could come down here in the next hour, we won't have to. Otherwise..." 
 
    "Otherwise I'll lose days of work," Sean replied. "I got it. I'll be there in thirty." 
 
    "Thanks, Mr. Valens, we'll be waiting for you," he said and gave Sean the address. 
 
    "What's that about?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Building permits. I gotta go into town and sign some papers, pay some fees, and review some plans," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "Well, let's get Dae. If she can't figure it out, she can call her uncle who can." 
 
    "You're coming?" Sean said, surprised. 
 
    "If they're trying to pressure you into some bribes, I think having a well-known sheriff's daughter with you might help." Roxy grinned. 
 
    Sean shrugged and grinned back. "You might just be right." 
 
    "Cali!" Roxy called out. "Town trip! Grab your stuff!"  
 
    "Be right there!"  
 
    "Ah, for the good ole days when I could go places by myself," Sean teased. 
 
    "I seem to recall you didn't get laid much back then, either," Roxy teased back. 
 
    "Okay, you win! I'll go find Dae. Might as well take her 'Cuda." 
 
    Ten minutes later, they were parking in front of the building inspector's office. Walking inside, the secretary pointed them towards the back of the building. About halfway down, a pair of men in green flack vests over their uniforms with the words 'U.S. Marshal' and badges on them stepped out in front of them. 
 
    "Mr. Valens, we were wondering if we could have a few words with you?" 
 
    Looking down the hallway, Sean noticed several more men had stepped into the corridor, all dressed the same. He brought up his defense framework and fired up the monitor program on his firewall spell. 
 
    "From the show of force, should I assume this isn't a social call?" 
 
    "Just step into the room, please, Mr. Valens." 
 
    Sean rolled his eyes and sighed. "You know, you could have just come up to the house." He turned to the girls then. "Well, let's hear what the man has to say." 
 
    "Just you, Mr. Valens." 
 
    Sean looked back at the man, his nametag said 'Page'. 
 
    "Sorry, Marshal Page, but you don't get to make that decision." 
 
    "Do you have any idea who you're dealing with here, Son?" Norman said. 
 
    "Yes, Sir. I do. The question I have is, do you?" 
 
    "Apparently some punk kid..." Frank put his hand on his partner's shoulder. "Let's not do this in the hallway, Norman." 
 
    "In the room!" Norman growled. 
 
    Sean gestured to the girls, and they all went in before him. Following Roxy into the room, it was a fairly sparse one; someone had hastily removed a lot of the furniture, leaving a table with one chair on one side, and two on the other. 
 
    "How nice, an interrogation room," Daelyn grumbled. 
 
    "At least there isn't a one-way mirror or any cameras," Roxy observed. 
 
    'Sit first.' 
 
    'Why?' Sean asked as he took the seat and the girls stood behind him. 
 
    'Because they really don't know what they're dealing with, and you're going to have to explain it to them.' 
 
    'Oh, joy,' Sean replied to the First and sighed. 
 
    "Mr. Valens, we're going to need to search you, and your, companions," Frank said. 
 
    "They're my wives," Sean replied, looking up at him from the chair; the man's nametag said Kane on it. "And no, you're not searching anyone. You said you wanted to talk, so sit your asses down in those two chairs and let's talk. However, if it will make you feel comfortable, we left our handguns in the car, seeing as this is a government building and firearms are not allowed." 
 
    The two agents glanced at each other. 
 
    "That's not how we do things, Mr. Valens. You're a suspect in an act of terrorism, and you will be searched," Norman told him. 
 
    "Oh? And which act would this be? The one where I was kidnapped by armed men in a van? Or the one where they tried to kidnap me in an ambulance? Or perhaps the men who tried to kill me in the mall?" Sean felt it when Roxy shifted, because she had her hand on his shoulder. Surprisingly, neither of the men flinched, so he continued. 
 
    "Or maybe the one where they burned down my building in the center of town? Or perhaps the army that attacked my home? Or should we go back to when my father was assassinated, and the government was complicit in bankrupting me and my mother with all those penalties and fines? 
 
    "Please, enlighten me, gentlemen." 
 
    "On Friday the twenty-second," Frank said, "a nuclear device was set off just outside Los Angeles, on the grounds of what was the Gradatim national headquarters." 
 
    Sean smiled. "How do you know I did it? Perhaps they were just messing around with something beyond their abilities, like they had been doing up in Eugene a couple of days before?" 
 
    Sean noticed Kane's eyebrows dip momentarily, apparently they didn't know about that one. 
 
    "We have it from reliable sources that you are responsible for the act, Mr. Valens. Would you deny it?" 
 
    "Please, call me Sean. Before I answer that question, do you know what the Gradatim did prior to that explosion?" 
 
    "I fail to see..." Norman started. 
 
    "Do You?" Sean growled, interrupting him as he leaned forward. 
 
    "That has no..." 
 
    "Over a thousand, a thousand lycans were murdered, Marshals Kane and Page. Murdered on the orders of one Rupert Spencer and agreed to by all of the leaders of the Council of Gradatim. 
 
    "Where was the government response to that?" Sean demanded. 
 
    Both Frank and Norman flinched at that. They'd heard about it, it had been part of the briefing notes. 
 
    Frank shook his head. "That still doesn't give you the right to set off nuclear weapons or to kill hundreds of people!" 
 
    "Welcome to the war, gentlemen. Because it does, and yes, I did it. Now sit your asses down and tell me why, after two hundred and fifty years of neglect, the government of the United States has finally decided to get involved." 
 
    "You're under arrest for the detonation of a nuclear device within the continental United States, and the murder of hundreds of men, women, and children!" Norman said. 
 
    Sean sighed. "You can't arrest me for their murder. I'm a magic user, and by marriage a member of the Council of Sapientia. By the Treaty of York, all crimes committed between magic users are, by legal definition, not within the jurisdiction of the United States of America, or its many territories or possessions." 
 
    Frank and Norman looked at each other and, grumbling, they both sat down. 
 
    "You're still coming with us," Norman said. 
 
    "No, I'm not going anywhere. You still have no idea just who or what you're dealing with." 
 
    "You're the one who doesn't know," Norman retorted. "We represent the government of the United States. You're just a punk kid with delusions of grandeur." 
 
    "Well, then, why don't you make me?" Sean said, scowling at them. 
 
    Norman pulled out a wand and hit Sean with a cramping spell, which went nowhere of course, while Frank used one with a greater sleep spell in it. 
 
    "Girls, don't," Sean said, holding up his hand. Daelyn had Maxwell in her hand, and he couldn't see what Cali had, as she was behind him, but he was sure it didn't bode well for the two marshals. 
 
    "Guess that didn't work, did it?" Sean said, looking at the agents.  
 
    "We have silver bullets!" Frank warned. 
 
    "Silver won't affect me. Didn't they tell you that?" 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    Sean held out a hand. "Give me one, I'll show you." 
 
    Sean watched as Frank pulled out his pistol, worked the action, then handed Sean a bullet. 
 
    Sean closed his hand around it; he noticed it had quite a few spells layered into it, as well. All of which came apart as the silver turned into rhodium. 
 
    "Sorry about the spells," Sean said as he handed the bullet back. "But it couldn't be helped." 
 
    Frank looked at the bullet and then passed it to Norman. 
 
    "Now," Sean shifted into his lion hybrid form and looked down at the two marshals, who blinked and leaned back just a little. "I am not some 'punk' kid, I'm a lion. And I would hardly declare someone who has solved the silver issue for lycans, as well as being able to cast spells that mimic the effect of a nuclear bomb, as suffering from delusions of grandeur. Would you?" 
 
    "All the same, we're bringing you in," Norman said. 
 
    Sean sighed and looked up at the ceiling for a moment. 
 
    'Dad? I don't want to hurt these idiots, much less kill them.' 
 
    'I got it.' 
 
    "I have a much better idea," the First said, taking over from Sean. 
 
    "And that would be?" Frank asked a little warily. 
 
    "You tell your president that I would be more than happy to meet with him. Here, in Reno." 
 
    "Why would our President want to meet with you!" Norman laughed. 
 
    "Because I'm a god," the First said with a smile, and suddenly the room was filled with lions. "And you two most definitely are not." 
 
    The walls disappeared then, and they were sitting on the side of the mountain Sean recognized from all of his dreams. All of the lions were there, and they were all sitting up and looking at them. 
 
    "This is an illusion! It can't be!" Norman said, looking around. 
 
    "Now, this is how it's going to be," the First said, staring them down. "You are going to go back and tell your bosses that I'm willing to talk to them, I'm even willing to treat with them, but I will not bend my knee to them. 
 
    "Nor do I expect them to do so to me, for all that I am a god. Because I am not your god. I am the god of the lycans. So if they want to talk, they can come here, I'll await their pleasure. But understand one thing," the First growled the last sentence. 
 
    "What?" Frank asked. 
 
    "We do not want a war with anybody. The magic users pushed us into this; if not for their actions, none of us would be sitting here today. Either you keep ignoring us, as you have for centuries, or you befriend us. I would strongly advise against making us your enemies." 
 
    Frank coughed and looked around the table and chairs, which now appeared to be sitting on a small level area on the side of a mountain. "Actually, the President has approached the courts to rule that the lycans are not covered as property under the Treaty of York." 
 
    Sean sat back in his seat as both he and the First showed their surprise. 
 
    "I thought you were a god?" Norman grumbled. 
 
    "Of lycans, not humans. I hope this means he wants to be friends." And just like that, they were back in the room. 
 
    "Now if you'll excuse us, Gentlemen, my wives are with child, and I doubt the stress of this meeting has done them any good." 
 
    Sean stood up and walked towards the door. 
 
    "Wait!" Frank called. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "The guys outside haven't been read in on you." 
 
    "Oh! Sorry," Sean said and shifted back, as did Roxy. "Of course, that mass sleep you tried to use on me, I deflected, and it hit everyone in the building, so you might have to go and wake them all up." 
 
    Frank shook his head and watched as they all left the room. 
 
    "Have you ever seen an illusion like that before?" Frank said, turning to look at Norman. 
 
    "It wasn't an illusion," Norman said, looking at the dandelion in his hand, which he then handed to Frank. "It wasn't an illusion at all." 
 
    Frank shook his head and sighed. "I think we just got owned." 
 
    "I think you're right. And I think he's right, we really don't know what we're dealing with." 
 
    "Let's get back to the airport; I think we need to talk to some people back in D.C." 
 
      
 
    Sean looked at the girls as they walked back to Daelyn's 'Cuda. "Well, that went well, don't you think?" 
 
    "You know, you've only encouraged them to come back bigger the next time." Roxy sighed. 
 
    "Maybe you should send them a message?" Cali asked with a smile. "A nice, friendly message, one that tells them something happy while showing them that it would be better to talk than to fight." 
 
    "I don't know, Cali." Daelyn chuckled. "The kinds of messages you like to send just might scare the hell outta' them!" 
 
    "Besides, what could we possibly say that would be friendly?" Roxy asked. "I think they're pretty fixated on the whole 'nuclear bomb' issue." 
 
    "Well, didn't they say the President was taking our side on the slavery issue?" Cali pointed out. 
 
    "You know," Sean mused for a moment, "Cali does have a point." Sean gave her a hug as Cali beamed. "We really should thank him for doing that." 
 
    "And just what did you have in mind?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Oh, I was thinking a card, something nice, not too cheap, kinda classy." 
 
    "Even if you sent it overnight, he'd probably never see it." Roxy sighed. 
 
    "I was thinking more along the lines of leaving it on his desk." Sean grinned. 
 
    "What? We ain't got no recall stones for the White House!" Daelyn retorted. 
 
    "I was thinking of asking Markey if he'd do it for us," Sean said, grinning. 
 
    "Markey? Why the hell would he do that?"  
 
    "Because it would be funny?" Sean replied, still grinning. 
 
    Daelyn snorted, and Roxy snickered. 
 
    "You know, you just might have a point there, Lion-boy." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Friends? 
 
      
 
    "Carl! I need to see you in my office! Right now!" Kensington yelled out into the room, then went back inside his office, where a very harried-looking agent was standing. 
 
    "What's wrong, Vincent?" 
 
    "That's what's wrong," Kensington said and pointed to a nice-looking white card on his desk that said 'Thank you' on it in flowing gold script. 
 
    "All right if I touch it?" Carl asked. 
 
    "We've already dusted it for prints," the haggard-looking agent said. 
 
    Nodding, Carl picked it up and looked at it. 
 
    "Oh, Carl Mince, Head of Lycan Affairs," Carl said to the agent. 
 
    "Jeff Turnbull, Presidential Security detail." 
 
    Carl looked inside the card. Inside it said, 'Thank you for taking our side in this!' and was signed 'Sean Valens, on behalf of all lions'. 
 
    "Well, we know who sent it at least, where was it?" 
 
    "The President found it on his desk this morning," Turnbull said. 
 
    "Wow, that's ballsy. Anybody see anything?" 
 
    "Nothing." 
 
    "What about the security cameras?" 
 
    "The President doesn't allow any in the Oval Office." 
 
    "Really?" Carl said, looking at Turnbull. 
 
    "It just suddenly appeared. It was small enough that the guard on watch didn't even notice it. We had to run back through the tape." 
 
    "What do you make of it, Carl?" Kensington asked. 
 
    "How did Sean find out about the President taking the lycans' side? That's what I want to know," Carl said. 
 
    "That is a good question, isn't it?" Kensington agreed. 
 
    Carl grinned suddenly. "The U.S. Marshal's office got spanked yesterday, didn't they?" 
 
    "I've heard a few rumors," Kensington admitted, "but nothing official yet." 
 
    "The president isn't sure what to make of this," Turnbull said. "He'd like your expert opinion." 
 
    Carl shrugged. "Let me call him and ask." 
 
    "Who, the President?" 
 
    Carl shook his head. "Valens. He knows there's going to be a response, hell, he's begging for it. I'd say he's none too pleased by what happened yesterday, so he's reaching out." Carl looked at his boss. "Okay?" 
 
    Kensington thought about it a moment, then nodded. "You're the expert. Call him up, see what he wants, smooth over any ruffled feathers if you have to. Oh! And see if you can't find out how he did it; protecting the president is our main job. If he figured out a way to get past all the wards over there, someone a lot less friendly might figure it out, too." 
 
    Carl nodded. "I'll make sure he tells me how he did it." 
 
      
 
    Sean yawned and rolled over in bed. Roxy was pressed up against him now and was smiling at him. It was early yet, and it had been hours since he'd... 
 
    Just then the phone rang in the kitchen. 
 
    "Who the hell calls at six in the morning," Sean grumbled as he heard the sound of running feet coming down the hallway, followed by a tap on the door. 
 
    "Come in," he growled. 
 
    Dania padded into the room on bare feet and handed him the cordless phone. 
 
    "It's something called the 'Secret Service'?" 
 
    Sean sighed and, grabbing the phone, he waved Dania out of the room as he sat up in bed, and Roxy grumbled something about 'time zones'. 
 
    "This is Sean," Sean said with a yawn. 
 
    "Hi! I'm Carl Mince, Head of Lycan Affairs with the Secret Service." 
 
    "You guys have a Lycan Affairs office?" Sean asked and yawned again. 
 
    "Well, we do now!" Carl said with a chuckle. "Gotta thank you for that, Sean. Got me a promotion." 
 
    "Glad I could help. You know it's six in the morning here, right?" 
 
    "Yup, and I even know just where 'here' is. I have a sister that lives down in Carson City." 
 
    "So, why the call?" 
 
    "Really? You have to ask? Come on, Sean, I know you're better than that." 
 
    "Eh, lions and mornings don't get along, unless of course we're doing something a lot more fun than talking on the phone. So I take it my card was a hit?" 
 
    "Oh, I think the President really appreciates the sentiment, he's been getting grief from more than a few people for getting involved in this. Though I gotta ask, what prompted you to send him a card?" 
 
    "Why, I just wanted to thank him, that's all," Sean said. "I was worried if I sent it by the usual channels, some flunky might intercept it, and then the President would never know just how deeply we appreciate his concern, as well as his actions." 
 
    "Oh, so it wasn't because another government agency decided to piss you off, and you thought maybe it might be a good idea to go over their heads?" 
 
    Sean looked at the phone, then at Roxy, who was snickering. Shaking his head, he put the phone back to his ear. "Well, now that you mention it, something like that did happen yesterday." 
 
    "How badly did you spank 'em?" 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Sean, I got money riding on this. Everyone else thought you'd send 'em back in a body bag or something, but I've been reading your blog, the Facebook page, all of it! I know that's not your style." 
 
    "I took them to an alternate reality, after inviting them to take their best shots with their wands. Then I all but patted them on the head and sent them home." 
 
    Carl laughed. "Thanks! Free lunch, here I come!" 
 
    "You actually bet on me?" Sean said, the surprise evident in his voice. 
 
    "Sean, the Secret Service has been dealing with the magic users since we were formed. The whole slavery issue was never big with us; we came out of the Civil War, more or less. So we've all been quietly rooting for you. Yeah, the LA thing, that was a bit over the top and got some folks who don't know the score worried. Please don't do that again, by the way. Call us first; we'll deal with it for you." 
 
    "Seriously?" Sean sat up straight, wide-awake now. Even the First had woken up when he heard that. 
 
    "The President is pretty hard over on this one, Sean. If the court doesn't rule his way, I think he's going to push it through Congress, and well, I'm not sure anyone wants the attention that'll bring. But the point is, it separates you from the silence, so it becomes murder." 
 
    "Damn, I hadn't thought about that." 
 
    "I didn't expect you would, you didn't even know about it until those Marshals let the cat out of the bag, right?" 
 
    "Dude, it's too early for puns," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "Sorry," Carl laughed, "I'll let you get back to bed in a minute, hopefully they'll let me come out next time so we can chat over a couple of beers instead of playing games." 
 
    Sean nodded slowly. "Yeah, I'd like that." 
 
    "Oh! One last thing!" 
 
    "Hmm?" 
 
    "Please tell me how you got that card onto the President's desk, okay? The White House is supposed to be warded against all that kinda stuff, and while I'm not worried about you, I am worried that one of our enemies might figure it out, and well, protecting the President is kinda our first priority." 
 
    Sean had to smirk at that. "Well, seeing as you're being nice about it, you have a ward against spirits of bad fortune, but not ones of good fortune. Seeing as this was not intended as an expression of ill will, more of a joke really, they were more than happy to deliver it for me." 
 
    "Are we talking Celtic spirits?" Carl asked cautiously. 
 
    "Ummm…" Sean wasn't sure how to respond to that. 
 
    "You got a pooka? Holy shit! Man, now I definitely gotta get out there, even if I have to use personal time! Thanks, Sean! Give my regards to your wives! Bye!" 
 
    Sean turned the phone off and tossed it onto the floor. 
 
    "Normally I'd comment on just how strange a phone call that was, but these days I think my life is defined by strange," Sean said, rolling over and grabbing Roxy. 
 
    "Well, now that you're awake, how about me and you time?" Roxy purred. 
 
    "I'm next!" Jolene giggled. 
 
    "You're all next," Sean said as he kissed Roxy. "I think I've earned a late morning." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Yes Ma'am, I can take you and your friends there right away!" 
 
    "Excuse me, Sir, but I think you dropped this?" 
 
    "Hi! I'm your new bus driver, George called in sick today, but don't worry, I'm sure he'll be back tomorrow!" 
 
    "Here's your coffee, Sir! Phillip? Oh, Phillip is off today, family issues I think? I work at the uptown shop normally, have a good day!" 
 
      
 
    Chad looked up as they carried in another unconscious magic user. Between the gas and the potions Burke Devin had helped him find, they'd met with very little resistance so far today, and out of the thirty-five hundred or so magic users and their families John had isolated, they'd already picked up two hundred, and it was barely past noon. 
 
    "Damn, they're coming in faster than I thought," Max said, coming over to him. "I got the guys working full bore back there, building more holding cells. I don't know how we're going to deal with them once they start waking up." 
 
    "I had Trey buy out a couple of the BDSM shops on the west side. We have enough hoods, gags, and handcuffs to deal with an army. If anyone acts up too badly, we'll just dart 'em and keep them sedated. I don't think they're going to be here all that long." 
 
    "What about scrying?" 
 
    "One of Burke's people put a scrying ward over the whole place." 
 
    Ray came in then. "Guess what?" he asked, smiling. 
 
    "You got somebody important?" 
 
    "Hell yeah! Chachi's idea of taking over the Starbucks is working like a charm. We picked off three people from that Saad Council's leadership, plus a dozen mid-level mages. Apparently it's a popular spot for them, so we've been dosing them and picking them up when no one's looking." 
 
    "You know, if this keeps up, we're going to run out of room," Max said. 
 
    "I've got Fen setting up a second place already," Chad replied. "I want to get a thousand before I call them up and start talking terms." 
 
    "When do you think they'll notice?" Ray asked. 
 
    "Oh, I think they'll start being suspicious around dinnertime, when folks start missing people. But they'll probably start off suspecting each other. This isn't how we usually operate, after all." 
 
    "Hey, Chad!" Jace said, coming into the room with two others who were carrying yet another unconscious body. "I got an idea!" 
 
    "Okay, give." 
 
    "What do you say to getting a whole bunch of firefighter's gear? We could set off some smoke bombs on the roof of one of those new clubs they opened up. Those things have their own air supply, so we gas all the patrons, then just pick up the ones who are mages, and we stick 'em in an ambulance to 'take them off for treatment'." 
 
    "We'd need an ambulance." 
 
    "And a fire truck or two," Max added. 
 
    Jace grinned evilly. "Well, there's this firehouse just around the block from one of the places. We could gas the mundanes, borrow their gear, and have it all back before they woke up." 
 
    "I don't know..." Max started. 
 
    "Nonsense!" Chad laughed. "Fortune favors the bold! Jace, you're in charge, ask me if you need help planning, just remember one thing." 
 
    "Yes, Chad?" 
 
    "Screw this up, and I'll nail your hide to my door, with you still in it. Understand?" 
 
    Jace gulped. "Got it," he said, and with a nod, he ran off. 
 
    "You know there'll be repercussions, right?" Max told him. 
 
    Chad shrugged. "We won't be here long enough to care. The locals can deal with it." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Gentlemen," the Secretary of Homeland Defense began, looking around the table, "again, thank you for coming in on such short notice." 
 
    "I warned you, Ma'am," Carl said, smiling, then he turned to Cohen. "Just how badly did your guys get spanked?" 
 
    "That was uncalled for, Mr. Mince," the Secretary said, glaring at Carl. 
 
    "With all due respect, Madam Secretary," Kensington said, looking around the room. Once again, Peter Cohen, Tom Matthews, George Walker, as well as himself, Carl, and Alistair were here. "Your sole expert on lions and this conflict gave you good advice, which you promptly ignored." 
 
    "They didn't get that badly spanked." Cohen sighed. 
 
    "I don't know, getting pulled into an alternate reality and read the riot act sure sounds like a spanking to me." Carl smiled. 
 
    "How did you know about that?" Cohen said, looking at Carl in surprise. 
 
    "I called Sean up and asked him exactly what he did to you when you wouldn't share your report with us," Carl said with a shrug. 
 
    "You did what?" the Secretary said. 
 
    "I told Carl to call him," Kensington said. "According to our men in the White House, you know, the ones who guard the President? There has been some concern voiced over possible issues after a 'Thank You' card appeared on the President's desk this morning, thanking him for his stance on freeing the lycans." 
 
    Carl nodded. "He apologized for any concerns it might have caused, but he was afraid sending it through the normal channels might not confer the depth of his gratitude." 
 
    "Or the unwritten message that he can get into the White House whenever he wants," George said angrily. 
 
    "I thought the White House was warded against that?" Peter said. 
 
    "It is, now," Kensington said. "Sean was nice enough to tell us which one we missed." 
 
    "How nice." The Secretary snorted. 
 
    "You really are looking at this the wrong way," Alistair said, speaking up for the first time. 
 
    "And what way is that?" 
 
    "The magic users don't fear us, Madam Secretary. They never have. But they do fear the lions, now that they're learning exactly what lions are capable of. Further, the scholars at Eruditio are starting to dig up documents, very old documents, with the help of the dwarves and the elves. The lions once ruled the Earth, Ma'am. They had the power of life and death over everybody and everything. They're a lot more powerful than anybody realized." 
 
    "So what happened?" 
 
    "According to what Sean told one of the Eruditio's leaders, they moved on to other things. Apparently they found ruling the world to be, and I'm quoting here, 'boring'. Sean very clearly made the point to them that they could take over the world tomorrow if they wanted to, but that they really don't want to." 
 
    "Well that's a refreshing piece of news," George said sarcastically. 
 
    "And again," Kensington said, "they're really pleased with the President's going to the Supreme Court to get a ruling on this. We have an opportunity here for the kind of alliance that would guarantee us a measure of security we haven't had before. No other country has yet freed their lycans from the grip of the magic users, and I think it's a safe bet that, once they're done here, they'll be moving on to the rest of the world." 
 
    "So what do you advise then, Victor?" the Secretary asked. 
 
    "That the President goes to Reno and meets with Mr. Valens, personally." 
 
    "You want the President to meet with a twenty-one-year-old boy who just set off a nuclear device outside Los Angeles?" George said, standing up. 
 
    "As a matter of fact, yes I do, George. I also want you to leave the room right now, or I will personally pay a visit to the oversight committee and tell them you are interfering in domestic affairs," Kensington said, turning to face him. 
 
    "Now, just a minute, gentlemen," the Secretary started. 
 
    Kensington held up his hand. "This is non-negotiable. He leaves now, this instant, or I'm out the door, and I can guarantee you'll see a shit-storm the likes of which you've never seen before. George is inserting himself where he has no right to be, in violation of the law. He goes, or I go, and you can be damn sure I will be taking all of you with me." 
 
    "Fine," George grumbled and, getting up, he stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    "Really, Victor! That was uncalled for!" 
 
    "I'm sorry, Madam Secretary, but how much of your last decision was based on George's input?" 
 
    "That's hardly relevant, Vincent." 
 
    "Yes, well, I was here, I heard what he had to say, and I saw the results. Now Peter's department has egg on its face, and if there are any two groups in this country that are going to want to start recruiting lycans, it's the Secret Service and the Marshals. Think about that for a minute, officers who can take a couple of bullets, lose an arm or leg, and still show up for work the next day?" Vincent looked around the room. "Yeah, I want that. 
 
    "So again, Madam Secretary, with all due respect, this isn't a 'kid'; this isn't even a young man. This is the representative for a group of people all the lycans view as their gods. So much so that they're going to war for them. We can either make them into the people we want them to be, namely our friends and allies, or we can turn them into the people we're afraid they'll become." 
 
    The Secretary sighed. "I'll talk to the President." 
 
    "If it's all the same to you, and with all due respect, I'd like to be there when you do." 
 
    "I'd like to be on the advance team for the trip, if that would be acceptable?" Carl asked. 
 
    "Why?" the Secretary asked Carl. 
 
    "I want to meet him, face to face. I think I've got a good feeling for Mr. Valens, and I'd like to get a better idea of who he is and what he wants, so the President can be fully briefed beforehand." Carl shrugged. "Also, if he's going to meet the President, someone needs to check him out and vet him. Who's better suited for the job than me?" 
 
    "He's got a point," Peter agreed. "He did get Valens to tell him how he penetrated the White House." 
 
    "Okay, fine," the Secretary nodded, "I'll set up a meeting with the President for later this afternoon. Vincent, bring Carl with you." 
 
    "Thank you, Madam Secretary," Vincent said, standing and bowing, as Carl and Alistair followed suit. "Now if you'll excuse me, I need to go prepare." 
 
    "Excused." 
 
    The Secretary watched as the three men left the room, then turned to Peter Cohen, "How well do you know Vincent, Peter?" 
 
    "Not that well, but I've never seen him go off in a meeting like that before. Then again, everything dealing with the magic users and, by default, the lycans, is supposed to be in his bailiwick, and you not only abused his authority, but he ended up having to deal with the consequences this morning." 
 
    "Do you think he would have followed through?" 
 
    "Definitely, Ma'am. Vincent takes his job very seriously; all the SS guys do. Guys like him, they'll throw themselves in front of a bullet if they have to." 
 
    "And George?" 
 
    "I don't see George doing that kind of thing. He's more the type to throw other people in front of the bullet." 
 
    The Secretary nodded thoughtfully as she thought about that. 
 
      
 
    "Alistair," Kensington said when they got out to the car, "I want you to start digging through all your contacts. I want to know how involved with the magical community George is over at the CIA." 
 
    "You sure about that, boss?" 
 
    Kensington nodded. "I'm about to climb so far up George's butt I'm going to know what he had for breakfast. I don't know how he wormed his way into that meeting, or why he's taking a hard line with the lycans, but I'm damn well going to find out." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 If at First You Don't Succeed, Cheat 
 
      
 
    "One thousand four hundred and sixty-three." Jonas was shaking his head. "How in the hell did you do that?" 
 
    Chad grinned. "After the fire truck worked so well at the club, they went around and hit a few other popular hangouts, as well. Now, let's make some phone calls!" Chad looked over at John. "You got that phone link set up?" 
 
    "All done. Totally untraceable." 
 
    "Great, I'm gonna hold you to that."  
 
    Picking up the phone, Chad dialed the first number on the list. 
 
    "Hello? Who is this?" 
 
    "Ah, Mr. Lee? I'm calling about your missing people." 
 
    "What? Who are you?" 
 
    "Why, the man who has them, of course, or perhaps I should say, the lycan who has them." 
 
    "I will not deal with criminals!" 
 
    "You give me my people, I'll give you yours. Simple trade." 
 
    "Outrageous!"  
 
    "Yes, keeping slave is, I'm glad you agree. Oh, and kill mine and you won't be getting yours back, either. Lincoln freed the slaves, Mr. Lee. Time for you and the rest of the Jade Society to get with the program! I'll be in touch." 
 
    Chad hung up the phone. "Okay, Mr. Saad next." 
 
    "Who is this?" 
 
    "Mr. Saad, I'm calling about your missing people..." 
 
    The call to Mr. Saad went the same as with Mr. Lee, except Mr. Saad seemed much more agreeable. 
 
    The last call was to a Mr. Wang of the Huan Council.  
 
    "I see you have decided to pit yourself against us," Mr. Wang said after Chad had told him he had his people. 
 
    "Well, I must admit I was impressed by your initial strategy, perhaps someday we can share some tea over a game of 'go'. However, I have been tasked with the freeing of my people, so I will do as I must. I'd rather deal with this in a pleasant and friendly manner." 
 
    "Kidnapping is hardly pleasant or friendly." 
 
    "Keeping my people as slaves when you knew I was coming to free them, as they deserve to be, was not pleasant or friendly either." 
 
    "We view them as property." 
 
    "Would you appreciate it if I were to say the same about your friends and family members whom I currently hold?" 
 
    "That would be a very grave mistake." 
 
    "And as the Gradatim recently discovered, we are not dealing from a position of weakness, Mr. Wang. We are showing restraint in an effort to keep from killing anyone. However, do not mistake our own kindness for anything other than what it is: a simple desire to do this with as little loss of life as possible. Understand, I'm not the one who destroyed the Gradatim. I'm not the one running around slaughtering their people. That's my boss. 
 
    "I'm the reasonable one. I'll be in touch." 
 
    Chad hung up the phone and looked at the others. "That one may be a problem." 
 
    "I think we may have another problem," Baron spoke up. 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "One of the men we grabbed won't tell us which of the three groups he belongs to." 
 
    "Great." Chad sighed. "Well, let's go talk to him." 
 
    "I put him in a separate area," Baron said as he led Chad and the rest to the back of the building.  
 
    When they got to the room, there was a man kneeling on the floor with a hood over his head and his hands secured behind his back. Each of his hands had been wrapped with bandages to prevent him from making any gestures. 
 
    "Okay," Chad said, standing well away from the man, "what's your story." 
 
    "Why are you holding me?" 
 
    "Because we're swapping all the people we grabbed last night for the lycans being held by them. Fairly simple. You got picked up in the sweep, as you're a magic user. I've been told you won't identify which of the three groups you're with. Is that correct?" 
 
    "You have no idea who I am, do you?" 
 
    "Oh, trust me when I say we can find out fairly quickly, if we choose to." Chad waved at John and then pointed at the man on the floor. They'd gone over everyone's ID and whatever else they had on them. 
 
    John nodded and left the room. 
 
    "However," Chad continued, "we're not the police, and we're definitely not the morality brigade. So if you're a Dragon Triad we picked up by accident, I'll just call your boss and ask him to send me his lycans." 
 
    Chad noticed the man stiffen. 
 
    "Or we could maybe reach a deal that would allow you to save face." 
 
    "You would do that?" 
 
    "Course I would! I only have one goal here, to free the lycans. Hell, I don't even care if you have them working in your organization, just as long as they're doing it willingly." 
 
    "That is a very enlightened attitude. Yes, you are correct; I am a member of the Dragon Triad. For me to be found in this position would be most unfortunate for myself and my family.  
 
    "If you were to free me, however, I would find myself in your debt and would be inclined to bend myself to help you with your current goal." 
 
    Chad thought about that a moment; honor among criminals was rare, but he'd heard people say that the larger criminal organizations tended to live by their words and their agreements because it was good for 'business'. 
 
    "I think we can agree with you on that, Mr.?" 
 
    "Li, Qian Li." 
 
    "Mr. Li, my name is Chad. I'll have one of my men drive you a good distance from here and release you. I'll make sure to return all your things, and I'll include a phone number so you can contact me. Just understand, once all of this is over, the possibility of doing business in the future will exist if you help us now." 
 
    "That is an interesting proposition, coming from a lycan, Mr. Chad." 
 
    "A lycan that just successfully kidnapped over a thousand very powerful and well-placed people, Mr. Li." 
 
    Li laughed briefly. "A valid point, Mr. Chad. You may be right; a profitable relationship may be made." 
 
    "Baron, detail one of your men to take Mr. Li back to town. Return all his things to him, and put this in with them." Chad pulled out a piece of paper and wrote the number for his latest 'burner' phone John was keeping him supplied with. 
 
    "Sure thing, Chad," Baron said. One of the other wolves helped Mr. Li to his feet, and several of the guards kept a wary eye as they escorted him from the building. 
 
    "You'd deal with the Triads?" Jonas asked softly. 
 
    "If it gets our people back? Yes. Also, if he believes there may be money to be made in the future, he's a lot less likely to oppose us in the present. Now," Chad looked around, "let's get the instructions ready to send out on how we're going to do this exchange." 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Mr. Lee, Mr. Saad," Mr. Wang said, standing up and shaking hands with the two men as they came into the tea shop and joined him at his table. 
 
    "It is sad that we only come together when there is trouble, is it not?" Mr. Lee said as they all sat down. 
 
    "I talked to the gentleman today who has taken our family members. I have also received his notice on how and where he wishes to do this trade. Have you all received the same?" 
 
    The other two men both nodded. 
 
    "I'm considering doing as he asks," Mr. Saad said. "The rumors have been quite clear, as well as what I have heard from the Americans. Lycans are being freed; if you go along, they leave you alone. If you do not, they will do to you as they will until they've gotten what they have come for." 
 
    "Yes, it would appear that our little ploy was too successful." Mr. Lee sighed. "Instead of a straight-up fight in which we might have prevailed, we are now faced with a position of weakness." 
 
    "Does that mean you will agree as well, Mr. Lee?" Mr. Wang asked. 
 
    "I do not see that I have much of a choice in this." Mr. Lee gestured helplessly, "They have too many of my men's wives and sons." 
 
    "But what about the principal of this? If we bow to them, who else will we then find ourselves bowing to?" 
 
    "As Mr. Lee said," Mr. Saad replied, "our tactics put us in this position. We blocked the direct approach, so they came in another way. They have the advantage of time, they can simply wait and pick us off as they see fit. We can not hide within our walls forever." 
 
    "But how can they be trusted?" Mr. Wang asked. "They snuck in like thieves in the dark and kidnapped our wives and children. Now they ask us to put our faith in their declared goal, that once we have turned over our sole bargaining chip they will release their hostages? We know what they did to the Gradatim, we know they are without honor. We should stall. Stall and prepare a trap of our own so we might teach them a lesson about real men and real honor!" 
 
    "Ah, gentlemen, what a rare sight to come across the three of you sitting here so peacefully, talking with each other. 
 
    "We have no use for one as you, Mr. Li. This is a private matter!" 
 
    "Do you have any missing family members?" Mr. Saad asked. 
 
    "No, I do not." 
 
    "Then why have you joined us today?" 
 
    "Because I know whatever the three of you decide shall concern me. I am not at war with the lycans; neither are any of my associates. War is, after all, a bad thing for business and trade. Which is why I and my associates avoid it so. If the three of you should decide to make that mistake, however, I fear I will bear the consequences in equal measure." 
 
    "They have kidnapped our people, Mr. Li. What would you have us do?" 
 
    "What they've asked you to do. Free your lycans and be done with them. You thought you had a winning strategy against our opponent. You were wrong. He is obviously resourceful, and he is determined." 
 
    "He is without honor! A man like that cannot prevail!" Mr. Wang said. 
 
    Mr. Li laughed. "You would impugn the honor of a man you have not met? You of all people, Mr. Wang? You came up with a strategy to avoid honorable confrontation, as Mr. Saad has already pointed out." 
 
    "But how do we know he will treat fairly with us?" Mr. Lee said. "As our fellow has pointed out, once we release our lycans, we are left empty-handed." 
 
    "Give them to me."  
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Your lycans. Give them to me. All of them. I will then treat with this gentleman on your behalf. If I do not get your people back, you know who I am and where I am." 
 
    "You would take this risk?" Mr. Wang said. 
 
    "The Dragon Triad is well known for how it treats those that betray it, Mr. Wang. I would take this duty on, as a favor to each of you, to ensure that certain business obligations of mine and my associates would not become entangled in this sordid affair." Mr. Li stood up. "Time is pressing, gentlemen. I will have my people stop by your compounds an hour from now. Please have your lycans ready, all of them," Li warned. 
 
    "And what will we owe you for this service?" Mr. Wang grumbled. 
 
    "Oh, it will not be too onerous, do not fear." 
 
    "But we will still owe you," Mr. Lee said. 
 
    "I am taking all of the risk here, am I not? If any party should decide not to deal fairly, it will be the Dragon Triad that will have to set things straight, is that not true?" 
 
    Mr. Lee and Mr. Saad both nodded and stood up. 
 
    "You are correct, Mr. Li. I will return home and make the arrangements," Mr. Lee said. 
 
    "I will do the same. Thank you, Mr. Li. I will remember this kindness," Mr. Saad said. 
 
    "Well, Mr. Wong?" Mr. Li asked, and all three of them looked at him. 
 
    Mr. Wong sighed heavily. "Very well. I will not be the one to upset the balance. But I want it understood, if we do this, no lycans are ever to set foot in Seattle again! I will not go through this a second time. If they mean to stay out of our business, they can stay out of our city." 
 
    Li nodded. "Fair enough. I shall return with your people by nightfall." 
 
      
 
    Chad smiled and shook hands with Qian Li. "I'm impressed, Mr. Li. I let you go, and no less than two hours later, you show up here with all of my people. I do believe this balances the scales." 
 
    "Only balances them?" Li inquired, looking at Chad. 
 
    Chad laughed. "Oh, don't try to tell me you didn't bend them over a barrel for your help! I'm sure they're all heavily in your debt now!" 
 
    "Well, always better to deal with the devil you know than the one you don't." Li chuckled. 
 
    "Especially if that devil is a round-eye, right?" Chad asked, grinning. 
 
    "I see you understand, Mr. Chad. I hope you're not upset over the prohibition on lycans in Seattle." 
 
    Chad shook his head. "We got through this without any bloodshed; for that alone, it's a price worth paying." 
 
    "You know, I could use a man like you, Mr. Chad." 
 
    "I appreciate the compliment, but I'm not exactly a free agent, Mr. Li. Just as I'm sure you have your own leader you must follow, I have mine." 
 
    "Ah, the good ones are always taken, are they not?" 
 
    "That's because we're the good ones. Have a good day, Mr. Li." 
 
    "Until the future, Mr. Chad." 
 
    "So, where to next?" Max asked as she watched Mr. Li, who was apparently the head of the Dragon Triad in Seattle, walk out the door. 
 
    "Denver. Ryan's already cleaned up Spokane and will wait for us in Bend." 
 
    "What's in Denver?" 
 
    "Maitland and the other army. He's dealing with Phoenix right now." 
 
    "And then what?" 
 
    "And then, we start work on the rest of the country, of course." Chad said with a smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Wakeup Call 
 
      
 
    Duncan Roberts smiled and nodded to other national heads as they came into the room and joined him. All of them noticed the table, which had for many decades been a long straight one, which the Vestibulum would sit at the head of, had been replaced with a very large, round table.  
 
    "Thank you for all coming today, Lady and Gentlemen," Duncan said, standing up. 
 
    "What's going on here? What happened to the old table?" Todd Adams, the head of the Vestibulum, said. 
 
    "The Council of Sapientia has always championed equality at these meetings, Todd," Duncan said with a smile, "so we're back to using a table that reflects that." 
 
    "You're not in charge here, Duncan," Todd warned. 
 
    "Oh? I called this meeting. Not you, Todd. Everyone is here at my invitation." 
 
    "Well, where am I to sit? I don't see any name tags!" 
 
    "Wherever you wish. It's a round table, no seat is better than any other, and I see no reason for me to tell reasonable adults where they must sit." 
 
    Duncan did his best not to gloat as Todd glared at him and, pulling out a chair, he dropped into a seat across the table from him. 
 
    With the issue of where the Vestibulum was going to sit resolved, the rest of the chairs filled up fairly quickly. Perkins from Eruditio sat beside Duncan, while Marson from the Ascendance sat a few seats further over, but still closer to Duncan than to Todd. 
 
    Interestingly enough, the leader of the Lux sat next to Duncan, with the Sorceress Guild representative sitting next to him, and the head of Goliard beside her. Those last two seemed a lot more friendly than Duncan could recall ever having seen before, so perhaps the rumors of an alliance between the two weren't idle speculation. 
 
    Totis Viribus was there, as was the leader of the Tall Men, and many of the other minor councils. Interestingly enough, no one sat within two seats of either side of Todd. The Vestibulum, and Todd, had spent decades at the top, and even though they had only fallen to second, and mainly only here in America, their isolation from the others spoke volumes. 
 
    "Now that everyone is seated, let me begin." 
 
    "One moment!" Todd interrupted. "I have something to say." 
 
    "Then you can say it when it is your turn to speak!" Duncan said, leaning forward. "I called this meeting, not you." 
 
    "But the Vestibulum leads!"  
 
    "Not anymore, they don't! And before you make any threats as to future actions, I would take a moment to remind you that all of your recent actions have met with failure, and no one here sitting at this table today sees any sign that this will change. 
 
    "Now, before I was so rudely interrupted, I was going to say that we have a number of serious issues before us." 
 
    "That damn werelion," Marson grumbled. 
 
    "Right now, he is the least of our issues," Duncan continued, and noticed everyone was looking at him. 
 
    "The President of the United States has asked the Department of Justice, along with the Senior Justices on the Supreme Court, to reinterpret the Treaty of York." 
 
    Duncan looked around at the stunned faces, which was immediately followed by a babble of voices as they all went on about how the President couldn't do that, and other assorted nonsense. He gave them a minute before he tapped on the table to regain their attention. 
 
    "Regardless of what you may or may not think, this is going to happen, and there is nothing we can do about it." 
 
    "What's he going to do?" Gloria from the Sorceress Guild asked. 
 
    "He's going to redefine it so that lycans are no longer considered property." 
 
    "What! He can't do that!" Marson said. 
 
    "Actually, he can. If you look at the treaty, it's never explicitly stated that they're our property, they're just referred to as 'servants', and the definition of servant here in the United States is not that of slave.  
 
    "Now as the keepers of our traditions, Sapientia has already sent a letter to the courts supporting this decision and telling them of the recent change to our traditions." 
 
    "What! You had no right!" Todd yelled, standing up. 
 
    "We had every right. The keeping of the traditions is our role, regardless of where we stand. It has always been that way, and will always be that way," Duncan retorted, and had to admit to a small measure of satisfaction, as all the other leaders nodded their heads in agreement. 
 
    "Wait," Gloria spoke up, "you already changed the tradition on keeping slaves, why is this an issue?" 
 
    "Because two hundred and fifty years ago, when we met here in York with the government to discuss and agree to the treaty that bears this town's name, we were the ones dictating the terms." Duncan sighed heavily and shook his head. 
 
    "Due to many decades of complacency and poor leadership, we have lost much of the power and prestige we once held. Now the government is dictating terms to us." 
 
    Duncan withheld a smile as everyone turned to look at Todd, and the expressions on their faces were not kind. Duncan could only imagine that he was hearing the last nails being driven into Vestibulum's coffin.  
 
    "What are we to do, then?" Gloria asked. 
 
    "The world has changed, and we have not grown and changed with it, obviously." Duncan sighed. "We need to cease our infighting, for starters. Thankfully, the loss of our lycan forces will help put an end to that! We need to become more engaged in the world as it is, and not our little aspect of it. Breaking the silence, such as Gradatim broke it last week, and as the Ascendance broke it months ago in Reno, will no longer be tolerated. 
 
    "The government has seen that we are not the all powerful and mighty force we once were. They have seen that we're rather fractious and incapable of standing together. They have seen that we are weak, and if we don't set about fixing this now, it will not be long before the Treaty of York is torn up, and we find ourselves at the beck and call of the government or one of its many organizations." 
 
    "Well, if you hadn't taken away our lycans..." the head of Totis Viribus muttered. 
 
    "The chain of events that lead to those events, I daresay, started a good many decades ago. Possibly even centuries ago. We agreed to civilize the lycans in exchange for their protection. Well, civilize them we did, but abuse them we did as well, when we started to use them against each other, instead of how we had agreed to." 
 
    "Wait, we had an agreement? With who?" David, the leader of the Lux, asked. 
 
    "With the lions," Perkins spoke up. "The lion who has been leading all of this told us of it." 
 
    "You're taking his word?" Todd snarled sarcastically. 
 
    "Of course not," Perkins replied, "but with that knowledge, we now knew what to look for. Several days ago, we found it. It's an old agreement, made some four millennia ago." 
 
    "The point, which you either have already seen, or soon will," Duncan said, "is that we relied on the lycans for much of our power and protection, and now they're gone. If we do not want to find ourselves delivered back into the kinds of slavery we once feared, we need to start pulling together." 
 
    "Is it true you've allied with the lycans?" Marson asked. "That was what my people in Los Angeles told me had happened after the attack on your council was repelled." 
 
    Duncan nodded. "Yes, we have. We have also allied ourselves with the Council of Eruditio." 
 
    "What about Gradatim!" the Totis Viribus head yelled out. 
 
    "There is no more Gradatim," Duncan said. 
 
    "So that's it? Because they're your pets now, they get away with murder?" 
 
    Perkins spoke up again, "The Gradatim had taken up research into the summoning of demons. We have proof of this. A week ago, the Stuttgart treaty and its protocols were invoked. I daresay that if Valens hadn't destroyed the Gradatim, we would have had to do it ourselves." 
 
    "He's telling the truth," Todd said as Perkins' announcement was met with silence. "I saw the evidence, as did Marson." 
 
    "So, because of all of this," Duncan looked around the room, "the heads of the Council of Sapientia, after consultation with the heads of the Council of Eruditio, have decreed another change to our traditions." 
 
    "Two in one year, that's gotta be a record," the Goliard head joked. 
 
    "No council shall make war on another council ever again. Any and all disputes will either be mediated by a neutral party, or settled by individual, non-lethal duels." 
 
    "You can't be serious!" Todd said, the shocked expression on his face echoed on the faces of several others there. 
 
    "We are killing off the best and brightest of our own people!" Perkins said, standing up to look around at the others. "Our numbers haven't grown in over two hundred years! If we don't stop killing each other off, soon there will not be any of us left!" 
 
    "And without the power of the lycans to hide behind, it's more than just each other we have to worry about," Duncan said. 
 
    "What are you worried about? You still have yours!" Todd yelled. 
 
    "Because this isn't just about us, Todd! If you idiots on the Vestibulum had taken your responsibilities to lead all of us seriously, instead of only caring about yourselves, we wouldn't be in this position today! Your philosophy of stagnation weakened us, and you drove away the greatest ally we ever had! 
 
    "Don't you get it, man? Being the senior council and the leader of us all isn't about bragging rights and egos! It's about leading! We haven't been led for over two hundred years, now we're weaker than ever before, and in danger of being in serious trouble! All of our seers have been forecasting some sort of life-changing event on the horizon, and what have you done?" 
 
    "We were trying to get our lycans back!" Todd replied. 
 
    "You were trying to hold on to your power, rather than addressing the issue that will soon be confronting us. You engaged in fights with the Ascendance and with Sapientia! You never once stood up and tried to rally us to the bigger cause! You look solely to the past, and never to the future. To your own fortune, not the fortunes of us all! You had your chance, and you squandered it." 
 
    Duncan turned to the rest of the room. "The leaders of Sapientia call for a conclave of the Seers to take place in Paris. We need to examine this threat so we can move to protect ourselves from it." 
 
    "But the lycans are the threat!" Todd said. 
 
    "It's the seers' job to determine the threat, Todd," Marson said, shaking his head. "That's always been the way." Marson turned to look at Duncan. "The Ascendance's seers will be there." 
 
    "So will those of the Lux," David said. 
 
    "And the Sorceress Guild," Gloria said, as one by one everyone else at the table agreed. 
 
    "Fine," Todd grumbled, "the Vestibulum's seers will also attend." 
 
    Duncan bowed. "Thank you. Now we will proceed around the table in order to discuss whatever issues each of you may have. David?" 
 
    Sitting down, Duncan breathed a heavy sigh of relief. The order to call the North American seers to conclave had come down last night. The Vestibulum in Europe had been avoiding the issue for weeks now. Pierre believe that, by goading Todd into action, the Vestibulum head would cease his stonewalling. 
 
    Something was coming, both Sapientia's and Eruditio's seers were agreed on that.  
 
    Something was definitely coming. 
 
      
 
      
 
    End of Book #9 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Afterword 
 
      
 
    Hello everyone. I'd like to thank you for having gotten to this point in the ongoing story of Sean and the battle into which he's found himself drawn. If you enjoyed this book, I'd appreciate it if you'd rate and review it on Amazon. Writers are rewarded by Amazon when we get four and five-star reviews, and the more we get, the more we're rewarded. 
 
    So please! I'd appreciate it very much if you gave me a good review. 
 
    If you find any typos or 'wrong words', please feel free to email what and where they were to me. Typos always make it through, no matter how many people I have checking things. 
 
      
 
    Character List: I'm starting to build one on my website for those interested: 
 
    http://www.vanstry.net/stryvant/Valens Cast of Characters.html 
 
      
 
    Book Ten: Book #10 hasn't started yet, hopefully by the time you read this is will be underway. I meant to publish this in June, but due to a lot of traveling during that month (buying a house in another state, and having the first sale fall through due to serious issues discovered in the house we were planning to buy, then starting all over again with another property) well, it got pushed back. At this point we're about halfway through the second arc. I did get to talk to one fan who I met at LibertyCon last week about the plans for the third arc and they were rather enthused. Course you won't see that until book #13 (my lucky number!). 
 
      
 
    Some Recommendations: As mentioned before, I do have another name I write under: John Van Stry. If you haven't looked at it, you might appreciate my 'Portals of Infinity' series. It's currently at eight books and will continue, but right now I'm focused on the Valens Legacy series, so I probably won't be revisiting the Portals series until sometime in the Fall. 
 
    Some other people I enjoy reading in this genre, and you might, as well:  
 
    William D. Arand  
 
    Blaise Corvin  
 
    Michael-Scott Earle  
 
    They're all good people and good writers. You may also want to check out this group on Facebook: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/ 
 
      
 
    Again, thank you for your support and for buying my books. 
 
    My Amazon Author's webpage: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Jan-Stryvant/e/B06ZY7L62L/ 
 
    Occasional announcements at: 
 
    https://stryvant.blogspot.com/ 
 
    Jan Stryvant website at:  
 
    http://www.vanstry.net/stryvant/ 
 
    Email: 
 
    stryvant@gmail.com 
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