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 Dance on a Volcano 
 
      
 
    Terry swore loudly and dropped to the ground trying not to scream in pain as Cara stepped on a landmine and was blown six feet up into the air, the shrapnel taking off Terry's right foot just below the knee as it tore up his entire side. He started to reach down to try and grab the stump of his leg in a pain reaction when a hundred and something pounds of Cara, plus another thirty pounds of her gear landed right on top of him, knocking him right back down. 
 
    Both of Cara's legs were gone,  one of her hands was gone, it was a miracle that she had any body left below the waist, and she was screaming, loudly, right in his ear. 
 
    Swearing again, Terry shoved her off of him and stripped off her pack and dumped it out on the ground, looking to see what she had. It wasn't much, ammo, food, toiletries, clothing, that was it! No first aid, nothing like that. 
 
    "Dammit, Cara!" Terry growled, "Where the hell is your first aid kit?" 
 
    "I don't want to die, please don't let me die!" Cara was crying and sobbing and shaking on the ground beneath him as her body tried to heal the massive amount of damage the explosion had done to her. Terry was honestly surprised that she was still alive. 
 
    She grabbed him then with her remaining hand. 
 
    "Please, Terry, I don't want to die! Save me, please Terry!"  
 
    Swearing Terry dumped his own pack and started to dig out his own first aid kit. She was going to die, he could tell that. Maybe if the masters had bothered to give them some healing items, he could save her, but they never wasted anything like that on the common foot soldiers. 
 
    "Eat this," Terry said and grabbing one of her ration bars he handed it to her, with as much mass as she had lost, the only way she'd even have a hope would be to consume as much as possible. Grabbing his bandages he started trying to stop her legs from bleeding and regenerating. Or at least try and slow it down enough that it wouldn't kill her. 
 
    Around him the world was going to hell, and it was going there pretty damn fast. Another flamethrower had joined the fight, and it wasn't just the smell of people burning to death that was bothering him, it was the way that they screamed as they died. 
 
    The helicopter that had just gone overhead had also torn up a lot of them, apparently they had silver, but thankfully they'd crashed well away from him. From the sounds of what was coming from the crash, there must be one hell of a firefight going on over there as well. 
 
    He heard a bunch more thumps then, and covering up Cara's body with his own, explosions started to rain down all around, thankfully none were close. Sitting up he looked down at Cara to see how she was doing, and all he saw were her glassy unmoving eyes staring back up at him, dead. 
 
    Terry swore again and grabbing his rifle he started to crawl forward over the ground, when all he really wanted to do was to run away. But he couldn't do that, the masters were behind them. Dropping into a ditch with the remains of what he guessed was the machine gun that had been raining death and bullets down on him earlier, Terry got his bearings. There were two others in the ditch with him, he didn't know either one of them, then again, for all he knew none of his own group was alive anymore. Both of them were as shot up as he was, and were probably just as scared as he was too. 
 
    "What the hell do we do now?" Terry asked. 
 
    "We can't go back... oh fuck," the one closest to him, said and pointed. 
 
    Terry looked and swore as well. 
 
    It was a woman. 
 
    In some strange metal armor. 
 
    And she was glowing. 
 
    And she had a sword in her hands that was one hell of a lot bigger than she was, and she was using it to cut people in two. While she was on fire. Or at least it looked like she was on fire, only the flames were red, and she was laughing as she slaughtered everyone around her. 
 
    But that wasn't even the worst of it. There was a guy behind her, also with one of those large ass swords, and for every one that she killed, he killed two.  
 
    At least he wasn't laughing. 
 
    Terry noticed the other werewolf was looking down the sights of her rifle, back the way they'd come. 
 
    "What the hell are you doing?" Terry asked as the rifle suddenly bucked. 
 
    "Taking those gods damned masters of ours with us!" she screamed. "We're all fucked, well fuck them too!" 
 
    Terry was starting to think that she just might have a point. 
 
    Her pellet must have popped then, and she started to thrash and scream as the silver killed her. 
 
    "Guess she missed," the other guy said. 
 
    "Guess so," Terry said and was just about to climb out of the hole and look for a better place to die when he got struck by a sudden pain deep inside. Damn mages must have decided to pop his pellet along with hers! 
 
      
 
    As soon as Cali heard the gunfire outside she went and found Jolene, who was already talking with Peg and Louise. Jolene seemed to be incredibly calm, perhaps the calmest one in the room. 
 
    "What do we do?" Cali asked, looking at Jolene. Cali had figured out the hierarchy among the wives before she'd even become one: Roxy was in charge. Daelyn was next.  
 
    But, Roxy never argued with Jolene. Even Daelyn would listen to what Jolene said. Peg was obviously the type who didn't want to be in charge or have any of the responsibility that came with it. 
 
    Cali knew her place in life; she was a follower, mostly. When something needed to be done, she'd do it, and use whatever, or whoever, was at hand to accomplish her task. That was how she'd been trained after all. Right now, she was a member of her husband's household and that household was under attack. Roxy was outside somewhere, but Jolene was right here. 
 
    "Why are you asking me?" Jolene asked Cali. 
 
    "Because you're in charge, unless I go outside to look for Roxy?" 
 
    "I'm not..." Cali put her finger on Jolene's mouth, stopping her. 
 
    "We don't have time for this. What do you want me to do?" 
 
    Jolene sighed, "Can you use a gun?" 
 
    Cali nodded, "Of course." 
 
    "Go see what weapons are in the house, get one, and find us. Start with the stuff in our room, Roxy should have at least one there. We need to defend the house." 
 
    Cali nodded and ran off to the room, having already kicked off her shoes so she wouldn't make any noise as she ran. 
 
    "How can you be so calm!" Peg asked. 
 
    "You get used to it," Jolene smiled. "And I guess Cali's right. Now, let's start setting up some defenses for when they get to the house." 
 
    "Don't you mean, if?" Louise said. 
 
    Jolene shook her head, "Someone will make it through, they always do. Now, let's go ward the doors and windows. Make sure all the lights are off, and don't get too close to the windows. Then we'll block all the doors except for the one leading out to the back, so we have a way out if things get too busy. After that, the three of use can circle and see about putting a shield up around the front of the building." 
 
    Philo came into the room at that point. 
 
    "Is there anything I can do to help?" Philo asked. 
 
    "Do you have any experience with combat?" Jolene asked. 
 
    Philo nodded, "Some." 
 
    "Go out the back door and find Roxy. What about your friend?" 
 
    Philo shook his head, "Pookas don't get involved in human fights." 
 
    "Fair enough, now go!" 
 
    When Cali came back, armed with one of Roxy's pistols, Jolene put her to work with the cooks who were the only others still inside the house at this point, all of the rest of the people had already gone outside to take up arms in the fight. 
 
    "Shouldn't we be outside, fighting?" Cali asked Jolene. 
 
    Jolene shook her head, "Except for Peg, if one of us gets shot, we're in trouble. We're not lycans, we can't regenerate." 
 
    "Then maybe I should go outside?" Peg said suddenly as she felt a little self-conscious. 
 
    "No, Peg, we need you to be able to circle and put up a good defense against their attacks on the house, especially if they start throwing magic at us. We need at least three to circle." 
 
    "Umm," Cali looked at her gun, then at the others, "do you think one of you could cast some spells on my bullets, so that when they hit, they at least do something?" 
 
    "Good thinking," Jolene said and then looked at Peg and Louise. "I can't enchant. Can either of you do anything?" 
 
    "I can help with that," Louise said and held out her hand, so Cali gave her a small box of bullets. 
 
    Peg and Jolene quickly went around to each of the doors and windows, putting wards on them, as Cali moved stuff to block the front door with the help of the cooks. They then returned to the living room, where Louise handed the box of bullets to Cali and then standing up she held out her hands to Jolene and Peg. 
 
    "I've circled before, would you prefer me to take the lead?" 
 
    Jolene smiled, "Thanks, Lou. Yes, please." 
 
    Joining hands in the middle of the living room, the three of them started the process of forming a circle, as Cali moved over to one of the windows, and started to look for targets of opportunity to pick off. 
 
      
 
    Roxy was yelling directions at people as she was running back and forth, organizing the attackers, telling people who to bring ammo to, dragging the wounded back into cover so they could heal. It was insane, completely and utterly insane. The machine guns on the side of the compound that the attack was coming from had all run out of ammo, so she'd moved as many as she could to the rise overlooking them to try and slow down the advancing fighters. 
 
    She heard the next round of mortars go off. There was only one person who knew how to work the mortars, and twice now the people helping them had almost blown themselves up because they had no idea at all what they were doing. She grabbed one of the boys running by. 
 
    "Tell Chet to lay off the mortars, they're too close! Get the flamethrowers! Now go!" 
 
    "Yes, ma'am!" the kid said and took off running. 
 
    Scanning the area, Roxy could see that the enemy was starting to make it into the edge of the compound, again. The first attack had been driven back with the help of a helicopter that had come by low and fast just two minutes and as many lifetimes ago. She didn't see what happened to it, but it hadn't come around again, so she figured it was out of the fight.  
 
    Swearing again, she shot a wolf that came charging around the corner in the face, unloading the entire magazine. When the bolt locked open the body, now without a face, was falling to the ground. Dropping her rifle Roxy grabbed his. They had silver ammo, and damned if she wasn't going to use it! 
 
    She put one round in each of the five people who came around the corner next, probably following him, then quickly pulled his ammo belt off of his body. There were three full magazines left on it. Smiling, she took off after a bunch of the enemy that she saw heading towards the main house, but then stopped and turned to her right, as Maitland and Ruthelma suddenly jumped out and ambushed those heading for the house.  
 
    Both were wearing a type of armor that Roxy had never seen before, undoubtedly something from the land of faerie. They were glowing brightly like they were on fire, undoubtedly more faerie magic, as they wielded huge swords that up until that moment she'd only seen used in Japanese anime.  
 
    Huge swords that moved faster than one would have thought possible as they literally, and very bloodily, cleaved people in two. 
 
    Obviously they didn't need her help, so she went to see who did, running back towards the sounds of the loudest fighting. 
 
    Roxy swore as she got shot three times, one of the shots even hitting her in the head. Dropping down to the ground, Roxy slid across the dirt as her body healed. Pointing her rifle in the general direction of the shots, she just held the trigger down, fanning the rifle back and forth as she returned fire. 
 
    She heard screaming in front of her, so she must have hit somebody. Shaking off the effects of the shots she rolled prone, put in a fresh magazine, and started to pick off attackers with her rifle as they advanced up the hill. 
 
    As soon as the next one she shot cried out from the silver, they all dropped into cover as well, but Maitland and Ruthelma had seen them, and were working their way over in that direction. Apparently their faerie armor was more than able to stand up to the bullets as they didn't seem to all that concerned with getting shot. 
 
    Just there she heard someone yelling something off in the distance, and a sense of dread filled here. It sounded like Sean! 
 
      
 
    Jon swore as Sean's body came flying back towards him and the others, limbs waving like a rag doll as his body hit the ground and slid towards them, a smoking hole high in his chest, his clothing all on fire. 
 
    "Shit!" one of the men, Dirk, swore and running forward they grabbed the collar of Sean's fatigues and started dragging him away from the fight. 
 
    "Back to the helicopter!" Jon yelled, "Someone put out that fire! Scott, you and Kev, lay down suppressing fire!" Jon just hoped that they had enough ammo left. 
 
    "I think he's dead!" Dirk, who was dragging Sean called out. 
 
    Jon swore even louder, "Anybody got any healing? We can't lose him! Claudia will kill us if he dies!" 
 
    One of the others grabbed a fire extinguisher as they got back to the wreck, which was starting to burn again, and hosed down Sean, putting him out. 
 
    "I used what I've got on him," Jody, their medic told Jon, "but damned if I know if it'll work. He doesn't feel dead, but I can't take the time to feel for a pulse or anything in the middle of this firefight!" 
 
    Jon nodded, "We need to get out of here, Scott, Kev, you got point. Everyone else, follow and keep your heads down! Maybe if they see we're retreating they'll leave us alone!" 
 
    "His tag's gone! So's his collar!" Jody yelled, "If he gets shot, even once, he's dead!" 
 
    "If we stay here, we're dead!" Jon growled and looked around. "Take the collar off of Kris there," Jon pointed to one of the dead bodies from the crash. Damn, this whole thing was going to hell. At least they weren't attacking the wreck anymore, actually; Jon stood up and looked around. No one was attacking them at all. All the wolves from where Sean had done whatever the hell it was, were digging in, and not attacking anyone. 
 
    The rest had already bypassed the wreckage and were working their way further up the hill.  
 
    "Score!" Kev called out and laughed. 
 
    "What's going on over there!" Jon yelled. 
 
    "Magic users! They're in the rear and I'm picking them off!"  
 
    "Shit! Everyone! Run!" 
 
    Grabbing one of Sean's arms as Dirk grabbed the other one, they took off as Jody brought up the rear, the rest of the guys scattering. 
 
    "What's going on?" Jody yelled, and just then the helicopter exploded, knocking them all down flat. 
 
    "That!" Jon growled. "Some mage's attack set off the remaining gas in the tanks! Everybody! Pick it up! Keep moving! Kev, you still with us?" 
 
    "He'll live," Scott yelled and Jon could see Scott had Kev slung over his shoulder and Kev was taking shots behind them with his pistol as Scott ran. 
 
    "We need to get Sean to a healer," Jody said as she ran along besides Jon. 
 
    "Tell me something I don't know," Jon growled and tried to do a head count on his men. Out of the twenty he'd started out with, he was down to sixteen, plus the pilot. 
 
    Just then Jon's headset came to life. "Wilma one! Wilma two! Where the hell are you guys?" 
 
    "Wilma one is down," Jon called on his radio. "Look for our flares; we're due south of the burning wreckage. We gotta med-evac!" 
 
    "Pop smoke!" Jody yelled from besides him, and everybody started tossing smoke grenades behind them. 
 
    Jon let go of Sean and pulling out a flare and lighting it he started to wave it back and forth over his head. 
 
    "Wilma two, I see you Jon, what's your status?" 
 
    "We need ammo, you need to dump your troops, I got a class A med-evac, and you're going to need to haul ass back to base with him." 
 
    "Roger that." 
 
    Jon watched as their second huey came in and flared just twenty feet away from where they were all waiting. Dirk and Jody dragged Sean into the back as the troops all piled out and started sharing out ammo as the helicopter quickly rose up and raced away. 
 
    "Was that Sean?" Brandt, Jon's second in command asked. 
 
    "Yeah, he did something up on the hill and well, I don't think it went well for him." 
 
    "He looked dead, Jon," Brandt said, shaking his head. 
 
    "Well he sure as hell better not be!" Jon growled, "Or I will beat his ass! Now, come on, we need to see about launching a counterattack." 
 
    "Jon, there's hundreds of them!" Brandt said, looking at him in disbelief. 
 
    "Listen, do you want to be the one to go back and tell Claudia we got Sean killed?" 
 
    Even in the darkness, Jon could see Brandt pale. 
 
    "Right, counterattack! Lead the way!" 
 
      
 
    "What's going on up there?" Art asked Jace and pointed towards what looked like flashes that were over on the other side of the ridge. 
 
    "Hell if I know. Keith," Jace asked the driver, "What's going on?" 
 
    "Damned if I know! But that definitely looks like gunfire!" 
 
    "Everybody!" Art yelled, "Gear up! Hogue, call the second bus, tell them to gear up as well! Non-combatants, stay in the buses when we get out!"  
 
    Art looked back at Jace who was on his phone and talking. 
 
    "Yeah! We're almost there now! Tell them not to shoot at us; we're coming in from the east! Got it!" 
 
    Jace looked at Art, "They're being attacked by a large force. They're coming from the west." 
 
    "Thank goodness we're coming from the other side!" The driver said. 
 
    "How close can you get us?" Art asked him. 
 
    "How close do you want to be?" Keith, the driver had floored the bus and the ride over the unimproved road was getting a lot more violent. 
 
    "As close as you can get!" Art said and dropping into his seat he grabbed his gear and started to pull it on as fast as he could. 
 
    "Holy shit! Lookout!" Jace yelled a minute later as they came over the ridgeline and suddenly there was a small group of men sitting on quads wearing armor and talking on radios. From the look of it, they were directing some of the fighters. As Jace looked over Keith's shoulder one of the men looked up and his mouth opened wide as he pointed at the bus. Keith, the driver cried out and fell out of the driver's seat onto the floor, curled up in a tight ball, but it was too late for the group of men and the bus plowed right into the middle of them as Jace leapt over the partition and grabbed the steering wheel as the bus bounced over the men and the quads with the sounds of screams and grinding metal everywhere. 
 
    "Well, this must be our stop!" Hogue said laughing and opening the door he jumped out of the still moving bus as the rest of his squad followed him. 
 
    Pulling himself into the front seat, Jace could hear the gunfire from Hogue's men as they finished off the survivors and Jace hit the brakes to stop the bus in a cloud of dust as it slid around to the side, rocking. 
 
    "We'll take it from here, Jace," Art said and he joined the stream of fighters as they piled out of the bus. Cursing, Jace looked at his phone, which no longer had any signal and with a shake of his head, he followed the last of them off the bus, after checking on Keith to make sure he was still alive. 
 
    "Okay! Listen up!" Art growled in a low voice as he shifted into his werewolf form. "Everyone with the silver protection amulet will go in first with me. We'll form up a skirmish line and move forward at a jog. The rest of you, stay behind us and provide covering fire. 
 
    "Jace, you bring up the rear, if anyone gets hit with a silver bullet, you can use your amulet to cure 'em before they die. Any questions?" 
 
    "When do we open fire?" Jester asked. 
 
    "When I do, unless they figure out we're not on their side and start shooting first. Now, form up, teams string out behind your leaders!  
 
    "Time's a wastin', move out!" 
 
    Art led his people off at a fast jog. Interestingly enough, no one in front of them seemed at all concerned. The only thing Art could think of was that the mages they'd hit with the bus hadn't had time to warn their forces about what was happening. 
 
    That was always the problem with firefights, you couldn't hear shit. Not even a big ass diesel greyhound bus. 
 
    Art grinned, well, not until it was too late at least.  
 
    Hogue came running up then. 
 
    "They're all dead boss," Hogue grinned. 
 
    "How many?" 
 
    "Five, three of them needed a little help," Hogue laughed and patted his rifle. 
 
    Art just nodded; they were catching up with the back of the attacking forces. A few had looked over their shoulders, but just seeing werewolves coming from where their mages had been positioned, they went right back to fighting. 
 
    "Walking pace! Ready arms!" Art called out and putting his rifle to his shoulder as everyone else did the same. 
 
    "Fire!" 
 
    Art started picking off attackers immediately, starting at the rear of the line and working forward. He'd killed a dozen before the ones further up suddenly heard the panicked screams of pain coming from the rear. By then Art figured they'd probably killed at least fifty of the attackers. 
 
    "Everyone but the front line, down!" Art yelled as the attacking forces suddenly turned to start engaging Art and his people. He heard one of his own people cry out as they got hit. Jace yelled, "I got 'em!" So Art didn't pay it any mind. 
 
    Art was impressed that the amulets worked just as advertised. He was shot twice almost immediately, and while it hurt, it wasn't silver.  
 
    "I'm taking fire here," Hogue growled. 
 
    "Stand tall, that's an order!" Art growled loudly at the rest of the line as he changed magazines. 
 
    "What's the point?" Jester asked. 
 
    "Watch and learn," Art laughed and continued to shoot the enemy, one at a time, taking his time and picking his targets. He was getting shot at constantly now and quite a few of the bullets were hitting him, damn did it hurt! But some of the bullets were starting to splatter on the shield, or get deflected. 
 
    And the enemy noticed. Art and his men were dropping them left and right, but Art and his men weren't falling, they weren't even taking cover. 
 
    "Surrender or Die!" Art howled loudly, and the others besides him took up the cry. 
 
    As Art watched, one of them threw down their gun and dropped to the ground, hands on their head. Someone pointed their gun at the surrendering soldier, so Art picked them off. 
 
    Another one dropped, then sudden they were all dropping their guns and surrendering.  
 
    As they all dropped down to the ground and the gunfire directed at them suddenly stopped, Art noticed that the body of enemy troops to the west were all starting to notice just what was going on. There was pointing and what he guessed was yelling, he could see that a second force was coming up from the base of the hill, where a helicopter was taking off after having dumped a bunch of troops.  
 
    Then, just like a flock of birds will suddenly turn, the remaining enemy all broke as one and ran off to the northwest about as fast as they could go. 
 
    And that was it. The shooting all stopped, and it was over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 After the Battle 
 
      
 
    As soon as the sounds of shooting stopped Roxy began to gather all of her people in closer to the house and started to reestablish the perimeter, as well as assigning people to deal with the wounded and to find out just how much of their defenses had been destroyed. 
 
    "Maitland!" She called when he saw him, and waved him over. 
 
    "Yes, Roxy?" 
 
    "We've got two groups of people outside who are on our side. I think one is Claudia's, as they got dropped off by a helicopter according to one of ours. I want you to go get them and bring them up here. I'll go deal with the other group." 
 
    "Shouldn't Sean be with them, if they're from Claudia?" 
 
    Roxy shook her head, "As far as I know, there's only the one helicopter. I'm guessing he's still with the rest of the troops at the Vesti's. In either case, I'm going to go talk to the other group; I think they're the ones from Sacramento." 
 
    Maitland nodded, "I'll go get them, and then walk the perimeter to see what our problems are." 
 
    "Thanks," Roxy sighed and then flagged down Oak, who had been in charge of one of the rifle groups that had been setting up a last ditch defense of the house. 
 
    "Yes, Roxy?" 
 
    "How's everyone inside the house?" 
 
    They're fine, though a couple of the windows got shot out. Jason tells me that several of the sensors and cameras got destroyed too, so I'm going to put out some extra guards to keep an eye on things." 
 
    Roxy nodded, "Good. Find out what the hell is on fire over there and get some people to work on putting it out." 
 
    "Will do," Oak said and trotted back towards his men and started giving orders. 
 
    Slinging her rifle, Roxy looked around and shook her head. It would be quite a while to clean up this mess, there were a lot of dead bodies lying around, and she had no idea just how many of them were theirs. She wasn't looking forward to finding out just who on their side they'd lost as she started walking down the hill. 
 
    Roxy caught up with the wolves from Sacramento as they were rounding up all the prisoners that had surrendered when the tide of the attack had turned. 
 
    "Who's in charge here?" she asked walking up to a couple of werewolves that seemed to be ordering the others around. 
 
    "That would be me," Art said looking at the rather cute looking cheetah lycan that had just walked up to him. "I'm Art. You are?" 
 
    "Roxy, Sean's senior wife and the one in charge when he's not here. Are you the guys that Chad was liberating?" 
 
    "Chad?" Art said, looking at her, "Jace is the guy who came down and freed us." 
 
    "Chad's his new alpha," Roxy said looking around at the others, "looks like we're gonna need a lot of necklaces. How many are you?" 
 
    "Eighty-six," Art told her. "You have more of these?" he asked while fingering his own collar and tag. 
 
    "Not right now, but Sean can make more." 
 
    Art nodded slowly, "Okay, and Sean is?" 
 
    "My husband," Roxy said locking eyes suddenly with Art, "he's the one in charge here, he's a lion, and if you've never met one, the stories are pretty much true." Roxy looked around again, trying to get a count on the prisoners. 
 
    "How many men do you need to keep them under control?" 
 
    Art shrugged, "Twenty should do it. We've disarmed them, taken their armor. They're all pretty demoralized right now." 
 
    "Okay, I want to borrow about ten to go over and talk to that group that's dug in over there. Then I want you to detail another group to carry all the silver ammo up to the compound so we have something effective in case of another attack. After that, send a couple of squads out to help secure the perimeter. Just be careful not to shoot any of our people." 
 
    Art blinked and looked down at Roxy, which wasn't all that easy as she was pretty tall. 
 
    "And just who do you think you are?" Art asked her. 
 
    "Your boss," Roxy growled and leaned forward bringing her nose closer to his. "You're here now, and you belong to me until we get this mess settled, and I can find my husband. You know, the eight-foot tall and mean as spit lion husband who will be very upset if you don't listen to his wife after he had his friend send people down to Sac-town to free your asses." 
 
    Art blinked, he might be bigger than her, but right now he didn't think he wanted to go messing with this girl, he got the feeling it wasn't the lion he should be worried about. 
 
    "Jester!" Art called. 
 
    "Yeah, Art?" 
 
    "Grab your squad and go with Roxy here. She's in charge! Piper!" 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "Take your squad and Dawn's and set up a patrol, check in with the locals up on the hill first. Pete!" 
 
    "Yes, Art?" 
 
    "Grab a couple of hands and gather up all the silver ammo and weapons and bring them up to the compound!" 
 
    "Yessir!" 
 
    Art looked back at Roxy, "Better?" he said with his best smile. 
 
    Roxy nodded, "Much. You might want to start converting all their pellets," Roxy motioned towards the prisoners, "before their former owners kill them all." 
 
    "I think we killed them already," Art said and jerked a thumb over his shoulder back towards the buses a couple hundred yards back and the pile of mangled ATV's behind them. 
 
    "Great, but better safe than sorry. See what intelligence you can get out of them while you're doing that," Roxy said and then turned towards Jester. 
 
    "Come with me, Jester. I'm Roxy, and if you keep looking at my butt like that my husband will kill you." 
 
    Jester looked back at Art with a shocked expression as Roxy walked off. 
 
    'Lion' Art mouthed at Jester whose eyes got a little wider as he turned to follow the cute cheetah lycan with his squad. 
 
    "Come on! You heard the boss," Hogue said, "as well as Art! Get to work!"  
 
    Art sighed, "You're just crusin' for a bruisin' tonight, Hogue, aren't you?" 
 
    "Hey, Boss, we live in interesting times, very interesting times, gotta roll with the punches!" 
 
      
 
    Terry picked himself up off the ground as the firing quite suddenly stopped. The pain he had felt was gone and he was looking at the other guy. 
 
    "What the hell happened?" 
 
    "I don't know!" he said and just then the gal on the floor groaned. 
 
    Scrambling over to her, Terry could see she was in a bad way, but she was still alive! 
 
    "What the hell? I thought they popped her pellet?" 
 
    Terry heard the other guy swear then. 
 
    "What?" Terry asked. 
 
    "All our silver ammo isn't silver anymore!" 
 
    Terry worked the action on his rifle and picked up the bullet that had fallen out. 
 
    "Son-of-a-bitch!" Terry swore the digging through his pockets he pulled out the small vial he had stashed there. Screwing the cap off he poured the contents into the injured female's mouth.  
 
    "Swallow that," he told her and then followed up with the water in his canteen as she coughed. 
 
    "What the hell was that?" she grumbled, panting. 
 
    "Minor healing potion," Terry grinned. 
 
    "And you gave it to me?" she said, looking rather shocked. 
 
    Terry shrugged, "I was saving it for myself, but," Terry looked around and sighed heavily, "from everything I saw today I'm not sure saving it was the best idea anymore. Now, eat some food and get your strength back." 
 
    "What are you going to do?"  
 
    "Nothing but sit right here. I'm Terry." 
 
    "Clover," she said with a smile. 
 
    "I'm Rider," the other guy said. 
 
    "What group are you guys with?" Terry asked. 
 
    "Texas," Clover said with a smile, "You?" 
 
    "Boston," Terry sighed and shook his head, "I don't even know if any of us are left, one of my friends got hit with silver, another had her legs blown off and died." 
 
    "Why didn't you give her...?" Clover trailed off. 
 
    Terry sighed and shook his head, "I don't think it would have saved her, if I'd even gotten the chance. It was pretty bad." 
 
    The truth was, Terry had been a lot more worried about his own ass at the time, though honestly he wasn't sure it would have been enough to save Cara. Maybe if she'd lived a little while longer, he'd have tried it.  
 
    Clover nodded and didn't say anything else. 
 
    "What's going on out there?" Terry asked Rider. 
 
    Rider looked over the lip of the ditch they were in. 
 
    "Everyone is looking around. There's a group hightailing it back the way we came, but it doesn't look all that big. There's a lot of dead bodies out there now too." Rider visibly shuddered, "A lot of dead bodies." 
 
    "Well, at least we're not one of them," Clover said. 
 
    "Wait, I see a group of people heading over this way, they got their guns slung. I think they're the defenders, one of them is waving to us." 
 
    "Wonder what they're gonna do to us?" Terry wondered. 
 
    Clover laughed, "After saving my life, anything they damn well want to!" 
 
    "You think they saved you?" Terry asked, surprised. 
 
    "The rumors all say that they got something that gets rid of silver. Guess the rumors were right!" 
 
    Terry went 'huh' and thought about that. He hadn't heard any of those rumors, but then Boston was a lot farther away from here than Texas. 
 
    "Of course, you helped too," Clover said and put her hand on top of his. 
 
    Rider sighed, "Get a room, you two." 
 
    "Oh, I plan on it!"  
 
      
 
    Roxy walked up to the group of werewolves, most of them were in their human form, but a number of them were in their hybrid form as well. Probably because their armor was shredded and it was cold out. 
 
    "Who is in charge here?" Roxy asked looking at the group, there were probably sixty of them, she'd get a head count later. 
 
    "Umm, I'm one of the squad leaders," a young man said. 
 
    Roxy noticed they were all looking at her now, "Is there anyone more senior than this man here?" she called out. 
 
    Everyone just looked around or shrugged. She could see that they were all still coming to terms with what had just happened. 
 
    "Okay," she yelled, "he's in charge." Lowering her voice she continued. "Gather your people up, take a headcount. I want all of their weapons and ammo stacked right over there," Roxy pointed to a flat spot. "I'll get someone down here in a few to bring you up to the compound and we'll see that you're all fed and given a place to sleep." 
 
    "Did he really take away our silver?" he asked her. 
 
    "What?" Roxy blinked. 
 
    "There was this lion, he came out of that helicopter, the one that crashed," he pointed towards the wreckage that several people were now putting out. "He said he was taking our silver, and then he kinda glowed and I think he blew up or something?" 
 
    Roxy felt the blood draining from her face. 
 
    "What happened to him?" she growled, grabbing his fatigues at the neck and pulling him close. 
 
    The guy's eyes widened and he looked real scared all of the sudden. 
 
    "I don't know! He just told us we were free and we all felt it when all of our ammo changed! We think he changed our pellets too! Then he sorta flashed and he wasn't there anymore!" 
 
    "I think I saw him go flying back," one of the others said, "and the guys he was with dragged him off?" 
 
    "Which way?" Roxy growled and dropped the guy she was holding. 
 
    "Over there, I think...." 
 
    Roxy didn't hear the rest of it; she was sprinting just as fast as she could in the direction they'd pointed.  
 
    She saw Maitland talking to one of them; it was Jon, the leader of Claudia's strike team! She didn't even stopped but just pounced on him driving him flat on the ground. 
 
    "WHERE IS SEAN!" she yelled in his face, "WHERE IS HE?" 
 
    Jon gasped as he got pounded flat to the ground, and one very angry werecheetah, that hadn't been there a second ago, was in his face and yelling at him. 
 
    "We put him on the other helicopter and sent him to our base, we have healers there," Jon said. 
 
    "How bad?" 
 
    "Umm...." 
 
    Roxy dug her claws in and growled, "I asked you a question!" 
 
    "It was bad," Jon told her as his men started to mill around them. He could see they were getting ready to grab her if she lost it on him. "He had a hole in his chest and he was unconscious, his clothes were burning and we had to put him out." 
 
    Roxy turned her head and looked at Maitland who was still standing there. 
 
    "I have to go to Claudia's. Jolene is in charge, coordinate with her and Art on situating the prisoners. Do anything stupid and I swear I will gut you like a fish when I get back here!"  
 
    And just like that she was gone. 
 
    "Damn, she's fast!" Jester said as he came running up, panting. 
 
    "How far away is Claudia's?" Maitland asked. 
 
    "Too far to run, even for her," Jon said, slowly getting to his feet. 
 
    Just then they heard the sound of a big block motor starting up and almost instantly revving to the red line as a nineteen seventies muscle car came rocking down the road from the compound. 
 
    "I better warn Claudia," Jon said and started to look around, "where'd our radio man get to?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Great Cover-Up 
 
      
 
    "What?!" Jolene said as Maitland told her what Roxy had said, before running off. 
 
    "Sean's injured, Roxy went to see how badly, she left you in charge." Maitland replied. "Oh, and we've got the smoldering wreckage of a helicopter to the northwest of us, and at least a hundred dead bodies scattered around the property, possibly two." 
 
    "And you are?" Jolene asked one of the two strangers that was now accompanying Maitland. 
 
    "Jon, I'm the guy in charge of the strike teams that were with Sean in the helicopters." 
 
    "And you?" Jolene pointed to the other one. 
 
    "Art. I'm with the group that was freed from Sacramento." 
 
    Jolene sighed, "And someone said we now had prisoners?" 
 
    "Umm, Ma'am," Art said, "I think you have a bigger problem than that right now." 
 
    "I don't see how that can be possible, Art. But please, go right ahead and make my day worse than it already is." 
 
    "We killed a bunch of mages when we got here." 
 
    "And?" Jolene grimaced, waiting for the inevitable. 
 
    "I think they were blocking most of the noise from the fight. We didn't even hear any of it until we had gotten pretty close. And well, now," Art shrugged while trying to look apologetic. 
 
    "I can almost hear the sirens now," Jolene groaned. 
 
    "Actually," Peg said standing there in her hybrid form, "I think I can hear the sirens." 
 
    "Great, I got a hundred or more dead bodies, prisoners, weapons everywhere, a crashed helicopter, and now the police." Jolene looked at Peg and Cali.  
 
    "Got any ideas girls?" 
 
    Cali shrugged, but Peg was looking thoughtful. 
 
    "I think I might have an idea," Peg said looking around. "Lou! Where's your brother, or more importantly, where's that rabbit friend of his?" 
 
    "I'm over here," Philo said walking out of the kitchen with a rather large sandwich, "and Markey is a Pooka, he's not a rabbit." 
 
    "Great!" Peg said, "Markey, front and center." 
 
    Peg paused and looked at Philo, "Where is he?" 
 
    "He's in front of you," Philo gestured. 
 
    Peg rolled her eyes and sighed, "I need to see you when I'm talking to you Markey." 
 
    Peg didn't even flinch when there was suddenly a rabbit, who was probably a foot taller than her, standing in front of her, wearing a fedora on his head. Grinning. After the night she'd been having it almost seemed normal. 
 
    "Okay, Markey, I want to play a gag on all the police who are coming up here. Want in?" 
 
    Markey nodded. 
 
    "Awesome. Lou, Philo, I'll probably need your help." Peg turned to Jolene, "I got this Jo, just tell the prisoners to grab all the bodies and drag them up the hill to the northeast away from the police." 
 
    Jolene sighed, "Thanks, Peg. Art, I'm gonna need your help. Maitland, get our forces out of sight." 
 
    Peg grabbed Jon, as she headed for the door. "Get the pilot of that helicopter up here; he needs to tell the police what happened." 
 
    "Huh?" Jon said looking at Peg. 
 
    "It's simple, a bunch of you were out practicing target shooting from a helicopter at night, or maybe shooting coyotes, I don't know. You work it out with him. Helicopter broke, he crashed, it burned then exploded and all your ammo cooked off. 
 
    "That'll explain all the noise everyone heard and you can take them over and show them the crashed helicopter." 
 
    "But what about all the bodies? The blood?" 
 
    "If they can't see it, they won't ask about it." Peg looked around, "Sheila!" She yelled. 
 
    "What?" Sheila stuck her head out of the house. 
 
    "Sexy underwear, you and me, and robes. Get out here with it now. We're puttin' on a show!" 
 
    "Sure thing!" Sheila said and disappeared. 
 
    "Okay," Peg stopped and looked around. They were out in front of the house. "This is real simple. Me and my friend Markey here, we're gonna cast an illusion to hide all of the bodies and the blood and the weapons, everywhere but around the helicopter. Jon, have your friends drag off any bodies over there. 
 
    "Lou, Philo, you're going to help us by supplying power, and everyone remember, we heard a loud crash, woke up, came running outside, and wow! Helicopter crash! We don't know what happened. Got it?" 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    "Great, now, Markey, think you can do this?" 
 
    Markey looked around the property. There were body parts, blood, spent shell casings, magazines, some random gear, and even a few dead bodies left as the prisoners were slowly herded up the hill." 
 
    "This'll be fun!" he said in a surprisingly cultured sounding voice and grinned. 
 
    "Yeah," Peg nodded, "and let's keep the improv jokes to a minimum. 
 
    Sheila ran up then with a bunch of undergarments and two robes. 
 
    "Okay, whataya' need this all for." 
 
    "Distractions of course," Peg said and shifted back into her human form. "Now, let's get changed and get to work. I see our guests are about to arrive." 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Daniel Howell turned onto the dirt driveway, with five cars following him, all of their lights were on, but he'd turned off the siren when he hit the neighborhood. Dispatch had told him that the state police had a few people on the way as well, and the swat team was gearing up if he needed them. 
 
    "Nora Four, this is Nora Two, I see something burning over there." 
 
    Daniel keyed his radio, "I got it Brett. There's also a group of people standing at the top of the driveway." 
 
    "Roger Nora Four, I see 'em." 
 
    Slowing down as he got near the top of the driveway, by the house, Daniel could see there were a few cars parked here, as well as some construction equipment. He'd already heard two days ago that the place up here had sold and the new owner was doing a bunch of work. 
 
    Stopping the car, he gave the group milling around a look, before he got out of the car, as the other five pulled up behind him and parked. There were two young looking women in bathrobes, an older one also in a robe, and a couple of men talking to them. The men were wearing fatigues, but weren't carrying any weapons that he could see, and several of them were sporting bandages. 
 
    "Dispatch, Nora Four is on the scene, I have a group of eight civilians and what looks like some sort of fire. Dispatch one of the fire trucks up here and have someone do a flyby to make sure it's not spreading." 
 
    "Roger, Nora Four." 
 
    Opening the door, Daniel got out of his car and putting his hand on the butt of his pistol, he approached carefully, fully aware of the other five officers behind him. 
 
    "Do you have a permit for that fire?" Daniel asked as he carefully approached, all of the people were already looking at him. He could see that the two younger women in the bathrobes were rather attractive looking. Even the older one was kind of cute. He could see that one of the men, who looked a lot like the older woman, was apparently with them. As for the other four, one was in a flight suit and had a bandage around his head with a little blood on it. The other three were in dirty fatigues that were a bit torn up, and one had some obvious scorch marks. Two of them were also sporting bandages, one had the leg of his pants ripped open, and another had the sleeve of his shirt torn off. 
 
    "That's not ours...." one of the young women started. 
 
    "That's not a fire...." the guy in the flight suit said. 
 
    Several of the others started talking and Daniel raised his hand, stopping them. 
 
    "One at a time, you first," Daniel said, pointing to the guy in the flight suit. 
 
    "That's my helicopter, Officer, we crashed," the man said. 
 
    Daniel flinched and looked a little closer at the guy, "Wait, what?" 
 
    "We were out doing some night time target practice," the man looked a little embarrassed. 
 
    "Shooting coyotes?" Daniel supplied. 
 
    "Umm, maybe. Anyway, we were on our way back and damned if I didn't almost run into the biggest damn owl I've ever seen!" the man sighed and shook his head. "It must have hit the tail rotor, cause suddenly I started to lose control and the I guess the tail started throwing blades and one hit the fuel tanks or something. I came down hard, on fire, and then," the man shook his head, "it went up pretty quick, we barely got out. Then the ammo started to cook off, and well, then the helicopter blew up!" He said waving his hands around and looking shocked. 
 
    Daniel looked at the young woman who had been talking before he'd stopped them. Her robe was open slightly, and from the looks of things, she wasn't wearing all that much underneath. He upgraded her appearance from 'attractive' to 'hot'. 
 
    "Ma'am?" he asked. 
 
    "Peg, Peggy Valens," Peg told him. "We were all pretty much asleep, then there was a loud crash and we heard what sounded like gunshots, followed by a loud 'Boom!' and we all came running out to see what had happened. We found these men stumbling around and looking dazed. And he told us what he just told you! Do you think you can umm, put that fire out for us?" 
 
    "I've already called in a fire truck. Do you have any ID on you, any of you?" 
 
    "Well, I'd have to go back inside to get some," Peg said. 
 
    "I have my license," the other guy, the pilot Daniel guessed he was, told him. 
 
    "Who all lives here?" 
 
    "I do," Peg said, "this is my cousin, Sheila," Peg motioned to the other young woman who obviously was only wearing some rather sexy underwear under her robe, "my mother-in-law, and her brother."  
 
    "Where's your husband?" 
 
    "He's out at work. Should I call him?" 
 
    "No, that's okay," Daniel motioned to the pilot, "and you?" 
 
    "I'm George, that's Jon, Gray, and Dirk." 
 
    "Is there anybody missing? Anybody dead in that wreck?" 
 
    "No, Sir." 
 
    "Okay, let's see those ID's gentlemen," Daniel raised his voice slightly, "Brett, take Bob and Walt and go check out that wreck." 
 
    "Sure thing, Dan!"  
 
    Daniel took each of their driver's licenses as they were handed to him, and passed them back to Mike, "Run these please, Mike." 
 
    "Sure thing." 
 
    "Dispatch, Nora Four," Daniel keyed his radio. 
 
    "Go, Nora Four." 
 
    "We have a possible helicopter crash. Please notify the FAA." 
 
    "Dispatch, this is Nora Two, it's definitely a helicopter crash. Thing's a mess, we're definitely going to need that fire truck to put all of this out." 
 
    "Roger that, Nora Two. Are there any causalities?" 
 
    "Negative on that, Dispatch. Sergeant Howell is talking to the pilot and the crew." 
 
      
 
    Peg watched as it all went down, all of the police officers were quickly distracted either by the remains of the helicopter, or with talking to the George, Jon and the other members. Her illusion spell was working, and working rather well. She could feel Markey's own abilities augmenting hers, as any signs of the violence had disappeared. 
 
    She ignored the two rabbits that were copulating over by one of the police cars, it was kind of funny and as long as he was helping her, she'd let the Pooka have his fun. 
 
    When the fire department showed up, they were really only interested in the fire, which they quickly put out the smoldering remains of. Sheila went and flirted a little with the four firemen who came with the truck to distract them from looking around too much once they were done. But they couldn't stay long, so thankfully there wasn't much of an issue with them. 
 
    Three of the Reno cops left when the firemen left as well, but a state trooper showed up next, and he interviewed all of them. Peg was getting tired by then, and it took a little extra distraction and work to keep them focused on what she wanted them to see as the sun started to come up over the mountains to the east. 
 
    Thankfully they were all men, and easily distracted as both she and Sheila got a little 'careless' with their robes and exposed the lacy underwear that they were wearing underneath to distract the officers whenever things got a little difficult on the spell.  
 
    Eventually, someone showed up in a station wagon to give Jon, the pilot, and the other two guys a ride back to their home airport, and after they left, the police all left with a stern warning not to touch anything until after the FAA investigator got there. 
 
    Which being a Sunday probably wouldn't be until after twelve. 
 
    "Thank goodness that's over with," Peg said and let the spell drop as the last of the police cars pulled out of the gate at the bottom of the hill. Looking around she shivered, there were still quite a few dead bodies lying around, several weapons, body parts, and shell casings everywhere. It really did look like a battleground. She'd have to talk to Jolene about cleaning up the mess before the FAA guy got here. 
 
    "Thanks, all of you, and thanks Markey." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chad 
 
      
 
    "Okay," Chad said looking around at his captains, "we've got word that they fled on foot heading north east a good thirty minutes ago. I detailed a couple of scouts to head up to where we believe they parked their vehicles and to keep an eye open for any singletons or groups coming back here directly. 
 
    "Best guess is that once they gather themselves up, they'll return here. I honestly can't see them going anywhere else. We will stop them, talk a little sense into them, and take them with us when we leave." 
 
    "How are we going to talk sense into them?" Max, his girlfriend, had asked. 
 
    Chad snorted, "With clubs if we have to! Just no silver, and let's avoid shooting them too, okay? They're going to be demoralized, they were just routed, and from what I gather, they lost over half of their effective fighting force, between casualties, prisoners, and outright defections." 
 
    "What about any mages that we find?" Baron asked. 
 
    "That depends on if they resist or not." Chad sighed, "Honestly? I'd like to just kill all of them, but Sean's made it clear that he doesn't want this to turn into an 'Us versus Them' war. So, if they run, let 'em go. If they fight, take 'em down. If they surrender, tell them to strip, relieve them of whatever they have, then send them packing in their underwear. 
 
    "Now, here's how I want you to deploy along the road...." 
 
    Chad spent the next fifteen minutes detailing everyone, along with a couple of snipers to shoot out the tires on any vehicles coming up the road towards the Vestibulum's compound, which was a couple miles away from where he had everyone set up. 
 
    He deployed scouts behind him, just in case they became a problem, but after the mess they'd left back there, and with no lycans left on the property, Chad didn't think they'd be feeling very adventurous right now. 
 
    Chad also set aside two groups of men to intercept any singletons his scouts reported coming back on foot, or on paw perhaps in this case.  
 
      
 
    It was approaching four a.m. when Chad got the call from Ryan, who he'd sent out with his scouts. 
 
    "Chad, we've got three tractor-trailers heading your way." 
 
    "That's all?" 
 
    "Yup, they left four more behind; I think they didn't have anyone left to drive 'em. Our man Bryce has a wrecker, want me to call him to pick them up?" 
 
    "Do it. Last thing we need is for anyone else to get involved. Did you see any stragglers heading this way on foot?" 
 
    "If any split off, they did it before they got to the trucks. The only reason we found them so easily was because they were milling around them for quite a while. Best I can figure it out there are five or six mages left on foot, maybe another dozen who looked to be wounded, and probably something like a hundred to a hundred and fifty lycans with them." 
 
    "Okay, text me and Max their license plates and a general description of the type of truck, then send some of your people to follow and keep an eye on them. Have the rest sweep the area looking for any incriminating evidence that they might have dropped during their retreat. We've got our welcome ready for them here." 
 
    "Okay, Chad, I'll get right on it." 
 
    After relaying the information to his men, Chad checked on everyone's position one last time then settled down to wait the fifteen minutes it should take the trucks to arrive. 
 
    When they showed up, the three trucks were coming up the road slowly, in tight formation. When the tires on the first one were shot out, the one behind it ran into it as the driver was too slow to hit the brakes when it suddenly stopped.  
 
    The third one stopped in time, but before the driver could even think of backing up, all of the tires on the tractor for that truck were quickly shot out. Thankfully his snipers had suppressed rifles, so the sound of the second truck hitting the first one was the loudest part of the whole ambush. 
 
    The doors of the trucks flew open then, and as the people driving jumped out, they all suddenly noticed that there were bright red dots on their jackets. All but one of them raised their hands, the one that didn't started casting a spell. However, the back of his head coming off as he was shot in the face put an immediate end to that. 
 
    "Do as you are told, and you will be let go," Max called out. "We don't want to kill anyone; we just want to free your lycans. However, if you try anything, you'll be killed. If you trigger any pellets, you'll all be killed. 
 
    "Now, all of you! Strip down to your underwear! This includes any rings or other jewelry, magical or otherwise." 
 
    "What about my wedding ring!" one of them, a woman, called out. 
 
    "All non-magical items will be boxed up and mailed back to the compound, or the address in your wallet. Now, strip!" 
 
    Chad watched as all five of them quickly complied, when they were finished the woman again spoke up. 
 
    "We have wounded still in the cab!" 
 
    "Then I suggest when you get back to your compound that you send someone back here to tend to them. As long as they lie still and don't do anything, we'll leave them alone. Now, start walking!" 
 
    As Chad watched, they all started to walk along the road, with their hands in the air. None of them looked happy, and almost all of them had blood on their faces or their hands. 
 
    A team ran out as the mages started walking and opened up the back of the third trailer; Chad could hear the whining from where he was observing everything as another team opened the back of the second trailer and experienced much the same thing. 
 
    A third crew carefully checked out the cab of the first tractor, issuing some warnings to someone in the back, then carefully drove it far enough forward for a team to open the back of that one. 
 
    "How's it looking in the back of those trailers?" Chad called on his radio. 
 
    "Everyone is cooperating," Roy, the captain in charge of the liberation teams told Chad over the radio. "There were a few who weren't keen on it, but they got smacked down pretty quick by the rest of them." 
 
    "Okay, get rid of their silver pellets, gather up everything that they can carry, and then let's get out of here. I want to be gone in five minutes!" 
 
    "You got it, Boss!" 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, Chad had everyone mounted up in their vehicles and on the way back to the assembly point they'd picked for tonight. 
 
    "How many did we get?" Chad asked Baron. 
 
    "One hundred and twenty-three." 
 
    "How many were there? Do we know?" 
 
    "Almost five hundred, with thirty-three mages supporting them." 
 
    "Damn! That's almost four hundred unaccounted for!" 
 
    Baron shrugged, "They left a lot behind at Sean's place. From what one of Roy's men picked up, they were getting slaughtered up there, and a lot of them were captured. But that's not the best part," Baron grinned. 
 
    "There's a best part?" Chad sighed. 
 
    "There were only eight wounded mages in the cabs of those trucks, and two of them probably won't ever practice magic again, they were missing limbs. So that means thirteen mages, out of thirty-three came back." 
 
    Chad shook his head, "That's not a good thing, Baron." 
 
    "What? What's wrong with dead mages?" 
 
    "What's wrong is that they're probably going to seek revenge." 
 
    "Hey, but they attacked us!" 
 
    "Do you really think that matters to them? Baron, most of them don't even think that we're anything more than dogs." Chad shook his head, "I need to go talk to Sean and find out how bad things are up at his place. But I guess that can wait until we've divvied up our new pack members." 
 
    Max looked at Chad in surprise, "New pack members?" She asked. 
 
    "We're keeping these; I don't think Sean'll mind, especially not after having to clean up whatever mess he's got up there now. We'll take most of them up to the place I picked out to build that new compound in the hills. We'll get them situated up there until they've gotten settled into their new lives. Then they can go live with whichever one of our packs wanted them. This'll give everyone time to fit in." 
 
    "You're sure Sean won't be mad?" Baron asked. 
 
    "Hey, I told him I'd get even with him for making me deal with the Sacramento crowd. He'll he happy he got off so lightly," Chad smiled. 
 
      
 
    "Hands up!" Ryan ordered curtly as he and a dozen others came up on a group of werewolves that were hunkered down in a drainage ditch. 
 
    "We won't let you kill him!" One of the wolves in the ditch growled. 
 
    "Kill who?" Ryan asked as his men surrounded the ones in the ditch slowly. 
 
    "Master Mike, our kennel master." 
 
    Ryan shrugged, "Fine with me, as long as he doesn't trigger your pellets we could care less. But you're all coming with me, after we get rid of you pellets of course." 
 
    "No we're not!" he growled. 
 
    Ryan lowered his rifle and glared down at the werewolf, "Oh hell yes, you are. Once everything settles down, if you want to work for the Vesti's, though why anyone would is beyond me, you can. But you're not a slave anymore, and they sure as hell aren't going to be treating you like one!" 
 
    "I don't care, I said we're not...." the werewolf stopped talking as a smaller one, a female, came up and put her hand on his muzzle. 
 
    "Mike will die without us." 
 
    "And I should care, why?" Ryan asked. 
 
    "He always treated us well, better in fact than any of the others ever did. He's wounded pretty bad, so we had to stop, to stabilize his wounds, and well," she smiled slightly, "we really weren't sure we wanted to go back, but," She shrugged, "after all he's done for us we couldn't leave him to die." 
 
    "Can he be moved now?" Ryan asked. 
 
    "Yes, but we have to go slowly, he's hurt pretty badly." 
 
    "Fine, we'll take him to the compound back on the hill, I'm sure they can help him." 
 
    "We can't go back there!" the first wolf said. 
 
    "Why not?" Ryan asked. 
 
    "We just fought with them!" 
 
    "And you lost. Fight's over. You're with us now. So pick him up, and let's see if we can't get him some better help before he dies." 
 
    The first wolf grumbled a bit, but the others carefully picked up the mage on the ground and started to carry him back towards the compound. 
 
    "Jeff, run ahead and warn them that we're coming," Ryan told one of his men, then he turned back to the female who was walking next to him now. 
 
    "I'm Ryan, you're?" 
 
    "Shia," she said with a smile. 
 
    "Are you the one in charge of this group?" 
 
    Shia nodded, "I am now. We lost our leader early on in the fight." 
 
    Ryan nodded, "Tell everyone to shift back to human form when we get closer, and to drop any weapons they're carrying now." 
 
    "You heard him," Shia told everyone, and Ryan watched as they all complied. He detailed two of his men to pick up all of the gear and follow after they'd gotten it. 
 
    "Are you really immune to silver?" Shia asked him. 
 
    "No, but we all have something that keeps any silver from harming us." 
 
    "We'd heard rumors of it, but none of us thought it was true. Until tonight that is." 
 
    Ryan nodded, and then motioned towards the mage they were carrying. He really was in a bad way; the man was covered in bandages, very bloody bandages. 
 
    "So, what makes him worth saving? Most of the mages I've met from the different councils around here haven't been worth the time of day, much less this kind of dedication." 
 
    "He always watched out for us, always protected us from the other mages when they'd get upset. He'd even do what he could to help those on other teams if they got in trouble, which, because he was one of the two kennel masters, he was able to do fairly often." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    Shia nodded, "Jerigg over there," she nodded to the wolf who'd challenged him when they'd first gotten there, "got into a lot of trouble with one of the other mages, they wanted to kill him, but Mike got him assigned to our group instead." 
 
    Ryan looked up at Jerigg, who was glaring at him. 
 
    "Is that true?" Ryan asked him. 
 
    "Yes, it's true," Jerigg grumbled. 
 
    "Well, in that case I'll make sure we do whatever we can to save him." 
 
    "And then what will you do with him?" 
 
    Ryan shrugged, "Probably send him home." 
 
    "You won't keep him prisoner?" Shia asked. 
 
    Ryan shook his head, "What's the point? Our leader, Sean, doesn't want a war with the mages, nobody does really, he just wants us to be free to make our own choices." 
 
    "As long as we go with you," Shia pointed out. 
 
    "If the Vesti's let you come and go as you pleased, and didn't put those murder pellets in you and didn't just kill you whenever the hell they felt like it, we wouldn't even be here tonight," Ryan growled back at her. "Eruditio and Sapientia don't force their lycans to work for them; in fact, they pay them, just like regular people. That's why you don't see us quarreling with them. 
 
    "We're not animals, and we're not slaves. We're people." 
 
    "We're werewolves." 
 
    "So? That doesn't make us less than human. It just makes us different. Yeah, we like to live in packs and have an alpha. But if your alpha is a dick, you can always go find another pack." 
 
    "Is it true that your leader is a lion?" Shia asked after a moment. 
 
    Ryan nodded, "Yes." 
 
    "What's he like?" 
 
    Ryan shrugged, "He's nice enough, as long as you don't piss him off." 
 
    "What happens if you piss him off?" Shia asked, curious. 
 
    "You quickly discover that the legends about lions are true," Ryan said, remembering what had happened to Michael, who for a month hadn't been able to turn back into a wolf, and who now lived in an old gold mine up in the mountains, living a very austere life. 
 
    "The legends say that they're our gods," Shia replied. 
 
    "Yeah," Ryan nodded, "they do." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Claudia's 
 
      
 
    "How bad is it?" Claudia asked as she strode into the doctor's operating room, and it really was an operating room. Brian Peters had gone to med school, on her dime no less, and had been heavily trained in the magical healing arts as well. He was one of the few non-lycans on the property, Claudia having taken him in as a child after his parents died in a very suspicious 'accident' during some particularly nasty infighting in one of the lesser councils. 
 
    "Well, he's not dead," Brian said looking at her. 
 
    "But? I heard a very big 'but' in that sentence." Claudia asked coming over and looking at Sean as he lay on the hospital bed where they'd put him. Claudia had never seen him in his hybrid form, and damn he was big, a lot bigger than she would have expected. He'd look a lot more impressive however, if most of his fur wasn't burned off and his mane wasn't mostly gone. Or if his body wasn't riddled with small bullet holes and if there wasn't a hole burned into his chest at the top of his sternum, in the exact shape of one of those tags, that went in farther than she cared to look. She could see the blacked and charred bone of his sternum from where she was standing easily enough. 
 
    "But he isn't alive either." 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" Claudia's head whipped around to look at Brian. 
 
    Brian shook his head, "I don't know. Normally I don't think those wounds would kill a lycan of that size and strength, but Jody told me he was doing some sort of major magic and there was a backlash or something. So best I can figure it, all of his magic is gone, his insides might be cooked, and he should be dead." 
 
    "But he's not dead," Claudia pointed out, "you told me that." 
 
    "Yes, but he's not alive either. He's not breathing, his heart's not beating." 
 
    "Doesn't that mean he's dead?" Claudia asked, confused. 
 
    "Normally, yes, it would. But his soul is still there, his sense of life, also his body is still warm to the touch, or it would be if you could touch it." 
 
    "Wait, what?" 
 
    "You can't touch him. Go ahead and try it. I had to use one of those infrared thermometers just to take his temperature." 
 
    Walking over to Sean's body, Claudia put her hand on him. It tingled, she could almost feel him, but it seemed that her finger tips were now numb because you couldn't quite feel what your fingers were pressing against. Pulling her hand away, she looked at Brian. 
 
    "Do you think he did this to himself?" 
 
    Brian shrugged, "Who else could have? It's almost like some form of suspended animation. I cast a couple of healing spells on him, but I can't tell if they had any effect. I'm afraid to try and do anything more invasive, well not just yet anyways." 
 
    "We can't just leave him like this!" Claudia said. 
 
    "I don't know what we can do," Brian said throwing his hands up in exasperation. "This is beyond anything I've seen before. That field around his body, that needs to go before I can even hope to treat him. But the moment that goes away, I don't know if I can do anything to save him, because I think he's in a pretty bad way." 
 
    "So can't you get more people to help you?" 
 
    "For the magical healing, possibly, but then, only if he's still alive. What if he's too far gone to save? What if he's dead? And that's assuming that I can even get past whatever the hell he's done to himself!" 
 
    Brian shook his head and sighed, "I have no idea what I'm getting into here, and I have no idea who to go ask about it. I don't dare talk to any of the magic users out there, or they'll spread it around that he's dead, and right now, I don't think that's a good idea." 
 
    Claudia shook her head, "No, if they find out he's dead they'll all unite and strike against us. As far as they know, he's the one behind all of this, the one driving everything. If he's gone, they'll think it's over and they can go back to business as usual." 
 
    Claudia looked around the room, "In fact, if they find out he's here and he's wounded, they'll attack us. I need to get control over this, before anyone...." 
 
    Just then the door flew open and Roxy came running flying in, sliding to a stop next to Sean's body. 
 
    "How is he!" Roxy demanded without looking up from Sean's body, she had her hands on him. 
 
    "Who are you?" Brian demanded back. 
 
    "His wife, now answer the question!" Roxy growled. 
 
    "He's badly hurt, but he put himself into some kind of stasis." 
 
    "What does that mean?" Roxy said turning to look at Brian with fierce look in her eyes. 
 
    "It means I don't know what to do. I can't break the field and I don't even know if I should. Right now it's all that's keeping him from dying. I've never seen anything like it." 
 
    Roxy whipped out her cell phone and pressed the button for Daelyn, hopefully she had her phone back on now. Roxy had tried to call her on the drive up here, but you didn't go into combat with your cell phone on. 
 
    "What, Rox?" 
 
    "Where are you?" 
 
    "We're pulling back to the assembly area. What the hell's going on? I haven't been able to reach Sean, Chad said he talked to Maitland, you guys were attacked?" 
 
    "Sean's down, it's bad. I'm at Claudia's, their doc here doesn't know what the hell he's dealing with. We need your grandmother, the one who healed me." 
 
    "Oh shit," Daelyn swore, "Grandmother Robin, that's who it was." 
 
    "Yeah, her! I think we need her." 
 
    "I'll call her and get her up, but it's a long drive from her place to Claudia's." 
 
    "I'll have one of the helicopters meet you at the assembly area, bye." 
 
    "Take care of him! Bye" 
 
    Roxy turned to Claudia, "I need you to send that helicopter to pick up Dae, then go get her Grandmother. The dwarves know about lions." 
 
    "Now just a minute," Claudia bristled, "who the hell do you think you are!" 
 
    If Claudia had blinked, she would have missed it, Roxy moved that fast. Roxy dashed across the room, grabbed her shirt by the collar with her right hand and hauled her up off the floor and looked into Claudia's eyes with a glare that made it pretty damn clear that the rumors of just what Roxy had done to those kidnappers all those years ago weren't lies. 
 
    "Sean's your King, and I'm his Queen, and that makes me the boss of you! Understand?" Roxy snarled. "Now you will do as I say or I swear by all that's holy that I will tear you to pieces here and now and take over your packs myself! Do I make myself clear!" 
 
     "I'll send them," Claudia growled back. "But you and I are going to have words at some point, young lady." 
 
    Roxy opened her hand and dropped Claudia, who landed on her feet. 
 
    "Trust me when I say that you don't want to do that, ever," Roxy growled. "Now, both of you, outside, I need to make some phone calls." 
 
    Claudia walked out of the room, still growling softly, with a rather shocked looking Brian behind her. 
 
    "I had no idea cheetahs could be so scary!" Brian said, once they were out of earshot. 
 
    "You haven't met her dad, have you?" Claudia grumbled as she went off to where she'd left the pilot. 
 
    "No, why?" 
 
    "He's worse." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Bittersweet Faith 
 
      
 
    Daelyn was fretting the entire trip. The helicopter had shown up fairly quickly after she'd gotten to the assembly area with the rest of the dwarves and the twenty odd lycans that they'd been able to liberate from the Vestibulum. All of them were either domestic servants or sex toys, or to put it more bluntly, they had all at one point been sex toys, but the older ones now just cleaned house. 
 
    Daelyn could only shake her head at the hypocrisy of people who would on the one hand tell you that lycans were no better than animals, but on the other would think nothing of having sex with lycans, whether the lycans were agreeable or not. 
 
    "What did Roxy say was wrong?" Samis asked her. 
 
    "She didn't. Just that it was bad and we needed Grandmother Robin," Daelyn sighed.  
 
    "It's bad," Paul, the helicopter pilot said over the intercom.  
 
    "What?" 
 
    "They loaded him in to the back and I flew him to Claudia's. He had a hole in his chest and was unconscious. They said something about a spell backlash or something. I didn't quite get it, but his clothing was burned, as was most of his fur." 
 
    Daelyn heard the pilot gulp then. 
 
    "It wasn't pretty." 
 
    "But he's not dead, right?" Samis asked. 
 
    "No, but your friend Roxy has descended on Claudia's place, and from the way Claudia's nose is out of joint, I think she's taken over." 
 
    "She's not my friend," Daelyn growled. 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "She's my sister." 
 
    "Oh! Ummm, right," the pilot said. 
 
    "How bad were things back at the compound?" Samis asked, changing the subject. 
 
    "From what I saw when I got there, and heard on the flight out, it was pretty bad, but they got it under control and won, eventually. We lost our other helicopter; I think we also lost a couple of our folks when it crashed." 
 
    "I'm sorry to hear that," Samis said. 
 
    "I'm sorry too," Daelyn said, and only listened to the rest of the discussion with half an ear as they quickly made their way back to one of the entrances to her hometown. Samis told the pilot where to land, and then both he and Daelyn jumped out and ran to the entrance, going down the elevator that led into the main corridor.  
 
    When they got to Grandmother Robin's rooms, she was already packed and waiting, Daelyn had taken the time to call ahead before getting into the helicopter. 
 
    "So, just what has your young man gotten himself into this time?" 
 
    "I don't know, Grandmother, just that it's bad." 
 
    "Well, let's go see then." 
 
    Daelyn picked up Grandmother Robin's bags and followed her down the hallway. 
 
    "If you need anything," her uncle Samis said as she headed back towards the helicopter. "Call me." 
 
    Daelyn set the two bags down, and then hugged him, "Thanks, Uncle." 
 
    "Hey, he's my nephew-in-law, he's family now," Samis told her with a smile. "Now, go." 
 
    Daelyn picked the bags back up and hurried after Grandmother Robin who was holding the elevator for her.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Daelyn and Grandmother Robin were following Claudia over to one of the larger outbuildings. 
 
    "Brian," Grandmother Robin said to the doctor as they met him just outside the door. 
 
    "Mrs. Gold," Brian said with a nod. 
 
    "You know him?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "I was one of the people who helped train him in magical healing," Grandmother Robin chuckled, "unfortunately most dwarven techniques and magic can only be performed by a dwarf." 
 
    "Well, let's go inside and see the patient," Grandmother Robin said and opening the door she went inside with Dr. Brian following her. 
 
    "Just a minute," Claudia said and put a hand on Daelyn's arm. 
 
    "What?" Daelyn grumbled, she wanted to go inside and see her Sean, and just how bad he was. 
 
    "Roxy is getting out of hand; you need to get her under control!" Claudia said in a very soft voice. 
 
    Daelyn looked up in to Claudia's eyes, and almost snarled, "Roxy is my sister, I will not get her 'under control!' I will however back her completely and if you should try to step between us, I can guarantee you an ass kicking that will go down in local history for its epic content." Daelyn paused a moment as Claudia's face darkened. 
 
    "I like you Claudia; I know that even Roxy likes you, a lot. But you have to understand, family is family and family comes first. Always. Now excuse me." 
 
    Daelyn stepped into the room then and dropping the bags she ran up to Sean's side. The helicopter pilot had been right. It was bad, alright. There was a hole in his chest just below where the clavicles met, and his fur and his mane were burned pretty badly. Grabbing his hand, Daelyn couldn't help but notice that Sean felt strange, it made her fingers and hand tingle. 
 
    Looking up, she saw that Roxy was over with Grandmother Robin, telling her exactly what she knew, and then Brian, the doctor, filled her in as well. 
 
    Walking over to Roxy, Daelyn hugged her, and was surprised at how fiercely Roxy hugged her back, and then kept an arm around her, almost as if she was clinging to Daelyn for support. 
 
    "Brian, grab my black bag," Grandmother Robin said and walking over to Sean's body she started to look him over, "and if you can lower this bed he's on, I'd like that too." 
 
    "Yes, Mrs. Gold," Brian said while hauling over the bag, which was apparently fairly heavy for him. After setting it down by Grandmother Robin, he then did something with the gurney and it lowered, slowly, until Grandmother Robin told him to stop. 
 
    "This is gonna take a while, girls." Grandmother said without looking up. "I know neither one of you wants to be anywhere else right now. But you might as well sit down and relax a bit. Won't pay for either of you to be dead on your feet." 
 
    "What are you going to do?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Find out what he's done to himself, of course. Can't do much until I've done that." 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    Sean came to in his lion's castle, or rather the throne room of the First One's castle. There wasn't anyone around, other than his lion, who was standing before him, looking down at him. 
 
    "Am I dead?" Sean asked, remembering the bright flash and the pain that had shot through him when the tag had exploded. 
 
    "Not yet. I did something after the tag exploded and the magic got away from you to halt everything that was happening." 
 
    "So, I'm alive?" Sean asked, feeling a little hopeful. Apparently his lion really did have some mystical powers that could save him. 
 
    "Not yet," the first sighed and shook his head, then looked down at Sean. 
 
    "Sean, do you know how long it took for me to think? To reason? Any of that? Look, when I first started out, all I could think of was 'kill food, breed those females, keep the other males away, roar' and that was about it. Then one day I wake up and everything feels different, looks different, is different. And all of us, my sisters, my brothers, my mates and my children, all of us were different. But we didn't know how and we didn't know why, and guess what?  
 
    "We didn't care! We were lions and we just went on being lions, even if we were more successful now, tougher, smarter, and a hell of a lot more cunning than before.  
 
    "Do you know how long it was before I understood that I could actually think? That I could have new ideas, that I could ponder things beyond, fight, kill, fuck, and eat?" 
 
    "Umm, No?" Sean said a little surprised at just how vehement his lion was getting. 
 
    "A hundred years, Sean! It took me almost a hundred long fucking years! And I was the first! It was years more before I could even get the others to start to consider it! There weren't any schools; there wasn't anyone else to talk to or ask about it, or to learn from by watching! I was the first, the very first on this planet to ever start thinking for themselves beyond animal instincts! 
 
    "It took me thousands of years to learn how to really take advantage of all that I was and all that I could do, and even then the carnage and destruction that I and the others wrought because we were still only barely more than animals, we were still locked far too much into the whole paradigm of 'fight, feed, and breed!' Even then, it took tens of thousands for all of us to start understanding just what we had done and where we had gone wrong, and we didn't even feel sorry for it or bad, because those were ideas alien to our existence. 
 
    "The deal we made to civilize the others, that wasn't made out of any consideration for what we had done in the past, it was so that their numbers would in time increase to what they once were and we could all live again! That was it, totally selfish and self-serving, because even then, we were still too tied into what we had first been born as and not what we had become. It took many more centuries of us living among humans, who had matured as a race one hell of a lot faster than we lions ever had, to start to realize that we didn't understand the gift we had been squandering, and that we needed to stop acting like the spoiled brats that so many of the gods of Greeks and Romans were portrayed as.  
 
    "So we grew up, I grew up, I started to think of the rest of you as 'people' and not 'food' you stopped being disposable and started to have actual worth and meaning to me! To all of us! We started to invest in our children for their own welfare and not just our own, we started this whole damn quest to free them and lead them to a better life than just being little more than animals who could turn into people and be house trained." 
 
    Sean stopped a moment and tried to figure out just where this was going. 
 
    "I'll tell you where this is going!" his lion said suddenly getting in his face and shocking the hell out of Sean, his lion was angry, no scratch that, his lion was fucking pissed! 
 
    "I did not spend all of my time on you, on helping you get six of the baddest kickass and most beautiful women as your wives so you could piss it all away in some stupid act of fucking heroics! Do you want to see your son with Roxy? Your daughter with Roberta? Do you want to have children with Jo, Daelyn, Peg, and Cali? Hell, do you ever even want to get laid again?!" 
 
    Sean blinked and felt his jaw drop, "But you said others could come, would come!" 
 
    "I said that to shut that asshole down before he could ruin our plans! What, do you think I'm going to tell some fucking mortal the truth? Sean, leaders do not lead by senselessly throwing their lives away in some stupid self-serving heroic action! You have other people to do that! That's not your job! Your job is to be there, win or lose, and pick up the pieces afterwards, especially when you lose, so you can come back and win again! Do you understand me?" 
 
    "Wait, you lied to Joseph? Does that mean that no other lion can make the tags?" 
 
    "Yes! Why the hell do you think they aren't doing it already? You have to be a magic user to do that, you have to have the innate ability to cast and manipulate magic! There are a lot of things we can do, but that's not one of them! Why the hell do you think you're so important to us? To me?" 
 
    "Well why the hell didn't you tell me that?" Sean yelled back at him. 
 
    "Because I didn't think you'd be this fucking stupid!" his lion all but screamed it at him. 
 
    "Ah, shit," Sean sighed and all but wilted in on himself. "I," Sean shook his head, "I've ruined everything, haven't I?" 
 
    His lion snorted and growled a little and then shook his head, "Not yet. If there wasn't still a chance here, I'd seriously be considering ripping your consciousness to pieces. I like you Sean; you have to understand that you really are like a son to me now, but dammit if you haven't succeeded in really pissing me the hell off!" His lion snorted again, "I didn't even think it was even possible anymore." He shook his head and looked at Sean, "A leader has to take chances, and sometimes he has to take personal risks, in order to lead. But you have a responsibility to a lot of people out there, you can't do heroics, you can't throw your life away.  
 
    "I might be able to save you, but it's not in my hands now. Others have a role to play and there's sure to be a cost, because there's always a cost. Just understand, if you ever do something this stupid again, I will destroy you, do you understand?" 
 
    Sean sighed and nodded, "I'm sorry." 
 
    "Good, now go back asleep." 
 
    With that Sean passed back into unconsciousness, and briefly wondered as he slipped off, if he'd ever awaken again.  
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    "Okay, Girls," Daelyn almost jumped and bolted upright in the chair she'd been all but sleeping in. Roxy actually did jump to her feet, tail lashing behind her. 
 
    "How is he?" Roxy demanded. 
 
    "Oh, he's in a bad way, there's no doubt about that, otherwise he wouldn't have done this to himself. It's really the only thing that's keepin' the boy alive, and only then because it's keepin' him from dyin'." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "What she said, Grandmother," Daelyn yawned while nodding towards Roxy. 
 
    "For every second that passes by for him, an hour passes for us. In minute, he'll be dead." 
 
    "He's got sixty hours?" Roxy said in a whisper. 
 
    "That'd be the bad news," Grandmother Robin agreed with a nod. 
 
    "And what's the good news?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "Why, that we've got two and a half days to try and save his life of course."  
 
    "But healing spells aren't working on him!" Roxy said, staring at Sean's inert body, "The doctor said so, otherwise he wouldn't be dying!" 
 
    "That's because healing spells work on people who are still alive. Sean's pretty much dead," Grandmother Robin said, causing both of the girls to look at her. 
 
    "What!" Daelyn and Roxy said together. 
 
    "When you die, or rather, when your body dies, you have about five minutes until you really die. Brain death is what they call it.  
 
    "Well, your man Sean there, his body died. Healing spells won't work, because he's dead. What we need is something that brings back the dead." 
 
    "I thought you couldn't bring back the dead! That once someone was dead, that was it!" Daelyn said, on her feet now and wringing her hands. 
 
    "Welllll," Grandmother Robin gave Daelyn a slightly crooked smiled, "it would be, if he hadn't done to himself what he did. His spirit, his soul, hasn't left his body yet, because of the slowing of time. Also, his body only just died. So if his wounds were fixed enough, his magic replaced enough, and his heart started again, he'd be alive." 
 
    "So, you have to heal him," Roxy said slowly, "but you just said that healing spells won't work on him?" 
 
    Grandmother Robin nodded, "He's in that gray area between life and death. I'm going to need to consult with some of our wisest men and women, the clergy, and the other healers. We're gonna have to come up with something, and I daresay it ain't gonna be easy. But at least we have a couple of days to do it." 
 
    "So what do we do until then?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "Keep him safe. I don't think much can hurt him right now, but I don't think it would be best to chance it. If I need anything, I'll call your uncle and he can let you know." 
 
    "Thank you Grandmother." 
 
    "Yes," Roxy nodded, "thank you, Grandmother Robin." 
 
    "Now if the two of you will excuse me, I need to talk to Claudia about borrowing a few things while I wait for someone to come give me a ride back home." 
 
    "I can...." Daelyn started but Grandmother Robin raised her hand, stopping her. 
 
    "You have other concerns, Granddaughter, don't you worry about me none." 
 
    Daelyn nodded and smiled, then gave her grandmother a hug. Roxy gave her a hug as well, and then they both watched as she left the room. 
 
    "We need to get him home," Roxy said. 
 
    Daelyn nodded, "My thoughts exactly. How'd you get here?" 
 
    Roxy blushed, "I err, borrowed your car." 
 
    Daelyn smiled, "Anyone else, even Sean, I'd brain for that. You I trust not to hit anything with it." 
 
    Roxy smiled, "Thanks, Dae. By the way, I overheard what you said to Claudia earlier, I wasn't surprised, but all the same, thanks." 
 
    "Family first, right Rox?" 
 
    Roxy smiled, "First, last, and always. Now let's get him home." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Vestibulum, Monday 
 
      
 
    Morgan shook his head and took stock of the small group in his office. It was now late afternoon, too many people had been too tired or two wounded to even consider having this meeting until everyone had some time to sleep and recover.  
 
    There were eight other people in the room, Al Summers, who was bandaged up still; he'd been pretty badly hurt in the battle. Jerry Whyte who hadn't been in the battle, but who had taken part in the defenses here last night. Hadrian and Jeffries, two of the senior council members who had also been in the battle, but who'd escaped uninjured. Nick, one of their two main lycan handlers who had been in the battle, Mike, their other one hadn't come back. Then the three out of town members: Jones, who had come from Boston; Carol, who was here from Dallas; and Darrin, who was here from Charlotte.  
 
    All of the other out of town mages also hadn't come back, or in the case of three of them, were so badly injured that they still hadn't regained consciousness and would be bedridden for days. 
 
    "Okay, let's talk about what happened last night," Morgan said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "We got our asses kicked! That's what happened!" Jones spat out as he paced back and forth across the back of the room. 
 
    "You got that right!" Carol agreed, but in less hostile voice, "I'd hate to think what would have happened to us if we'd hit them while their army was still there, instead of over here!" 
 
    "It was almost like they were waiting for us!" Jeffries complained. 
 
    "Our assumptions were wrong," Al said with a shake of his head from the wheelchair he was currently sitting in.  
 
    "How were they wrong?" Morgan asked while steepling his fingers as he rested his elbows on his desk and looked at Al. 
 
    "First, we assumed that their access to those amulets that protect them from silver was limited. They're not. Every single lycan we engaged last night had one.  
 
    "Second, we assumed that Valens was tight on his funding, because of all the fund raising we've seen. Well he had a lot of hardware out there to defend his place: heavy machineguns, mortars, flamethrowers, we even saw one helicopter. He's well funded. 
 
    "Third, we thought we were only up against lycans, but there were at least two of the fey there. They came out as our forces drew near, and without any of our own combat mages in close supporting our troops, they were unstoppable." 
 
    "Didn't you shoot that helicopter down?" Morgan interrupted. 
 
    "Yes, and that leads to the next point, Valens is a top level mage. I don't know what that spell was that he did, but it took out close to a hundred of our troops. Didn't kill them either, just made them unresponsive to our commands, and when we tried killing some of them, we found they were beyond our reach." 
 
    "I saw that," Carol said, "it looked like he suffered some sort of magical backlash and was knocked down by it. Last I saw of him, they were carrying him off the battlefield." 
 
    "Did he look dead or alive?" Morgan asked her. 
 
    Carol shrugged, "He was unconscious and he looked pretty bad, but Al's right, we let our prejudices color our assumptions and we got our asses beat because of it. So I'm gonna say he's alive." 
 
    "So what do we do?" Morgan asked. 
 
    "We kill him," Al said, "regardless of the cost." 
 
    "How can you say that!" Jones blurted out and turned to face Al. 
 
    "Simply put, we can not allow a man or a lycan of that much power who is opposed to us to live!" Al growled looking back at Jones. "Today he says he only wants to free 'his people.' Well, what about tomorrow? What will he want then? And just what do you think it will do to us and our stature, if people find out that we lost to a lycan? What do you think will come of that?" 
 
    Morgan was surprised by the vehemence of Al's rebuttal as he fell back into his wheelchair, exhausted. 
 
    "Al's right," Jerry said, "and as the man in charge of our intelligence gathering, I feel this is my fault as much as anybody else's, probably more so," Jerry shook his head and surprised Morgan by actually looking as guilty as he sounded. "I should have known more about what was going on. I need to learn more about what's going on now.  
 
    "This Valens is a lot more powerful, stronger, and better equipped than any of us expected, and I should have known about it. Four months ago, this kid wasn't even on the radar, and now he's a major power? Someone's backing him, someone powerful, someone with experience and resources. I need to find out who that is, so I can cut him off from them." 
 
    Morgan nodded slowly, and then looked around the room again, at each of them. 
 
    "Al's right of course, we need to do whatever it is we can, to take Mr. Valens out. And if he's wounded right now, then we need to take advantage of that and strike before he's had a chance to recover, and while they're still dealing with the damage we did last night." 
 
    "But that's suicide!" Jones yelled. 
 
    "Perhaps," Morgan said nodding his head, "but we'll all as surely be dead if we don't deal with this here, and now, right?" Morgan stood up, with his hands on the table as he looked around the room. "We are men of action, and we will take action. If we fall, then at least it will be remembered that we died in the service of the Vestibulum, and that we died for the betterment of our comrades." 
 
    "So, what do you want us to do?" Nick asked. "We don't have any lycans left, and I don't know how quickly we can call any in from any of our closer councils." 
 
    "I'll take our case to the other councils, and make sure that they understand the gravity of what our loss means. I don't doubt that I can convince them to send us more help; it's just convincing them to be fast about it. 
 
    But regardless, I need you, Jerry, to do whatever it is you have to do, to find out what Valens' condition is and where he is." 
 
    "And then?" Darrin, who'd been quiet up until now, asked. 
 
    "And then, we attack." 
 
    "With what? We don't have anything to attack with!" Jones yelled. 
 
    "We attack!" Morgan said and banged his hands down on the table. "Not a bunch of lycans, not a bunch of our people! We! Us! Those of us here in this room! I will lead us myself into this, as well as any who wish to follow! We will rise to this occasion and we will show all of those other cowardly councils and covens what the men and women of Vestibulum are capable of and why we, we alone. are fit to rule and lead the others! 
 
    "We will either come back triumphant, or we will die destroying this upstart and any who support him! We will leave nothing to chance, which is why we will do this ourselves!" 
 
    Morgan stared them all down, looking around the room, and smiled slowly as he saw the resolve form on all of their faces. 
 
    "Dammit," Jones growled, "I'm in! I'd rather be dead than have to go home a failure!" 
 
    "I'll be there," Jerry said nodding, which was a huge surprise to Morgan as Jerry had always avoided upfront confrontations, part of why he was such a good intelligence gatherer. 
 
    "Me too," Al nodded. 
 
    "I wouldn't miss it for the world," Darrin said with a smile. 
 
    "I'm in," Carol agreed. 
 
    Jeffries, Hadrian, and Nick all quickly agree as well. 
 
    "Then it's settled!" Morgan smiled looking around the room, they'd be telling stories about this day years from now! Hell, decades from now! Whether he lived or died, he'd be remembered and people would speak of him in the same terms that they revered Jason Whitting, their founder. Finally, he, Eugene Morgan, would have the respect and honor that he'd always wanted. That he'd always deserved! 
 
    "We will need to strike soon, unless Jerry comes up with anything to change our schedule, I say we attack Wednesday, ten o'clock in the morning." 
 
    "You want to attack during broad daylight?" Darrin said, looking shocked. 
 
    "They'll never expect it," Morgan smiled, "no one ever attacks in the daytime anymore." 
 
    Al laughed and nodded, "No, they won't be expecting it at all." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Mountain Home 
 
      
 
    "Oh my god, he looks like shit!" Peg blurted out as Roxy laid Sean's unconscious body out on the bed in their room. 
 
    "They can heal him, right?" Jolene fretted while Cali watched, quietly and Sean's mother Louise did her best not to cry at the sight of her son, lying wounded and unconscious on the bed. 
 
    "Yeah, they can heal him, but it's not going to be easy," Roxy sighed. 
 
    "What exactly happened to him?" Daelyn asked. "I mean I can guess," She motioned towards the hole in his chest, "but I'm not really sure." 
 
    Peg spoke up, "I talked to Jon and them before they left. After the helicopter crashed, Sean was pretty frantic about the attack on us, and he started doing some serious magic. The silver tag started to glow, and eventually he started to smoke, and then it just exploded. 
 
    "I then talked to all of the opposing lycans that had been around him, he had converted all of their pellets and all of their ammo." 
 
    "How many?" Roxy growled. 
 
    "Ninety-six lycans, and they were packing about a hundred rounds of silver ammo apiece at that point." 
 
    "Damn," Daelyn said shaking her head, "That's a lot!" 
 
    "I'm going to beat the ever loving shit out of that asshole the moment he's recovered!" Roxy swore. "I've warned him not to mess with that stuff! And he goes and does it anyway!" 
 
    "How long until they can heal him?" Louise asked. 
 
    "Grandmother Robin said he's got two and a half days left, and that she's going to need to do some special magic." 
 
    "But she can do it, right?" Louise asked nervously as she saw just how much of his fur was burned or melted. 
 
    Roxy nodded, "I don't think she would have told us if she couldn't. But she warned us that it wasn't going to be easy." 
 
    "What do we do now?" Cali asked. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Our leader is out of action, we just went through a major battle, we are surrounded by enemies, and we have a lot of new people who have just joined us. If we don't show them that we're united and that we're in charge, things could fall apart very quickly." 
 
    Roxy sighed as Daelyn and the others nodded.  
 
    "You're right, Cali, we need to pull together and show everyone a strong front. So I guess we better gather up all of our leaders and tell them Sean's out of commission for a while and that until he's better, I'll be in charge." Roxy looked around the room, "Is that okay with the rest of you?" 
 
    "You're always in charge, Rox," Peg laughed, "even when he is conscious!" 
 
    Roxy smiled a little wanly, "There is something to be said for that." 
 
    "I'll stay here and keep watch on him while you talk with the others," Cali said and started to go around the room pulling the shades. "I don't think we should leave him alone, it wouldn't be safe." 
 
    Roxy nodded. 
 
    "I'll stay for now as well," Louise said. 
 
    "Okay," Roxy said, "Come on, girls. Let's go talk to the others." 
 
      
 
    "Okay," Roxy said as she had all of the squad leaders, Sean's relatives, Oak, and anyone else who was important or in a position of responsibility gathered in the large living room. 
 
    "Sean's not dead, but he's been badly hurt. It's going to be a few days before he regains consciousness and even then, I suspect he'll be a while recovering." 
 
    "What happened to him?" Someone in the back of the room asked. 
 
    "He suffered a magical backlash from over extending himself during the battle. He used his silver spell to remove all of the silver in a bunch of the people who were attacking. He figured if they weren't being forced to attack us that they would stop." 
 
    "Well, they did in fact stop," Oak said. "So he was right about that. Still, I wish he would have been more careful! What are we supposed to do now?" 
 
    "What we are going to do," Daelyn spoke up, "is to continue to build this place up, repair our defenses, and take care of the people we just gained. I'm sure all of you remember what it was like when you were first freed, right?" 
 
    Most of the people in the crowd nodded. 
 
    "So now you have to help them deal with it, just like we helped you." 
 
    "Who's in charge?" Hunter asked. 
 
    "I am," Roxy said. 
 
    "So not much has changed then?" Hunter joked. 
 
    "One thing has changed," Maitland spoke up. 
 
    "And that would be?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Once word gets back to our enemies at the Vestibulum, that Sean was wounded, they're going to come back at us twice as hard, we're going to need to be ready for that." 
 
    "You think so?" Jolene asked, looking concerned. 
 
    "Yes. They just suffered a grievous loss and are going to be looking to both save face, and to be able to say that it wasn't a mistake. If they can come back at us again, but this time take out Sean, then they'll be able to claim that they won the war, even if they lost this last battle." 
 
    Roxy considered that a moment and then nodded, "I'm afraid you just might be right." 
 
    "Didn't you say that Sean told Joseph over at the Eruditio that if he died, someone else would replace him?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "They'd still see it as a win," Maitland said, "even assuming that they've been told, or believe it." 
 
    "Well, unless they can pull a bunch of lycan fighters out of their butts, I don't see how they're going to be able to do that," Hunter pointed out. 
 
    Maitland nodded, "So if we should see them resupplying with more fighters, we'll at least have some warning that they're probably going to attack." 
 
    Oak sighed, "Well I guess that means I need to get everybody back to work, just in case." 
 
    "Exactly," Roxy agreed, standing up. "If you have any questions, find me, or ask Dae if I'm not around. Now, lets all get back to work." 
 
    Everyone got up then, a few coming over briefly to ask Roxy a question or two before heading out. 
 
    "I'll call Chad and talk to him about setting up some sort of watch on the Vesti's, Jolene said as they walked back to the bedroom. 
 
    "I think it would be better if you and Dae go and pay him a visit," Roxy said. "Then maybe stop by Sawyer's on the way back and pay him a visit as well?" 
 
    "Good point," Jolene nodded, "it'll be very interesting to find out just what he's heard." 
 
    Jolene and Daelyn left then to go visit Chad and Sawyer. 
 
    "Who's going to deal with the FAA guy when he gets here?" Peg asked. 
 
    "You and Sheila can handle that one. I'll call our lawyer to let him know what's happening." 
 
    "Okay," Peg nodded, "I'll go find Sheila and check the grounds to get an idea of just what we need to hide." 
 
    "Cali," Roxy said as they came into the bedroom and closed the door behind them, "you're in charge of keeping Sean safe. Do what you have to do and no one comes in here other than us," Roxy motioned to the five of them plus Sean's mother. 
 
    Cali nodded, "understood." 
 
    "Now, I need to go outside and see just where we're at on cleaning up the grounds, then I'll see how the new people are settling in." 
 
      
 
    Roxy discovered their new magical guest as she was doing the rounds, and immediately sent for Maitland. 
 
    "What's up?" Maitland asked, coming into the small infirmary that had been set up in one of the buildings. 
 
    "Apparently one of the enemy mage's groups cared enough about him, to save him from dying. But now I've got an unconscious and seriously wounded mage that I don't know what to do with. Sean had healing magic, but he's unconscious. Jolene has it, but she's not here. Peg can't heal much at all and I don't know about the rest of you?" 
 
    "Philo has some skill in healing. Ruthelma does as well, but after last night, I doubt she has the power to right now." 
 
    Roxy nodded and sent someone to go find Philo. When he turned up, she took the two of them into where the mage was in a bed, bandaged up with an IV in his arm. Several of the wolves from the different councils had fairly advanced paramedic training, in case one of their mages was seriously injured. But none of them were doctors or healers of course. 
 
    "His name is Mike," one of the people, Jerigg was his name; standing by the bed told them.  
 
    "Wow, he's quite the mess," Philo said, looking him over. 
 
    "Can you do anything for him?"  
 
    "Well, he's not getting that eye back," Philo said looking over the wounded man. "The rest of this I think I can heal, but it's going to take a few days. Honestly though, the best bet would be for me to stabilize him now, and then have someone drop him off at the Vestibulum's place." 
 
    "Why?" Jerigg asked. 
 
    "Because I'm not a very good healer, it's just a minor skill that I have. If there's anything seriously wrong inside him, I won't be able to fix it. Our best healer got taken out in the fight and won't be up for days." 
 
    Roxy noticed that several of the people by the bed looked embarrassed when Philo said that. 
 
    "I can take him back," Jerigg said. 
 
    "They'll probably kill you, you know," one of the other men said. 
 
    "I owe him," Jerigg said and shrugged. 
 
    Philo nodded and kneeling down on the floor next to the bed went to work. 
 
    "Roxy?" Maitland asked, "Are you okay with this?" 
 
    "Hey, if he says he owes this guy a ride home and wants to risk his life doing it, it's none of my business. I'm just worried about how we're gonna get him there, not like we have a lot of cars we can just give away." 
 
    "I'll call Ryan," Shia said, "I think he'd be willing to help us out." 
 
    "Only one of you can bring him back," Roxy warned. 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    "Now, let's leave them to it, I've got a lot more work to get done." 
 
      
 
    "So, where to first?" Daelyn asked Jolene as they got into her car. 
 
    "Sawyer's, I want to see just what he knows." 
 
    Daelyn nodded, "Sawyer's it is!" 
 
    "Please try to keep it under eighty." 
 
    "Where's the fun in that?" Daelyn laughed. 
 
    Jolene grumbled a little as Daelyn took off down the driveway. "Maybe I should have gotten Peg to drive." 
 
    "She's had her license for less than a year; you really want to chance it?" Daelyn laughed. 
 
    "Her I can threaten." 
 
    "I'll try to keep it slow," Daelyn grinned. 
 
    Jolene just kept her eyes closed until Daelyn told her they were there. Considering how smooth the ride was, maybe she had kept the speed down. 
 
    Going in the back way, they found Sawyer behind the counter in the front room, which except for all of the merchandise out there now being different because of the attack last week, looked the same as always. 
 
    "So, I heard you girls were all rather busy last night," Sawyer said without preamble. "I also heard that the kid got himself hurt pretty bad." 
 
    Jolene looked at him, "Where'd you hear all of that?" 
 
    Sawyer smiled, "With the sudden decrease in lycan domestics at che Gradatim, and at what remains of che Ascendants, they've had to look for someone else to deal with their daily housekeeping, and many of those housekeepers report to me." 
 
    "They hired goblins?" Daelyn said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Some, yes," Sawyer nodded. 
 
    "Aren't they afraid of having everything stolen?" Daelyn asked with a snicker. 
 
    Sawyer snorted, "Goblins are very careful about honoring their business deals. If you hire us to clean and tell us not to steal, we won't steal. Contracts are very important to us, you live up to them, or no one does business with you anymore." 
 
    "So," Jolene asked, "how did they hear about what happened? You don't have anyone in the Vestibulum house, do you?" 
 
    Sawyer shook his head, "No, not yet, but you have to understand that they spy on each other pretty heavily, especially after what the Vesti's did to the Grad's the other week. Everyone knows, now, that they went up to your place last night and that they got shellacked. There's also a lot of rumors that they hurt the kid pretty bad in the process. 
 
    "So, I gotta ask, how is he?" 
 
    Jolene sighed, "He's recovering. He overdid it magically and hurt himself in the fighting. Guess he panicked a little when he got back and saw all those people attacking us. I'd appreciate it, if you didn't spread that around, Sawyer." 
 
    "It's already spreading around. Some even think he might be dead! You just might want me to discourage that rumor, before anybody gets any ideas you know." 
 
    "He has a point, Jo." Daelyn said. 
 
    Jolene nodded slowly, "Yeah, you're probably right. Okay, tell them he's not dead, he just knocked himself out. What else have you got?" 
 
    "What, you think I'm running a charity here?" Sawyer laughed, "What do you have for me?" 
 
    Now it was Jolene's turn to snort, "They sent about five hundred at us more than half of them were from out of town. We killed over a hundred, the rest belong to us now. Along with their weapons and their ammo." 
 
    "Rumor says they lost a lot of mages?" Sawyer asked. 
 
    Jolene nodded, "About twenty." 
 
    "Twenty!" Sawyer jumped up. 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    "Woo hoo! This calls for a toast! Hang on just a moment girls!" and Sawyer ran off to his office and came back a minute later with a glass of what looked like champagne. 
 
    "I thought you said this called for a toast?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    Sawyer laughed and raised his glass, "It does! To more dead mages!" He yelled and them quickly drained the glass. 
 
    "What? Don't we get any?" 
 
    "Eh? You can get your own booze!" Sawyer snorted and then went back to his chair behind the counter. 
 
    "Okay, so what else have you heard?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "Well, the Ascendants are still blaming you all for what happened to their people." 
 
    "But we didn't kill them," Jolene pointed out. 
 
    "No, but you weakened them enough to make them easy targets for the Vesti's, who they also blame, and do blame more than you. They still haven't figured out what they're going to do about their local council. There's only eighteen of them left, but rumor is some of their other councils are going to send some people out to bolster their numbers while they decide what to do." 
 
    "What about the Gradatim?" 
 
    "They're finally starting to settle down, and they're keeping an eye on the whole situation. Word is that there's a lot of messages flying back and forth between their headquarters in LA and here. Apparently there's some concern that the reason the late Mr. McConnell was keeping them out of the link on events here, was because someone was planning on a change in leadership at the national headquarters." 
 
    "Really?" Jolene asked surprised. 
 
    "They're a pretty cut-throat organization, advancement isn't based on ability, unless that ability is sticking the knife into someone else's back and twisting it." Sawyer laughed, "Oh they had a little excitement the other week though, someone broke in about a week ago and stole a bunch of stuff. Already had a few back channel requests to buy it back, no questions asked, if any of it turns up in my place." 
 
    "Your work?" Daelyn asked, though she had a good idea of just who it was. 
 
    "If it was my work, I wouldn't be asking about it!" Sawyer chuckled. "Their lycan buyer also disappeared last week. Left a note saying he was going on vacation with some bimbos he picked up at the casino, but now they can't find him." 
 
    "So, they think we killed him?" 
 
    "Some folks think he just got cold feet and ran for the hills. Apparently he'd cleaned out all of his money before he left. After all, there are a lot of lycans from Gradatim walking around free now, and he either put a lot of them in that compound, or sold their friends and family off to others." 
 
    "Yeah, I'd run too," Jolene said with a nod. 
 
    "I also heard a rumor that a certain place in Sacramento lost all of their lycans?" 
 
    Jolene grinned, "Gee, who would do such a thing?" 
 
    "So, anything else you need to know?" Sawyer asked. 
 
    "Just if it looks like anybody is building up to attack us." 
 
    "Oh," Daelyn interjected, "and if you got anymore landmines for sale. I think we just used up most of what you gave us last time." 
 
    "I'll see what I can scrape up and have them brought by tonight. Anything else?" 
 
    "Not today," Jolene said. "Let's go Dae."  
 
      
 
    "How bad is he hurt?" Chad asked the moment that he opened the door. 
 
    "Bad," Daelyn said and pushed in past him, with Jolene following close behind. "How long ago did you find out?"  
 
    "Ryan stopped by after he left your place. I didn't want to call, because I don't want to do anything that might spread it any further. What happened?" 
 
    "Spell backlash," Jolene said. "He did something that was dangerous and it got away from him." 
 
    "Maitland thinks that the Vesti's are going to gear up for a second attack as soon as they find out," Daelyn added and dropped down onto the couch. "Hi, Max," she said nodding to Maxine who'd just come out of the kitchen with two cups of coffee. 
 
    "Possibly," Chad said with a shrug, "it all depends on that Morgan guy who runs everything. We know that he's pretty hardcore, because of what he did to the Ascendants as soon as he got the chance. Then there's all those troops he sent after Sean. He seriously went after us there, and he took the time to get as much help as could before he did. 
 
    "I guess it just comes down to how gung-ho he is, and how he reacts to a loss like that." 
 
    "Well, Maitland and the others think he won't do anything until he gets more lycans," Daelyn told him. 
 
    Chad shook his head, "I wouldn't be so sure about that. The problem with using lycans against us is that as soon as a lot of them realize that they no longer have to worry about the mages forcing them to fight, they stop fighting. Slave armies only work so long as the whip can be used against them. 
 
    "Take away the whip, and the army stops fighting, or worse yet, they turn on you." 
 
    "So what you're saying," Jolene asked and took the cup of coffee that Maxine handed her, "is that you think they'll attack without any lycans?" 
 
    "Hey, that was my coffee!" Chad said to Maxine as she handed the other cup to Daelyn. 
 
    "Guests first, stinker, I'll go put on some more for us." 
 
    Chad snorted, but they could see he was smiling. 
 
    "I don't know what he's going to do, but if I was him? Hell yeah I'd attack. I would have attacked already, while everybody is still licking their wounds and cleaning up the mess. After all, he only lost a few of his magic users; most of the rest weren't even in the battle and are still fresh. While all of our folks were involved, and we expended a lot of arms and ammo fighting them.  
 
    "Plus he's got a lot of magic users, we got what? Six?" 
 
    "Won't morale be a problem for them, Chad?" Maxine called from the kitchen, "After all, they just got their asses kicked and we killed like twenty of their combat mages." 
 
    Chad shrugged, "I don't know, like I said, it depends on Morgan. How good is he at persuading people? How much is he willing to risk? How good a leader is he?  
 
    "Which brings me back to Sean, just what the hell was he doing that he risked himself? He's our figurehead; he's what gives us legitimacy! Hell, I should go up there and smack some sense into him!" 
 
    "You'll have to wait in line behind Roxy," Jolene sighed, "and he's unconscious right now." 
 
    "When will he be awake?" Chad asked, concerned. 
 
    "Two days, hopefully," Daelyn sighed. 
 
    "Two days?" 
 
    "I said it was bad, didn't I? He's all but dead and they're going to have to do some serious magic to heal him. They say they can do it, but it isn't going to be easy." 
 
    "What happens after two days?" Chad asked, a little warily. 
 
    "He dies," Daelyn said glumly. 
 
    Chad looked around the room; Maxine was standing in the doorway from the kitchen. 
 
    "Who else knows about this?" he asked. 
 
    "Well, you two, all of us girls, I don't remember if we told his mom or not, then there's Claudia, her doctor, Grandma Robin, I'm not sure who else, why?" 
 
    Chad sighed heavily, "Because if someone finds out that we have two days to do something to save Sean's life, they're going to do everything they can to make it take three, right?" 
 
    "So you think Morgan will tell his people to attack before then?" 
 
    "If he hears about this? Oh yeah! But it's not just Morgan. What about Gradatim? What about the Ascendants?" 
 
    "There aren't that many Ascendants left," Jolene snorted. 
 
    "There's about five hundred of them in Sacramento, just because we pulled their lycans, don't think that they may not come without them. Then there's the Gradatim, their stronghold is in LA, they could hop a plane or even just drive up here." 
 
    Chad shook his head, "This whole thing could become one hell of a mess overnight. We may have to rope Eruditio and Sapientia in to help us, or their precious 'silence' is going to dissolve rather quickly in the midst of an all-out war right in the midst of Reno." 
 
    "Do you really think that could happen?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "It's the worst case scenario," Chad admitted, "but the problem with worst case, is that if you don't move to deal with them, they have a terrible tendency to take place." 
 
    "We need to talk to my mom," Maxine said. 
 
    Chad nodded, "Yeah, we do." 
 
    "Do you think you could detail a few people to keep an eye on the Vesti's, so if they do try something, we'll at least see it coming?" 
 
    "I'll get somebody on it by nightfall. Have you talked to Sawyer?" 
 
    Jolene nodded, "Yeah, he told us that there's already rumors going around that Sean was hurt. Apparently some of the mages from the Vesti's either saw it, or their lycans told them about it, and the other councils have been hearing about it because they're all spying on the Vesti's now." 
 
    "In that case, I better put some people on watching the other councils too," Chad shook his head, "Grab your coat Max, we're going to your mother's now. I definitely need to coordinate this with her." 
 
    "What about the Fellowship?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "The less people that know, the better. I'll stop by on the way back from Claudia's, but right now I better get going." 
 
    Daelyn stood up and set her mug on the table, as Jolene did the same. 
 
    "Alright, I'll let Roxy know what's up, see you two later." 
 
    "Bye." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Vestibulum Healing Quarters 
 
      
 
    Mike opened his eyes with a start, and looked around. He was in a bed, in what looked like one of the healing rooms! The last he remembered was an explosion, a very loud and bright explosion, and then ... nothing.  
 
    Looking around, things looked a little off, and it wasn't until he touched his face that he realized he had a bandage over his left eye. He wasn't sure where he was, but the symbol of the Vestibulum was on the far wall, and just then Mabel came into the room, one of the Vestibulum's better healers. 
 
    "What happened? How did I get back here?" Mike said, trying to sit up. 
 
    "Take it easy, Mike, you almost died out there. Would have too, if your lycan friends hadn't taken care of you," she told him as she raised the head of the bed so he could sit up. 
 
    "Did we win?" Mike asked looking around. There were wasn't anyone in the other bed in the room. 
 
    "No, we lost, Mike. We lost pretty badly. The only lycan we got back was the one who carried you up to the gates outside. The rest were either captured or I guess died. But that's not the worst of it." 
 
    "It gets worse?" Mike groaned. 
 
    "We lost nineteen of our own. Four of them were from the folks who came from out of town to help us, the rest were from right here." 
 
    Mike shook his head, "We lost?"  
 
    Mabel nodded. 
 
    "Then how come I'm alive?" 
 
    "Like I said, your lycans saved your life and one of them carried you back here. I think he said that they let him bring you home, because you were so badly injured." 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "The lycan." 
 
    "No, which one, which one brought me back?" 
 
    Mabel shrugged, "I don't know. He's with Jerry now." 
 
    "Shit," Mike swore, "call Jerry and tell him to bring him here, now!" 
 
    "Mike, Jerry said he had a lot of questions for him, it's important." 
 
    "Jerry will kill him, he doesn't know shit about questioning lycans, all he knows how to do is torture people. You either get him up here, now, or I'm going to get out of this bed and go down there myself!" 
 
    "It's just a lycan, Mike," Mabel said, trying to calm him. 
 
    "No, it's one of my lycans! He belongs to me! Now you call Jerry, or I'm going to get out of this bed!" 
 
    Mabel sighed, "Fine, I'll call him." 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, Jerry escorted Jerigg into the room. Mike could immediately tell by the state of Jerigg's clothing, plus the way he was panting, that they had been treating him pretty bad. 
 
    "See, he's fine," Jerry said. "Now, I need to take him back downstairs and question him some more. I promise not to break him." 
 
    Mike could see the pleading look in Jerigg's eyes. 
 
    "No, he stays here. He belongs to me, and if you have questions you want answered, write them on a piece of paper and leave them with me!" Mike told him. 
 
    "Mike, Morgan ordered me to do this." 
 
    "I don't care what Morgan ordered. Jerigg is my property, and more than that, he saved my life. That may not mean spit to you, but it does to me. He stays," Mike turned to look at Jerigg. 
 
    "Jerigg, full wolf, and jump up on the foot of the bed." 
 
    Jerry blinked as suddenly there was a very large wolf on the end of the leash he was holding. It leapt up onto the bed, its pants dropping on the floor, then laid down looking at Mike as he reached down and patted it on the head. 
 
    "Thank you Jerigg," and to Jerry's surprise, Mike undid the leash from the collar and tossed it aside. 
 
    "You've worn out your welcome, Jerry," Mike said. "Now, go type up your questions and give them to Mabel, she can bring them back and show me." 
 
    "Morgan's going to be mad, Mike!"  
 
    "Screw Morgan, Jerigg is staying right where he is." 
 
    Jerry looked at him, then grumbling left the room. 
 
    Mike sighed and shook his head, then looked down at Jerigg. "Are the others okay?" 
 
    Jerigg nodded his head. 
 
    "I honestly don't know what possessed you to come back here," Mike sighed, "But thank you for doing it. I need to rest for a while, and then maybe you can tell me just what the hell happened." 
 
      
 
    An hour later Mabel came in, waking him up. She had the paper that Jerry had given her, along with his dinner.  
 
    "How long until I can leave here?" Mike asked. 
 
    "Tomorrow you could go home, but I have to warn you that you'll still be pretty weak and you could get very sick if you don't take care of yourself. I'm going to be doing some more healing on you tonight, and again in the morning. Then it'll simply be a matter of your body finishing up." 
 
    "What about my eye?" Mike asked, touching the patch. 
 
    Mabel sighed, "I'm sorry, Mike. There's nothing we can do for it." 
 
    Mike took a moment to digest that as he started in on his food. He was starving he realized. 
 
    "Could you bring Jerigg some food too please?" 
 
    "Really, Mike, you want to feed him in here?" 
 
    "I'm afraid what will happen to him if Jerry or Morgan gets their hands on him. I reward loyalty, Mabel. That's why I'm lying here in this bed, instead of dead out in the desert." 
 
    Mabel frowned, "Well you're probably right about Morgan, he hasn't been the same since this morning, and it's bad enough that we lost so many, but now he's whipping everybody up, trying to get them all excited." 
 
    "He's probably just trying to put on a brave face, Mabel." 
 
    "No, he wants to go back and attack again." Mabel shook her head, "You'd think we were living in the past the way he keeps going on about honor and victory. I tell you, I just spent the last twelve hours treating some of the worst injuries that I've seen a human get in my life, and I don't ever want to see that again." 
 
    Shaking her head, Mabel left and ten minutes later she came back with some more food and left it on the other bed. Jerigg shifted back then, and putting on his pants, he quickly ate the food that was there. When Jerigg was done eating, he told Mike about how things had gone after the mortar shell had knocked him unconscious. It wasn't very pleasant to hear; obviously Morgan and the others had seriously misjudged what they were up against. 
 
    "So, just why did you bring me back?" 
 
    "You saved my life," Jerigg said with a shrug, "I couldn't forget that. The others all helped save you, but I was worried about what might happen to you up there, and they said that their main healer was wounded in the fighting and wouldn't be up for a few days." 
 
    Mike sighed and grabbing the piece of paper off of the table besides the bed he handed it to Jerigg. "Can you answer any of those?" 
 
    Jerigg looked it over, "Actually, I answered all of these already." 
 
    "Did you tell him the truth?" Mike asked and taking the piece of paper back, he read the list of questions. 
 
    "Yeah, I didn't see much while we were there; I was with you the whole time. I didn't go looking around at all, or talking with the other people there." 
 
    "So, this Valens guy got injured in the fighting?" 
 
    "I heard them say he destroyed all of the silver around him, turned it into something else, and the backlash knocked him out." 
 
    "Why'd he do a thing like that?"  
 
    "Because all of the lycans that were fighting him then stopped." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because he's a lion." 
 
    "So there really is something to that old myth, huh?" Mike said with a chuckle. 
 
    "I saw Ashley's team there, Master." 
 
    Mike stopped and looked at him, "The team we lost at Sawyer's?" 
 
    Jerigg nodded, "He captured them all, didn't kill any of them, even though he could have. Missy told me he took them all out one by one. Then made them his. She said he's like a god, Master." 
 
    "There aren't any gods walking the Earth, Jerigg." 
 
    "Maybe not for you humans, Master, but for us lycans, I'm not so sure anymore." 
 
    Mike pondered that a moment, he'd seen the effect that just the rumors of there being a lion taking on the councils had done to the lycans. He and Nick had spent a lot of time downplaying all of it. 
 
    "Well, let me get that collar off of you, I think I'm strong enough to nullify the spell on it. Then I want you to change back to wolf form and sleep here. Jerry's the type who won't be happy until he gets the answer he wants to hear, and I'm not going to let anyone mistreat you." 
 
    "Yes, Master." 
 
      
 
    "Jerry, got a minute?" Morgan asked as he ran into him in the hall. He and Al were just coming back from a meeting with their supply people. 
 
    "Sure," Jerry nodded and they ducked into Morgan's office. 
 
    "So," Morgan asked Jerry as he closed the door behind him, "were you able to get anything else out of Mike's pet?" 
 
    Jerry shrugged, "Not much more than we already knew, it's confirmed that Valens is down, for how long though, no one knows. We also know that they don't have a lot of healers up there, one was wounded, and apparently the other one was off on some task." 
 
    "Well, with almost everyone up there being a lycan, I don't see that they would need many healers," Al pointed out. 
 
    "True," Jerry agreed and Morgan nodded along with him. 
 
    "We also learned Valens' mother is back up there and she brought some relatives." 
 
    "Oh?" Morgan inquired. 
 
    "The fae that are up there are her kin. Apparently Louise Valens is half faerie." 
 
    "Damn," Al swore, "well, at least she only has two of them accompanying her." 
 
    "Also, with Valens down, they have a shortage on collars and those amulets now. So all of the new troops that they just got from us aren't protected." 
 
    "You weren't able to get anything more out of Mike's pet?" 
 
    Jerry shook his head, "Mike was rather angry and won't even allow me to talk to him anymore. He was rather hostile about it." 
 
    "His pet did save his life," Al pointed out, "he could have been free, but instead he brought Mike back to us, alive. Mike would be dead if it wasn't for him." 
 
    Morgan nodded, "Loyalty like that isn't something you want to lose." 
 
    "Well, I did glean from him that more might have helped bring Mike back, but they only allowed the one to go." 
 
    "Huh," Morgan pondered that, "I wonder if we might be able to count on any of that loyalty for them to at least not fight us when we go back up there?" 
 
    Jerry shrugged, "Nick thinks so, I didn't ask Mike." 
 
    "You know," Al said, "we're going to need a lot of collars to control those lycans. Odds are their pellets aren't in them anymore, so we're going to need something to get them under control." 
 
    Morgan nodded, "That's a good point. I'll stop back over at the supply office and talk to Carol about it. What's going on with the other councils, Jerry?" 
 
    "Well, Eruditio is still uninterested in anything other than their own studies. Sapientia is still getting used to having a lot less lycans, having capitulated to Valens without a fight. Gradatim is still getting reorganized; Richard Sorother is consolidating his hold. The Ascendants," Jerry grinned, "best I can guess, they're still not sure which way to jump. I think two of the survivors have already left town, as their houses are up for sale. Word has gone around about what happened last night, but no one is in any condition to do anything about it." 
 
    "Okay then," Morgan stood up and walking over to the door opened it. "I'll let you two get back to work," and showed them both out of the office, then went off to catch up with Carol in supply.  
 
    Morgan just had to smile, it was a great time to be alive, and he had it all thanks to some upstart brat who thought he could take him on. For the first time since he'd wrested control over the local council away from Royce he felt like he was doing something great with his life, even more so than when he'd sent out his people to wipe out the local Ascendants. 
 
    Perhaps that was because he didn't go with them, he realized now that he should have. He should have been there, leading them, killing their enemies with his own hands! Oh Wednesday would be glorious. He would see battle, and his side would persevere! It would just be like the stories he'd heard as a child. It was funny; he always thought if the honor of battle ever came his way, that he'd be worried, possibly even scared, over what might happen to him. But now that it had come? He was eager for the fight! Fear, fear was for lesser men, not him! 
 
    As he was walking by the healer's area he decided to pop in and see Mike on the spur of the moment, and see if he could raise his spirits some. 
 
    "Mike!" Morgan said coming into the room. "I'm so glad to see that you're still with us! I must confess that I was worried that we might have lost you." 
 
    Mike looked up at Morgan as he walked over; honestly he'd never seen the man looking happier. 
 
    "Thanks, Morgan. You're not here for Jerigg are you?" 
 
    Morgan shook his head, "Of course not. I even told Jerry to lay off of him. Loyalty like that is to be rewarded, Mike, and you were right to rescue him from Jerry. Honestly, I had no idea or I would have put an end to it myself. Where is he anyway?" Morgan said looking around the room, "Wanted to thank him myself for saving your life." 
 
    "Really?" Mike looked surprised. Jerigg, was actually sleeping under the bed out of sight. "I think he went off to change his clothes and take a shower. But I'll let him know when he gets back." 
 
    Morgan smiled and nodded, "You know, why don't you ask him if the others will be happy to come back with us if we were to go up there and get them?" 
 
    "Come back with you?" Mike asked, a little worried now. 
 
    "We're going to go up there and deal with this Sean character ourselves. Show him that he can't go pushing the Vestibulum around, and take back that which is ours. I wish we could go tomorrow, but there's so much to do, so we're gonna go up there Wednesday bright and early and show him the error of his ways!" 
 
    "But we don't have any lycans, Morgan." 
 
    Morgan smiled and nodded, "Yes, sending them was a mistake, I see that now. So we're going up there ourselves." 
 
    "Wait, you're sending mages out there?" 
 
    "Of course! We're all going, me, the council, it's going to be glorious, Mike! Too bad you won't be able to join us, it'll be the sort of story you'll tell your kids about." 
 
    Morgan looked around the room and then back at Mike and smiled, "Well, I need to get back to work, there's lots to do and never enough time to do it! Take care of yourself, Mike! And take care of your friend too!" 
 
    "Thanks, Morgan," Mike said looking at him wide-eyed as he left the room, wondering just what was going on. 
 
    "He can't be serious?" Jerigg asked, coming out from under the bed. 
 
    Mike just stared at the door, "I think our leader is living in a different world than the rest of us now." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Rebuilding  
 
      
 
    "Roxy!" one of the guys who worked in the command center called running up to her. 
 
    "What is it, Chet?" 
 
    "There's a mage down at the gate! I think it's that one that you let go yesterday!" 
 
    "What the hell does he want?"  
 
    "I think he wants to talk to the wolves that used to be on his team. He also brought the one who took him home with him." 
 
    Roxy looked at Jolene, "Want to go find out what he's up to?" 
 
    "Sure, might as well." 
 
    Roxy turned back to Chet, "Go find the ones he's looking for and tell them they can talk to him if they want." 
 
    Chet nodded and ran off as Roxy and Jolene got up and walked down to the gate to see what this mage wanted.  
 
    As they approached the gate, they could see the two men, the werewolf was dressed in regular street clothes today, and was standing by the car. The mage was sitting on the hood, looking rather drained, with a bandage over his left eye. 
 
    "Jo, is that you?" Mike said as she and Roxy approached.   
 
    "Hi, Mike," Jolene said with a smile. 
 
    "You know him?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Yeah, he's one of the guys I was 'seeing' before I took up with Sean." 
 
    "You're with this Valens guy now?" Mike said, looking surprised. 
 
    Jolene smiled, "I'm one of his wives, Mike. This is Roxy, she's also one." 
 
    "Multiple wives?" Mike blinked. 
 
    "He's a lion, they like to have prides," Jolene said, still smiling at him. "Now, why are you here?" 
 
    "I wanted to talk to my team; I wanted to see if they were okay." 
 
    "Well, that's up to them," Roxy said. "I sent someone to tell them you're here." Roxy looked at Jerigg, "Are you staying?" 
 
    "Ummm." 
 
    "Go, Jerigg," Mike said waving a hand. "Things are getting crazy back there, it's better if you weren't a part of it. Besides, wouldn't you rather be free?" 
 
    "But you're still weak, Master, who'll take care of you?" 
 
    "I'll be fine, trust me, but there is one favor you can do," 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "Call me Mike. Okay?" 
 
    Jerigg nodded and smiled, "Thanks, Mike." 
 
    Several people came trotting up at that point, and Roxy watched as they all greeted Mike, not a single one of them called him 'Master' however, all calling him by name. 
 
    "I have to ask," Mike said as they settled down, "are you happy here?" 
 
    All of them nodded and told him yes. 
 
    "Where's Shia?" he asked looking around. 
 
    "Chasing one of the free males," one of the guys laughed. "She set her sights on him the moment he found us and agreed to help us save you." 
 
    "Well good for her." 
 
    "You should stay here, with us, Mike. You'd like it here, hell; I bet they'd all like you here as well." 
 
    Mike sighed and shook his head, "Not right now, not with all of this going on, Shep. They'd see it as a betrayal, and like it or not, they are my people." 
 
    "Is there something going on back there that we should know about?" Roxy growled. 
 
    "Sorry, I can't talk about it," Mike told her and sliding off the car slowly he gave Jerigg a hug, "Good luck, thanks for all you did, we're even now, you don't owe me anything. Also I release you from any and all bonds you had with Vestibulum, you're your own man now, Jerigg." Mike looked at the rest of them, "That goes for the rest of you too, not that I think I needed to tell any of you that.  
 
    "Maybe when all of this is over, we can all go out for some beers for once." 
 
    And with that, he got back into the car, waved to everyone, and then slowly drove off. 
 
    Roxy looked at Jerigg, "So just what is going on back there?" 
 
    Jerigg shook his head and sighed, "Morgan wants to attack." 
 
    "But he's out of lycans!" Shep laughed. 
 
    "Himself, he wants to lead all of the mages in a mass attack, no lycans, just magic users. He thinks if he can kill your leader while he's still recovering, he'll become famous, immortal even." 
 
    "And just how many people share this idea?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Morgan is a very charismatic leader. Every time people start to cool to the idea, he whips them all right back up again. He's going to do it. I don't think he cares if he lives or dies, Mike thinks he's crazy, that losing the battle broke something in him. He even came into Mike's room this morning, before we left to tell Mike that he was going to get everyone back for him. It was ... strange." 
 
    Roxy nodded and turned to the others, "Well, you all can show Jerigg here where he's sleeping, Jo and I need to get back to work." Turning, she and Jolene headed back towards the house. 
 
    "Jo, just how much damage do you think they could do to us?" She asked once the others were out of earshot. 
 
    "They've got a lot of members, Rox, if most of the adult men turn out, that could be over three hundred people." 
 
    "We need to have a meeting," Roxy sighed, "Get Oak, Hunter and Sten. I'll round up Maitland and Sean's other relatives." 
 
    "Where are we meeting?" 
 
    "Might as well do it in the bedroom. It's probably the only private place we have right now." 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    Sean looked around, he was out on the mountain side with all of the others. 
 
    "Does this mean I'm dead?" he asked, looking over at his lion. 
 
    The First shook his head, "No, not yet. First I wanted to apologize to you." 
 
    Sean blinked at that, "Why?" 
 
    "Because I didn't tell you that I had lied to the Joseph fellow, so you didn't realize how truly important you were." 
 
    "And because we told him we wouldn't help him if he didn't!" Another lion that Sean didn't recognize said with a chuckle. 
 
    The First just sighed, "Yeah, that too. I'm still a bit upset with you however, so don't think any of my threats have gone away." 
 
    Sean gave The First a look, "Yes, Dad." 
 
    All of the lions sitting around them laughed at that, Sean noticed then that there were a dozen of them. 
 
    The First just shook his head. 
 
    "Now I see why you like him," the lion who had spoken up said. 
 
    "So you'll do it?" The First asked. 
 
    "Yes, I'll do it. Mtawala, you in?" the lion asked, turning to a second one. 
 
    "Yes, Nguvu. I must say that I look forward to being your brother once more." 
 
    "Well, thank you both," Sean said, "for helping me." Sean looked at The First, "What happens now?" 
 
    "Now they will travel to your compound, where your body is, and fix it. Thankfully neither of them is far away, as you'll be dead in about thirty hours if they don't." 
 
    Sean shuddered at that, "Then I owe you both." 
 
    "Oh, don't worry," Nguvu said with a very toothy leonine grin, "we plan to collect!" 
 
    "I'm afraid to ask what I'm agreeing to," Sean chuckled while shaking his own head. 
 
    "You didn't agree to anything," The First said, "They did," and he waved towards the other lions on the hill with a paw. 
 
    "Yes, but you told them to!" Nguvu laughed. 
 
    "What did he tell them?" Sean was curious now as to just what he was going to have to do. 
 
    "The next two times you breed one of your wives with a lion, we will each be born." 
 
    "So do the world a favor," one of the other lions from the group said in an exaggerated whisper, "Only have lionesses from this point out!" 
 
    "Aw, you wouldn't do that to us, would you, Sean?" Mtawala said. 
 
    "I think," The First growled, "that the two of you had really better get a move on, or he won't be having any children." 
 
    "I'm going to regret this, aren't I?" Sean sighed. 
 
    "I thought you already did," The First rumbled and as Sean watched, the two lions both suddenly disappeared. 
 
    "How long will it take them to heal me?" 
 
    "Not very, once they get there. But they both have a long way to travel, which is why I wanted them to get started." 
 
    "Nobody who was closer wanted to do it?" Sean asked, "Or does it take some special ability?" 
 
    "None of the younger ones wanted to leave what they're doing. Mtawala and Nguvu are older and they don't mind leaving as much. Especially now that they've been assured that they'll get to go again." 
 
    "Wait, go again?" Sean said confused. "And why's it such a big deal to leave what you're doing?" 
 
    "Because they're going to give you their power," The First said. "All of it." 
 
    Sean wasn't sure what to make of that, as all of the other lions nodded.  
 
    "So don't screw up again, because the next time, no one is going to want to help you. This is a one time thing." 
 
    "I thought you said you'd destroy me if I screwed up again?" 
 
    "Yeah, there's that too." 
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    "So," Roxy said to everyone in the room, after relating the news, "that's what we're up against." 
 
    "How tough can a bunch of wizards be?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "Very," Maitland said, "lycans are just as susceptible to magic as anyone else, and a large number of mages can cast an enormous amount of spells, more if they decided to circle, which I'm sure some of them will.  
 
    "Add to that any magical charms or items that they may have, and we're talking a tremendous magical onslaught. Just be glad that these don't seem to be highly trained for war, or we would be in very serious trouble." 
 
    "So what do we do about it?"  
 
    "How many of your people have those amulets that protect against mind magic?" 
 
    "Two hundred and sixty-five," Oak said. "Sean was going to make a bunch more once we got the new people settled, but," Oak motioned to Sean's unconscious body on the bed. 
 
    "I would say that we consider moving those who don't have the amulets to a central location, where we can cast a ward over all of them. That or move them someplace else. They'll be the most susceptible." 
 
    Roxy nodded, "What about them? How do we engage them?" 
 
    "My daughter and I shouldn't have too many problems, and once their shields and spells start to run down, the lycan troops can engage them. But when they first come at us, they'll have all of their best spells and best defenses set. So I would suggest heavy artillery to beat down their shields and flamethrowers." 
 
    "What would be best," Daelyn grumbled, "would be if we could just get rid of this Morgan guy. If he's the one rallying their troops, without him around, perhaps it would all fall apart." 
 
    "Well, I don't see us being able to do that," Roxy replied. 
 
    "She has a valid point," Maitland said. 
 
    "She does?" 
 
    Maitland nodded, "If he is their leader, we need to target him first, just as they're targeting Sean. We should make all of our efforts aimed at killing him first, when the attack comes. That will hopefully make it that much easier to get them to break and run." 
 
    "Gas works well against them too," Hunter spoke up. 
 
    "Gas?" Roxy asked. 
 
    Hunter nodded, "Something colorless and odorless, so they don't see it coming." 
 
    "Won't they just cast a spell to stop it?" 
 
    "Most magic users don't expect to get into fights these days, so they don't have the spells to deal with something unexpected like that. We just have to make sure that they don't blow it back at us." 
 
    Cali listened to them as they continued to discuss what they would have to do to defend against the coming attack, but her mind was only partially on it. Daelyn's comment had struck a chord in her: if they killed the leader, the rest would fold. It had been her job to kill a leader once, but she had failed at that job, much to her everlasting disgrace and shame. But this time, this time there was no one to warn of her plans, no one who could betray her. She could redeem her honor and remove her shame. This was her house now; Sean was her husband as well as her lord. She would save him, and all of those in her new house. 
 
    Cali smiled as she looked around the room slowly, as they finished up their meeting and set off to do their assigned tasks. 
 
    She could do this. 
 
    She would do this. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Behind Closed Doors 
 
      
 
    Grandmother Robin grumbled to herself as she sent the assistant librarian back off into the deep stacks of old books to find another tome for her. Her daughter Valerie and her grandson Gunter, who had both become outstanding healers in their own right, were helping her comb through the stacks of old books. Thankfully everything was cross-referenced or they'd be here forever. 
 
    "I found another one, Mother," Valerie said, and slid the old leather bound book over for Robin to look at. The pages were actually vellum instead of paper; this was definitely one of the older books in their library. Most were newer copies of older ones, but this looked like an original. 
 
    Scanning over the page, Robin found it. A spell to reverse necrosis. While Sean's tissues may only be recently dead, they were still dead, if only a few minutes ago. They had found several spells last night to stop that effect from spreading, if only temporarily, so they could be healed. Now they needed a spell to reverse the dead flesh, so that too could be healed. 
 
    Running her finger down the page, Robin smiled; the notations around the spell told the user that this spell only had a high success rate if used immediately. Its purpose was for surgeries that were once considered dangerous, because of the crude tools surgeons had to rely on a thousand years ago. Apparently it was not uncommon for even the best of surgeons to damage important tissue while cleaning or repairing a wound. This spell's purpose was to fix those mistakes. 
 
    "This looks promising," Robin said copying the spell into the book she had set aside for this endeavor. 
 
    "We should bring the other healers in and go over just exactly what we're planning on doing," Gunter said. "This is going to take a lot of coordination. We're going to have people casting three different types of spells as we restore or stabilize tissue, and then heal it before it can degrade again." 
 
    "Four types, actually," Robin sighed. 
 
    Gunter looked up at her. 
 
    "We need to replace his mana. I don't think he'll have recovered any because of that field he's in. So if we don't replace it, his body will just eat itself when his own healing kicks in." 
 
    Gunter blushed in embarrassment. 
 
    "He's right though, Mother," Valerie sighed and leaning back in her chair she stretched. "If Gunter forgot about that, the odds of any one of us overlooking something is too great to ignore. If we get more eyes in here and start going over the details now, the more likely someone will find anything that the three of us have overlooked." 
 
    "Send someone out then to get them here," Robin nodded and looked at her grandson, "and that's something I should have realized!" she said and grinned at him. 
 
    Valerie flagged down one of the pages who had been assigned to them by the council to run messages back and forth. 
 
    "Maria, go fetch healers Sven, Norbert, and Jeri. Tell them to head up here immediately." 
 
    Maria nodded, "Yes, Ma'am," and quickly ran off. 
 
      
 
    It didn't take Maria long to find Sven or Jeri, and both headed off to the library to heed the summons immediately. Finding Norbert however took a little longer. When she finally did catch up with him, he was bandaging up an injury on one of the workers in the steam plant on the lower levels. 
 
    "Yes, Maria?" Norbert asked as he worked. 
 
    "Healers Valerie and Robin have requested your presence in the healer's library. They need you to come immediately." 
 
    Norbert glanced up at the ceiling and grumbled, "What is it this time?" 
 
    "The lion that Daelyn Gold married was injured in battle and is in need of special healing." 
 
    "So? Geris here is in need of healing too." 
 
    "If he's not healed by tomorrow afternoon, Healer Robin says that he will die." 
 
    "What!" Norbert looked at her. 
 
    "It's true, I've been listening to them talk all day. They've been researching special spells. Apparently he put himself into some sort of suspension as he was dying, and now they're going to reverse it before his spell runs out." 
 
    "Well damn, why didn't you say so!" Norbert grumbled. 
 
    "I just did," Maria smiled. 
 
    "Geris, hold your arm like this, and get two of your friends to take you up to the hospital. I got work to do, and you'll survive a lot longer than apparently our friend will." 
 
    Geris nodded and then looked over to where a couple of his co-workers were watching, having now fixed the broken valve that had come off and punctured his arm and broken two of his ribs. 
 
    "Come on you two, give me a hand, you heard Norbert, he's been summoned." 
 
    Norbert packed his things up quickly and followed Maria out of the room as Bryn Knudson and Tarl Youngson helped him to his feet. 
 
    "So, apparently Daelyn's new husband got himself in a spot of trouble?" Bryn asked as they helped Geris over to one of the small carts they used to haul some of the heavier parts. 
 
    "Apparently. It must be pretty bad if our two senior healers are calling in all of the others to help." 
 
    "I heard that battle Sunday night was pretty nasty," Tarl said. 
 
    "Where'd you hear that?" Bryn asked. 
 
    "My sister's friends with Daelyn's cousin Jocco. He was talking about it when he was over last night." 
 
    "So, someone's finally courting that sister of yours, hey?" Geris joked. 
 
    Bryn barely listened after that. The lion had killed his older brother, shot him dead in front of a whole bunch of witnesses, because they said he'd betrayed him. Bryn knew that his brother had some pretty purist views about things, and he knew he didn't approve of Daelyn or her lion husband, but Bryn couldn't see him doing anything to deserve getting murdered like that! 
 
    Bryn remembered that his brother used to do some tasks for one of those mages councils up above ground in Reno. Maybe he should give them a call, let them know what was going on. See if maybe they couldn't avenge his brother's death for him. Sure, Branff could be an ass, but he was a Knudson, and he was his brother.  
 
    That lion guy should pay, after all it wasn't like he was a dwarf, he just married one is all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Sheila, I need your help with something." 
 
    Sheila stopped and turned to look at Cali, who was both the newest and the youngest of Sean's wives. Sheila really didn't know all the much about dark elves, they tended to inhabit the Scandinavian countries and had never really spread out very far from there. The stories of their intrigue however painted them as capable of incredibly cruelty and viciousness. Their loyalty was the thing of legends, which perhaps explained their ability to hold a grudge for generations. 
 
    Peg was rather infatuated with Cali, but had not shared her reasons for it with Sheila, though Sheila guessed it probably had something to do with Peg's own rather dubious morality. Something she'd inherited from her father, no doubt. Cali was after all, a rather beautiful young woman who had a tendency towards skin tight clothing and showing lots of skin.  
 
    "What do you need?" Sheila asked, a little hesitantly. 
 
    "I need you to drive me somewhere, so I can take care of a small matter," Cali said nonchalantly.  
 
    "Why do you need me to drive?" 
 
    "I don't know how to," Cali admitted. "Back home, it wasn't considered a skill I needed to learn." 
 
    "Why not ask one of the others?" 
 
    "Um," Cali gave her a very small smile of embarrassment, "Peg has let it slip to me that you are both discrete and reliable when it comes to certain, how do you say it? Nefarious activities?" 
 
    Sheila looked around, to make sure that no one was nearby, then leaned in closer to Cali and that impressive bust of hers. "I have no idea what you're talking about!" 
 
    "Of course you don't," Cali nodded, "I was thinking we could sneak out of here about an hour after midnight, then you can drive me where I need to go, perhaps help me with a few small details and wait while I took care of something. 
 
    "Then we could both leave and come back here and no one would be the wiser." 
 
    "I'm not helping you!" Sheila growled. 
 
    "You help Peg," Cali said, pouting. 
 
    "Peg helped me when I needed it, I owe her." 
 
    "But you saved her life, you paid her back. Yet you still help her." 
 
    Sheila grumbled a little, "Peg and I are lovers, okay?" Sheila admitted with a glare. 
 
    "Oh, well, would you like to be lovers too?" Cali said with a wink and a smile. 
 
    "What!" 
 
    Cali looked down at her and pouted again, and damn if she wasn't attractive, which told Sheila two things, the first was that Cali had obviously been trained; the second was that she was in trouble. 
 
    "Well, I don't know who else to go to for help, this isn't something I want anyone else to know about, it's a private matter, a very private matter. I don't want to ask Peg, because, well, she's not a professional like you are." 
 
    Sheila felt her face go very red then. "I'm going to strangle her." 
 
    Cali giggled, "Gotcha!" 
 
    Sheila froze, "Wait, what?" 
 
    "Well, I searched your room; actually I searched everybody's room, and let's just say I found a few things that I know from my own experience you shouldn't be having. Then of course there are those things that Peg seems to turn up with, whenever the two of you go out together." 
 
    "You're not going to tell anybody, are you?" Sheila asked a little worried. 
 
    "Why would I? Peg trusts you, if she didn't this conversation would probably be happening in a much less pleasant manner." 
 
    Sheila almost flinched, as for just a brief moment; she saw something in the young dark elf's eyes that she hadn't seen since she'd gone through her training back in the UK. 
 
    "Where are we going?" Sheila sighed, admitting defeat. 
 
    "Oh, I'll tell you when we leave tonight. Bring that black suit of yours and all of your other toys.  
 
    Sheila watched as Cali turned and walked away, or more like slinked away. She'd seen Deidre do it enough times that she wasn't sure it was being put on for her benefit, but she had to admit, Cali was extremely attractive. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Richard Sorother looked around to make sure he hadn't been followed. He'd rented a private conference room in the Silver Legacy, because of its being warded against scrying and other such magicks. He didn't know if the people he was worried about finding him here did those sorts of things, but after being robbed not that long ago, while sleeping in his own bed, he was a bit more paranoid than he used to be. 
 
    The head that wears the crown lies uneasy after all. 
 
    Entering the building, he took a roundabout way to where he had set up the meeting, just making sure, once again, that no one was following him. When he arrived at the door, he checked his appearance one last time, then putting a confident smile on his face he opened the door and stepped inside. 
 
    "Good afternoon, gentlemen," Richard said looking around. Joseph Kinyon was there, as well as Richard's younger brother Kevin, who as now on the council as well. The rest of the people in the room however were folks he was much less acquainted with. The first was Lee Mills, the new leader of the Totis Viribus. Richard had met him a few times in the past, back when Totis Viribus was one of the Gradatim's staunchest allies in Reno. He was here with two other members, though Richard didn't know either of them. 
 
    Next was Kyle Wennegar, the head of the Tall Men council, and the two people he had brought with him. It was rare for anyone to work with Kyle or his group, but there were only two larger groups among the lesser councils in Reno, the Lux, who would never agree to this sort of thing, and the Elevens who were so secretive that Richard had no way of knowing how to even contact them. 
 
    They all nodded to Richard as he sat down. 
 
    "As you all undoubtedly know by now, we have a lycan revolt on our hands. One which if we do not do something about, the rest of you will lose your lycans, as Gradatim has already lost theirs." 
 
    "Why now?" Lee asked. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Why now, why are you proposing this now? And why do you need us?" 
 
    "I need all of you, because this is too big for just Gradatim to take on. Otherwise we would. Trust me when I say that we have a bone to pick with Sean Valens, however we can't do this by ourselves, or none of you would be here today. 
 
    "As for why now?" Richard looked around the room, "As you all know, the Vestibulum launched an attack, while it was repulsed, at great cost to them, they succeeded in one thing." 
 
    "What was that?" 
 
    "They critically injured Sean Valens." 
 
    "Wait, they did what?" Kyle spoke up, leaning forward over the conference table. 
 
    "They critically injured him. He's currently in a coma, has been since the fight." 
 
    "So, what do you want us to do then? Attack his place and try to finish him off?" Lee shook his head, "That's way too much to ask. From what I've heard, they got a lot of people up there, and a lot of weapons." 
 
    Richard grinned at them, "Oh no, I have something far easier than that planned, you see, I have certain contacts in the dwarven community, and it seems that our enemy, Sean Valens, is dying." 
 
    "You're kidding me," Lee said in a soft voice. 
 
    "Are you sure about this?" Kyle asked. 
 
    Richard nodded, "Positive. He's got less than twenty-four hours to live at this point, unless the dwarven healers can come up with a way to heal him. The problem for us," Richard sighed theatrically, "is that they have found a way, and will be leaving in the morning to drive up to his home and save his life." 
 
    "Damn," Kyle swore, "we gotta stop them. But dwarves? They're a lot harder to cast spells on, and they're pretty damn nasty in a fight." 
 
    "Who's looking to fight them? I just want to delay them long enough that Sean dies. We block off their exits, I have a map with all of them on it. That'll slow them down for a few hours. Then once they hit the road, we stage a few accidents, snarl up traffic, and keep our eyes open.  
 
    "There's only two roads that they can take coming into Reno from the south. If we close one with a massive wreck, we can have our people watching for them on the other. We damage their cars, I don't know, give them flat tires or something. That'll force them to stop and change tires or maybe wait for someone to show up with another car. 
 
    "The point is, we don't attack them, we annoy them, slow them down. They're down in the Carson City area, Sean is up between Lemmon Valley and Spanish Flats." Richard motioned to his younger brother, "Kevin, the maps please?" 
 
    Kevin took several folded maps out of his briefcase and opened them up on the table so everyone could see them. 
 
    "As you can see, I've marked the places where I think we could cause the most issues for traffic with just a couple of accidents." Richard moved over to point to one of the other maps, "These are the locations of all the exits that the dwarves use. Apparently my predecessor had taken quite an interest in them for some reason. But a hundred of us could easily lock those all down for a while. When they come after us, we just run away. Sure, they'll be annoyed, but it's not the kind of thing that the dwarves will kill us over." 
 
    "You know," Lee said looking over the maps, "we could send out a bunch of our wives and kids to drive around the area where we stage the wrecks to make traffic even worse. Cause you're right, there's not a lot of options coming up outta Carson." 
 
    Richard gave a silent cheer as Lee signed on. 
 
    "What do you think, Kyle?" Lee said, turning to look at him. 
 
    "I'm thinking that I've never had any run-in's with this guy, why should I risk my people?" 
 
    "Well, if he lives, he's gonna take your lycans away. Me personally? I don't like those animals telling me what I can and can't do. Besides, what are we really risking here? I don't see a lot of risk, but I see a metric butt-ton of reward." 
 
    "If we're going to do this," Richard spoke up, "we have to start planning it here and now. Right now, this minute. We have to be in place come the morning, and everybody has to know the plan. I can't do this without either of you, and you know it. Like Lee said, it's low risk, high rewards. If we fail, we're no worse off than we are today.  
 
    "But if we win? We get rid of a huge thorn in our side, and hopefully without him leading their rebellion, it all falls apart." 
 
    "What about the Vestibulum?" Kyle asked. 
 
    "What about them?" 
 
    "Why aren't they helping? This benefits them as much as the rest of us." 
 
    "Because after what they did to the Ascendants, I really don't trust them," Richard told him. "Also, the rumor mill is still buzzing that the Ascendants are looking for a little revenge. They were responsible for that little dustup downtown last week. Now that the word is out, that the Vestibulum got their asses kicked and lost all of their lycans," Richard shrugged, "I'd think that they're going to want to stay home and guard their families."  
 
    Kyle pondered that a moment, and then nodded. 
 
    "Okay, me and my people are in. Let's get a plan worked out," Kyle turned to one of his people, "Victor, go back to my office and call everyone up. Tell them we're going to fuck up this Sean guy and ruin his day. I need everyone to show up by midnight, and tell them there's gonna be one hell of a party after this is done." 
 
    "Got it, Kyle," Victor said with a nod, and getting up he left the room. 
 
    Richard smiled, if he could pull this off, national would get off his ass and they'd help him replace his losses. But win or lose, at least he was doing something, not sitting around and crying in his beer. 
 
    "Well, let's get this party started," Richard smiled and pulling over the second map, he started going over the gates into the dwarven town, so they could discuss just how many magic users would be needed to block each one. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan sighed and looked at his watch; it was getting later, after eleven, if he didn't want to be tired when they left here tomorrow morning, he'd need to get to bed soon. 
 
    "So, is everybody ready for the big day tomorrow?" He asked looking around the room, all of the surviving council members where here, except for Mike, who had taken his pet and gone home this morning. Mabel had told him that Mike would be a while recovering yet, same for the three from out of town who were wounded. However the other three were all here. 
 
    Al nodded, "I got a bunch of our mages quartered over in the barracks, the rest are going to start showing at six. I've got vehicles for everyone, rifles, ammunition, some heavier weapons, and I've pulled every magical weapon or device that can be used as one out of storage." 
 
    Morgan nodded and smiled, "Good, good. I'm looking forward to teaching those animals what real men and women can do." Morgan looked over at Jerry, "Have you learned anything new on what's going on up there?" 
 
    Jerry looked up, "On their numbers or their disposition, not really. Everything I told Al earlier this morning still stands: to the best of our intelligence, Valens is definitely still out of action. But that leads into another piece of news that I got from some of our informants on the other councils." 
 
    "Oh?" Morgan looked up at Jerry who nodded. 
 
    "There's a rumor that Valens is actually hurt quite badly, far worse than we first thought, and that he needs some sort of special healing, and that if he doesn't get it soon, he'll die." 
 
    Morgan sat up straighter in his seat. "When?" 
 
    "Tomorrow. It also looks like Gradatim is meeting with some of the minor councils to try and enlist their help in blockading the dwarf town starting sometime early tomorrow morning." 
 
    "That won't last long," Al chuckled, shaking his head. 
 
    "It doesn't have to; it just has to last long enough." 
 
    "Excellent!" Morgan said, smacking his palm down on the table. "We're definitely striking in the morning, no matter what! With everyone pre-occupied to the south, no one will expect it! It may even draw forces off from the Valens compound, to try and help." 
 
    Jerry considered that and nodded slowly. While he didn't think it was likely, it was possible. "Has there been any word on us getting any help?" 
 
    Morgan shook his head, "Not yet, but that doesn't matter now, they'd never get here in time. Look, we're going to win this! We're going to kill that bastard and take back not only our lycans, but all of the lycans he got from his attacks on the others! And we're not going to give any of them a choice. They're ours now, spoils of war! Hell, we should even take those fae and any humans we find and collar them too! Anyone up there will either be ours, or dead! 
 
    "And after that? Maybe we should see about those so-called 'free' lycans in this town as well! That's a problem that has gone on for far too long!" 
 
    Jerry nodded along with Al and all the rest, but he still wished that they'd have waited for some reinforcements to bolster their numbers before going up there. He was starting to worry that Morgan might be misjudging just what they were up against. He'd redoubled his efforts to try and guarantee that he was providing Morgan with the best information, and some of it hadn't been pleasant. But Morgan hadn't been dissuaded, nothing it seemed could anymore. But still, Jerry was worried, he'd missed critical information twice now, and they'd paid for it heavily Sunday night. Jerry felt the heavy weight of that failure falling on his shoulders now, that the deaths of his friends had finally started to settle in. 
 
    Maybe Morgan was right, Al seemed to think so, but Jerry wasn't so sure. In fact he was starting to think that maybe it was time for him to step aside for someone younger and more aggressive than he was. As for right now, he was going to go back to his office and go over all of the reports and all of the files one more time. The last thing he wanted was to be responsible for a lack of information that might end up sending their people into a meat grinder a second time. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, Mother?" Roberta said as she walked into her mother's office. It was late, many hours after midnight and her mother never stayed up this late. From the look of her sitting behind her desk in her nightgown, Roberta suspected that she'd been in bed. 
 
    "I just had a very interesting conversation with Channtelle." 
 
    Roberta sighed, Channtelle was one of their more notorious members who was definitely on the other side of the good / bad divide. 
 
    "What's she done this time?" 
 
    Deanna shook her head, "Nothing bad, in fact I have to commend her for remembering who our friends are. You know that Sean and the others were attacked at their home Sunday night?" 
 
    Roberta nodded, "Yes. I haven't heard from Sean or the others about it however." 
 
    "That's because Sean was critically injured. He's in a coma apparently." 
 
    "What!" Roberta said eyes wide. 
 
    "Tomorrow, some of the elder dwarven healers are going to go up to Sean's and heal him. However, from all accounts, the Vestibulum are planning to attack again, and soon, so as to 'finish the job.'" 
 
    "Oh no!" Roberta gasped, "What are we going to do about it?" 
 
    "There's not much the Guild can do about it, Roberta, the Vestibulum are way more powerful than the Guild and in any straight up confrontation between the two of us, we will lose. I have to keep the best interests of the women here first and foremost, after all. 
 
    "But Sean is your man, the father of your unborn daughter, so it seems you have a decision to make." 
 
    "I have to go up there," Roberta said, nodding. 
 
    Deanna smiled at her daughter, "Yes, you should. They don't have a lot of magic users up there. In fact I think you should bring as many who want to go with you. While the Guild can't do anything, no one would know that we were involved if you were all to go up there before any attack that may happen." 
 
    "Thanks mother!" Roberta said and ran around the desk to give her mother a hug. 
 
    "Oh, don't thank me yet," Deanna warned her. 
 
    "Why?" Roberta asked, looking at her a little suspicious. 
 
    "If you go up there, and if Sean survives, I daresay that he's going to keep you there." 
 
    "What!" 
 
    Deanna sighed heavily and looked at her daughter, "I should never have bought you that lion plush when you were a little girl, I swear all you've ever had were lions on the brain. You went after Sampson, and look where that got you." 
 
    Roberta blushed, "But he gave me Sarah! And well," Roberta blushed again, "he was worth it." 
 
    "And you went after Sean the moment you saw him, but unlike Sampson, Sean needs you, as well wants you with him. You need to decide Roberta, it's the Guild, or it's Sean. Neither one of us is going to let you keep vacillating between the two of us for much longer. You're going to have to choose." 
 
    Roberta bit her lip, her mother was right, if she went up there, and Sean lived, there'd be no leaving him. If she stayed here, he'd still visit, but what if she stayed here and he didn't survive? How would she feel then? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Night Moves 
 
      
 
    Cali untangled herself from the others, it was almost time to go get Sheila, so heading off to the bathroom, she quickly cleaned up and grabbed the things she'd need for tonight. Then slipping out of the room, she made her way down to Sheila's. 
 
    A soft tap in the door, and Sheila opened it, looking at her. 
 
    "Let's go." 
 
    She heard Sheila sigh as she came out of the room and quietly closed the door behind her, they both headed for the back door, with Cali leading. Cali smiled and said a soft 'hello' to the guard who smiled and spent more time ogling her body than asking any questions. 
 
    "Which car should we take?" Cali asked Sheila as she looked around at the several cars and vans that now filled the parking lot. 
 
    "This one, it's the quietest," Sheila told her. So they got into Sean's mother's car and after starting it up, Sheila slowly drove off. 
 
    "Okay, now where are we going?" Sheila asked her. 
 
    "To the Vestibulum compound," Cali said as they drove past the gate. 
 
    "What! Why are we going there?" 
 
    "You are going there to help me get in," Cali smiled and handed Sheila a map. "I made a map so you can find it." 
 
    "I know where it is," Sheila growled. 
 
    "Oh, good!" 
 
    "Do you have a map of the insides of the place as well?" 
 
    Cali nodded. "I was there when Sean and Daelyn questioned the people they brought back from Sawyer's place after the attack there. I made copies of everything." 
 
    Sheila nodded her head in reply; after their earlier conversation, she wasn't surprised that Cali was prepared. 
 
    The drive there was quiet. Cali just sat there staring out the window thinking about what she had to do. This was going to be her big chance at finally redeeming herself, of living up to what she had been trained to do, of becoming what she was meant to become. Everything that had happened to her since she'd been betrayed and discovered, all of the pain, the humiliation, the punishment, all of that would no longer matter. This time she would triumph, this time she would not fail. This time her ancestors would smile on her and when the time came to pass on, she could enter into the afterlife with her head held high as they would all know that she had done her family and her teachers honor. 
 
    When they turned off onto the road that the compound was on, Cali gave Sheila directions to turn down a side road, and then told her where to park the car. 
 
    "Okay, we're a quarter mile from the compound. We'll go on foot from here." 
 
    "What do you need me to do?" Sheila asked, sounding just a little worried. 
 
    "I need to get inside the residence. I might need your help for that." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "I don't know much about the modern alarm systems they use here," Cali shrugged and taking off her sneakers, she left them in the car, and then pulling out a black cap, she tucked her long red hair up inside of it, hiding it from view so it didn't give her away. "I only know about the ones they use in Europe." 
 
    Sheila realized that was all of the answer she was going to get, so she just nodded and followed Cali as she led them through the scrub and around the occasional tree as they quietly moved past the homes. At least everything here was spread out, so it wasn't like they were having any problems avoiding any locals that might be awake.  
 
    When they came to the compound, Cali could see the damage that the attack from two days ago had done; she could even see two of the spots where the walls had been breached. From the rock that was lying around, no one had even started to clean up the mess yet. 
 
    Cali stopped and took a minute to get her bearings. She could see the main residence on the other side of the wall, so they were where she wanted to be. Then she took a closer look, trying to spot any obvious traps, and checking for where the guards were keeping watch, so she could avoid those areas as well. 
 
    Last of all Cali looked for the telltale signs of magical spells and trip lines. There were several still on the walls, but they only covered half of them now and there were none on the ground leading up to the wall at all. She guessed that they still hadn't repaired the spells that the attack had broken either.  
 
    Cali pointed to a spot on the wall. "We'll go over there," she whispered to Sheila. 
 
    "Why there?"  
 
    "There's no magic there." 
 
    "How do you know that?" Sheila whispered back warily. 
 
    "Oh, I can see it." 
 
    "You can see magic?" Sheila was surprised by that admission. 
 
    "Oh, all dark elves can see magic, some better than others. I'm very good at it. 
 
    "Now come," Cali said and bending down low to present less of a profile she dashed over to the wall with Sheila following. 
 
    Once there, Cali got out two thin daggers and Sheila watched in surprise as Cali used them to climb the wall. 
 
    Sheila simply shifted into her hybrid form, and using both her lycan strength and her fox claws, she quickly followed Cali up, using her claws to climb. 
 
    Cali had to admit that was pretty handy as she watched Sheila climb up behind her. Too bad dark elves couldn't be infected with lycanthropy, being able to change into say a big black cat would definitely make scaling walls a lot easier. 
 
    Dropping down the other side of the wall into the shadows, Cali took a moment to assess her surroundings as Sheila landed quietly next to her. Cali took a moment to glance at Sheila, she hadn't seen her in her hybrid form before, and she had to admit, Sheila was rather sexy as a fox. Then again, from what Peg had told her, Sheila's looks were why she'd been made into what she was. 
 
    Not really unlike why Cali had been picked to be trained into what she was. 
 
    Turning back to look around the area, she didn't see any guards, though she could see a spider's web of spell lines glowing on the grounds, which were probably alarms that would trip if you stepped on one.  
 
    "Do not stray," Cali whispered as softly as she could, causing Sheila's ears to twitch. "There are magical alarms here," and with that Cali took a careful route to the house. At least it wasn't far from the wall here. 
 
    When they got to the house, she counted windows between the one they were at, and the end of the house to get her bearings. She had a map of the building, but it was based on what people had remembered, so she had no idea of just how accurate it was. She moved over two windows, but the magical lines on the ground prevented her from going any further and she dared not cross them right now. 
 
    "Open this one," Cali whispered. 
 
    Sheila nodded and quickly checked the window for alarms. Surprisingly, she found one, and pulling a few items out from the pouch on her waist, Cali watched as Sheila quickly tricked it, then opened the window, which wasn't locked. 
 
    Cali eyed the alarm bypass and carefully climbed through the window, with Sheila following her. Looking around the darkened room, they were in the library, which confirmed the information she'd been given. Now they just had to find their way upstairs. 
 
    Tiptoeing across the room, Cali went for the door on the far right side of the room, as that was closest to one of the stairways that led up. When she got there, she peeked under the door while Sheila checked it for alarms. Once Sheila had nodded to her, Cali opened it carefully, and then using a mirror Cali checked the hallway.  
 
    There was a man sitting at a desk facing the front door. He was reading a book, and not paying all that much attention to anything behind him, and he was surrounded by two glowing circles on the floor. Neither of which came anywhere near them, so moving quietly and carefully, Cali made her way to the stairs and slowly started up them, with a now human Sheila following carefully. 
 
    When they got to the next level, Cali got down on the ground, before she came to the top of the stairs for that floor, and crawling up the last few steps carefully, she peeked over the top and looked down the hallway. There was a guard on this floor as well, sitting at a desk, like the one downstairs. Only this desk was set in the middle of the hallway and faced out from the wall, giving the guard a clear view of the entire hallway. There weren't any glowing lines on the floor around him, though she could see several glowing items on the desk. 
 
    This guard was also reading a book, though at the end of each page he would look up and check each end of the hallway while he turned the page. 
 
    Cali counted slowly until he turned the page, then did it again. It took him about thirty seconds between page turns; this was going to be tough. She wished that she had access to better equipment; a blowgun with a dart would work best here. Maybe in the future she would have to visit this 'Sawyer' that they talked about; maybe he had access to some of the better tools of her trade. 
 
    Sheila patted her leg and moving back down below the step Cali looked at Sheila. 
 
    "Suggestion?" Cali whispered in her ear. 
 
    "Not a one," Sheila admitted. 
 
    "The hard way, then," Cali sighed and quickly stripped down to the buff, removing all of her clothing she handed it to Sheila, who was looking at her wide-eyed and concerned. 
 
    Smiling, Cali crawled back up the stairs and waited until the guard looked up as he turned the page. Giving him a few seconds to get engrossed in what he was reading, she stood up quickly, and then proceeded to stroll down the hallway, on quiet feet, stark naked, with a big smile and a fixed expression on her face, eyes fixed on the far part of the hallway. 
 
      
 
    Carl started and then jumped in his seat as he saw her: a red haired, black skinned woman, completely naked, was strolling down the hallway, and she was hot! She had a big smile on her face and she was strolling down the hallway, just as bold as day. 
 
    "Stop right there!" Carl said turning in his seat to face her. 
 
    She didn't stop, she didn't even seem to notice him, she just kept walking down the hallway in his direction, that incredibly hot body of hers getting closer and closer. He was just about to sound the alarm when he realized that she wasn't looking at him, her gaze was fixed straight ahead and she wasn't making a sound! 
 
    Grumbling Carl set the book down; obviously Ted had gotten bored downstairs and was playing a trick on him. 
 
    "Damn, Ted," Carl sighed and shook his head, "You almost had me! But really, red hair on a black woman? And that body! Way too good to be true!" 
 
    Standing up Carl moved around the desk, he'd pop Ted's little illusion when it got to him and see if he couldn't give the guy a headache. Carl had to admit though; it was a pretty good trick. He had no idea that Ted was a practical joker, but then these long shifts were pretty boring now that they didn't have any lycans to do them. 
 
    As she came up to him, Carl poked the illusion with his finger, which he knew, combined with his disbelief, would cause it to disintegrate. 
 
    Only, instead of dispelling the illusion, his finger hit soft flesh! 
 
      
 
    Cali smiled at the guard's shocked expression when his finger poked her in the chest. 
 
    Then she punched him in the throat with a knuckle strike, before he could warn the others, crushing his larynx. Grabbing him by the belt, she hauled him away from the desk, to keep him from possibly hitting any of the alarms there, as he started to flail at her. 
 
    Spinning him around before he got orientated, she kicked him behind the knee with the side of her foot, causing his leg to bend as she wrapped her arm around his neck and pulled down with her weight. She had to kick the other one as well, she wasn't very heavy really, but that did the trick and she brought him down to his knees, as he grabbed her arm and tried to take a breath, but with her arm around his neck in a choke hold, along with the damage from her initial strike, he wasn't able to. 
 
    Before he could get his wits back, and possibly get away from her, or worse yet, cast a spell, Cali pulled back her right arm and hit him with a knuckle strike to the temple, as hard as she could, momentarily stunning him. Pushing his body forward, she jumped up into the air bending her knees, her arms out for balance as her red hair fanned out around her head, and as he went prone, face first on the floor beneath her, she snapped out her right foot in a knife edge kick to the base of his skull as her body came back down, combining her weight with the force of the kick and snapping his spine and killing him instantly. 
 
    Rolling off the body, she listened a moment. The whole thing had been quiet, except for when the guard's body had hit the floor, but the carpet here was thick, so she didn't think anyone had heard it. 
 
    Looking down the hallway, she saw a very wide-eyed Sheila peeking over the edge of the landing. 
 
    Cali waved her forward, and then turning back to the now dead guard she carefully picked him up, and dragged him back to his chair, which she spent several minutes re-arranging him in, so it would hopefully not be obvious that he was dead should anyone come up here before she was finished. 
 
    Looking around she saw Sheila was still back by the steps, and putting her hands on her hips and tapping her foot, Cali stared at her, and then motioned for her to come here. 
 
    Cali watched as Sheila slowly came down the hallway, looking around nervously. 
 
    Cali took her shirt and vest first and put them on first, then her shorts, and then her cap to hide her hair. Once dressed she patted her vest to make sure everything was where she'd put it. Then turning she counted the doors on the left side of the hallway, until she had the one that she wanted. 
 
    "I, I had chloroform!" Sheila whispered, looking at the dead guard, shocked. 
 
    Cali held out her hand, "Give." 
 
    Sheila nodded and handed her a small flask, and then a small cloth. 
 
    "Thanks," Cali said and put them in her pocket, then quickly moved over to the door to the room that she wanted. There were glowing lines on it, so she looked at them for a moment, stopping Sheila from touching it. This was always the tricky part. 
 
    Finding one of what her instructors had called a 'feed node' she carefully put her hand on it, and started to draw out the power of the spell. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Sheila whispered. 
 
    "Draining the spell," Cali whispered back. 
 
    "You can do that?" 
 
    Cali just nodded; dark elves' relationship with magic was different than that of the other races, because of the way magic worked in their home world. She pulled the magic into herself and let it flow through her and out into the floor of the house beneath her through her bare feet, feeling the almost sexual rush that it gave her. It was too bad that the ability only worked on spells like this one, if it had worked on items, she might have been able to drain the collar put around her neck back when she was first sold. 
 
    But then, she would never have met Sean, so she guessed that it was all for the best. She just hoped he wasn't mad with her when he found out what she had done tonight. 
 
    "Check it," Cali whispered as the spell, drained of its power, winked out of sight. 
 
    "No alarms, but it's locked," Sheila said and pulling out a couple of wires she quickly undid the lock, and then carefully turned the doorknob. 
 
    "How many inside?" Cali asked and then listened carefully. She only heard one person breathing, and when Sheila held up one finger, Cali nodded. Pushing the door open enough to slip through, she quietly approached the figure on the bed. Pulling out the flask, she doused the cloth, and then held it over the man's face. He woke up of course, and reached his hands up to grab her arm, but then quickly passed out.  
 
    "Don't hold it there too long, you'll kill him!" Sheila hissed. 
 
    "Go back the way we came, wait for me at the car," Cali said without looking up. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because you don't want to see this," Cali said, and taking the cloth off of the man's face she passed it and the flask back to Sheila. 
 
    "You are coming back, right?" Sheila asked. 
 
    "Of course," Cali nodded, "Now, go." 
 
    Sheila glanced at the man on the bed, then back at her, and quickly left the room. Looking around, Cali found a nice old-fashioned pitcher and washbasin on one of the dressers with some flowers in it. Taking the pitcher out and setting it aside, she took the basin over to the bed, and hauling the man's body over so that his head was hanging over the side, she pulled out a knife and slit his jugular, making sure to catch the blood in the basin, so as not to make a mess. 
 
    It was about two minutes before his heart stopped, but by then she had probably a half gallon of blood. More than enough for what she was about to do.  
 
    Wrapping a piece of cloth around the now dead man's neck, so as to not make it obvious at first that he was dead, Cali carefully repositioned him on the bed, under the covers. Then taking the basin full of blood, she pulled out the paint brush that she'd brought specifically for this task, and dipping it in the blood she quickly set to work.  
 
    Her teachers had always told her that such theatrics always paid off in the end, that it wasn't the dead bodies that scared people so much, but the presentation that went with it. 
 
    When she stepped back twenty minutes later, Cali looked at her work and smiled, they'd get the message, she was sure. 
 
    Placing the brush into a ziplock bag that she'd also brought along, she stuck it in her pocket and left, going back to the door. 
 
    The hallway was still clear, so opening the door, she went to the guard's station and picking up his body, she carried it back to the room of the dead man, and pushed it under the bed, out of sight. Now that she was leaving, a missing guard would cause some concern, but a dead one would sound the alarm, and she didn't want that to happen until they discovered her handiwork. 
 
    Going back into the hallway, she closed the door behind her, locking it, then quietly ran down the hallway, and went back down the stairs. The guard at the desk was fiddling with something, so she had to wait for the right moment, and then be quick as she moved to the library door, which Sheila had thoughtfully left open for her. 
 
    Closing the library door behind her, she ran over to the open window and carefully climbed out. Closing it carefully, she pulled off the wires that Sheila had placed on it and ran for the wall, climbing up and over it rather quickly. Dropping down on the other side she ran off in the direction of their car.  
 
    "What took you so long?" Sheila complained and started the car as Cali got in. "It's almost four!" 
 
    "I had no idea you were worried about me," Cali said, surprised. 
 
    "It ain't just what Sean would do to me if you got caught, trust me I don't want to even think about that," Sheila said rather dourly, "but Peg would be devastated that I'd left you behind, love." 
 
    "Peg would?" Cali asked, surprised. 
 
    "Of course she would! Peg's a loving and sweet young woman, she's very attached to you, just as she is to the others, including his majesty of course." 
 
    Cali cocked her head and looked at Sheila. "Peg is attached to me?" 
 
    Sheila glanced at Cali who was looking at her kind of strange, "Of course she is! Peg's family was very cold to her, never showing any affection. Now you all love her and care about her. You're her family now!" Sheila snorted, "I thought you dark elves were supposed to all be about family, I would have thought you'd have understood." 
 
    Cali was shocked! Peg cared about her?  
 
    "What about the others?" Cali asked. 
 
    "What about them?"  
 
    "Do they care about me?" 
 
    Sheila looked over at Cali like she'd lost her mind, "Probably, I don't know, I haven't really asked them. Oh, I'm sure that Jolene gal does, she cares about everybody, but Peg told me you had it rough growing up, and having seen what she went through, I think she's just being generous. But I'd be surprised if the others didn't care. I mean, don't they tell you how they're feeling?" 
 
    Cali leaned back in the car seat, her eyes wide, "I thought they were just saying that." 
 
    "Why would they lie about a thing like that?" Sheila's voice sounded almost incredulous. 
 
    "Well, because Sean loves me, and wants me, so we have to live together, and they're just being polite." 
 
    "Ha!" Sheila laughed, "Do you think Sean would have taken you in, if he thought the others wouldn't love you?" 
 
    Cali looked at Sheila, Sheila was a very attractive woman. Hot even. She'd wondered more than once why Sean hadn't grabbed her, since he'd grabbed Peg. 
 
    "Is that why....?" 
 
    Sheila shrugged, "Maybe, I don't know. But I don't feel about Sean the way that Peg or the rest of you do. He's our royal majesty, I get all of that, but I don't love him. Hell, half the time he scares the hell out of me." 
 
    "But you'll still go to bed with him," Cali said, not sure she understood what Sheila was telling her. 
 
    "You don't turn down the king, love, especially not when he's made your girlfriend his wife. Course, it's not like I don't enjoy it, he does care after all. But that's not the point, the point is, he coulda had you as just a lover, he didn't need to make you one of his wives. They all care about each other, which means they now care about you, and you're telling me you hadn't noticed?" 
 
    Cali just stared out the windshield; she didn't know what to say about that. Yeah, the sex with the others was fun; she'd been trained to do all of those things as part of being an assassin. Actually, it was better than fun, because she shared Sean with them, and they shared him with her. 
 
    But the idea that they might love her too? Not just be tolerating her because of Sean? 
 
    That was a thought that she was suddenly very interesting in finding the answer to. What a night, first she redeems her honor while saving her family from danger, and now she discovers that they really are her family? Cali smiled and shivered happily in her seat, she couldn't wait to get home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Third Day 
 
      
 
    Jerry Whyte had gotten in to his office early, there were a lot of reports he wanted to go over, and then there was getting everyone and everything in order so they could leave for the assault on time. Morgan had told everyone that they needed to leave here exactly at nine-forty, so they could attack at ten.  
 
    By seven there were a lot of people there, and Morgan hadn't shown up yet. Grabbing one of the younger women who were now filling in until they were able to replace their lycan staff, Jerry told her to go upstairs and wake Morgan. 
 
    Ten minutes later she came downstairs and found him. 
 
    "I knocked on his door, but he didn't answer," she told him. 
 
    Jerry sighed, "Did you look inside?" 
 
    "It was locked, Mr. Whyte." 
 
    "What about the guard?" 
 
    "He must be off duty, there wasn't anyone up there." 
 
    Grumbling Jerry got up and headed out of his office and upstairs, with the girl following him. Sure enough, there wasn't a guard on duty, but then with people awake and walking in the hallway, it wasn't really necessary. Odds were the guard had gone off to get ready for today's assault, just like everyone else. 
 
    "Morgan!" Jerry pounded on the door, "Wake up!" 
 
    Nothing happened, so Jerry pounded on the door a second time, "Morgan! You in there?" 
 
    Grumbling Jerry used a spell to pick the lock. Opening the door he walked into the room, and looking around he saw Morgan still asleep in his bed. 
 
    "Morgan..." he started, but was interrupted by the scream of the girl who had followed him in. 
 
    "What!" Jerry said and spun around. She was pointing at the wall. 
 
    Someone had painted the symbol of the Ascendants on the wall, the Roman letter A with an arrow drawn through it, curving to face up. Beneath it they had painted a broken letter V. The message couldn't be more clear. 
 
    Stepping over to Morgan, Jerry pulled the blankets back and saw the bloody bandage around his neck, and noticed that he was quite dead. Turning to the door there were several people in the room now and a half dozen more at the door. 
 
    "Somebody find the night guard," Jerry ordered, "and get her out of here!" he pointed to the young girl who was now gasping and starting to go into hysterics as she noticed that Morgan was dead. 
 
    Al came running into the room then as someone took the girl out.  
 
    "Is he?" 
 
    Jerry nodded, "Yes." 
 
    "Dammit," Al said and then turned to look at the blood on the wall. "I better gather up the other council members." 
 
    Jerry nodded slowly, "Yes, you better. I suspect they're not going to want to attack after this." 
 
    "I agree," Al said, surprising him. "After what we did to the Ascendants, I don't think it would be wise to leave our families unguarded." 
 
    Jerry shook his head, "What an undignified way to go, murdered in your sleep. You can tell the others I've resigned my seat on the council." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Al, I missed this! I had no idea that the Ascendants were moving against us! And now Morgan is dead! I failed, three times now I've failed. I've underestimated Valens twice and now I didn't even see this coming!" Jerry shook his head again, "I'll be in my office, cleaning out my desk. You're in charge now, Al. Find someone reliable, I'm done." 
 
    Al watched Jerry as he walked out of the room, defeated, and wondered if he'd ever see him alive again. 
 
    "What do we do now?" Hadrian asked, coming into the room and looking at the design painted in blood on the wall, after glancing at Morgan's body on the bed. 
 
    "We put everybody to work repairing our defenses before they attack us," Al said. "Put a guard on the door, we'll bury him later. Right now, we need to see to our own defenses before those arrogant bastards kill us all." 
 
    Hadrian nodded and left the room, followed by Al as he started planning their defense. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "What do you mean the exit is blocked?" Samis said to Wilhelm. 
 
    "Just that, Samis. The elevator stopped when the top hit ground level. I tried three other exits; all of them were blocked as well." 
 
    "How can that be?"  
 
    "It's magic," Robert said, he'd entered the room while Wilhelm was talking. "I'm getting reports from all over town. All of the regular exits are blocked." 
 
    "Has anyone tried any of the hidden exits?" 
 
    Robert shook his head, "Not yet. I told Deningar to station one of our peacekeepers at each of them to make sure no one went out until we knew just what was going on." 
 
    Samis groaned then as he remembered what his grandmother was supposed to do today. 
 
    "What?" Wilhelm said. 
 
    "Grandmother Robin was supposed to go up to my son-in-law's place today with the rest of the healers to save him." 
 
    Wilhelm snorted, "All this does is delay the inevitable. They have to know they can't hold us in here for long." 
 
    "They don't have to," Samis sighed shaking his head. "If the boy isn't healed today, he'll die. Someone must have leaked the word of his condition to the mages, and now they're acting to see to it that he dies." 
 
    Robert and Wilhelm both swore, "It better not be one of ours that let them know!" Robert added. 
 
    "I better alert our war leader," Samis said, reaching for his phone. 
 
    Wilhelm snorted, "Deningar already did. He told me if someone's trying to block us in, we need to see about teaching them the folly of their ways!" 
 
    "In that case, grab your gear and meet me at my Grandmother Robin's door. I'll call Roloff and let him know the score." 
 
    Both dwarves nodded and headed out the door as Samis picked up the phone and called the war leader.  
 
    "Look on the bright side," Roloff told Samis after he'd told him his suspicions. 
 
    "There's a bright side?"  
 
    "They could have ambushed Grandmother Robin and the others far more easily than blockading us." 
 
    "There'd be a war then," Samis growled into the phone, just thinking about it. 
 
    "Exactly, this is just a harassment, one that I don't plan on letting go un-repaid mind you. But I think it shows that they're not willing to use deadly force against us. Which means we should be able to break out of here without too much trouble." 
 
    "But what if they decide to ambush them after that?" 
 
    "Now that we've been warned, trust me that I'm not sending anyone outside without a lot of our warriors to protect them. I'm sending some scouts out through one of the hidden southern gates. Get Grandmother Robin and whoever you want to take and meet me at the Lyon's gate. I think that's far enough out east that we'll be outside of any of their attentions." 
 
    "Aye, that makes sense. Earth and Stone, Roloff." 
 
    "Earth and Stone, Samis." 
 
      
 
    Daelyn ran into the room where Roxy was going over defenses with Oak. 
 
    "My uncle Samis called, someone's trying to stop Grandmother Robin from getting here!" 
 
    "What!" Roxy said, shocked. 
 
    "Someone is using magic to block all of the regular exits, everyone is being kept from going outside." 
 
    "How is that even possible? Don't they have other exits?" 
 
    "They do," Daelyn nodded, "and they're about to send the army out through several of them to counterattack, and make sure that it's safe before they let any civilians out. But it means Grandmother is going to be delayed." 
 
    "How long does she have?" Roxy asked. 
 
    Daelyn shook her head, "I don't know for sure, it was very early Monday morning when she told us two and a half days, and well, we've already passed fifty hours since then!" 
 
    Roxy growled, "Can we send somebody down there to help? Attack them from behind?" she asked Oak. 
 
    "I don't think that's a good idea," Oak warned. 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "We're expecting an attack from the Vesti's, right? What if this is simple a diversion to draw people off and make us weaker?" 
 
    "Shit," Roxy growled. 
 
    "Yeah, shit," Daelyn agreed. "Uncle Samis doesn't think that they'll try to kill Grandmother or any of the dwarves, because that would lead to open war, and there's a lot more dwarves here than mages, they'd be wiped out." 
 
    "But they won't hesitate to attack us," Roxy sighed and nodded. "Still, isn't there anything we can do?" 
 
    "I can call Claudia and Chad," Oak said, "give them a heads up. But honestly? I don't know how much we can really help; the dwarves will probably have this figured out before we can even get down there." 
 
    Daelyn nodded, "Oak's right." 
 
    "Well, if this is a diversion," Roxy said looking around, "we better get ready for an attack. You call Claudia, I'm going to call Chad and see if he has anything." 
 
    Oak nodded and picked up the phone, Roxy left with Daelyn in tow to go to Sean's office and use the phone there. They'd gotten an extra line installed, but that was it. Daelyn had been too busy to put in a cell phone repeater for them yet. 
 
    Closing the door, Roxy dialed Chad on the speakerphone.   
 
    "Chad speaking." 
 
    "It's Roxy. Have your lookouts reported anything from the Vesti's compound?" 
 
    "As a matter of fact, they did. Quite a bit too. I was going to call you, because they said it looked like they were getting ready to mount that attack we were all worried about, the one that wolf was warning us about." 
 
    "What do you mean, looked like?" Roxy asked in a worried voice. 
 
    "Around seven-thirty everything stopped and everyone went inside. When they came out, they all went to work on fixing the walls and they tripled their guard. It looks like they're getting ready for an attack themselves now." 
 
    "Why the hell would they do that?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "Maybe they heard the Ascendants are after them? They are pretty weak right now and would be ripe for an attack. Could be someone got word of their plans and are going to strike them while they were out striking you." 
 
    "Well, Sawyer did say that everyone is spying on the Vesti's pretty heavily right now. Maybe Jo and I should go talk to Sawyer?" 
 
    Roxy shook her head, "Not today. We need to sit here and be ready to move. Sean's running out of time, we may have to take him to Grandmother Robin, if she can't make it here." 
 
    "Claudia is going to be pissed if you hijack her remaining helicopter again, Roxy," Chad said over the phone. 
 
    "Yeah well, sucks to be her now, doesn't it?" 
 
    Chad laughed, "Call me and let me deal with her." 
 
    "And that would be easier, how?" 
 
    "I'm going to be her son-in-law, Roxy. I'm family." 
 
    "Fine," Roxy sighed, "I'll let you deal with it. Let us know if anything changes with the Vesti's." 
 
    "Of course," Chad said, and then hung up. 
 
    "So, now what?" Roxy sighed and looked at Daelyn. 
 
    "We keep our eyes open and pray," Daelyn sighed. 
 
    "I don't like the idea of just sitting here and relying on prayer," Roxy growled and started to pace back and forth in the small office. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Ah, brother! It has been too long since we met in the flesh!" Mtawala said as he gave Nguvu a hug. They were standing in the arrivals area at Reno International Airport. Mtawala had just arrived; his brother had arrived on an earlier flight late last night. 
 
    "Well after this," Nguvu said with a smile, "we should have a lot of time together again." 
 
    "Poor Sean, we must make sure to drive him crazy for agreeing to this," Mtawala laughed. 
 
    "I wonder if that is why our father picked us for the job?" Nguvu said with a sly grin as they headed off to the parking lot and Nguvu's waiting rental. 
 
    "I wouldn't put it past him!" Mtawala chuckled, "He does seem to like this Sean a fair bit, surprisingly." 
 
    "His grandson, Mallia's boy, the one who infected him, told me that Sean sasses father as much as we do." 
 
    "Ah, so he definitely did this to get even with him!" 
 
    Nguvu laughed, "Come, let's be on our way. I checked the traffic before picking you up. There are a lot of accidents on the road today, so traffic will be heavy." 
 
    "That's not a problem for us, is it? We only have," Mtawala looked at his watch, "four hours?" 
 
    "About that, but it's not too far from here. We'll make it with time to spare." 
 
    "Are they expecting us?" 
 
    Nguvu shrugged as they got to the car, "I didn't call them, did you?" 
 
    Mtawala shook his head, "I don't have their number. Besides, what fun would it be if they were expecting us?" 
 
    "True! What fun indeed?" 
 
      
 
      
 
    Samis followed Roloff out the gate, the Lyon gate was at the base of Lyon peak, well out of town, the road leading to it being very old and not in the best of condition. But the gate was wide enough for a couple of smaller vehicles and Roloff's men were already checking them out to be sure that they were functioning properly as his Grandmother Robin, his Aunt Valerie, and his cousin Gunter, plus the other healers got out of the golf carts that they'd used to transport them all the way over here. 
 
    "Any word from the scouts you sent out?" Samis asked Roloff. 
 
    "They've spotted a number of mages so far, there are several gathered at each of the key exits they're blocking and at least one at each of the minor exits. I want to get a count on them before I order any attacks, so I know what I'm up against." 
 
    "Well, as a councilor I would urge you to start off with a non-lethal response. Remember, a war is the one thing we're all trying to avoid." 
 
    Roloff nodded, "I know, and I understand. However it does make me uncomfortable that they know all of our regular gates into town. We need to do something to protect them better." 
 
    "As well as relocate some of them," Samis agreed, "just in case we do end up in a war." 
 
    "There is that," Roloff agreed and then checked in with his men using his radio. "Okay, it's clear. Get everyone loaded up. We're going to head north to fifty, then take it west until the cut off for Virginia City." 
 
    "Won't that take us longer than going through Carson?" 
 
    "Traffic's all messed up on five-eighty," Roloff said with a frown. 
 
    "That's not good." 
 
    "No, it's not. I'm going to send two squads with you, just in case." 
 
    "Maybe we should call Claudia and borrow one of her helicopters?" Samis suggested. 
 
    Roloff shook his head, "We don't have any magic users of our own to protect it from any magical or physical attacks, and if they're going to all of this trouble, you can be sure they're not going to hesitate to shoot down a helicopter." 
 
    Samis nodded, Roloff was probably right.  
 
    "Well, let's get going," Samis said and helped his grandmother and aunt into one of the cars, while a couple of the men helped load up all of the stuff she was bringing. Besides her, his aunt, and his cousin, there were three other healers coming along, two of which were just as old as his grandmother. 
 
    Apparently, whatever it was she had to do to Sean, it was going to be very difficult. 
 
    Samis got into the driver's seat as his friend Wilhelm took the passenger seat, while his cousin Gunter also got in the back. Putting the car in gear, Samis let two cars full of warriors pull out first, and then he followed, with the other car of healers falling in behind him, and two more cars with dwarven fighters behind that. 
 
    "How long will it take us to get there?" Grandmother Robin asked from the back seat. 
 
    "Two hours," Samis sighed. 
 
    "That long?" 
 
    "Well we can't go that fast until we get past Virginia City, and then they're saying traffic in Reno is really messed up today." 
 
    "Well, try not to take more than three, we're running out of time here, Son." 
 
    Samis nodded, "I knew we should have brought him back to our place." 
 
    "Yes, you're right. We should have. I think it's time that the council announced just where we stand in all of this, and stop trying to pretend like we're not involved." 
 
    "Old habits die hard, Grandmother." 
 
    "So do old dwarves," she laughed, "but we're not afraid of change, and neither should you. I'll be expecting you to make that clear to them as well." 
 
    Samis smiled, "Yes, Grandmother," and concentrated on his driving. The road they were on now was dirt, and if they went too fast, they'd kick up a dust cloud that would be visible to anyone looking from miles away.  
 
    Things picked up when they got to the highway, but they only went a couple of miles on that before turning north onto a smaller two-lane road. It would take them an hour going this way, to get to five-eighty, but hopefully they'd miss any of the now very suspicious traffic jams that had suddenly sprung up in the last hour. 
 
    Unfortunately, a lot of people had decided to take the same route they had, so by the time the got to five-eight, almost an hour and a half had gone by. Wilhelm was using his radio to talk to the other cars, and his phone to check the traffic. 
 
    "It doesn't look good, Samis," he said looking up from his phone. 
 
    "There are that many accidents?" Samis asked, incredulous. 
 
    "There's a major one just up the road from us, police are directing all of the traffic onto Virginia. I wouldn't even bother getting onto the highway. Traffic gets better in five miles or so, but those five miles are going to be a headache. After that, well we'll figure out a better route as traffic opens up." 
 
    The ambush hit them two miles later. As ambushes go, it wasn't a deadly one, unless you were a tire. Someone dropped several large boxes of screws out onto the road ahead of them, and suddenly everyone had at least one flat tire, if not two. 
 
    "I think it's safe to say that they've seen us," Samis said looking for a safe place to pull over as he started to drive down the side of the road, not giving a damn what he ran over in the process, all of the other cars now following his lead as they made for someplace safe to fix their tires. The last thing he wanted to do was become sniper bait. 
 
    "We're running out of time, Son," Grandmother reminded him. 
 
    "I know, Grandmother, I know...." 
 
    Pulling out his phone, Samis called the compound and got Daelyn on the line. 
 
    "What's wrong, Uncle?" 
 
    "I think they spotted us, we all just hit a bunch of screws dropped in the road, and everyone's got flat tires. Most of our cars, and at least half of the other drivers on the road." 
 
    "Where are you?" 
 
    Samis told her where they were. 
 
    "Damn, you're not really even in Reno yet." 
 
    "No, and the traffic's a mess." 
 
    Daelyn thought a minute, flagging down Roxy who was pacing back and forth, looking about ready to pull her hair out. 
 
    "What?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "I'm gonna send them to the bunker," Daelyn said, holding a hand over the phone so they couldn't hear her. 
 
    "What? That's a half hour from here!"  
 
    "They've been spotted and are running into problems. If we turn them around, send them to the bunker, that'll give us a chance to get Sean down there." 
 
    "And just how are we going to get Sean there, if there are all these people on the road looking for us?" 
 
    "In my car, how else?" Daelyn said looking Roxy in the eye. "They're never going to make it here in time, even with the traffic, most of which is blocked heading north, I can get us there in twenty minutes, and that's taking the long way around." 
 
    Roxy growled but nodded. 
 
    "Uncle Samis?" Daelyn said, uncovering the phone. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "Turn around and head to the bunker. I'll let them know you're coming, you'll be safe there." 
 
    "You sure?" 
 
    "Very, now go!" 
 
    Samis turned to Wilhelm as he cut across the stopped traffic and turned south, grimacing as he felt the flat tire shredding on the rim. "Tell everyone we're heading south. There's an old bunker that we're going to set up in." 
 
    "You sure about this?" 
 
    "As sure as any of us can be." 
 
      
 
    Roxy grabbed Sean, throwing him over her shoulder and headed out the door at a trot, Daelyn was already firing up the 'cuda. Placing Sean in the back seat, Roxy then climbed into the front seat, the door slamming closed as Daelyn peeled out and headed for the driveway. She was almost to the gate when she saw a late model sedan coming up the road, the plates marking it as a rental. 
 
    "What the hell?" Roxy growled and Daelyn slowed down as the other car suddenly came to a stop, the front doors flying open. Swearing, Daelyn locked up the brakes and slammed the car into reverse. 
 
    "Looks like we're going out the back way!" And turning to look over her shoulder she was just about to punch it when she felt Roxy's hand on her arm. 
 
    "Stop!" 
 
    "What?" Daelyn asked turning her head around, and saw Roxy was pointing. 
 
    "Lions!" 
 
    Roxy looked at the car in front of them and sure enough, there were two lion lycans walking towards them. The guards at the gate were just standing there, gawking as Roxy jumped out of the car. 
 
    "Where the hell have you assholes been!" she screamed at them. 
 
    One of the lions looked at the other and Daelyn could hear him say something about cheetahs and their lack of patience, as the other one nodded and grinned. 
 
    "Did you know they were coming?" Daelyn called out to Roxy. 
 
    "No, but now that they're here, they're gonna catch shit for being late!" Roxy growled. 
 
    "You must be Roxy, Sean's senior wife," one of the lions said, as he walked up to her. "I'm Mtawala, this is my brother Nguvu." 
 
    "Can you save him?" Roxy asked, cutting directly to the point. 
 
    "Of course, that is why we are here. Now, let's go back up to the house, we need to do this out of sight, in private." 
 
    "Meet us up at the house, Dae," Roxy said and closed the door, as Daelyn backed the car back up to the house. 
 
    "Why didn't anyone tell us you were coming?" Roxy growled as she walked with the two of them. 
 
    Mtawala shrugged, "No one can stop us, if they do not know that we're on the way, right brother?" 
 
    Nguvu nodded, "Very much." 
 
    Roxy took the time to look the two of them over. They were both tall, over seven foot, but she could see streaks of gray fur on their muzzles, and even some silver strands in their manes. 
 
    "Where did you come from?" 
 
    "Mtawala came from Santiago," Nguvu said. 
 
    "Nguvu came here from Barcelona." 
 
    "Do you always talk for each other?" Roxy grumbled. 
 
    "Only to annoy our parents," Nguvu laughed. 
 
    "I'm not your parent." 
 
    "No, you're not," Mtawala said. 
 
    "Yet," Nguvu said and they both laughed. 
 
    Roxy growled at the two of them, "We are going to have words when this is done. My mate is dying and I'm in no mood for jokes." 
 
    "We are here now," Mtawala said as they walked up to the car where Daelyn had parked it and Nguvu carefully got Sean's unconscious body out of the back, "everything will be fine." 
 
    Daelyn led them into the house as everybody around just stopped and looked. None of them had ever seen two lions together before, and if you counted Sean, that made three. 
 
    "Who are you?" Louise asked, coming up to them as they came in the door. 
 
    "Ah, you must be Sean's mother," Mtawala said, looking her over as he moved out of the way of Nguvu who followed Roxy to the bedroom. 
 
    Louise nodded. 
 
    "My name is Mtawala, I am a friend of your son. I must say, your son was right, Sampson was an idiot for never making you his," Mtawala smiled, making Louise blush. 
 
    "How do you know my son?" Louise asked, her face now red. 
 
    "We all know each other, Mrs. Valens. We are lions after all, and your son is now the one who leads. Now, if you must excuse me, my brother and I have work to do. It was a pleasure meeting you. Perhaps someday we will meet again." 
 
    Leaving Sean's mother to stare at him, Mtawala joined his brother in the bedroom, where Sean was now laid out on the bed. 
 
    "Everyone, leave us please," Nguvu said. 
 
    "What? That's our husband," Daelyn said, Jolene, Peg, and Cali nodded. 
 
    "And he is our brother. But you must wait outside. This will not take long, but you can not stay here." 
 
    "I'm not leaving," Roxy growled and glared at the two of them. 
 
    Nguvu looked at Mtawala who gave a small nod. 
 
    "Okay, Roxy, you may stay, but the rest of you," and Nguvu pointed to each of them in turn, "Jo, Dae, Peg, Cali, you must go. And go now. We can not wait much longer." 
 
    The four of them blinked. "How did you know our names?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "What one knows," Nguvu smiled. 
 
    "We all know," Mtawala laughed. "Now, out. You are holding us up." 
 
    The four of them took one last look at Sean's unconscious body, and then quickly left the room, Cali closing the door behind her. 
 
    Immediately the two of them began to strip. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "We have to shift, the clothing will just get in the way," Mtawala said. 
 
    "Don't be alarmed at what you are about to see," Nguvu warned. "You've talked to The First, you have an idea of what we are, so don't be upset when this is over." 
 
    "What? What are you going to do?" 
 
    As Roxy watched, the two of them suddenly shifted into their full lion forms, one to either side of Sean, then they put their forepaws on him, one on his head, one on his heart, one on his chest, and one on his stomach. 
 
    "Is there anything I need to do?" Roxy asked. 
 
    Mtawala looked at Nguvu, who shrugged. 
 
    "Convince Jolene to have a couple of lions perhaps?" Mtawala said. 
 
    "Oh, yes," Nguvu nodded with a smile, "she'd make a very good mother. Especially if she had twins." 
 
    "What are you talking about?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Shall we brother?"  
 
    "Yes, let us begin." 
 
    Roxy watched as they looked into each other's eyes, which suddenly started to glow. As she watched their manes started to rise and fluff out, as if they were both full of static electricity, but rather than sparks, the glow from their eyes started to spread. First their faces, then their heads, then their manes, followed by their bodies. 
 
    Taking a step to the side so she could see their paws more clearly, Roxy noticed that not only were they glowing, but Sean's body was starting to softly glow as well.  
 
    That was when she heard the growling. Looking back at the two lions, their mouths were now open, and light was starting to shine out of their mouths, their eyes were so bright, that it was almost painful to look at them. Looking back at Sean, she could see that his eyes were starting to glow, quickly getting brighter as his body started to twitch and jerk on the bed. 
 
    She was about to step forward and touch him when suddenly both of the lions raised their heads to the ceiling, blindingly bright light pouring out of their open mouths as they roared loudly. 
 
    Roxy put her hands over her ears as the sound filled the room, she could feel the floor vibrating under her feet as everything in the room shook from the volume. 
 
    And then it stopped, the light went out, and the two lions fell over. 
 
    Dead. 
 
    She heard a pained gasp as Sean sucked in a deep breath, and moving to his side, she pushed the body of Mtawala out of the way and looked down at Sean, who was looking up at her, a sad smile on his face. 
 
    "Yes, I fucked up," he gasped, obviously weak, but the hole in his chest was gone, the bullet wounds were all healed, as well as the burns on his body. 
 
    Crying Roxy grabbed him and hugged him tight. 
 
    "I'm going to punish the hell out of you," she laughed, and kissed him. "But not until you're better, I promise!" 
 
    "Thanks, Rox. I love you and I'm never going to do that again. The First threatened to do all sorts of nasty things to me if I do." 
 
    "The First?" 
 
    "That's the name of the lion spirit that lives in my head; the one that you figured out and talked to. He's usually pretty nice to me, though we've had words on occasion. He's the one that asked Nguvu and Mtawala to save me." 
 
    Sean sighed and looked at the bodies, "They're both dead, aren't they?" 
 
    Roxy nodded. 
 
    "I thought they were pulling my leg when they told me this would happen." 
 
    "Wait, you knew them? How? You were in a coma?" 
 
    "It's complicated, but apparently I really am a lion, not just infected with one. Which means I get to talk to all of them, not just the one in my head." 
 
    "I'm not sure I understand," Roxy admitted. 
 
    "We can talk about it later, but don't tell the others, okay?" 
 
    Roxy kissed him again, "Okay. What do we do with them?" 
 
    "We'll bury them next to the house. But first, how about helping me up and taking me to the kitchen, I'm starving!" 
 
    "Right after I let the others in so they can enjoy the fact that you're alive my love!" 
 
    Sean smiled, "For them, I can postpone eating. At least a little while," Sean amended as his stomach growled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Back in the Saddle 
 
      
 
    Sean was just sitting down to eat when Roberta, of all people, came running into the room, robes flying, and started to hug and kiss him. 
 
    "I just heard! Nobody told me!" she shot Roxy a glance, who had the good graces to look embarrassed. "What happened? Are you okay? I thought they said you were dying?" 
 
    Smiling Sean kissed her back. 
 
    "I'm hungry, I need to eat. Let me stuff my face for a few minutes, then we can talk. I'm sure Rox will be happy to answer your questions and render an apology." 
 
    Sean grabbed a sausage on the plate in front of him and stuck it in his mouth then, and keep shoveling food into his mouth, only stopping when he had to switch to a fork. He honestly considered just going full lion for a moment, as then he could eat even faster. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Roberta," Roxy sighed. "There was just so much going on, and we were trying to do everything we could to keep a lid on what was going on." Roxy noticed some others standing by the doorway. 
 
    "Who are they?" 
 
    "Oh, when we heard that you were still being threatened by the Vestibulum, I got some volunteers to come with me to bolster your numbers." 
 
    Roxy smiled and hugged Roberta, "And now I really feel like an idiot, I never even thought to ask you for help! Thanks for bringing them," and turning to the doorway she thanked them for coming. 
 
    "So, what exactly happened?" 
 
    "Sean over extended his powers, channeled way too much energy, and almost killed himself." 
 
    "Someone said that there were two lions that came here?" 
 
    "They came to save me," Sean said between bites. "They're gone now." 
 
    "Oh," Roberta nodded, and Sean could tell that people were wondering how two big lions could leave without being seen. 
 
    "So, just what is our status?" Sean asked as he started in on another plate of food. "Are we going to be attacked again?" 
 
    "The Vesti's are supposed to be attacking us again," Daelyn offered. "Sometime this morning. But it's after ten now and we haven't gotten any warnings. Chad's people aren't seeing anything beyond them fixing and replacing what he destroyed on Sunday." 
 
    Sean nodded, "So what happened after I screwed up and nearly killed myself?" 
 
    Roxy related everything that she had seen; followed by Jolene who told her end of the story, and then Peg who filled him in on their dealings with the police and the FAA. 
 
    By the time they'd finished, Sean's eating had slowed down considerably. 
 
    "Claudia's probably pissed at me for costing her that helicopter," Sean sighed. 
 
    "Oh," Daelyn grinned, "I think she's a lot more pissed at Roxy." 
 
    "Really?" Sean looked at Roxy who didn't look at all embarrassed. "Why's that?" 
 
    "I read her the riot act," Roxy grinned, "And threatened to kill her and take over her pack if she didn't follow orders." 
 
    "Ah," Sean nodded, "I guess I'll go soothe her fur a little, once things are settled down here. I'm sure she's not going to hesitate to tell me all about it." 
 
    "Just don't go apologizing to her," Daelyn grinned. 
 
    "Why would I do a thing like that?" Sean yawned widely and blinked then, "But I think what I really need to do is to go lay down for a couple of hours. I think I feel an oncoming food coma." 
 
    "Well at least you'll wake from that one," Roberta smiled. 
 
    "Well, let's adjourn to the bed room." 
 
    "What about," Roxy looked around and then lowered her voice, "Mtawala and Nguvu?" 
 
    "Wrap 'em in a sheet, and get someone to dig a deep grave for them. Now," Sean stood up and swayed a little on his feet, he'd shift back to his human form, but he knew he didn't have the power right now. "Give me a hand getting back to bed, please?" 
 
    Roxy and Daelyn braced him, being the two strongest of his wives, and they all retired to the bedroom. 
 
    "Shit!" Daelyn swore as they helped Sean onto the bed. 
 
    "What?"  
 
    "I forgot to call Samis and let him know you're okay! I'll be right back!" And she ran out of the room, while Peg and Cali laid two sheets out on the floor and wrapped the two dead lions in them. 
 
    "Are they really brothers?" Roxy asked. 
 
    Sean nodded, "Yes, they are." 
 
    "Don't you mean, were?" Peg said from across the room. 
 
    "Nope." Sean yawned widely again and fell back onto the bed. "It's complicated, but I'm pretty sure that we haven't seen the last of them." 
 
    "Let me guess, it's a lion thing?" Jolene chuckled. 
 
    "Yup, there are a lot of those," Sean mumbled and snagging Jolene who was closest he curled up and fell asleep. 
 
    "Okay, I told Oak to call them and let them know that everything is fine up here," Daelyn said coming back into the room. Looking at Sean, she smiled, "How long do you think we'll have to wait before we can jump his bones?" 
 
    Roxy snorted in surprise and then laughed, "Guess I'm not the only one with that on my mind! But just to be safe, I think we should go one at a time, until we're sure that we won't put him back in a coma." 
 
    "Well it looks like he's going to be out for hours, so we might as well go get some work done," Daelyn said. "I need to check on the construction crews and get that hole dug before the bodies start to smell." 
 
    "I'm going back to check on the defenses," Roxy said. 
 
    "I'll join you," Roberta smiled. 
 
      
 
    The first thing Sean did when he woke up was to shift back to his human form. The second was to hit the bathroom, and then take a quick shower.  
 
    Coming out of the shower the first thing he saw was Jolene lying naked on the bed smiling at him as his stomach growled. 
 
    Smiling back at Jolene, Sean decided that food could wait. 
 
    Walking over to the bed, Jolene held her arms out to him, and Sean wasted no time at all at climbing onto the bed and letting her wrap her arms around him as he kissed her. Sean lingered for a while on her sweet lips, all the more so when he considered how close he'd come to losing them forever, to losing all of them forever. If he truly was a lion now, like the first in his head claimed, Sean would come back after he died. But Jolene, Roxy, all of them wouldn't be here when he did, and his life would be so much poorer without them in it. 
 
    Moving down her body, he spent a long while kissing and nibbling on her neck, giving her little love bites as he took his time, until he came to that magnificent chest of hers. For Jolene, as a tantric witch, everything centered on sex, and she had a body that was definitely up to the task, lush and fertile, which reminded him of something Mtawala had said to him just hours ago while he was in the lion's dreamland. Apparently both Mtawala and Nguvu had been very taken with Jolene. 
 
    Using his strong hands and his lips, tongue and teeth, Sean took the time to massage and tease Jolene's breasts, until he had her breathing heavily and shivering beneath him, then continuing his journey down across that flat stomach, paying a brief visit to the valley that was her bellybutton, he came to his goal, Jolene's delicious and waiting sex. 
 
    Using his thumbs to open her up, Sean didn't hesitate to dive right in. Jolene had taught him a lot about oral sex back when they'd first become lovers, as had Roxy, but his love for the act had rose up the very first time he'd performed it. There was something sexy and wildly arousing about bringing a woman off using your lips and tongue, and Sean had been taught and encouraged by two very beautiful, loving, and responsive women in the ways of doing it. Sinking his fingers into the muscles of that nice shapely ass, Sean held Jolene in place as her legs wrapped around his head and she shivered and panted through what was obviously a very satisfying orgasm. 
 
    Licking his lips and smiling, Sean lowered her ass back down to the bed and started to slowly crawl up between her legs, his body hovering over hers, as her hands reached down and stroked his manhood, then led him inside her. 
 
    Sean had to smile as she bit her lip as he entered her, Jolene was definitely a little tighter than normal, apparently four days without him had had quite an effect on her. 
 
    "Tell me why you don't want children, Jo," Sean whispered to her, as he lowered his hard body down onto her lush soft one, pressing her into the bed and enjoying the feeling of her pressed tight under him. 
 
    "W... what?" Jolene gasped, a little out of breath still and very surprised. 
 
    "Tell me why," Sean whispered again. 
 
    "You want to make a baby in me, don't you?" Jolene said, looking up at him worriedly. 
 
    "Tell me," Sean whispered again, and started to slowly stroke in and out of her body as he kissed her on the lips, and then rubbed the side of his face against hers like a cat. 
 
    "I, I have no magic, Sean. Almost none. Growing up like that, it was terrible, the taunting, the lack. What they would say to me. It's why I went to India and studied under the tantric masters and why I became what I am today. All of my power, it must come from another, because I don't have my own." 
 
    Pulling back, Sean looked at Jolene; she looked to be on the verge of tears. 
 
    "But you have me, you have Rox, Peg, Roberta, Cali, and I daresay even Dae, you have so much, my Love." 
 
    Jolene smiled and reaching up stroked his face, "Still, it was hell for me, and I'd rather not chance doing that to any child of mine, you have no idea how tough it was, Love. I just can't do that to our children." 
 
    Sean smiled and kissed her again, then bringing his mouth to her ear, he whispered, "But that wouldn't matter if I put a pair of lion cubs in your belly tonight, now would it?" 
 
    Jolene gasped loudly then and Sean felt her fingernails sinking into his back as she grabbed him tightly. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Lion cubs. Plural, as in two. I want to put my cubs in you Jo, I want to give you twins. Here. Now. Magic won't matter to them, but making them with you will matter very much. I won't do it if you don't want me to, Jo. I'll never ask for this again if you say no. 
 
    "I love you Jo, I want children with you, at least this once." 
 
    Jolene looked up at Sean, as he smiled down at her. She knew Sean had put a lion cub in Roxy, Roxy had been pretty ecstatic about it. But then Roxy wanted kids, lots of kids. Jolene had gotten over that idea years ago. She might enjoy what she now was, but the road here had been a hard one, and more than once she'd come close to just ending it all. 
 
    "You can do that?" She asked him. Oh she knew he could, but the idea of it. Lion cubs? But she knew it meant the world to him, she could see it in his smile as he nodded above her. And she knew he was right, it wouldn't matter to them, not in the slightest. 
 
    Sean watched as Jolene's features softened, and then she smiled. 
 
    "I'd like that, Sean. I'd like that very much," she told him and laughed to herself. As always, Sean had got his way. She was going to become a mother. 
 
    Lowering himself once more, Sean softly kissed her for a long time as he gathered up the magic inside him as he realized he didn't need the First's help to do this, his lion, his real lion, that other part of him, happily cooperated with him as he raised the power and then sent it down inside of Jolene, preparing her body. 
 
    Jolene gasped as she felt the warmth of Sean's magic suddenly flow into her body. As a tantric mage, she'd seen every type of body magic that there was, until now. Arching up against him, she shuddered in an unexpected release as things started to happen deep in her body, things that she wouldn't have thought possible.  
 
    As the power settled down inside her, she found herself suddenly quite fertile, her body suddenly ready to receive her man's seed and create two new lives. Looking up into Sean's eyes, she could see his lion lurking inside, strong and feral and excited. 
 
    Wrapping her long legs around him, she pulled him down to her and kissed him. 
 
    "Breed me, Sean," she whispered in his ear, and with a rather lusty growl, Sean proceeded to do just that. 
 
    Sean literally growled with delight as he took Jolene, from the moment he'd found out that he could make a child in her, he'd wanted to do it. When she'd told him no, he'd been unhappy with her blanket refusal.  
 
    But now she'd just asked him to do the very thing he'd been wanting to do for months.  
 
    He did all of the things to her that she'd taught him in those first weeks that they'd been lovers. He used his body, his hands, his lips, as they rolled around on the bed making love. Every time he would get close, he would slow down, change the tempo, or even pull out and change positions. He'd circle his hips instead of working directly in and out of her; he'd shift the angle as he took the time to tease every surface of her body, both inside and out. 
 
    They were both sweating heavily when he finally rolled her onto her back once more and put her legs over his shoulders. This time he meant business, this time he drove on hard and deep, pressing down on top of her, bending her back until their lips met once more. Then with a loud groan of pleasure, Sean hit his peak, and came deep inside her. 
 
    Jolene clung to Sean as he emptied his seed into her, holding him close, her hands grabbing tightly at his body as she shivered and orgasmed beneath her mate. He'd pushed her over the top several times, and now, as she joined him, the deed was most definitely done. 
 
    When Sean had finally run down, Jolene used her legs, that where still crossed behind his neck, to pull his head down to hers and they just kissed softly and slowly, for a good long while. 
 
    "Somebody looks happy," Roxy said, causing Sean and Jolene to both look over. 
 
    "But I can't tell which one is the happiest," Daelyn teased. 
 
    "Food," Sean said looking at them, "Lots of it! Water too. Go, get!"  
 
    "I think somebody needs to be reminded of his place in the universe, don't you Dae?" Roxy teased. 
 
    "We're making babies," Jolene giggled. 
 
    "Oh!" Roxy looked at Daelyn, whose eyes were as wide as her own. 
 
    "We'll be right back!" Daelyn said and grabbing Roxy's arm she steered her towards the door. 
 
    "Wow! I can't believe he talked her into it!" Roxy said, shocked. 
 
    Daelyn laughed, "That's our Sean, always doing the impossible!" 
 
    "So, round two?" Jolene giggled. 
 
    "Oh, definitely round two," Sean agreed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Morning Song 
 
      
 
    Yawning, Sean headed out to the kitchen to get some breakfast. After he'd gone a few more rounds with Jolene, and then taken a break to eat the food the girls had brought him, he'd made love to each of them in turn, pretty much only stopping to eat some more food. He hadn't left the room once. 
 
    He had one arm around Cali, who was being incredibly affectionate and who looked like she was extremely proud for some reason. His other arm was around Roberta, who he just didn't get to see enough. He was starting to think about changing that, and from a casual remark Roxy had made, he suspected she felt the same way.  
 
    Sometimes Sean thought that Roxy should have been born a lioness, she certain had the spirit of one! 
 
    'You know, I have misplaced a few of my daughters, maybe I should check?' the First teased. 
 
    Sean just ignored him and sat down at one of the tables, Cali bringing him his breakfast while the others got their own, then joined him at the table. His mother showed up while they were eating, as did Deidre and Sheila. He couldn't help but noticing the look Sheila shot Cali as Sheila sat down next to Peg, who gave her a warm hug, while Deidre came over, and hugged him rather tightly and then kissed him. 
 
    "After the noises I heard coming from your room yesterday," Louise started off, "is it safe to assume you're okay?" 
 
    Sean blushed a little, "You came by my room?" 
 
    Louise smiled at him, "Well, it's not like you couldn't be heard down the hallway, Sean. Roxy especially is rather loud!" 
 
    Sean looked at Roxy as she started coughing, and noticed that she was blushing rather heavily. 
 
    "Gee, and here I thought Peg was the noisiest," Sean speculated, while grinning over at Peg who just raised her glass of orange juice and winked at him. 
 
    "Well, I wasn't sitting outside and taking notes," Louise said with a smile, "The last time I'd checked in on you, you were still sound asleep with Jo." 
 
    Sean nodded and swallowed the food he'd been eating. 
 
    "I'm mostly recovered, Mom. I think it'll be a few more days before I'm a completely better and a few more after that before I'll want to try enchanting anything again." 
 
    "And what about those other two that were here, Mtawala and his brother ...?" 
 
    "Nguvu," Sean supplied with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "Yes, him. What happened to him?" 
 
    "That was who Rox and Dae buried next to the house last night," Sean said softly. 
 
    "What?!" Louise gasped, eyes wide. 
 
    "Saving me had a price, Mom. They paid it." 
 
    "But why? Why would anyone give up their life? Especially for someone they'd never met!" 
 
    "Mother," Sean said looking his mother in the eye, and bringing her up short. Louise a bit shocked by the command in her son's voice. 
 
    Sean shook his head and sighed again, "Look, Mom. I'm sorry. It's a lion thing. I know that doesn't explain anything, or mean that much to you, but it's just the way they, no, we, the way we are. I'm still getting used to all of this, but we do things for a reason and we do things for each other when we must. Mtawala and Nguvu were old, they were willing to move on, and I'll name both of Jolene's cubs in their honor." 
 
    "Jolene's cubs?" Louise said and turned to look at Jolene, one of her six daughter-in-laws, another idea she was still coming to terms with as well. 
 
    Jolene blushed a little but smiled happily. "I'm pregnant, with twins." 
 
    Sean reached behind Cali to put a hand on Jolene's back and smile at her, as Jolene smiled back at him. 
 
    "Well, congratulations, then!" Louise smiled at Jolene and then her son, noticing his deft changing of the subject and decided to let it drop. This was a conversation for private, if she decided to pursue it. Maybe she needed to go talk to her uncle about lions and get an idea of what he knew?  
 
    "So what are your plans for today then?" Louise asked her son. 
 
    Sean smiled, happy that he'd gotten his mom off of what was going to be a tough topic with anyone who brought it up. 
 
    "Well, I'm going to spend the morning looking around here and seeing just where we're at construction-wise. I'll also meet all the new people we've picked up. After lunch I'll go visit Claudia and find out how much I owe her for that helicopter I crashed, then this evening I'm going to call a meeting of the lycan Fellowship and discuss where we're at, and where we're going." 
 
    "Where are you going?" 
 
    "None of the major councils have any lycans now. Well, not unless they're willing to be there and can come and go as they please. Come Monday, I'm going to tell all of the minor councils and private covens that those rules now apply to them, and if I have to show up at their front door with a company of soldiers to enforce them I will. 
 
    "I'm also going to make it clear that killing a lycan is murder, that the penalty is death, and that I'll be enforcing that too." 
 
    "They're not going to like that very much, Son," Maitland said coming into the room. 
 
    Sean shrugged, "No, I suppose that they won't. However, they're outnumbered, outgunned, and outmaneuvered. I'm pretty sure that Sapientia as well as Eruditio will back me, so who are they going to appeal to?" 
 
    Maitland considered that a moment, and then nodded, "I do believe you have a point, I would suggest however that you might want to start watching the airports and train stations, so they can't just ship their lycans elsewhere." 
 
    Sean nodded, "Good point. I'll have to bring that up at our meeting tonight." 
 
    Finishing up his breakfast, Sean got up and followed Daelyn and Roxy outside to check on progress, the attack of Sunday night had done enough damage to push everything back by almost a week he'd been told. 
 
    "Uncle," Louise asked quietly after her son and his wives had left the room, "did you ever contact that lion friend of yours to ask him about Sean?" 
 
    Maitland nodded, "Yes, I did." 
 
    "What did he say?" 
 
    "That what Sean told me is correct. That right now they are all following his lead and will continue to do so for some time to come." 
 
    "He told you that, did he?" 
 
    "He told me that right after I said hello," Maitland sighed and shook his head. "I didn't even get the chance to ask my question." 
 
    "How can that be?" Louise asked. 
 
    Maitland gave a small shrug, "I'm honestly not quite sure, they never come into our lands, in fact, they never set foot off of the Earth into any of the other lands from what I've heard. However, the very fact that they were able to bring your son back from what looked like death, and that they considered it a worthwhile trade of two others to do so, tells me something important about your son, my nephew." 
 
    "And that would be?" 
 
    "That exciting times are ahead, and I'm not leaving here until he orders me to go. I've known several great men in my time, Louise, and it looks like I've may have just met one more." 
 
    "My Sean? Great?" Louise looked at her uncle in surprise. 
 
    Maitland smiled, "He's your son and our family, how could he be anything less?" 
 
    Louise sat there and pondered that for quite a while. 
 
      
 
    "Is it me, or is Cali really happy suddenly?" Sean observed as they went and walked the grounds. 
 
    "I think it's just finally settling in that we all love her," Roxy smiled. "Haven't you noticed how much she just lights up and smiles whenever one of us give her a hug?" 
 
    "She's had it hard, Sean," Daelyn said, "definitely the hardest of any of us. I think almost losing you hit her even worse than it did the rest of us." 
 
    "That bad?" Sean said, a little surprised. 
 
    "Everything that could go wrong in her life did," Roxy agreed. "She probably thought she was just in for more of the same, but thank God you broke that chain." Roxy looked over her shoulder at Sean, "And if you had died on us, I would have spent the rest of my life trying to figure out how to make you suffer for it." 
 
    Sean grinned and grabbing Roxy he hugged her, "My lion lowered the boom, trust me on that. He was incredibly pissed at me. I got lectured and threatened." 
 
    "Well maybe you get let him out later and Rox and I will thank him personally," Dae chuckled. 
 
    Sean snorted, "Please, don't encourage him. It's bad enough I'm stuck with him for the rest of my life. Last thing I want him doing is trying to steal my girls." 
 
    "Well if you're stuck with him, it's only fair we get to know him," Roxy purred. 
 
    Sean just shook his head and sighed. 
 
    'The trouble you get me in,' Sean thought at him. 
 
    'Hey, this one's your own fault, I didn't start it, you did!' Sean got the distinct impression that the First was smirking at him. 
 
    "So just how long until everything is done here?" Sean asked Daelyn. 
 
    "Most of it will be done Monday, it turns out that a lot of the people we got from the Vesti's actually have some basic carpentry skills, so things are looking up." 
 
    "How are they fitting in?" Sean asked. 
 
    "They're still a bit dazed," Roxy sighed, "but they're making progress. A lot of them are wondering what you're going to do with them." 
 
    Sean shrugged, "Put 'em to work I guess. I just need to make sure they understand that if they don't like working for me, they can work for someone else. I suspect I'll be having a few talks with Claudia and Chad on maintaining a pack." 
 
    "So you want to keep them?" Roxy asked, a little surprised. 
 
    Sean nodded, "I need my own people, my own troops. I know I can call on most of the others around here, but that takes time. I want to have a group that reports directly to me, with no middle men." Sean looked around a bit, "Let's go check out my shop, then you can introduce me to all the new wolves. After that I want to head down to Sawyers to see if he knows what's up with the Vesti's. You said you had solid intelligence that they were going to attack us?" 
 
    Both Roxy and Daelyn nodded. "Yup, Morgan, their leader, was whipping them up to it. That mage that came up here thought Morgan had gone crazy." 
 
    "Hmm, maybe he went off the deep end and someone else is in charge now?" 
 
    Both of the girls shrugged. 
 
    "By the way, are you sure you want to take me with you to Claudia's?" Roxy asked, "I'm pretty sure she's still mad at me." 
 
    "Well she's just going to have to learn to deal with it," Sean grinned, "because I'm not apologizing to her. Now, my shop?" 
 
      
 
    When the time came to head out, they ended up taking one of the vans, because there just wasn't enough room for everyone in Daelyn's 'cuda, and honestly Sean wanted all of them with him. Not that any of them seemed to want to be all that far from him right now either. Sean really had come closer to dying than anytime before in his life, and they all knew it.  
 
    "You know, I really should go back home soon," Roberta said a little wistfully as they headed out through the gates. The dozen sorceresses that she had brought along apparently were talking with Ruthelma, but they'd all made it clear that they wouldn't stay past dinner tonight. 
 
    "You are home," Sean purred and gave her a hug. 
 
    Roberta gave him a bit of a wild look, "Sean, I have responsibilities back at the guild!" 
 
    "And you have responsibilities here too, Love." Sean smiled and lowered his voice a little, "What do you think Sarah is going to say when I tell her you're both moving here to live with me?" 
 
    Roberta frowned as Roxy, Daelyn, and Jolene all giggled. 
 
    "He's got you there," Jolene said. 
 
    "Hoist by your own petard!" Daelyn added. 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" Roberta said, momentarily looking away from the rather smug expression on Sean's face. 
 
    "It means, you used her to get him, and now he's using her to get you!" Roxy said with a smirk. 
 
    Roberta opened her mouth to say something, but Sean just pulled her over and kissed her. 
 
    "It's not negotiable, Robie. You're moving in, and bringing Sarah with you." 
 
    Roberta grumbled, "My mother warned me about this." 
 
    "Your mother?" 
 
    "Deanna's her mom," Jolene told him. 
 
    Sean looked at Roberta in surprise as she just nodded, and then with a sigh relaxed against him. 
 
    "Well, at least Sarah will be happy," Roberta admitted, "she misses her dad something fierce and as far as she's concerned, that's you now." 
 
    "Oh, you telling me you won't be happy?" Sean teased. 
 
    Roberta blushed and looked down at the floor of the van, "Let's just say that it's going to take a little getting used to, having you around all the time. It took me a while to get used to Sampson's coming and going, and well," Roberta looked up at him, "I had kinda been hoping to get you all to move into the guild, but mother warned me that would never happen, because you're a lion, and lion's expect to be in charge." 
 
    Roxy snorted then, "He only thinks that he's in charge!" 
 
    Cali, who was pressing into his other side almost as if she was painted on him giggled then, surprising him, "But we're happy to encourage his fantasies!" She whispered in that lovely voice of hers loudly enough that the others all laughed. 
 
    "So, where to first?" Daelyn asked as she started the van. 
 
    "Let's go to Sawyer's." Sean said and hugged Roberta again while he kissed Cali who all but purred. 
 
    "Sawyer's?" 
 
    "Might as well let him see I'm alive," Sean said smiling down at Cali, who smiled back rather radiantly. "He'll spread the word faster than anyone else in town." 
 
    "Good point." 
 
    "And let's go in the front door this time," Roxy said. 
 
    "Oh?" Sean said looking up at her, surprised. 
 
    "This is our town now, time to start acting like it." 
 
    "Definitely," Daelyn agreed as she drove off down the hill. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sawyer's Antiquities / Out and About  
 
      
 
    "Sean!" Marx, the boar lycan who was Sawyer's guard exclaimed in surprise as they came in, "You're alive!" 
 
    "Hi Marx," Sean said with a nod. 
 
    "Marx, was there ever any doubt?" Jolene added. 
 
    "Well," Marx said smiling, "let's just say that some of us were worried, and that includes the boss." Marx raised his voice, "Boss! Sean's here!" 
 
    "I can see that, dummy!" Sawyer yelled back. 
 
    Marx looked back at them and lowered his voice, "Don't let him fool ya', it wasn't just the money he was worried about." 
 
    Jolene chuckled at that and they all walked through the shop, to the other end where Sawyer was waiting behind the counter. 
 
    "So, showing off now, are we?" Sawyer asked looking over Sean and the six women accompanying him. "Who are the two new gals?"  
 
    "This is Roberta, from the Sorceress Guild," Sean nodded towards Roberta in her robes, who nodded back. 
 
    "And this is Cali," Sean smiled and gave Cali a hug, as she was still very much attached to his left side. 
 
    "A dark elf, huh?" Sawyer said looking her over. "Which house?" 
 
    "House Valens," Cali said, grinning. 
 
    Sawyer's eyes got just a fraction wider at that, Sean noticed, and Sawyer then said something in a language that Sean had never heard before, and Cali responded in kind. 
 
    "You speak Goblin?" Jolene said to Cali, looking very surprised. 
 
    "Of course, all dark elves do." 
 
    Sean noticed Jolene looked both surprised and thoughtful then. 
 
    "So," Sawyer asked, changing the subject, "what brings you by? Other than proving to me that you're still alive." 
 
    "I would have thought that was enough," Sean chuckled. 
 
    "Word going around was that some of the other groups in town wanted to keep that from being the case." 
 
    "Oh?" Jolene asked, "Who?" 
 
    "Gradatim involved some of the minor councils. They heard that Sean here was pretty badly injured and that a bunch of dwarf healers had to save him, or he'd die. So they spent all of yesterday making sure that those healers didn't make it up to your place. Guess they failed, huh?" 
 
    "Well, at least now I can tell my uncle who to blame for yesterday," Daelyn said crossly. 
 
    "They didn't make it up," Jolene told Sawyer, "we told them to turn back when we discovered we didn't need them after all." 
 
    "Oh? What happened?" 
 
    "I got better," Sean said with a grin. "But I do have a much more important question." 
 
    "And that is?" Sawyer asked, looking a little suspiciously at Sean. 
 
    "What happened with the Vestibulum? We had some pretty solid intelligence that they were going to attack us yesterday. That Morgan himself was going to lead his mages against us." 
 
    "You don't know?" Sawyer said looking at all of them surprised. 
 
    "Know what?"  
 
    "Morgan's dead!" Sawyer laughed, "He was assassinated! In his own bed no less! By the Ascendants!" 
 
    Sean noticed that Cali's hold on him had damn near become a death grip and she was starting to rub up against him, just a little bit. Glancing at her, the expression on her face was one of savage pride. 
 
    "How do they know that the Ascendants did it?" Jolene asked, looking shocked. 
 
    "They used Morgan's blood to paint the symbol of the Ascendants on the wall of his bedroom!" Sawyer said grinning, "Scared the hell out of the Vestibulum too! I mean, everyone knows now what they did to the local Ascendants, but no one thought that they had the means to do this, or that they could be so ballsy!" 
 
    "Yeah, that's pretty ballsy, alright," Sean agreed and lowering the hand he had wrapped around Cali, he gave her ass a nice squeeze as he noticed that Roxy and Peg both winked at her. 
 
    "Yeah, taking out Morgan was a pretty smart move, not only did it get 'em all stirred up, but suddenly they realized that maybe they weren't as strong as they thought they were. 
 
    "Sapientia has called for a conclave of all the councils tonight, and I mean all of the councils. They're even inviting the minor ones." 
 
    "Why?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "They're afraid that if the Ascendants declare a full-fledged war on the Vestibulum, it won't go unnoticed. Especially if it spills over outside of Reno." 
 
    "Do you think that will happen?" Sean asked, returning his attention to Sawyer, who genuinely looked excited at that prospect. 
 
    "Eh, we can only hope! But I think what's really going on is that Sapientia is finally making a move on Vestibulum and taking back over the lead role among the councils. Probably why they're backing you, Kid. The Vestibulum's strength was always their lycans, which they kept more of than anybody else. Take that away, and add in the Ascendants going to war against them, and suddenly Sapientia is back on top." 
 
    "Just like that?" Peg asked. 
 
    "Well, not overnight, but here in Reno, yup, Sapientia is definitely in charge now." 
 
    "So, Kid," Sawyer turned back to Sean, "How long before I can get more of those tags and necklaces to sell?" 
 
    "Didn't I just give you over four hundred of those?" Sean blinked; surely Sawyer couldn't have sold them all, already!  
 
    "Yeah, and I'm almost out of them," Sawyer raised his voice then, "a certain somebody made me lower the price!" 
 
    "You're welcome, Boss!" Marx called out from the front door. 
 
    "Yeah, I'm welcome," Sawyer grumbled, "his father came in and bought fifty of them not ten minutes later. After what I sent up to your house and repairing all of the damages here it cut into my profits pretty heavily. I think I only made a million dollars!" 
 
    "Only a million?" Jolene snarked, "Ouch! How that must have hurt!" 
 
    "Hey toots, some of us have to work for our money, we can't marry it!" Sawyer grumbled, and then looked at Sean who growled ever so slightly. 
 
    "Sorry, Kid. Just teasing." Sawyer quickly apologized. 
 
    "Well, I need to raise some money too, so I'll have some more," Sean felt Roxy kick him in the leg, rather hard, "in a week or two. I have a few debts to pay off myself." 
 
    "How are the other minor councils reacting to what happened?" Jolene asked. 
 
    Sawyer shrugged, "The Tall Men and Totis Viribus probably are going to be pretty upset, they're the ones that joined with Gradatim to try and stop the dwarves yesterday after all. The rest?" Sawyer shrugged, "Goliard will probably be unhappy with losing their playthings...." 
 
    "Playthings?" Sean interrupted. 
 
    Sawyer nodded, "Goliard's pretty decadent. They're all about partying and sex and just having fun. So you can imagine just what they use their lycans for." 
 
    Sean growled, "Maybe we should be paying them a visit next." 
 
    Sawyer blinked, then laughed, "Don't be so sure you'll be doing them any favors!" 
 
    "Why do you say that?" 
 
    "They spoil those lycans, Kid. The guys in Goliard are all pretty well heeled and they all love to buy their pets gifts." 
 
    "Well, I guess we'll just have to see," Sean nodded. "Come on, let's go girls. See you later, Sawyer. Thanks for the info." 
 
    "No problem, Kid. I haven't had this much fun in decades! Just remember who your friend is when you start making those items again!" 
 
    When they all got back into the van, everyone but Roberta was staring at Cali, who blushed and snuggled in under Sean's left arm. 
 
    "You did it, didn't you?" Peg giggled. 
 
    Cali nodded, "I borrowed Sheila, I think she was a little unhappy that you told me about her." 
 
    Peg laughed, "She's been a bit grumpy, now at least I know why. I'll let her know it's okay." 
 
    "Guess Cali moves to the top of the list now, hey Rox?" Daelyn teased as she started the van. 
 
    "What list?" Cali asked. 
 
    "The 'who gets bred next' list of course!" Roxy giggled.  
 
    Sean felt his own face blushing then, "You have a list?" 
 
    "Yup!" Daelyn snickered, "And I was supposed to be next! But for that, well, as far as I'm concerned, Cali's earned it!" 
 
    Sean felt Cali bury her face in his side, but damn if the idea wasn't making him want to purr. 
 
    "Wait," Roberta interrupted their teasing. "What did Cali do? Am I missing something?" 
 
    "See, this is why you need to move in, Roberta," Jolene smiled. "So you know what's going on with the rest of us." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Cali's a highly trained assassin," Peg told her, "Just as Sheila is a highly trained spy." 
 
    "And Peg's a thief," Daelyn snickered. 
 
    "Hey! That's just a hobby!" Peg laughed. 
 
    "One you're apparently pretty damn good at," Roxy said smirking. 
 
    "That's only because Sheila's been teaching me." 
 
    "Wait," Roberta interrupted again, "Are you saying that Cali murdered Morgan? That it wasn't the Ascendants?" 
 
    All of the girls as well as Sean nodded. 
 
    "Then why was the symbol of the Ascendants painted on the wall?" 
 
    "Misdirection and fear," Cali said softly. "The only way to stop them attacking was to make them afraid of someone else." 
 
    Roberta leaned across Sean and hugged Cali, "Thank you." 
 
    Cali blushed, "I did it for all of us, for our house." 
 
    "What was that you said to Sawyer?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "He wanted to know if his house and ours were still allies. I told him that would depend on him." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Yeah, huh?" Sean added. 
 
    "Goblins and dark elves have been allies for centuries, probably longer," Cali explained. "We come from the same land after all. But where goblins spread out into the new world and even into others a long time ago, we dark elves did not. By declaring myself for House Valens, instead of being still in my old house, I surprised him. It's very complicated," Cali said looking serious for a moment. "For a dark elf to declare herself for another house and not the one she was born into, it means my loyalty has shifted, that a matter of honor has taken place." 
 
    "But what about when you were traded to house Uunregarten didn't you become part of their house?" 
 
    Cali shook her head, "No, I was still house Tlyysengarten but had been gifted to them. But now I am House Valens." 
 
    "What does that mean?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "It means that House Valens is now a house of dark elves. Those who ally with the dark elves will ally with you. It means that I have regained my honor, along with Dania, Rania and Deidre." 
 
    Sean looked down at Cali and she was once again looking very happy. 
 
    "All this from killing Morgan? Wow that was one hell of a deal." 
 
    "I did what I had been ordered to do; I killed the leader of a rival house, thus saving my own house. I fulfilled the oath to which I was sworn. I'm redeemed." Cali sighed and leaned into Sean. 
 
    "Yup, definitely next on the list," Roxy smiled. 
 
    "Definitely," Sean agreed. 
 
    "So, off to Claudia's?" 
 
    Sean thought about that a moment, thinking about what Sawyer had just told them about tonight's meeting that Arthur Troy had called. 
 
    'If you show up at his house, he can tell the others that he saw you with his own eyes,' the First pointed out. 
 
    'I was thinking of asking him to lay out the ground rules to the others for me,' Sean admitted. 'He will have them all in one place, after all.' 
 
    'Just as long as you're not thinking of doing anything stupid like going there yourself,' the First warned him with a mental growl. 
 
    'No, but don't hesitate to warn me if I do look like I'm about to do something suicidal, again.' 
 
    'Oh, I will, never fear!' 
 
    'Thanks, Dad!' Sean sent with a mental grin and got a huffed reply in response, but he also got the feeling that the First appreciated the sentiment. Sean just hoped that if the time ever came again, that he listened. 
 
    "Let's go visit Sapientia, I'd like to talk to Arthur." 
 
    "Okay!" Daelyn said. 
 
    "Are you sure about that?" Jolene asked. 
 
    Sean nodded, "What better way is there, to let the other leaders know that I'm alive and well, than to be seen by him, in person, and up close?" 
 
    "Just as long as you feel up to it, Hon," Roxy said. 
 
    "Give me twenty minutes to take a quick nap," Sean said and yawned, he was feeling a little tired from visiting Sawyer. Obviously he was still recovering. 
 
    "Twice around the park first!" Daelyn joked from the driver's seat. "Got it!" 
 
    Smiling, Sean moved out of the seat and shifted into his full lion form, and lying down on the floor, quickly fell asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Sean, this is a surprise!" Arthur Troy said as James, one of his bodyguards escorted Sean in, along with six lovely women: his niece Jolene; Roxy, Bill Channing's daughter; Daelyn, the dwarf, all of whom he had met before. The other three however, well the woman in the robes was obviously from the Sorceress Guild, the other human was most likely Peggy Wilston, who rumor now put as one of Sean's wives. The rather scantily clad dark elf however, he had no idea who she was, but he didn't doubt she was one of Sean's wives as well. 
 
    "Well, I thought it might be a worthwhile idea to stop by and say hello, to put to rest any rumors of my own bad health or recent demise," Sean smiled. "Oh, forgive me, allow me to introduce you to my wives," Sean added and then took a moment to introduce each of them. 
 
    "Deanna's daughter?" Troy asked, looking at Roberta when Sean had finished. 
 
    Roberta smiled and nodded, "Yes, I would have that honor." 
 
    "Well, I must say, you're as lovely as your mother." Arthur then turned to Peg, "I'm sorry to hear that you and your sister are no longer getting along. Sadly some people don't value the bonds of family like they should." 
 
    Arthur then turned to Cali, "It is a pleasure to meet you as well, young lady, I've never met a dark elf before. I've heard the rumors as to how you came to be here, and I've had some discussions with the rest of Sapientia over it, including," Arthur looked back at Sean, "the leaders of the other Sapientia covens across the country." 
 
    "Oh?" Sean said looking back at Arthur. 
 
    "We have realized that with the freeing of the lycans there will be those who are going to look for replacements of course, and we've found that idea to be rather distasteful." 
 
    "Really?" Jolene said looking as surprised as she sounded. 
 
    Arthur nodded and motioned for them all to take a seat as he sat back down. 
 
    "You really can't say that 'slavery in this one instance is bad.' It just doesn't work. You have to agree to it across the board. Human slavery was outlawed many years ago; we tried to get around it by saying that lycans weren't human, so it didn't matter.  
 
    "Something which I suspect the mundanes would strongly disagree with, if they knew you existed, but I digress, the point is, we have the opportunity to end it now, across the board, so we should." 
 
    "All while putting Sapientia back at the top, right, Uncle?" Jolene said. 
 
    "Oh definitely," Arthur smiled, "I won't lie, I want us to be at the top again, and I'm using that as a lever with the others to make Sean's goals happen. There is nothing that motivates a man so much as his self interest, am I right, Dear?" 
 
    "Yeah, you're right," Jolene conceded a little unhappily. 
 
    "So you're doing this just to get Sapientia back to the top?" Peg asked. 
 
    Arthur frowned and gave a slight shake of his head, "It started out as one of my major motivations, but now," Arthur shook his head again, "I've been talking with our seers, our most powerful ones both here in the States and overseas in Europe." 
 
    "Oh?" Sean asked. 
 
    "They've been seeing some troubling things in the future. You've dropped a very large rock into the pond, Sean, and the ripples are spreading everywhere from it. There's been a lot of concern and a lot of debate, but we're all agreed that while the path you've taken isn't an easy one, that it's still for the best that you walk it." 
 
    "Does that mean you're going to help us?" 
 
    "It means that we're not going to oppose you, and that we will rewrite the customs and the laws for you. However," Arthur spread his hands, "until we're in charge once more, there isn't much we can do beyond that." 
 
    "What good is that?" Roxy growled. 
 
    "A culture of a thousand years doesn't change overnight, my dear lady. Normally we wouldn't even get involved at all; we'd just make the new rules and leave it to social pressure to enforce it. But as I said before, the seers have told us that trouble lies ahead, that like it or not, we will become involved. So while we will help cautiously, we will still help." 
 
    Roxy opened her mouth to retort a second time, but Sean put his hand on her leg and squeezed, causing her to frown at him instead. 
 
    "I'd like to ask you to tell the others at tonight's meeting that we do expect all of them to give up their lycans," Sean said. "Further, that if they should kill a lycan, any lycan, from this day forward, we will kill the responsible party, unless they can prove self-defense." 
 
    Arthur nodded, "I suspected as much. Many of them won't like that of course." 
 
    "Yes, I know," Sean agreed. "We will be making the rounds, of course, and we will be freeing everyone we come across. If they want to hire lycans, like you or Eruditio does, that's fine. But there are a lot more lycans in Reno than magic users and they all answer to me now." 
 
    Arthur looked at Sean in surprise, "They do?" 
 
    "Yes," Sean nodded, "they do." 
 
    "You know, that's a rather impressive claim, Sean."  
 
    Sean shrugged, "I'm aware of that, however it doesn't change the truth. How do you think the mundanes out there would react to finding out that you can do magic? That dark elves like my wife Cali here truly exist?  
 
    "You have to understand, Arthur, that in the last week I have finally come to understand what it means to be a lion, and what I can do as one. I've promised not to start a war, because I don't want one, and because it doesn't forward the task that I've taken on. But don't underestimate the power that I have available." 
 
    'May I?' 
 
    'Of course,' Sean let his lion, the First, take over the conversation. 
 
    "I know you all have questions, lions are things of myth and so little is known about us. That's because we wanted it that way. Thousands of years ago, we lions entrusted you magic users with the care of our children, to raise them up and civilize them, in return for which we would protect you from those very mundanes who you all hid from back then, and still hide from today. 
 
    "Well, many of you have forgotten that deal, and the time has come for us to part ways. We are thankful to Sapientia for all that you've done, especially as you have been so willing to cooperate. When the time comes, we'll stand beside you if you should ask for our help." 
 
    "How do you know things that happened thousands of years ago, Sean?" Arthur asked puzzled. 
 
    "I believe you're familiar with the old saying 'what one lion knows, we all know'?" 
 
    "Yes," Arthur nodded, "does that mean you have a racial memory?" 
 
    Sean smiled along with his lion and took back control. 
 
    "No, it means we all talk to each other, and some of us were there." 
 
    "I must say, Sean, that I find that idea just a little hard to put my faith in." 
 
    Standing up, Sean laughed, "Yeah, so did I, Arthur, so did I." 
 
    Arthur stood up then as all of the girls did the same. 
 
    "Well, thank you for stopping by, Sean," Arthur said shaking hands with him, "I'll be sure to let the others know that you personally came here and saw me today to convey your words." 
 
    "Thank you, Arthur. I appreciate that." 
 
    "You're welcome, and it was a pleasure to meet all of you today as well, Ladies." Arthur said and gave a small bow. Then watched as James escorted them all out of the room. 
 
    "Hey, Boss," Dean said after they'd gone out the front door and James had come back upstairs, "did you notice how he switches between 'we' and 'I' when he talks?" 
 
    Arthur nodded, "Yes, I had. Very curious that, sometimes I get the feeling that I'm not just talking to Sean, that there are others involved." 
 
    "Well, he did say that they all talk." 
 
    "What, you think they're telepathic?" James asked. 
 
    "At this point, I don't think that would surprise me one bit, boys." 
 
      
 
    "Sean!" Claudia said and surprised him by actually giving him a hug, "I heard you'd recovered, but I was still worried! You looked like complete shit when my guys brought you in here! What happened? I heard that Grandmother Robin and the others never made it to you!" 
 
    "Lion stuff happened," Sean said and grinned when she frowned. 
 
    "I believe you've met Cali, but she wasn't my wife then, and this is Roberta, who I've finally convinced to come and live with us now that we have a place to live." 
 
    Claudia nodded to each, and Sean could help but notice a little tightness in her expression when she nodded hello to Roxy and Daelyn. 
 
    "Come, let's go for a walk, I want to talk to you," Sean said taking Claudia's hand and heading off towards the hangers, "Girls, wait here, okay?" 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    "Go inside and make yourselves comfortable," Claudia added. 
 
    "Okay, so what's this all about?" Claudia asked, once they were out of earshot. 
 
    "Well first of all, I wanted to let you know that I will pay for the new helicopter, once I get my finances going again. Just how much was that one, anyways?" 
 
    "About seven hundred thousand dollars," Claudia growled. "Damn things aren't cheap and just keep getting more expensive." 
 
    "Huh, well I'm going to be buying a couple as well I think, which also means I'm going to need a bunch of my people trained how to fly them. If you could help with that, I'd appreciate it." 
 
    "George is an instructor, though I think he's a bit afraid of you now." 
 
    Sean snorted, "Everyone's afraid of me now. Don't worry, I'll turn on the charm and pat him on the head and let him know I'm proud of him for not killing us all when we crashed." 
 
    "Just like that?" Claudia asked. 
 
    Sean shrugged, "Not exactly, but I like George. He just didn't realize that when I give an order like that, I expect him to follow it, just like he would if you do it." 
 
    "But he's not one of yours, Sean." 
 
    Sean snorted, "You're all one of mine, Claudia, even you." 
 
    "Don't get airs with me, Son!" 
 
    Sean just shook his head, "Don't make me prove it, it'll just piss you off, and," Sean looked at her and let what he'd felt the First do, when he'd used some of his 'mystic' powers on other wolves, "you know it," he growled, then felt rather pleased as Claudia's eyes went wide. 
 
    'You're learning, Son,' the First teased him. 
 
    'Thanks, Dad,' Sean teased back. 
 
    "How did you do that?" Claudia grumbled as she got her emotions back under control. She'd felt it, for just a moment, she'd wanted to tuck her tail and she didn't like that feeling at all. 
 
    Sean threw his hands in the air, "I'm a lion! How the hell did you think I did it? Damn, Woman, you've been around me for how many weeks now and you haven't realized that I can do all sorts of mystic shit and have almost god-like powers?" 
 
    Claudia grumbled, "I thought that was just because you're a magic user." 
 
    "It helps, but it's not all of it, now as for the reason I wanted to talk to you alone...." 
 
    "Besides threatening me in private?"  
 
    "Who said I'm done threatening you?" Sean chuckled, "I need for you to forgive Roxy and Daelyn for whatever the hell they said or did that's got you pissed at them." 
 
    "You don't know what they did?" Claudia looked at him sharply. 
 
    Sean sighed, "Claudia, did it ever occur to you that if what you did pissed them off, that if I hear it, I just might get even more pissed off than they were?" 
 
    "You wouldn't!"  
 
    "Please don't test that assumption," Sean grumbled, "I have discovered that when it comes to my women, I am liable to do some very violent and stupid shit. How do you think I ended up almost dead in the first place?" 
 
    "Fine!" Claudia grumbled and stomped her foot on the ground, "I'll go make nice to them." 
 
    "Don't just go 'make nice.' Forgive them, tell them you're sorry, tell them that you forgot how much I mean to them, and that next time you won't do whatever the hell it was you did." 
 
    "You're not planning on adding me to your harem, are you?" Claudia suddenly asked, giving him a sidelong glance. 
 
    Sean laughed at loud at that, "No, Claudia, no insult, but I think you're not the type who'd fit in." 
 
    "Well thank god for that," Claudia sighed. 
 
    "You're welcome," Sean smirked. 
 
    "Okay, I'll forgive them, though it's mainly Roxy I was mad at. Who the hell knew cheetahs could be so damn scary." 
 
    "I know, it's awesome, isn't it?" Sean chuckled. 
 
    "Cats," Claudia grumbled. "So, what else do you want?" 
 
    "I want to call a meeting of the lycan Fellowship. It's time to start laying down the rules." 
 
    "On lycans?" 
 
    "On Reno," Sean grinned at her. "We're going to run this town and everything else in the state. Next week I'm going to go around to all of the minor councils and let 'em know that there's a new sheriff in town and that they can't treat us like they used to. I already put the word out via Sapientia. I've also let it be known what I'm going to do to anyone killing lycans." 
 
    "You're going to be real popular, Sean," Claudia smiled. 
 
    "Yeah, it's good to be the king! Now, how soon can you call a meeting?" 
 
    "Tomorrow, it's too late to call one for today. Some folks have to come a long way to get here." 
 
    Sean nodded, "Okay, tomorrow it is. Now if you'll excuse me, I'm gonna collect the wives and go get some food, I'm famished." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Conclave of the Councils  
 
      
 
    Arthur Troy walked into the room after all of the others had been seated. He wanted to make the point, clearly, that the Council of Sapientia was calling the shots now, that once again, they were the ones in charge. 
 
    Sitting down he was rather surprised to see that everyone had indeed come. He'd been a bit worried about anyone from the Ascendants showing up, due to their current issues. He'd also been unsure about anyone from the Elevens showing up, considering their penchant for secrecy. 
 
    "Thank you everyone for showing up tonight, especially on such short notice," Arthur began. "It turns out that there are several topics which are pressing and which must be discussed tonight, by all of us. However we will start with the main reason why we are here, and why I was compelled to call this meeting tonight. 
 
    "Simply put, any wars or actions that take place must, and I cannot stress this enough! Must take place in such a manner as to not endanger the silence!" 
 
    Arthur looked around the room, and then looked at Dave Thompson, who was now representing the Ascendants, and then over at Al Summers who had taken over the Vestibulum after Morgan's death. 
 
    "Two of our local councils have in the last several months engaged in multiple actions, each of which endangered the silence greatly, and it is only because of the work of the Councils of Sapientia and Eruditio, along with the help of several outside, but sympathetic groups, that we were not exposed to the larger world. Now, Dave, what reassurances do I have that the Ascendants will not be the ones to break the silence?" 
 
    Dave looked at Arthur shocked, "Me? The Ascendants have behaved themselves! We're the victims here! We were descended on, en masse, and slaughtered by the Vestibulum! We'd done nothing that could lead to an exposure!" 
 
    "What do you call assaulting and burning down a three story building in downtown Sparks?" Arthur said, staring at Dave. "We will come to the other affairs in due course, but let us all understand that the Ascendants hired a criminal gang, which shot up a mall of all things! Then there was the storm and the elementals that you summoned which killed four mundanes who were in no way associated with any of us! 
 
    "Your violation of our traditions, much less our rules have led to far more scrutiny from the authorities than we should expect. I, and I'm sure everyone else at this meeting, want to know that this is not going to continue." 
 
    "Well what the hell are we supposed to do?" Dave's voice was both angry and loud. "Morgan's lot killed damn near all of us! Three hundred and twenty there men, women, and children for fuck's sake! Yeah, so we burned down a building in the middle of town to try and kill that murderous bastard Valens. He's the one that set us up! He deserves some of the blame as well!" 
 
    "What you're supposed to do," Arthur said calmly, "is to not endanger the rest of us. What I want to know is that these things are not going to happen again. Why wasn't the silence maintained?" 
 
    Dave sighed, "One of the mages got shot and killed." 
 
    "Why was your mage, no scratch that," Arthur shook his head. "We don't go after targets in town, in such a spectacular fashion that it draws the fire department and the police." 
 
    "Vestibulum," Arthur said turning to look at Al Summers, "It is by sheerest of luck that the ritual of silence was already being performed when you attacked the Ascendants, you didn't even employ any mages. And since then you have engaged in a massive assault, in the middle of the day no less, right in the middle of Sparks. Your attempted attack on Sunday not only brought down the local police, the state police, and the fire department, but it also brought members of the federal government into play. How the hell Valens' people were able to hide all of that from all of those people is something none of us have yet figured out." 
 
    "And just where, Arthur, do you get off on telling Vestibulum what to do?" Al Summers glared back at him. 
 
    Arthur leaned back into his seat and smiled rather widely, "Sapientia is reasserting its place among the councils, all the councils, as the keepers of the rules and our traditions. You have not only lost your lycan army, which you depended on so heavily, but you have lost a fair deal of your most powerful mages, and you stand alone with the blade of the Ascendants pointed at your throat. 
 
    "Oh, and before I forget to mention it, the Council of Eruditio, has allied itself with Sapientia in the matter of maintaining the silence, and while they've never once subscribed to it, I dare say that if I ask for their help, House Valens will lend it to us." 
 
    "You'd use those lycans against us!" Al Summers yelled and slapped the table with his hand. 
 
    "No, I'd use those lycans to save the rest of us, Alan. You don't seem to understand, if the silence falls, it will be bad for all of us, not just you. I daresay everyone else here would happily join against you to save their own skins. 
 
    "So!" Arthur said and jumping to his feet he put his hands on the table and leaned forward, "I do not want to see a war between Vestibulum and the Ascendants taking place out in the open, or anywhere else that the mundanes might see it!" 
 
    "They slaughtered hundreds of our people!" Dave said. 
 
    "You murdered our leader, in his bed!" Al shot back. 
 
    "Well, he deserved it! Maybe we should murder a bunch of your women and children so you know that it feels like as well!" 
 
    "So that was you who took out Morgan!" 
 
    "Who else could!" Dave sneered. 
 
    "Gentlemen!" Arthur raised his voice, cause the other two to stop. 
 
    "Alan, who engineered the attack on the Ascendants?" 
 
    "Morgan did, he was our leader!"  
 
    "And Morgan is dead, by the hands of the Ascendants, correct?" Arthur looked at Dave. 
 
    "One man is not equal to three hundred people, Arthur!" Dave's said, though at least he wasn't yelling now. 
 
    Arthur nodded, "No, it isn't, I agree. But at least you showed a remarkable amount of restraint by keeping your retaliation out of the public eye. I've talked to Joseph," Arthur motioned down the table, "and Eruditio has agreed to handle negotiations for any settlement you may wish to try and reach, or for the terms of any fight or war you plan on engaging in. 
 
    "From this moment forward, you will both engage him or whoever he appoints, before engaging in any further hostilities, as per our traditions." Arthur sat back down, "All in favor, signify." 
 
    As Arthur watched, the hands of every other council leader, except for Dave and Al were raised. After a brief moment, Dave nodded and raised his too. Arthur almost smiled as everyone then turned and looked at Al. 
 
    "Fine," Al said and raised his hand. 
 
    "And let the silence be preserved," Arthur said, and then the others all repeated the ancient oath. 
 
    "The next issue I must raise has to do with slavery. All of the Sapientia councils, as well as those of Eruditio have agreed that the condition of slavery, is no longer allowed under our rules and traditions." 
 
    "You're giving in to those lycans?" Roger, from Gradatim protested. 
 
    "Not just slavery of lycans, Roger," Joseph spoke up. "All slavery. Of any intelligent being, be they lycan, elf, goblin, what have you." 
 
    "Are you serious?" Lee Mills asked. 
 
    Arthur nodded, "The world has changed, and we have not changed with it. So I would urge all of you to abandon the institution. 
 
    "Which brings me to the next point, Sean Valens stopped by my house today...." 
 
    "He's still alive?" Roger asked, sounding rather shocked. 
 
    Arthur nodded, "And looking rather fit as well. However, he made it clear that Monday he's going to start going around to all of the lesser councils, now that he has finished with the major ones," Arthur glanced over at Al for brief moment, "And ask for you to turn over your lycans. He made it abundantly clear that he will only be asking once. He has also made it clear that if you murder any lycans from this day forward, he will most certainly kill you." 
 
    "He can't do that!" someone, Arthur wasn't sure, muttered. 
 
    "Oh, I assure you, he most certainly can. And will." 
 
    "Arthur, if I may?" Joseph spoke up. 
 
    "You have the floor, Joseph." 
 
    "Gentlemen, and lady," Joseph nodded to Deanna, "I have done a fair deal of research into this matter, and talked with Arthur at length, even Mr. Valens briefly. You can't win, you can not even delay the inevitable. The lions do in fact rule the lycans, and they are withdrawing them from our service. Now I suspect many of you will not heed my words when I tell you to just be graceful and let them go. So on your own heads be it, however never let it be said that you were not warned." 
 
    "Thank you Joseph. Remember all of you, Sean Valens only cares about the lycans, and those in his house. He's made it clear to all of us that he really doesn't want to be involved in anything else. If you still need lycans, I suggest you consider hiring them. 
 
    "Now, I believe that you had an issue you wanted to discuss, Wayne?" Arthur said turning to the leader of the Lux. 
 
    "Thank you, Arthur."  
 
    Arthur sat back and listened as Wayne discussed a problem dealing with user rights on certain ley lines, not a huge issue, but Arthur knew that it had been years since Morgan had let any discussions of any issue that didn't involve the Vestibulum take place at any of the Conclaves. With Al Summer's submission to the vote earlier, it was now clear to everyone that Sapientia now ruled here in Reno, and that meant that Arthur would allow everyone to have their say, once again, in order to bring harmony to the councils. 
 
    Arthur was looking forward to his phone conference with the national council tomorrow morning.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sea Change 
 
      
 
    Sean spent the day in bed, asleep. The only time he even woke up was to eat or hit the bathroom, and then it was right back to bed. Yesterday had really drained him; the line 'well, you were just dead,' from 'The Princess Bride' went through his head more than once. He knew he shouldn't have gone out yesterday, but the truth was, he needed to be seen to stop the rumors of his death. Even the First had agreed with him later that it was a wise move. 
 
    And tonight he'd need to look good for the Fellowship meeting. The reason for that was they needed to put together a plan to keep Reno free, and to expand to the rest of the state.  
 
    And then what? He kept coming back to that question every time he closed his eyes. 
 
    What next? 
 
    Going around to the minor councils, that would be easy. Sean expected most of them to fold without a fight. Any that didn't, well, they'd regret it. The hard part was going to be the smaller independent covens. He didn't know if they had lycan slaves or not and suspected that they'd be turning up folks breaking the rules for years to come. 
 
    What Sean needed was a police force, or better yet, the police force. It might be a good idea to start encouraging lycans to join the police, then over time they could move up into the higher positions, maybe one day they could even get a lycan chief of police or maybe even sheriff here, like Roxy's father was in Vegas.  
 
    He needed to start taking the long view. 
 
    Calling up his 'stats' program, he started to look over them, it had been a couple of weeks since he'd checked them last and he knew he should have done it yesterday, but he was afraid of what he'd find then. 
 
    His mental stats were mostly unchanged, except his wisdom had gone up a point. Apparently doing something stupid and almost dying was a learning experience. 
 
    His magical stats however had changed in that his mana stat had a big negative number being applied to it, equal to a third of the total. Looking at his physical stats, all of them now had negative modifiers applied to them, the worst being his regeneration, which was down by sixty percent. The least affected was his agility, which was only down by two points. 
 
    He'd check the numbers again tonight and then in the morning to see if those minuses had lessened or not, otherwise he'd have to figure out a way to repair those stats, and that wasn't an idea he was terribly fond of pursuing right now. 
 
    But as long as he was in bed, and Roxy had made some threats about chaining him to it if he didn't stay there, there were a few things he could do, that he hadn't had the time to do for weeks now. Namely, go back to studying magic. 
 
    Grabbing his father's watch off the nightstand, Sean slipped it on and then closing his eyes he went into the classroom spell that the watch contained. 
 
    The first spell he wanted to look at were those multiplier spells that those items Peg had brought back contained. Digging through his catalog of tarball spells, it didn't take him very long to find the ones he'd made of the two wristbands.  
 
    On careful examination, he quickly discovered that they were both the same, almost exactly so, leading him to believe that the same enchanter had made them. The problem however was that compressed into a tarball, he couldn't really tweak or mess with the spells, and he wanted to change that. 
 
    In real life, you could take a tarred program and easily untar it onto a machine, edit it, then tar it back up. But untarring a magical spell took energy, and a physical object. So far he had been able to mess with the tarballs a little bit, so he could untar them into similar objects, but he'd done that by making changes to the tarball while he'd been tarring the spells.  
 
    These spells were already tarred however, and they were a lot more complicated than the ones he'd messed with before.  
 
    He considered that a bit further. What he needed was an emulator, a magical emulator. But just how would that work? He'd still need energy to untar the spells into it, so he could study them. Sean kicked that idea around for a while, would it be possible to put all of the energy into the emulator, so the spells could be untarred into it, without any need of energy from him? Then he could just erase them and do another one, and study that one as well. 
 
    Taking out a 'pencil' he started to compose his thoughts on a piece of 'paper' in the classroom, a rather handy aspect of the spell.  
 
    He wrote down several of the spells from his father's spell book, primarily the ones that all dealt with energy, or the management of energy. After he wrote each of them down, he went and looked at the structure of them, looking for commonalities, and suddenly he saw it, the only reason it took energy to untar the spells was because they were expected to generate a magical effect! 
 
    If he could untar them into a device where they weren't expected to generate a magical effect, he could watch the spell work, it just wouldn't do anything! 
 
    But, Sean stopped and thought about that, how do you create a spell in an environment where it couldn't cause an effect when it ran? The biggest problem of the emulator would be that it would have to supply some magic for the spell's 'program' to run through its steps, until the spell or program as he liked to think of it, completed. Then all of that energy would be lost, and he'd have to refuel the device with energy. Possibly a lot of energy depending on the spell. 
 
    Sean started drumming his pencil on the paper before him as he thought about it. He needed to build an emulator. But he needed simulated physical effects, just as an emulator worked in a simulated physical environment. 
 
    Sean suddenly stopped and looked at the pencil. It wasn't real. The paper wasn't real. None of this was real! That was it! He could build his emulator here where nothing was real, where the effects didn't need any power, because there wasn't anything to affect here in the first place! 
 
    Pulling out a new piece of the 'paper' he started to sketch out his idea for the emulator. He'd design it first using the same basic techniques of the emulators he'd studied in college. Once he had that done, then he'd examine the spell that the classroom existed in, especially the one that created the pencil.  
 
    Once he understood that, he'd start to create the pieces of his emulator and then he could start examining all of those tarballs he'd learned and figure out how to edit them and improve them. Sure, he'd still need energy to put them into items in the real world, but he could make them much more efficient, which would mean lower casting costs. 
 
    And the best thing about this was that the spell for creating the classroom, and the objects in it, were all in his father's spell book. 
 
    Sean felt somebody shaking him then, so checking to make sure his work was 'saved' he logged out of the classroom and opened his eyes. 
 
    "You okay?" Roberta was asking him. 
 
    "I was researching enchanting," Sean said and the stretched, yawning. 
 
    "Looks more like you were sleeping to me!" Roberta grinned. 
 
    Grabbing her, Sean pulled her down onto the bed and kissed her, "If you're nice to me, maybe I'll teach you how to do it too!" He chuckled and kissed her again. 
 
    "Well, as tempting as that sounds," Roberta smiled and gave him a kiss, "Roxy sent me in here to get you, it's time for you to start getting ready for your meeting tonight. Also," Roberta smiled, "Sarah is waiting to see you. She wanted to come in here, but I told her you had been ill and needed your sleep." 
 
    Smiling, Sean sat up and shifted into his hybrid form, while giving Roberta a hug. "I'm going to have to start getting her used to my human form; she still hasn't seen me in it." 
 
    "Well you can show it to her today. Come, she's in the living room." 
 
    Sean got mobbed by Sarah the moment he came into the living room, and hugging her he picked her up. 
 
    "How's my daughter?" he asked. 
 
    "I'm fine! How are you? Mommy said you were sick?" 
 
    Sean gave Sarah an explanation and then proceeded to get the third degree from her, as she wanted to know not only about his being sick, but everything else he'd done since she'd last seen him. He looked around the room during her questioning and noticed that all of the tables for eating were gone, and there was regular furniture in the room now instead. 
 
    "Where'd everybody go?" Sean asked Roberta between questions. 
 
    "They got the cafeteria finished this morning and moved everything into it. Now we get our privacy, well, what little of it we have," Roberta smiled. 
 
    "Just as long as nobody expects me to cook," Sean agreed. 
 
    "I thought you knew how to cook? Roxy said something about it." 
 
    "Me big lion! Grrr! Me no cook!" Sean laughed while playing with Sarah. 
 
    "Uh-huh," Roberta nodded with a smirk. 
 
    "Hey, haven't you noticed? I don't even get my own food anymore; one of you always brings it to me." 
 
    Roberta paused and thought about that a moment, "Now that you mention it, yeah, I have noticed it. Why is that?" 
 
    "It's a culture thing, sort of the whole 'lions don't hunt, the lionesses do.' Roxy started it, and the others all picked it up. They're rather jealous of it too. But all the lycan females do it when I'm around. I kind of like it." 
 
    "Oh?" Roberta looked him over a moment. "Next you'll be wanting me barefoot and pregnant." 
 
    "Well, already got the pregnant part down," Sean chuckled, "but if you want to see Roxy or Peg melt in their seat, watch what happens when I share my food with them, if I'm hungry." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Cause a male lycan, especially a male lion lycan, only shares his food with someone he loves." 
 
    "So if you were to cook food for others?" 
 
    "My wives just might murder anyone else that I gave it to," Sean nodded. "I think it's one of those holdover quirks from our animal side. You'll notice that none of the waitresses or cooks are males." 
 
    "But you were born human!" 
 
    Sean shrugged, "That doesn't really matter." 
 
    "And all this time I thought the males back at the guild didn't want to cook because they were lazy." 
 
    "I'm just surprised that you didn't know about it. Didn't you ever bring Sampson his food?" 
 
    "Oh, yeah," Roberta blushed; "now I know why it always got a rise out of him." 
 
    "Yup, now if the two of you will excuse me, I have to shower." 
 
    "Hey! What happened?" Sarah said when Sean shifted back to his human form. 
 
    "Well, I can't very well go running around Reno as a lion, could I? Sean smiled at Sarah, "They might put me in a zoo!" 
 
      
 
    Daelyn drove him to the meeting in her 'cuda, Roxy and Cali came as well. Roxy because she loved sitting in the front seat while Daelyn drove like a maniac, as well as being Sean's right hand. Cali because he knew she'd kill anyone who tried to hurt him, plus she was still grabbing onto him every chance she got. Interestingly enough, all of his other wives really did get the same treatment from her. The first time Roberta was on the receiving end, the expression on her face was almost comical. But apparently she knew enough not to be upset by it. 
 
    "Sean!" Bill Channing came up and gave Sean a surprisingly strong hug, Sean wondered if he was feeling it because his stats were down so much, or if maybe his father-in-law really had been worried about him. 
 
    "Thanks, Dad," Sean said and hugged him back. 
 
    "Don't do anything like that again; you had all of us worried sick!" 
 
    "All of you?" Sean asked and glanced off towards the other members. 
 
    "I'm talking family, Son. One of these days you do have to come down and meet my wife and the rest of our kids." 
 
    Sean nodded and then Roxy came over and gave her dad a big hug and he hugged her back. 
 
    When Sean got to the table, he exchanged handshakes with everybody. Even Jeffery, who was often a pain in the ass to Sean, was happy to see him.  
 
    "Okay," Bill said as they all got seated, "Sean asked for this meeting, so I'll let him start off." 
 
    Nodding, Sean stood back up and looked down the table at all of them. 
 
    "I'm going to try and keep this simple. Starting Monday, we're going to go around to each of the minor magical councils and tell them to turn over their lycans. The deal is the same as everyone else has gotten so far: If you want to hire lycans to work for you, fine, but we're not anybody's slaves, and if you kill one of us, I will kill you right back. If you can prove self-defense, that's one thing, but we're not animals, and they are not going to treat us that way anymore. 
 
    "The second thing I need to say is that we need to figure out, all of us, a way to patrol our territory. To make sure that any lycans coming here are freed, and they know that they're no longer slaves, and are of course expected to be law abiding citizens. We also need to make sure that anyone who has lycans with them has them there because it's their choice." 
 
    "Just what exactly is our territory?" Boris the head of the tiger families asked. 
 
    "Nevada." 
 
    "All of it?" he said, looking a little surprised. 
 
    Sean nodded. "Once I'm finished with Reno and the surrounding area, I'm going to be making a trip to Vegas. I don't think there are any other magic users anywhere else in the state. If we find them, we'll deal with them. With Sapientia's backing, I think we will start seeing a thawing of attitudes towards us. Just don't expect to see it overnight." 
 
    "Sapientia is backing us?" Jeffery who was the bear clan leader asked. 
 
    "Yes," Sean nodded. 
 
    "And just how are they doing that?" 
 
    "They're changing their rules and customs. Keeping slaves is now considered to be a violation of the traditions and practices of magic users." 
 
    "Slaves? As in all slaves? Not just lycans?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    Sean shrugged, "I don't know, maybe they got religion? Or grew a conscience? I know that originally Sapientia was backing me because they saw it as a way to increase their power over that of the Vestibulum and become the ruling magic council again. But Arthur Troy told me that they realized that if they kept cutting out exceptions, like they had in order to make slaves of us, that they'd just keep running into problems." 
 
    "Well, that's a welcome change of attitude," Roger, who represented the local area cougars, chuckled. 
 
    "Let me know when you're coming to town, and I'll make sure I'm there to take you to our problem spots," Ted, the leopard clan leader said. Sean had learned that most of the leopards in Nevada were in Vegas, because that's were most of the shows with big cats were, as well as a lot of the shows with acrobats. Several of the cat family lycans were often found forced to be in those shows. 
 
    "What do you think the minor councils are going to do when they find out about this?" Bill asked from the head of the table. 
 
    Sean shrugged, "No idea. I know that Sapientia called a conclave last night. I told him to warn them that we were coming and that if they killed their lycans I would return the favor.  
 
    "The simple truth is, with the capitulation of the Vestibulum, we are the main power in this town now. As long as we don't abuse it, and we stick to taking care of our own, I doubt anyone will care." 
 
    "What about the Ascendant's attack on the Vestibulum?" Jorge, the head of the northern Nevada boar families asked. 
 
    Sean shrugged, "That's between them. As long as they leave us out of it, I really don't care." 
 
    "What if they bring lycan forces into town?" 
 
    "Then I'll relieve them of those forces, and they can carry on without them. By the way, I don't know if Chad has mentioned it," Sean motioned to his friend who had mostly been whispering to Claudia who was sitting next to him," but the Sacramento Ascendants have been relieved of all of their lycans, and I don't think that we have to worry about anything coming from that direction for a while." 
 
    "Did you really do that, Chad?" Jorge asked with a surprised look on his face. 
 
    "Well it wasn't like his royal highness over there gave me much of a choice," Chad laughed. 
 
    Sean sat back down in his chair. 
 
    "I think the point about patrolling the state, to make sure no here is enslaving lycans is one we all need to consider carefully," Bill said, drawing everyone's attention back to the head of the table. 
 
    "We're also going to have to keep our eyes open for any possible attempts by one or more of the councils to come in here and try to reestablish their control." 
 
    "I don't see how that could happen," Claudia said. "Gradatim, Vestibulum, and the Ascendants don't get along, and the later two are at each other's throats now." 
 
    "Politics makes for strange bedfellows, they may hate each other, but I suspect they hate us even more. Then there are the minor councils. Some of them do wield a fair amount of power. It pays to be alert and we shouldn't become complacent." 
 
    Sean leaned back in his seat and mostly tuned them out as they continued to talk. They all probably knew more about this problem than he did, so he'd let them flesh it out and fight over it.  
 
    As he was sitting there, Cali came up from behind and started to give him a neck rub and all he could do was smile. All of the girls were dropping hints about Cali now, but he hadn't actually asked her if she wanted a child yet. He wondered if it had something to do with his almost getting killed, their having finally won the big battle, or if they just thought now that they had a well defended and secure home, it was time to raise a family. 
 
    Roxy he knew wanted his kids, she'd told him that almost two months ago. Jolene, well, he'd wanted them with her for some time now and was rather happy that she'd agreed to at least these two. Just as he was happy to be having one with Roberta, so honestly, if Cali said yes, well, he'd be wrapped around her about as tight as she'd been ending up wrapped around him of late. 
 
    For a girl who had been hesitant, shy and a little reticent when it came to showing emotion, it was obvious that she couldn't get enough of it now and honestly, he liked her even more this way. 
 
    She definitely smelled a lot better today, that was for sure. 
 
    They were talking about money now, and Sean noticed that they were glancing at him every time the word was mentioned. 
 
    "I owe Claudia a helicopter before I can even start to consider giving you guys any cash," Sean said the next time they looked at him. 
 
    "It wasn't that," Chad grinned, "you're purring." 
 
    "Yeah well, I like neck rubs, so sue me!" Sean grinned. "I think I'll leave the rest of you to work this out, I do have a lot of work back home, we're still repairing everything that got damaged in the fight," and getting up Sean nodded to all of them and left the room, with Cali pressed up against his right side for a change. 
 
    Bending over he gave her a kiss as they walked back to Daelyn's car. 
 
    "Maybe I should just send you in my place from now on, Rox," Sean chuckled as they got back in the car. 
 
    "Well, at least I wouldn't start purring in the middle of a meeting," Roxy laughed. 
 
    "Oh, I don't know, I'm sure we could figure out a way to distract you," Sean chuckled as Cali started to rub up against him in the back of the car. 
 
    "Just don't go staining the seats," Daelyn smirked as she started the car and headed back for their home. 
 
      
 
    By the time they got home, Sean was seriously thinking about doing just that, except for the fact that the back of a 'cuda wasn't really the kind of place you could actually have sex. When they got out of the car and started in towards the house, Sean found he was definitely having a hard time keeping his hands off of Cali, not that she was doing anything to discourage him, quite the opposite. 
 
    "Whatever that perfume you're wearing is, I really like it," Sean all but purred. 
 
    "That's cause she's in heat," Roxy chuckled. 
 
    Sean blinked and looked at Cali who was grinning at him; he had a tendency to forget that as a lycan his senses were all enhanced, even in his human form. 
 
    "You're in heat?" Sean said staring down at her. 
 
    Cali nodded and started to rather sensuously rub her body into his. 
 
    "How'd that happen?" Sean asked, a little dumbfounded. 
 
    "Because I wanted it to," Cali said in a husky voice that was incredibly sexy. 
 
    Grabbing her, Sean kissed her, then sweeping her up into a bridal carry made a beeline for the front door. 
 
    "Guess I don't have to ask you if you want kids," Sean chuckled as they went inside and he turned and went straight to the bedroom. 
 
    "I want dark elf children, Sean. Lots of them." 
 
    "Your wish is my deepest desire," Sean smiled and stopping next to the bed he set her down and kissed her once again, smiling down at his redheaded, dark-skinned wife. 
 
    Sean took his time helping Cali out of her clothes, first peeling off the tight shirt, then as she laid back on the bed, he fastened those skin tight pants she seemed to love so much, he rolled the top lip down, then pulling on that, he peeled her out of those as well, turning them inside out as he did so. 
 
    Shrugging off his own shirt and taking off his pants, he was once again struck by Cali's beauty. He had so many lovely women in his life, he truly was blessed. Crawling onto the bed with her, Cali held her arms open, smiling up at him. 
 
    "Come, my Husband, let us start a family with our love." 
 
    Sean took her in his arms, and smiling down he lowered his lips to her, and kissed her as she put her arms around his neck and kissed him back. When he stopped for a moment to smile down at her, she ran her hands up the side of his face and then ran her fingers up into his hair and urged him back down to kiss her some more.  
 
    Rolling onto his side, he pulled her over with him, and let his hands start to explore Cali's slender body, as her hands started to stroke and explore his as well, while they continued to kiss. It was slow, and it was languid, and the entire time the wonderful scent of her filled his head making him want her more and more.  
 
    When she finally started to work down his neck, giving him little love bites, he found it to be quite erotic, as well as exciting. She worked her way down slowly, across his chest, and pushing him onto his back she straddled him, rubbing her sex slowly over his, lightly grinding up against him, as her fingers now stroked and teased him, along with her teeth. 
 
    After several minutes of this interesting torture, Cali whispered in his ear. 
 
    "Sit up." 
 
    Bending at the waist as he pushed back against the bed with his hands, Sean did just that, and had to groan as Cali slid down onto his length, taking all of him into her, until she was seated in his lap, massaging him with her insides as she smiled up at him. Then, as if that was not enough, she brought her legs up, one at a time, first leaning her right leg against his chest, and hooking her ankle behind his neck to urge him down to kiss her, as her left leg came up on the other side. 
 
    Sean knew that Cali was flexible, but he hadn't realized just how flexible she really was!  
 
    Wrapping his arms around her, as he kissed her, she squirmed in his lap, exciting him even more. 
 
    "Now," Cali whispered again, "rock back and forth, slowly." 
 
    Sean did as he was told and for all that he may have been in his human form, he started to purr. The motions moved him slowly back and forth inside of her, and either dark elves had muscles that humans didn't, or Cali really did know a few tricks that even Jolene didn't.  
 
    She took his head gently in her hands, those same hands she'd used to slaughter Morgan, and anyone else who'd been a danger to him. 
 
    "I love you, my Husband. Never would I have expected to have a man such as you, one who I could actually love and give myself to, completely," Cali whispered to him as they slowly made love. "I will always be yours, forever," 
 
    "I love you too, Cali," Sean whispered back, "I will always love you." 
 
    Cali gasped and clung tightly to him then, and from the way she smiled and her body suddenly clenched down on his shaft, it was obvious that she'd had an orgasm. 
 
    Stroking his hands slowly up and down her back as he held her, Sean just kissed her and told her that he loved her, until she finally wound down. 
 
    She then urged him into another position, the two of them facing each other on their sides for a while, then it was Cali on her back, but her left leg was over his left shoulder as she turned to reach down and use her hands on him, as again, they slowly moved against each other and she once again professed her love for him until she hit her peak again. 
 
    Three more times Cali coaxed him into some very interesting positions that took advantage of his strength and her flexibility, until at last she was on her hands and knees beneath him, as he took her from behind. 
 
    "Fill me, my Husband, give me a child," Cali moaned beneath him, and pining her hands to the bed with his own, Sean did just as she asked. It didn't take him long to reach his peak, the slow and constant love making had him more than ready and his body had been aching for relief for some time now. So picking up speed, Sean just took her until he was finally consumed with his own lust, and lowering his head, he bit her on the shoulder as his orgasm took him, unsurprised that she joined him as he came. 
 
    It took Sean several minutes to wind down, and when he finally did, he had his arms tightly wrapped around his wife, who was singing softly in a language he'd never heard before, but it was clear that she was happy, and that was all that mattered. 
 
    Kissing her on the back of the neck, he waited until her song had ended, then he told her he loved her, and they made slow languid love again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Recovery 
 
      
 
    Friday afternoon found Sean curled up in bed, with Cali tucked under his chin and his arms wrapped tightly around her. She'd kept him up very late, not that he was complaining. What still surprised him was just how tender she was last night, for all that she'd been through, and for what she'd done, it was one of the most tender and loving experiences of his life.  
 
    Apparently making babies brought out a different side to Cali, one that he had enjoyed rather shamelessly.  
 
    Calling up his stat sheet, he got ready to check the damage. She had worn him out after all. But surprisingly all of his physical stats had improved significantly. His agility no longer had any penalty, and his constitution was only down by a few points. Maybe Jolene's claim that sex made you heal faster was true? Up until now Sean had figured she just said that to get you in bed quicker, so she could charge her own batteries. 
 
    "What are you doing, Husband?" Cali asked and then yawned, wiggling back against him. 
 
    "Checking how my recovery is coming along," Sean said as he banished the spell. 
 
    Cali chuckled, "Well I hope I didn't make it worse!" 
 
    Grinning Sean kissed her on the top of the head, "You didn't, but even if you had, it would have been worth it." 
 
    "Hmmmm," Cali sighed happily. "So what are you going to do today?" 
 
    "I'm going to lay in bed and work on my magic. If anyone needs me, you'll have to shake me a few times. When I meditate like that, I really don't hear or see any of what's going on." 
 
    "In that case, I'll stay here and make sure you're not disturbed," Cali said and stretched, drawing Sean's eyes down to that lovely full chest of hers with those dark areolas. 
 
    "Uh-uh," she grinned and grabbing the covers pulled them up. "You have work to do, after you're done, then we can play some more." 
 
    "Yes, Dear," Sean smiled and checking to be sure he still had the watch on he closed his eyes and went back into his classroom space.  
 
    The first thing he did after he'd finished his emulator was to untar his anti-scrying spell into it. Sean knew that spell intimately, having created it from scratch. Checking it over, he got a much better understanding of how spells looked after they'd been tarred and started to learn just how to manipulate them.  
 
    He ended up making quite a few changes to his emulator program that day, and come that night, he took all of his wives to bed, and took his time making love to each of them.  
 
      
 
    Saturday saw him back dealing with his emulator and this time he started to examine the items that Peg had showed him. The multipliers where wonderful pieces of work, it would have taken him six months, possibly longer to make one, and the energy requirement was actually greater than that of the tags.  
 
    But parts of the spell could definitely be improved by the techniques his father had pioneered, and Sean spent hours doing so, until he had a new version of the bracelet. Once he had finished he left the classroom and went to fill up on dinner. It was Peg's turn to keep an eye on him while he worked, so he spent a little while showing her just how much he loved her before they went and got some food. 
 
    "What are you working on, anyway?" She asked them as they dried off after showering. 
 
    "An improved version of those bracelets you have." 
 
    "Improved?" Peg looked at him curious, "Improved, how?" 
 
    "Those wristbands increase your power by twenty-five percent. The new ones will double it." 
 
    "So, fifty percent each?" 
 
    Sean smiled, "No, a hundred percent each. You'll have three times the power." 
 
    Peg's eyes went wide and the next thing he knew he had a handful of Peg as she jumped him and wrapping her arms and legs around him started kissing him. 
 
    "I want one! I want two! I want 'em now!!" 
 
    Laughing, Sean peeled her off. "Let's get dressed first, then get some food. Then you can go ask Roxy if I can use my workshop. If she says yes," Sean snagged Peg, who was about to run out of the bathroom naked. "Clothes and food first, Peg." 
 
    "Kill joy," she thppted at him. 
 
    "I don't like other men ogling my women. That's my job," he said leering. 
 
    "Besides, Roxy may say no. " 
 
    Peg stopped for a moment and looked at him, "Are you recovered enough to do this? No lying, Hon. That's my job!" she giggled. 
 
    Sean smiled, "If my shop is set up, and the batteries are all there, yeah, I think I can make eight of them." 
 
    "Eight?" 
 
    "Two for you, two for Jo, two for Roberta, and two for me." 
 
    "Can't you just make this spell internal, like you do with that scrying spell of yours?" 
 
    Sean stopped and thought about that a minute. The idea did have possibilities. 
 
    "Well?" Peg prompted him. 
 
    "I'll have to think about that, and that does remind me, I need to teach both you and Roberta how to do that anti-scrying spell. 
 
    "Oh, Jolene taught us how already!" Peg smiled. 
 
    Sean stopped and smiled as he thought of that a moment, for Jolene to teach anyone that spell, she'd have to get into their mind, which of course meant getting into their pants first. 
 
    "Down boy!" Peg teased. 
 
    "I'm just so happy that my wives all get along so well." 
 
    "You're just lucky that the women you married aren't very jaded you mean," Peg laughed. 
 
    "What about Daelyn?" 
 
    "Oh, we corrupted her weeks ago!" 
 
    "And Cali?" 
 
    Peg blushed, surprising him, "I think Cali could corrupt Jolene. Apparently they teach assassins some very naughty things." 
 
    Sean laughed, "Naughty? Now there's a word I wouldn't have expected to come out of your mouth in a hundred years." 
 
    Peg giggled, "Yeah, but in this case, it fits. Well, let's get some food, then I'm gonna track down Roxy." 
 
      
 
    "Are you sure you're okay to do this, Sean?" Roxy asked him when Peg finally brought her around. 
 
    "Well, I want to check my workshop and make sure they finished setting it up properly. If it is, yeah, this shouldn't be all that difficult. It will take a fair amount of energy, but at this point I think we've made the process pretty safe. Besides, I need to test my new methods for spell creation. If this works, I think I might be able to make my machine in a lot less time than I'd originally thought." 
 
    "Okay, let's go check your workshop. You can do one, and if you feel alright after that, I'll let you do another." 
 
    Sean nodded, "Fine with me," and followed Roxy out to his shop while Peg ran off to get a bunch of bracelets. Sean had the sneaky suspicion that she'd been waiting for him to make more of them for the others. 
 
    Surprisingly his shop had been completed inside and out. Looking around, the silver spool machine that Daelyn had made for him was there, as well as all of the batteries he'd made so far. The grounding rod checked out well, so Sean got everything set up the way he liked it, and when Peg came back with both Jolene and Roberta in tow, he laid out the bracelets, stripped down to the buff, and untarred the new spell into one of the bracelets. 
 
    "I'll never get over how easy he makes that look," Roberta said shaking her head. 
 
    Picking it up, Sean used his enchanting framework to examine the bracelet and make sure it all was as it should be, then he handed it to Peg. 
 
    "Looks good to me!" Peg said and then passed it around to the others to look at. 
 
    "How are you feeling, Sean?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Fine. Let's see how I feel after a few more." 
 
    "Stop after each one, and let me know how you're feeling, okay?" 
 
    Sean nodded. 
 
    He ended up making ten total, because he felt fine after eight, and Peg mentioned that his mother would probably like a set as well. Closing his eyes he laid back a moment and called up his stats, he hadn't recovered anything since this morning, and his mana was nearly drained as he'd had to use more of it than normal to control the process. So he hadn't done any damage to himself, but he was fairly tired. 
 
    A lot more tired than he would have been after eight hours of enchanting tags. He didn't know if it was because he was still recovering, or because these items took a lot of power.  
 
    "You okay, Hon?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Just tired," Sean sighed and his stomach growled. 
 
    "And hungry," Roxy smiled. 
 
    "Yeah, that too," Sean smiled back at her. "Well, let me get dressed and let's go get some food and then see if there's anything good to watch on TV. I need a break." 
 
    "So does this mean your new techniques were a success?" Roberta asked him as they headed back to the house. 
 
    Sean nodded, "Yup, and I need to start making some better gear for both myself and all of you." 
 
    "You know, if you offered to make some of this for the guild, I bet I could get them to keep a few of their magic users up here around the clock, to beef up our magic defenses." 
 
    "Really?" Sean said surprised. 
 
    "Well I am the guild-mistresses' daughter," Roberta grinned. 
 
    "And her grandchildren live here too," Sean acknowledged. "It's an idea that has a lot of merit. I guess we can all discuss it after we eat." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Surprise Inspections 
 
      
 
    "Oak, a minute please?" Sean said as he walked into Oak's office. It was early Sunday morning and he'd just finished breakfast. 
 
    "Yes, Boss?" 
 
    "Those teams I told you to put together for going around to all of the councils tomorrow, how are they doing?" 
 
    "They're good to go, Boss. We can go at any time." 
 
    "Excellent, get them ready, we're heading out within the hour." 
 
    Oak looked at him, "I thought you said you told them we were going to do this on Monday?" 
 
    Sean smiled, "I lied. I want to catch them with their pants down and see just what we uncover." 
 
    Oak grinned, "I'll have everyone ready to go in thirty!" 
 
    When Sean got back to the house to grab his things he saw his Uncle Maitland looking out the window. 
 
    "What's going on, Sean?" 
 
    "Oh, we're going to go roust the remaining councils today and see about freeing their lycans." 
 
    Maitland grinned, "Not waiting until tomorrow, smart." 
 
    "Thanks," Sean said grinning back at him. 
 
    "Mind if I come along?" 
 
    "Of course not! You're more than welcome Maitland." 
 
    "Let me get my things, I'll meet you outside." 
 
    Sean nodded and went to let the girls know he was going. Roxy and Cali had both asked to come last night, and considering their fighting skills, Sean wasn't about to turn them down. Peg had also asked to come along, though Sean suspected it was because she was looking for an excuse to use her new toys. 
 
    "Everybody ready?" Sean asked, sticking his head into the room. 
 
    Roxy, Daelyn, Peg and Roberta all said 'Yes!' and he kissed each one as they went by him out the door, when he got to Roberta he stopped her a moment, "You're coming too?" 
 
    Roberta smiled and patted him on the shoulder, "Roxy and I talked and we both figured one more magic user wouldn't hurt." 
 
    Sean smiled and kissed her and gave her a pat on the butt as she followed the others. Turning to Daelyn and Jolene he walked over and gave each of them a kiss. 
 
    "You two mind the shop while we're gone." 
 
    "Just don't do anything stupid, again," Jolene warned him. 
 
    "I'll behave." 
 
    "Un-huh." 
 
    "I called my uncle," Daelyn said after he kissed her, "if you need anything, don't hesitate to call him, there are a lot of dwarves in town today." 
 
    "Oh?" Sean asked, a little surprised. 
 
    "Right now, Gradatim is experiencing what it's like to not be allowed to set foot off of their property, apparently a whole convoy of heavy equipment broke down on the streets up there last night and it still hasn't moved," Daelyn said with a grin. 
 
    "They ever figure out who else was involved?" 
 
    "Not yet, but they've got their suspicions. Go have fun; I'll make sure we have room for the ones you bring back." 
 
    "Thanks!" Sean gave each of them another hug, then went outside to get everyone on the road. 
 
      
 
    "So, who are we after first?" Roxy asked as they pulled out, there was quite the string of vehicles behind them, Oak had brought ten of the six man teams and two platoons, so they had about a hundred people in twelve different vehicles, and another six empty ones to bring back here whoever they freed. 
 
    They'd had to rent a dozen vans yesterday because they didn't have enough vehicles, and right now Sean was hoping he didn't end up having to buy any of them because of damages after this was over. 
 
    "The Tall Men," Sean said, "they're the biggest, so might as well knock them off first." 
 
    "What about the 'Elevens'?" Roberta asked. 
 
    Sean shrugged, "No one knows where they are, we'll just have to find their lycans in general sweeps, assuming that they even have any." 
 
    "You don't think that they do?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "They're so secretive, it would kind of defeat the purpose of buying and keeping slaves, don't you think?" Sean said. 
 
    "You just might have a point there," Peg said and the others nodded. "What about that caravan behind us? Won't anyone notice?" 
 
    "They'll all split up as soon as we hit the highway," Sean told her, "Oak spent a lot of time with Hunter and Demon laying out routes for everyone. Most of them aren't even going to show up unless we need a show of force, but they'll all be nearby, just in case." 
 
    "Where's your uncle? Didn't you say he was coming along?" Roberta asked. The van they were in was a little full, as there was the five of them, plus three of the fighters, half of one of the other teams. 
 
    "He's up in the car in front of us, with Oak and Hunter's team," Sean replied. 
 
    "So's your mom," Roxy said and then laughed when Sean scowled at her. 
 
    "No, seriously! Your mother said she was coming too and is up here with him. I got the distinct impression that she's just a little bit annoyed over everything that's happened in the last few months and is looking for someone to punish for it." 
 
    Sean just shook his head and sighed. "Probably more like the last twelve years. I would have thought that after the fight last weekend that she wouldn't be looking to get involved in anymore." 
 
    "Actually," Cali giggled in a soft voice, "I think it just whet her appetite for more." 
 
    The girls all giggled at that and Sean watched in the mirror as the other vehicles all split up as they hit the highway. Roxy was following Oak's van, and a third one was following theirs, they didn't want to be too obvious and draw any undesired attentions. A hundred armed soldiers probably wouldn't be easy to explain to the police. At least the four mages with him wouldn't stand out to any mundanes.  
 
    When they got to the estate that the Tall Men used, Oak drove up to the front gates and stopped, blocking them. Another two vehicles were blocking the back gate, though they couldn't see it from here. Roxy stopped in the street, along with two more vans, and they all quickly piled out. Sean knew that there were six more lurking around several of the corners down the street and out of sight, in case they needed more help. 
 
    "What's the meaning of this?" a man at the gate said as Sean came up to him. He was eyeing all of the armed soldiers who were now spread out. 
 
    "We're here to pick up your lycans, I would suggest opening the gates and letting us in." 
 
    "I'll do no such thing!"  
 
    Sean shrugged and punched him in the face, and as the man staggered back dropping his magical defenses from the shock of the physical attack, Sean hit him with a sleep spell, smiling as he crumpled to the ground. Turning he used his enchanting framework to figure out the spell on the gates, then quickly drained it to ground, and unlatched it, pushing it open. 
 
    Calling up his defensive framework, Sean led the others through the gates. What they found there was quite a surprise. There were three vans parked, with their side doors open and about two dozen people with dog collars on milling about them, while another six looked stood there glaring at Sean and his men. 
 
    "What are you doing here?" One of the men said, coming forward. 
 
    "We're here for them, obviously," Sean smiled. 
 
    "We were told you wouldn't be here until tomorrow!" 
 
    "Oh, and let me guess, you were going to move them all out today, before we got here?"  
 
    "What I do with my property is .... grk!" 
 
    Sean had shifted into his hybrid form and now had his hand wrapped around the mage's throat and was squeezing it, cutting off his ability to breath. 
 
    "They are not property, they are people!" Sean growled staring down at the hapless mage. "If I had waited until tomorrow, and discovered that they were all gone, I would have gotten angry, maybe even lost my temper, and probably would have killed a few of you, maybe even all of you." 
 
    Sean smiled showing his teeth and then looked at the others, who had their hands up now, as there were twenty werewolves and four combat mages, all pointing weapons at them. 
 
    "Look, I don't care what you do to yourselves, or each other. You can play your little magic user's games to your hearts content. But my people are free, and you will not include any of us, unless you are willing to hire us as free men and women." Sean looked back at the man he had by the throat and relaxed his grip a little. "Now, you're going to take me on a tour of your property, so I can be sure we got everybody, then we're going to leave. Understand?" 
 
    "You have no right!" The magic user gasped. 
 
    "Would you rather I just killed you and got one of them to do it?" Sean growled and motioned to the other five with their hands in the air. "Cause I'm more than willing to. I've had about my limit with all of your little games and other bullshit. 
 
    "Oh, and by the way, you wouldn't have been involved in that little dustup on Wednesday, were you? I hear the dwarves all have something of an axe to grind right now. Maybe I should call up and ask a few of them to come over?" 
 
    Sean noticed a couple of the ones with their hands up looked a lot more nervous suddenly. 
 
    "No! No, it'll be fine. Victor!" He raised his voice, "Escort these gentlemen wherever they want to go on the grounds." 
 
    "Yes, Kyle." 
 
    "Hunter!" Sean said without taking his eyes off of Kyle. 
 
    "Yes, Sean?" 
 
    "Bag 'em, until I'm done." 
 
    Hunter came over and grabbing Kyle's hands he pulled them down behind his back and tied them together with a heavy plastic zip tie. Next he stuck a gag in the mages mouth, and put a black sack over his head. 
 
    "Don't get any wise ideas," Hunter whispered in his ear, "we can't kill you, if you don't give us an excuse, but the moment you do, we will." 
 
    Sean walked over to one of the guys who'd been looking nervous," I'll take this one, bag Victor there as well," he said pointing to Victor, who was standing next to him now. 
 
    "What!" Victor said, eyes narrowing as he started to look angry. Sean felt it the minute Victor started the spell, and he immediately snap kicked Victor in the stomach, launching him across the small courtyard and slamming him into one of the vans hard enough that he dented it. Maitland then hit Victor with a spell that caused Victor's clothing to turn into something that looked like a straight-jacket two sizes too small and bound Victor up tight before he even hit the ground.  
 
    Another wolf immediately put a gag in Victor's mouth and followed that with a bag over his head, just in case. 
 
    "And that my friends, is the price of being stupid," Sean growled. "In case you've forgotten, I'm a mage and I can sense you casting magic. Now," Sean turned and looked at the guy in front of him who looked like he was about to piss himself, "let's go inside, and you are going to show me everything." Sean lowered his voice to a whisper then, "And if you're worried about retaliation from either of them, I'll happily kill them here and now, so if I were you, I'd be very cooperative." 
 
    The guy gulped and nodded and motioned towards the door, "This way." 
 
    "Come on, Sten," Sean called to one of the other team leaders. "Maitland, if you wouldn't mind coming as well?" 
 
    Sean followed the mage into the building with a squad of six wolves and his uncle bringing up the rear.  
 
    "So, where are the ones you were saving for when I showed up tomorrow?" Sean asked. 
 
    "They're out back, in the kennels," the mage told him. 
 
    "Okay, but first I want a quick tour of the house, just to be sure." 
 
    The man gulped again and nodded.  
 
    Ten minutes later, they were at the kennels, the house had been clean, and as they let out the nine lycans who were inside, Sean noticed that all of them were older. Apparently they'd decided to sell off the best of their 'stock' and save these to placate him when he showed up. 
 
    Sean waited while Sten's team dealt with their silver pellets, then had them grab any personal belongings of theirs, as well as any for those out front that was still there. Then they headed back to join the others. 
 
    "Didn't you realize that I'd come back here and punish you, the ones in charge, once they told me that you'd sold off the others?" Sean said to the assembled mages once they got back around to the front of the house. He noticed that all of the vans were now gone. 
 
    "Ummm," the guy who had been showing Sean and the others around said, looking at the ground. 
 
    Sean just shook his head, "Let's go," he said to the others, Sten's team had already led the nine they'd found of towards the gates. 
 
    "Where are we going next?" Peg asked as he got into the van. 
 
    "Totis Viribus. We figured we'd get the troublesome ones out of the way first." 
 
    "Do you think these guys will warn them?" 
 
    "Oak's men cut the phone lines and left a cell phone jammer behind. I think we've got a little while before they figure that out." 
 
    Peg nodded and five minutes later they came to Totis Virbus's place. They didn't have a compound; all they really had was a rather large house with a meeting hall and some offices on the ground floor and 'party' rooms up above. Piling out Sean just led them all up to the front door and rang the doorbell. 
 
    "Yes?" A young woman lycan answered the door. 
 
    "Time to leave," Sean said and stepped by her as one of Hunter's men put a collar on her and then a tag. Sean gave her a moment to get over the pain of the pellet in her body transforming as he looked around the lobby of the building. 
 
    "Where is everyone?" 
 
    "In bed," she told him. "It's early and they had a big party last night. It wasn't very pleasant either," she said looking down at the floor. 
 
    "I don't doubt it," Sean agreed. "Do you think you could help us gather up all of the lycans here, so we could be on our way?" 
 
    "A lot of them are in bed with mages." 
 
    "Willingly or unwillingly?" Sean asked her. 
 
    "Unwillingly," she sighed. 
 
    "Well, then I think we should fix that, don't you?" Sean asked, smiling at her. 
 
    She looked up at him, Sean had shifted into his lion hybrid form again, and she gave a little start, and them smiled, "Yes, milord, I think you should. Please follow me." 
 
    "Wands out, boys," Sean told the others. "If they wake up, zap 'em." 
 
    Sean was surprised; the first six mages didn't wake up as the woman in bed with them got up, grabbed her things, and slipped out the door. The sixth one did, and found himself the sudden recipient of a cramping spell as he was then gagged and left lying on his bed.  
 
    "Is this everybody?" Sean asked when they finally came back to the front door. They had freed seventeen more lycans, only one of which was male. 
 
    The girl, who's name was Cindy, nodded. "Most of them can't afford more than one, if that, and their wives or girlfriends won't let them keep them around the house, so they keep them here." 
 
    "Okay. Sten, gather them up and let's go." 
 
    Nodding, Sten led them all to one of the vans that had pulled up and they all got back into the vans. 
 
    "Now where?" Peg asked. 
 
    "The Lux. Hopefully they'll be less of a problem." 
 
    When they pulled up at the Lux, the first surprise Sean got was that they were all quickly invited inside.  
 
    A man immediately came up and introduced himself to them. 
 
    "Hi, I'm Wayne," he said shaking hands with Sean, "I thought you weren't coming until tomorrow?" 
 
    "Yes, I figured there would be less in the way of hijinks if we showed up a day early," Sean told him. 
 
    "Well, let me round everybody up. If I understand what Mr. Troy told us, we can have lycans on the property, if they're willing to be here?" 
 
    Sean nodded, "That's correct. But they're all going to leave with me today; I want to be sure that no one is being forced into staying." 
 
    Wayne nodded, "Well, excuse me for a minute then. I guess tonight's dinner is going to be canceled." 
 
    "Oh?" Sean asked. 
 
    "We employ our lycans as servants and cooks mostly. Oh, some are used for security, because frankly we stink at it." 
 
    Sean watched while Wayne left the room. 
 
    "I must compliment you on the decor," Maitland said to one of the women who was waiting with them. "The last two places we were at were rather trashy looking." 
 
    "Oh?" she inquired. 
 
    Maitland nodded and smiled at her, "Totis Viribus, I can understand, they're really not much more than common riff-raff," Maitland said and the woman laughed and nodded. "But those so-called 'Tall Men'?" Maitland snorted, "Lots of very pretentious faux Greek architecture. Really quite disgusting." 
 
    The woman laughed then, "Oh, I know! I had to go to their place once! It was simply hideous!" 
 
    Sean watched in surprise as his Uncle continued to put the moves on the woman. His uncle was definitely a pro, he was charming her quite thoroughly. 
 
    Ten minutes later Wayne came back followed by a long line of lycans, each of which was dressed in what looked like a uniform of sorts, and was carrying a bag. When they had all filed in and lined up, Wayne raised his hand, and they all quieted down and looked at him. 
 
    "As of this moment, you've all been freed, as we discussed last night at lunch. We will miss all of you, and honestly we will be happy to take any of you back, as a paid employee, should you wish to return." Wayne paused a moment and then smiled at all of them, "And please, considering coming back. I think you'll all admit that we're going to be lost without you." 
 
    And with that, they all bowed to Wayne and filed out the doorway and Sean couldn't help but notice his uncle and his new lady friend were exchanging phone numbers before his uncle left to follow the others. 
 
    "I'm going to miss them," Wayne said looking over at Sean, "and I'm going to feel really bad if they don't come back." 
 
    "Because you'll have to do everything yourself?" 
 
    Wayne laughed, "Oh, heavens no! We can afford to hire regular servants if we have to! It'll just mean that we weren't as good to them as we should have been." 
 
    Sean raised his eyebrows at that and left then. Jogging a bit he caught up with the line of lycans as they got to the gate and several of Hunter's men were taking care of their silver pellets. 
 
    "Excuse me," Sean said to one of the older women, overall the group looked to be fairly evenly split gender wise. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "What was it like working for these folks? Do you think you'll go back?" 
 
    She nodded, "Not like I know enough to get a job doing anything else. They're not a bad bunch, a little stuck up at times, but they mean well. And honestly?" she shivered, "I'm terrified of what my kitchen is going to look like when I get back here." She looked at Sean then, "Assuming you're going to let us come back?" 
 
    Sean nodded, "If that's what you want, it's fine with me. Do you think everyone will go back?" 
 
    "Nah, I suspect a bunch of the younger ones will want to go see what else is out there. Not sure I blame 'em, but I've gotten too used to it. The hard part is going to be figuring out how much to ask them to pay me." 
 
    "That's a problem I can live with," Sean smiled and went back to the van. 
 
    "So what's left?" Roberta asked. 
 
    "Well, we don't have to go to the Sorceress Guild, seeing as I already know that everyone there wants to be there," Sean grinned. "So I guess it's on to Goliard next." 
 
    "Aren't they the ones that Sawyer said we wouldn't be doing any favors by helping?" 
 
    Sean nodded, "Sawyer did tell us that." 
 
    "Any idea why he said that, Roberta?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "All they do is party and have sex." Roberta said, and then shrugged, "When they're not working that is. Word is that all of the lycans there, male and female, are pretty much there for sex. I'd find it hard to believe that they wouldn't want to leave." 
 
    "Have you ever seen one of them?" 
 
    Roberta nodded, "They take them out on the town all the time, dressed up in the height of fashion and covered in expensive jewelry. Rumor has it that their parties are pretty debauched, but I don't know of anybody who's ever been to one, they're not big on invites." 
 
    Sean sighed, "Well, I guess we'll find out soon enough." 
 
    The Goliard lived out in one of the nicer parts of town, up in the west hills. They had a surprisingly large mansion, and there were several large outbuildings scattered around the grounds.  
 
    As they got out of the van, Sean led the way up to the door and after shifting into his hybrid form he knocked on it, flanked as usual by Hunter, two of his men, and the girls. 
 
    A man, an obviously human man, wearing tight shorts, a tank top, sandals, and a dog collar answered the door. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "We're here to free your lycans," Sean said looking at the guy. 
 
    "Damn, is it Monday already? I need to go to work!" 
 
    Sean blinked, "No, it's Sunday, we're early." 
 
    "Oh," he paused a moment and shrugged, "come on in then, but if you try and force 'em, we're gonna have words." 
 
    Sean looked down at him, "Oh?" he growled. 
 
    "Oh," the man nodded rather firmly. 
 
    "Girls!" The man called out as they came into a rather large living room, which looked rather comfortably decorated, "that lion guy is here." 
 
    Sean looked around the room, there were women sitting and lying around, as well as a couple of men, and they were all being waited on hand and foot apparently. 
 
    But what really stood out is that each and every single one of them were wearing a lycan collar with a tag! 
 
    "What the hell?" Sean said as one of the women came over to him, looking him over, rather curious. 
 
    "When Sawyer put those collars and tags up, we went out and bought one for everyone here," the guy shrugged. 
 
    "And what? They rebelled on you?" Roxy laughed, looking around. 
 
    "Worse, they threatened to leave us!" The man grumbled, "Now if you'll excuse me, I've got to go make somebody's breakfast," he grumbled and looked at the approaching woman, who gave him a pat on the butt as he went by. 
 
    "I'm Shauna, you must be Sean?" she said, shaking hands with him. He realized then that she was a cougar. 
 
    "Yes, I'm Sean. Just what is going on here?" Sean gestured to the room. 
 
    "Yeah, is this some kind of kink fest?" Roxy laughed. 
 
    Shauna smiled and looked around the room, "They gave us these collars last week, to prove to us that they really did mean what they've been telling us all these years." 
 
    "Which was?" Roxy prompted. 
 
    "That they loved us and wanted us to stay with them forever." 
 
    "And that led to this, how?" Sean asked. 
 
    "We told them, that if they really loved us, they would wait on us for a change, and be our playthings for a while." 
 
    "And they went for that?" Peg said, shocked. 
 
    "Yeah, we were all pretty surprised too!" Shauna laughed. "So now, they work all day at their normal jobs and then come home and cook, clean, scrub, and answer to our every whim." 
 
    "So I guess that means you're not coming with us?" Roxy asked. 
 
    Shauna shook her head, "The ones that wanted to leave, left already, and honestly, it really destroyed the person who had been their owner. I'm not kidding when I say that if you tried to force us, the men and women here would probably fight you to the death." 
 
    "And here I thought this was a den of hedonistic debauchery," Roberta giggled. 
 
    "Oh, it is," Shauna smirked, "but not in the ways that some people suspect." 
 
    "So, just how long is this punishment going to last?" Sean asked her, looking around. 
 
    "A year and a day." 
 
    "That long?" 
 
    "And then they have to marry us!" Shauna grinned. 
 
    "Ouch!" Peg laughed. 
 
    "Honestly," Shauna lowered her voice, "we never thought they'd go for it. Seems like they really did mean what they said." 
 
    "So, are you gonna marry 'em then?" 
 
    "If my Todd can keep this up for ninety days, I'll drag his ass down the aisle myself," Shauna giggled, "I was his 'pet' for almost ten years! Honestly I do love him; I just wanted to see him prove it." 
 
    "Well, call us if you need us," Sean said, and shaking his head he turned around and headed back to the van. 
 
    "Gee, I wonder...." Peg started. 
 
    "No!" Sean growled. 
 
    "But you'd look so cute cooking us breakfast in nothing but a little frilly apron!" Peg giggled and the others snickered as they headed back to the van. 
 
    Sean just grumbled at her. 
 
    "So who's left?" 
 
    "Well, the Solitaries are scattered all over the place, so there's no way we can deal with them, except by finding them over time, not that I suspect they have all that many. The Thaumaturgic Society and the Questers are both fairly small, so hopefully dealing with them will be quick and easy. Then it's back to the house." 
 
    Everyone nodded and they piled into the vans once more and drove off. 
 
    As it turned out, The Thaumaturgic Society and Questers didn't have any lycans, The Thaumaturgic Society because they didn't like them or want them in their house, and Questers because they couldn't afford it, being rather poor and seemed to have many of the same views on slavery as Eruditio did. 
 
    "I can't believe uncle Maitland was putting the moves on that woman," Sean said to his mother once they'd gotten back. 
 
    Louise chuckled, "Your uncle can be a charmer, when he wants to be, and he is planning on staying here a while." 
 
    "Oh?" Sean was surprised by that. 
 
    "He's very impressed by your cause and how you're carrying it out." 
 
    "But I thought faeries didn't normally involve themselves with humans? Especially not as lovers?" 
 
    Louise nodded, "Normally, no, they don't. Oh, they'll have their trysts with them. I suspect his interests in her are either because she's a mage, or perhaps she's part faerie, same as you are now." 
 
    "Is it that common?"  
 
    Louise shook her head, "No, it isn't, which would be all the more reason for him to be interested in her, if she is." 
 
    "Huh, learn something new everyday. Well, I need to get back to work." 
 
    "You really need to take a break, Son. You really are working too hard." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "You know that nice steakhouse I took you to when you graduated high school?" 
 
    Sean nodded, he'd been rather surprised that his mother had even suggested it back then, considering how tight money always was. 
 
    "Why don't you gather up your wives, and we have a nice family dinner tonight?" 
 
    Sean smiled, "You know, I'd like that." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Full Circle 
 
      
 
    It was late, and he and Roxy were running through the backyards and cutting across streets. The Fellowship meeting had gone about the way he figured it would. Bill, Claudia, Chad, Jorge, and Ted had come up with a plan for securing Reno and the surrounding area after a week of constant work and deliberations. Sean had been impressed and had approved it immediately. While he had a fair amount of responsibilities assigned to him in it, at least all of the actual legwork had been spread out among the others. So he was happy with that.  
 
    When he'd presented the final plan, there'd been a lot of questions and some hesitation, even a few protests, as he'd laid out the new rules that they were all expected to both follow and help enforce. Sean could see that it was going to take awhile for everyone to get used to this new way of doing things, but he didn't mind, they'd figure it out eventually. Now that they at least had a plan to keep things under control, he could start planning for Vegas. 
 
    He'd taken Roxy's dad, his father-in-law aside and told him that he, Sean, would be telling him what to do from now on, and he was sorry if that upset him, but Sean was in charge now, and that was just that. 
 
    "Then why don't you sit at the head of the table?" Bill had asked him. 
 
    "Because it's easier for me if I just let you deal with them," Sean had chuckled, and earned an instant scowl from his father-in-law. 
 
    "You know that they're going to resist." 
 
    "Yeah, I know. And if it becomes a problem I'll come down here and read them the riot act. But honestly, Dad, I'm a twenty-one year old kid to them. It's going to take them a while to understand that I'm not exactly what I look like." 
 
    "My daughter tells me that you've got some sort of lion spirit inside of you." 
 
    Sean nodded, "Yup, he's been teaching me what I need to know, and helping me deal with all of this." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because I didn't have the time to learn it on my own. Because I had something he needed, and he wanted to make sure I got the best advice possible." Sean shrugged, "It's our way, if you're not born a lion, to put a spirit in with you." 
 
    "Our way?" Bill had said and looked at Sean a little funny. 
 
    Sean laughed, "Yeah, I'm one of them now. I'm not sure that I explain it in a way you'd understand it, but most people who get infected never truly become a lion. But I have." 
 
    "You're right, I don't understand it," Bill said, smiling. "But I can't argue with what you've done, success is its own proof after all." 
 
      
 
    Sean had left then, but that last bit had made him wonder, so grabbing Roxy he'd headed back off to the spot where it really had all started, after sending Daelyn and Cali home in the 'cuda. 
 
    Leaping over the last fence, Sean came to stop next to Roxy, who was standing there in human form, so he shifted as well. 
 
    "Wow, hard to believe it's only been a little over two months since we were here last," Sean said looking over the building. Half of the upstairs windows had been replaced, along with a fair bit of the wood surrounding the one where George's room had been. 
 
    The rest of the place looked okay, except that there were no lights on, the house was completely dark. 
 
    "Do you know I haven't talked to any of my friends from here since the fire?" Roxy said as he stepped over and put an arm around her. 
 
    "I just can't believe all of this started not that long ago," Sean said, still shaking his head, "It seems like it was a lifetime has gone by since I was just another college nerd staring at the hot track star's ass and wondering what it would take to get a woman like that into my life." 
 
    Roxy laughed, "Apparently getting kidnapped and infected by a lion." 
 
    Sean looked at Roxy and grinned, "Totally worth it though." 
 
    "Think your old window is still unlocked?" Roxy asked with a smirk. 
 
    "Only one way to find out, right?" Sean smirked back at her and they both made their way around to the side. 
 
    "Looks closed," Roxy said, then watched as Sean shifted into his hybrid form and jumping up caught the ledge with his fingers. 
 
    Looking at the window, Sean could see that the latch was undone, so he simply pushed the window open and then pulled himself in. Once inside he looked around as Roxy crawled through the window a moment later. 
 
    "I can't believe that nothing's changed," Sean said, "I thought they had a fire in here?" 
 
    "It started in George's room remember. He's on the other side of the hall." 
 
    Sean nodded and went over to the door, he was a bit surprised it was locked, but as he was inside that wasn't much of a problem. Opening the door he looked out into the hallway. 
 
    "Okay, now this looks like they had a fire." 
 
    "Hmm?" Roxy said and looked under his arm. 
 
    Sean looked at the hallway and the wall of what had been George's room. The floor was burned in the hallway in spots, and the wall had been completely gutted and removed, along with the floor and all of the plaster in what had been George's room. All of the framing had been replaced however. 
 
    "Guess they're rebuilding already." 
 
    "Probably want to have it ready by next semester. I think commencement was last week." 
 
    "And to think, next year we were supposed to be seniors," Sean mused. 
 
    Slipping under his arm, Roxy when down the hallway to her old room and tried the door. 
 
    "Locked," she said and then reached into her pocket. 
 
    "You still have the key?" Sean said, surprised. 
 
    "Far as I know, my stuff is still in here. We never got it moved before the fire. I thought it was all destroyed, so I didn't think to tell my dad to come get it." 
 
    Opening the door, Roxy peeked in, and then waved to Sean, who came down the hallway, shifting back to human form, so he wouldn't hit his head on the ceiling. 
 
    Stepping inside he closed the door behind him as he looked around. All of Roxy's stuff was still in the room; the bed was even still made. There was a little bit of dust in the room, and there was still the faint scent of smoke, and the rugs were all missing, but other than that, nothing had changed. 
 
    "Hey, Stud," Roxy purred, and as Sean watched, she shifted back to human and started to slowly take off her clothes. 
 
    "Want to see if the bed still works?" Roxy asked and gave him a wink. 
 
    Locking the door behind him, Sean kicked off his shoes and pulled off the jacket and shirt he was wearing quickly. Taking two steps to the where she was standing by the bed he grabbed her and pulling her close he kissed her, thinking back to that first time, when she'd brought him back to her room after he'd very nearly beaten Dean Hoskins to death on the hood of his car. 
 
    Letting his hands run down her back, he cupped that nice tight ass of hers and squeezed it as he felt Roxy undoing the snap that held his pants closed, and then pushing them down to the fall around his feet. 
 
    "Why me?" he whispered as he broke the kiss and looked down at her. 
 
    "Because you were a lion, and you didn't give me any choice," Roxy whispered back. 
 
    "What?" Sean asked, looking confused. 
 
    "When I found out what had happened to you, I was all sorts of worried about what you might do. Big cats are strong and you were now one of the biggest. People recently infected can run amok and cause all sorts of damage, and you were always such a nice guy," Roxy reached down and started to tease his erection. "I'd entertained a few impure thoughts about you, Sean, but you were human and I wasn't. And then I brought you back here and you closed that door, and suddenly I realized that I had locked myself in a room with a big, strong, horny lion that wanted to fuck my ass into the bed," Roxy shivered as Sean squeezed her ass again, and let his fingers curl around to start teasing at her sex. 
 
    "You liked the idea of a big strong horny lion pounding your ass into the bed, didn't you?" Sean teased. 
 
    "All my life I wanted a big strong man like my dad, but most of the guys I met, they never measured up, but I already liked you, Sean, and suddenly you were there, and you weren't going to take no for an answer and this little cheetah got all subby and wanted nothing more than for you to have her way with her." 
 
    Sean stepped out of his pants and carefully lowered Roxy down onto the bed, "And have me put my cubs in your belly?" Sean asked and kissed her again. 
 
    Roxy shivered, "Definitely have your cubs in my belly. Now, on your back!"  
 
    Rolling off of her and onto his back, Sean wasn't at all surprised when she slowly worked her way down his body, kissing and licking as she went, until she got to his shaft and then started to slowly lick him. What he was surprised by was that she did swing her butt around so he could return the favor. 
 
    As he watched she licked up the length of him, and then opening her mouth wide, she took him in slowly, working down to the root, her eyes looking up and watching him as she started to bob her head up and down on him. 
 
    Putting his hands behind his head, Sean just watched her and tried to keep himself from just reaching down there and grabbing her hair and going wild. She was so beautiful, and he had wanted her so badly for years, and now, now she was his. They'd even made a baby together. 
 
    When she started to use her hands on him his whole body shivered and his toes curled tightly. Roxy definitely knew the fine arts of oral sex and she took her time driving him on and on, doing some very interesting things with her fingers as well as her lips, teeth, and tongue, until finally Sean couldn't hold back anymore, and with a deep groan he unloaded directly into her sucking mouth, as she smiled and hummed in delight, swallowing him down. 
 
    After she'd drained him dry, she teased him a little longer, to make sure his erection didn't flag at all, and then she turned around, got onto her hands and knees and wiggled her ass at him, then worked her hips back and forth in lewd invitation. 
 
    Sean sat up and then grabbing her hips he pulled himself over her and plunged into her wet heat immediately, causing her to cry out in delight as he buried himself to the hilt, as his hands came down on top of hers, their fingers intertwining. 
 
    "I love you, Roxy Valens," Sean gasped as he started in immediately on taking his little cheetah to the heights. 
 
    "I love you, Sean Valens," Roxy moaned and started to work back against the big lion that was covering her, time her movements to match his strokes as he took her, making her his once more. 
 
    "Does my subby little cheetah like her big fucking lion?" Sean panted into her ear. 
 
    "Take me, Sean, I need you, I need you so bad. Your little cheetah needs her big tough lion, oh yes! Love me, Baby," Roxy moaned and shivered beneath him. Who would ever have guessed that she'd win the lottery and land a lion! A big dominant lion who knew magic and how to master subby little cheetahs and how to make babies in their little cheetah's belly, and.... 
 
    Roxy cried out and came then, her arms buckling as her head and chest hit the bed below, but her Sean, her big strong lion, didn't stop. He kept driving her on and on and on. She lost count of how many times he made her hit her peak, until finally with a loud growl of his own, he came into her, and she felt his heat pouring into her body, his essence, his love. 
 
    When the last throes of Sean's orgasm had run their course, he slowly lowered himself onto her back, driving her flat to the bed as he wrapped his strong arms around her and they both cuddled like that until they fell asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    End of Book Six 
 
    This concludes the first Arc of the Valens Legacy. 
 
    The story of Sean Valens and his wives will continue 
 
    in Book Seven as Sean continues his quest. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Afterword and Some Notes 
 
      
 
    Hello everyone. First 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 would appreciate it if you would rate and review it on Amazon. We writers do get rewarded by Amazon when we get four and five star reviews, and the more we get, the more we are rewarded. 
 
    So please! I'd appreciate it very much if you gave me a good review. 
 
    If you find any typo's or 'wrong words' please feel free to email what and where they were to me. Typo's always make it through, no matter how many people I have checking things. 
 
      
 
    Some Notes on the Series: 'Stand On It,' is the conclusion of the first arc in the series. When Sean found himself in the middle of all of this, his first (and pretty much only) concern was survival and security. Then it was to free all of the lycans in Reno.  
 
    Having done that, Sean is now going to be faced with bigger problems: Holding on to Reno; and freeing more lycans from their slavery. This will present a whole new series of challenges and problems, and may lead to bigger changes that perhaps only the seers can see coming. 
 
    I will be taking a month off, to write book number eight in the Portals of Infinity series (so it's not really a vacation). Once that is complete I will return to start on the second arc in the series, with Book Seven (I don't have a firm title for it yet, sorry). 
 
    But there are going to be more books. 
 
      
 
    A Book & Author Recommendation: Once again I would like to recommend fellow author William D. Arand (Amazon page: https://www.amazon.com/William-D.-Arand/e/B01AY7PSG4). He's written a number of great novels, including the Super Sales on Super Heroes series, and has another book coming out soon as well. 
 
    If you haven't read Super Sales on Super Heroes, I would highly recommend it, it's a fun story. https://www.amazon.com/dp/B072HQF1B6/ 
 
      
 
    If you want to know more about my Portal of Infinity series, the first book can be found here: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B00MKSLRH0/ 
 
      
 
    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/ 
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